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About 
us
The Equality and Human Rights 
Commission stands up for freedom, 
compassion and justice in changing times. 

It’s our job to put the important principles of equality and 
human rights into practice so that everyone in Britain can 
make the most of their rights, is treated fairly, with dignity 
and respect, and has the chance to lead a fulfilling life.

Our work is driven by a simple belief: if everyone gets a fair 
chance in life, we all thrive.

Our unique legal powers allow us to tangibly change lives, 
and we are using these powers more robustly and more 
intelligently than ever before.  
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All that we have sought 
is for me to be able to live 
independently and use my 
home as anyone else would. 
We are relieved that [the] 
judgment will finally allow 
me to do this and will protect 
other disabled people from 
going through what we have.

Stacey Smailes

“

”

We improved
living standards

Stacey Smailes has Ehlers-Danlos syndrome, 
a condition that limits her mobility. She needed 
to make changes to her home but a term in the 
lease banned alterations. Her landlord, Clewer 
Court Residents, refused to make an exception 
and Stacey and her husband had to move out. 

We funded and supported Stacey’s 
discrimination case against her landlord 
to make sure the law is clear and supports 
other disabled people like Stacey to live 
independently.

In January 2019, Cardiff County Court ruled 
that the landlord should have let Stacey make 
alterations, which were reasonable in light of her 
disability. The judgment means that landlords 
must allow disabled leaseholders to make 
changes that are reasonable and necessary.
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We advanced equality and
rights in employment

Gary worked for Pimlico Plumbers as an 
‘independent contractor’. He wore a company 
uniform, drove a company-branded vehicle and 
worked exclusively for them. But when he had a 
heart attack and needed to work reduced hours, 
Pimlico Plumbers refused the request and 
dismissed him. 

We funded Gary’s case through the Court of 
Appeal and the Supreme Court. The courts both 
ruled in Gary’s favour and agreed that he was 
protected by the law. 

This is a landmark case for workers’ rights in 
the gig economy. It could help thousands who 
have been wrongly classed as self-employed to 
enforce their employment rights like the right to 
reasonable adjustments, as well as holiday pay 
and other benefits.
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63% 
of our legislative recommendations  
were cited or supported in Parliament

During 2018/19,



Impact in numbers
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85%
of our treaty monitoring 
recommendations were 
adopted by the United 
Nations 

100%
of organisations 
submitted their gender 
pay gap data

45,000
people downloaded our toolkit  
to deal with workplace discrimination,  
part of our EHRC Adviser Support service 

13
NHS local bodies have 
changed their policies so 
that disabled people can live 
independently

Our Working Forward project reached  
more than 

1.85 million 
staff across 430 businesses last year

Our social media campaign to shift 
human rights attitudes was seen 

by our audience 

million 
times2.9

Our website views increased by almost 

20% to  

6.5 million 



This year, #MeToo and #TimesUp put 
workplace sexual harassment top of the 
news agenda. We used our unique  
position and worked with a range of  
partners to influence policy and hold 
employers to account.

We responded quickly to allegations of 
sexual harassment of agency staff at the 
Presidents Club dinner. We used our powers 
to enter into a legal agreement with the 
agency’s owner requiring her to update her 
policies, undertake training and encourage 
staff to speak up. 

We entered into similar legally binding 
agreements with four other employers 
who had been found liable for sexual 
harassment, including Rainbow Theatre and 
bus company Go-Ahead. These companies 
now have a legal duty to make fundamental 
changes to better protect their staff.

We also made recommendations on 
harassment. In response, the Government 
has agreed that we will publish technical 
guidance on workplace harassment to 
inform a Statutory Code of Practice in 
2020. This new Code will protect the 40% 
of women and 18% of men who have 
experienced unwanted sexual behaviour  
at work.
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We tackled harassment 
in the workplace



Beth is a young woman with autism. Under 
the Mental Health Act 1983, she has been 
placed in long-term detention, away from her 
family, and has been repeatedly restrained. 

We are funding Beth’s court case because 
there are too many cases like hers and we 
want to make sure that everyone gets the 
right help and support, when and where they 
need it.

We made recommendations and provided 
advice to inform the Independent Review of 
the Mental Health Act. The Review’s own 
recommendations reflected many of our 
key asks and the Government now has a 
comprehensive new road map to reform 
the Act.

We are developing and testing new tools 
and published a new framework to make 
sure this reform happens and that people 
are aware of their rights, as well as using 
our legal powers to support cases like Beth’s 
that will help protect people around the UK 
with mental health conditions. 

