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Question posed: Giving your extensive scholarship and experience in the field of economic, social and cultural rights, including as former member of the UN Committee on Economic Social and Cultural Rights, what do regard as the major challenges facing the realisation of economic, social and cultural rights for current and future generations? 

There are several challenges. However, for the purposes of this brief presentation I will focus on the key challenge of stark economic inequalities both within and between countries. As is well-known this aligns with goal 10 of the Sustainable Development Goals. 
Income and wealth inequalities have increased in practically every country since the 1980s with a surge in deregulation, privatization and liberalization policies. The Covid-19 pandemic has deepened these fault lines of wealth and income disparities. The World Inequality Report of 2022 produced by the World Inequality Lab shows that over the past two decades, the gaps between the average incomes of the top 10% and the bottom 50% of individuals in countries has almost doubled, increasing from 8,5 x to 15x.[footnoteRef:1]  The poorest half of the global population barely owns any wealth at all, possessing just 2% of the total. In contrast, the richest 10% of the global population own 76% of all wealth.[footnoteRef:2] Increasingly a tiny fraction of super-wealthy individuals and corporations in the world are capturing a vastly disproportionate amount of global wealth. In fact, 2020 – the year of the outbreak of the Covid Pandemic – represented the steepest increase in global billionaires’ share of wealth on record.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  World Inequality Report 2022, p. 8.]  [2:  World Inequality Report 2022, p. 4]  [3:  World Inequality Report 2022, p.12. ] 

	According to the 2023 Oxfam report, Inequality Kills, the Covid pandemic has exacerbated inequality between countries due to inequitable vaccine access, a deepening debt crisis, severe cuts in social spending in more than 100 counties. For example, they report that 2/3 of all low- and lower-middle income countries cut their (already largely insufficient) education budgets since the start of the pandemic.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Oxfam, Inequality Kills (2023), pp. 16 – 18.] 

	But why are these economic inequalities necessarily bad for the realisation of economic, social and cultural rights? Differently stated: As long as people enjoy some form of basic or minimal access to socio-economic rights, why should we care about the vast wealth and economic inequalities I have outlined?  
Here I want to suggest 5 interlinked reasons:
1. Firstly, empirical evident shows that counties with high levels of economic inequality fare worst in terms of almost every socio-economic, cultural and civil and political indicator, ranging from life expectance, crime levels, levels of literacy and health.[footnoteRef:5] Moreover, these inequalities fuel the inter-generational transmission of poverty and disadvantage over many generations. In other words, it undermines the ability of future generations – particularly the descendants of those currently disadvantaged by poverty – to enjoy their economic, social and cultural rights [5:  Richard Wilkinson & Kate Pickett The Spirit Level: Why Inequality is Better for Everyone (2010).] 

2. Secondly, economic inequality deepens structural gender inequalities. For example, there are vast disparities in women’s share of total incomes from work with gender earnings inequality “very high” according to the World Inequality Report.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  World Inequality Report (2023), p. 13.] 

3. The third reason relates to the imperative to meet everyone’s economic, social and cultural rights sustainably without overshooting the Earth’s planetary boundaries.[footnoteRef:7] This refers to the ability of natural systems and ecological processes to sustain life and livlihoods for present and future generations. As the World Inequality Report points out: [7:  Rockstrom et al [insert reference]] 

“Global income and wealth inequalities are tightly connected to ecological inequalities and to inequalities in contributions to climate change.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  World Inequality Report (2023) p. 13.] 

Thus the richest 10% of the global population contribute 50% to global carbon dioxide emissions whereas the bottom 50% contribute 12%.[footnoteRef:9] Moreover, as is well-known, there are also vast historical disparities in contributions to greenhouse gas emissions between the developed and developing countries.[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  World Inequality Report (2022) 13; 114 – 136; Oxfam Inequality Kills (2023) 33 - 36]  [10:  https://www.cgdev.org/media/who-caused-climate-change-historically ] 

4. Fourthly vast income and wealth differentials facilitate monopolies over certain sectors of the economy which impact on the realization of economic, social and cultural rights. Thus, major corporations enjoy disproportional power to dictate the terms on conditions on which people access employment, health care, social security, housing, food, water, and even increasingly education. These trends are aggravated by the privatization, commodification and financialization of many formerly public goods and services. In the process many social rights such as housing and quality health care have become increasingly unaffordable not only to the poor, but increasingly to members of the middle classes.  In the world of work, the economic disparities reflected in the erosion of trade union rights, and surge in low-wage, precarious forms of work.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  ILO Reports, general comments] 

5. The final reason I will give for why economic inequality is bad for economic, social and cultural rights is a political one. Steep economic inequalities result in the wealthy and privileged enjoying disproportionate political influence and power. The dependence of many modern political parties on private funding can result in political capture and skew economic and social policies towards the interests of the wealthy and privileged, rather than the rights of impoverished and disadvantaged groups.[footnoteRef:12] Moreover, the rich enjoy the disproportionate ability to influence legislative and policy outcomes through, for example, well-funded lobbying campaigns and superior access to political decision-makers.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Thomas Piketty Capital and Ideology (2020) 1016 – 1019.]  [13:  Martin Gilens and Benjamin I Page, “Testing theories of American politics: Elites, interest groups and average citizens” (2014) 12 Perspectives on Politics 564; Jacob S. Hacker and Paul Pierson “Winner-Take-All Politics: Public Policy, Political Organization, and the Precipitous Rise of Top Incomes in the United States (2010) 38 Politics and Society 152 – 204. ] 

So in essence: we cannot achieve the sustainable realization of economic, social and cultural rights without combatting intra- and inter-State inequalities in income and wealth distribution. This is going to require multi-faceted strategies of redistribution of wealth, a reduction in power differentials, and new models of development that respect ecological systems and planetary boundaries.  I anticipate that many of these strategies will be explored in this important workshop. 
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