Alongside civil society organisations, we 
supported the Mental Health Units (Use 
of Force) Act. Known as `Seni’s Law’, the 
Act means mental health units must, 
among other things, train staff to avoid 
using restraint and improve data collection, 
monitoring and reporting on their use of 
restraint.
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We supported people with 
mental health conditions 



A previous court ruling had said that children 
with a tendency to physically abuse others 
were not covered by the Equality Act 2010, 
even if that behaviour arose out of an 
underlying disability. 

This left thousands of children vulnerable 
to being excluded from school and, in cases 
of exclusion, they could not use the Equality 
Act to challenge the decision. 

We wanted to change the law to better 
protect these children so we funded an 
appeal brought by the parents of a 13-year-
old boy with special educational needs who 
was excluded from school.

Provisions in the Equality Act meant 
that schools were not required to make 
reasonable adjustments to support children 
in these circumstances. The Upper Tribunal 
ruled that these provisions are unlawful. 

This decision is hugely important in 
upholding the right to education and will 
protect thousands of children in Britain.
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We protected  
the right to education

We supported people with 
mental health conditions 
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Disabled people are less likely than non-
disabled people to use the internet for 
personal use. This means that many rely 
on local banking services to do day-to-day 
things, like withdrawing money, paying bills 
and getting financial advice. 

Like lots of other banks, one of the ways the 
Royal Bank of Scotland provides banking 
services is via mobile branches. RBS agreed 
to work with us to further improve the 
accessibility of these branches after we 
provided it with advice and guidance. 

RBS has already committed to making 
positive changes as a result – for example, 
introducing adjustments for visually 
impaired customers and those with hearing 
loss, as well as exploring how the mobile 
branch van can be adapted to provide 
wheelchair access.

The bank will also look to improve how it 
communicates with disabled customers, 
providing further training to staff and, on our 
recommendation, is strengthening its work 
with disabled people’s organisations.
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We worked with businesses to   
improve access for disabled  
people
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Our unique legal powers allow us to tangibly change lives, and we are using 
these powers more robustly and more intelligently than ever before. 

Our legal action 
in numbers 

In 2018/19, we addressed some 360 enforcement and litigation matters:

We supported

84 legal 
cases
 

including 32 under the 
Legal Support Projects

judicial review cases
4
We initiated

We initiated  
formal enforcement 
procedures with  

10
employers...

...resulting in

9 

legally binding 
agreements 

and 1 major investigation

We considered some

265 
instances of alleged 
breaches of equality and 
human rights law

83%  

of our legal casework 
positively changed or 
clarified the law



Freedom of expression is the foundation of 
democracy. But divisions and insecurities 
often get in the way of listening to and 
understanding the different views that make 
an equal society possible.

Groups across the higher education 
sector wanted to know how they could 
better promote and protect freedom of 
expression. So, working in partnership with 
the Department for Education, National Union 
of Students, Charity Commission, Office for 
Students and Universities UK, we issued 
guidance on freedom of expression for higher 
education establishments. 

The guidance sets out good practice 
benchmarks and practical ways for 
organisations to better work together.

Higher education representatives and 
government ministers welcomed the new 
guidance, describing it as ‘important and 
timely’, and it has been the most downloaded 
document on our website over the past year. 
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We increased 
participation 

This guidance is a symbol  
of the commitment from 
across the higher education 
sector to protecting freedom 
of speech.

Universities Minister,  
Chris Skidmore

“

”

Our legal action 
in numbers 
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Access to justice remains one of our key 
concerns. Legal aid for discrimination cases 
dropped by nearly 60% after the mandatory 
telephone gateway was introduced.  
And despite handling some 18,000 cases, 
only a few of these were referred for  
face-to-face advice – with an even smaller 
number actually going to court and 
receiving an award.

In the last financial year, we tackled one 
of the major barriers to accessing justice 
by supporting a landmark legal case on 
employment tribunal rights. 

In 2018/19, we built on this work by launching 
a formal inquiry to find out whether legal aid 
for discrimination cases provides effective 
access to justice. We discussed our concerns 
and early findings with the UK Government, 
whose own review of the Legal Aid, 
Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 
2012 reflected all the issues we raised.

The Government has also pledged to 
remove the telephone gateway by 2020 
and make other changes in line with early 
recommendations.

We shone a light on 
access to justice
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