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YORK HUMAN RIGHTS CITY 
DECLARATION
York, in becoming a Human Rights City, embraces a vision of a 
vibrant, diverse, fair and safe community built on the foundations 
of universal human rights. This vision is shared by citizens and 
institutions in our city, including the City Council, North Yorkshire 
Police, voluntary organisations and faith communities.

We are building on York’s own particular history of democratic 
innovation, philanthropy and an international outlook, all of which 
have shaped our commitment to social justice.

This declaration marks an ambition, a significant point in a journey, 
not a final destination. As the United Kingdom’s first Human Rights 
City we are committed to making our vision real, putting fundamental 
rights at the heart of our policies, hopes and dreams for the future.

Signed by  
The Right Honourable Lord Mayor of York  
at the declaration event at the Merchant Taylors’ Hall,  
on Monday 24th April 2017 
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Executive summaryExecutive summary

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
2021 started in a Covid-19 related lockdown and ended with the City 
of York Council Executive voting to exclude Blue Badge holders 
from the centre of the city.1 These two events capture many of the 
human rights challenges facing York as we enter 2022. How do we 
deal with the legacies of Covid-19, and in particular the harsh light it 
has shone on inequalities in the city? And, how can we rebuild trust 
after a bruising process that led to a group of disabled people being 
knowingly and deliberately excluded from the city centre?

This report indicates that the legacy 
of Covid-19 is likely to include a sharp 
increase in inequality, for example 
affecting the gender pay gap and 
educational achievement. Poverty is 
an aligned concern, with between a 
quarter and a fifth of children in York 
living in poverty. The year ended with 
warnings that residents face a ‘perfect 
storm’ this winter, with the resumption 
of evictions (halted during the 
pandemic), the end of the £20 a week 
Universal Credit uplift, and a rise in 
food and fuel poverty.2 Furthermore, 
in 2020-21, there was a 35.4% drop 
in the proportion of service users 
who have as much social contact 
as they would like. Rising demand 
for social care accompanied by a 
shortfall in financial and human 
resources has created a crisis in the 
sector. While York has shown some 
economic resilience and considerable 
community solidarity over the past 
two years, this report highlights 
inequality, poverty and social care as 
priority concerns for the future. 

The Blue Badge decision is the 
biggest challenge to-date to York’s 
Human Rights City status. Parts of the 
architecture set up to advance human 
rights in the city failed. The decision 
required complex considerations: 
whether to permanently extend the 
footstreet area in central York; on 
what grounds (economic benefits, 
environmental gains, security 
concerns); and how to weigh these 
issues against the need for all 
residents to access the city centre. 

In the end, security, and the protection 
of the right to life against terrorist 
threats, were deployed by the City 
Council Executive and the police in 
a way that simply overrode other key 
human rights. The decision-making 
process was characterised by endless 
consultation, but many felt that they 
were not heard and that there was 
little attempt to find a compromise that 
would protect security and access. 
Consultation felt performative, as 
though the Council wanted to be seen 

to consult but in reality the decision was 
already made. As such the damage 
done is both to the rights of a group 
of York residents (disabled people) 
and to public trust in democracy and 
democratic decision-making in the city. 

As a result of the Blue Badge decision, 
the York Human Rights City Network 
(YHRCN), a civil society coalition, is 
looking to reset its engagement with 
the City of York Council. From its 
inception, the YHRCN consciously 
adopted an approach where we 
worked with the Council where we 
could, but retained the right to criticise 
when needed. Elements of the human 
rights architecture created through 
this approach are no longer fit for 
purpose. The Human Rights and 
Equalities Board (HREB), a Council 
led body, must be replaced – it lacks 
power, resources and leadership, and 
as the decision on Blue Badge access 
approached it failed to meet or take a 
position on the issue. 

The Community Voices project, run 
for several years by YHRCN and 
funded by the Council, engages with 
communities not reached by normal 
consultation processes, and supports 
them to set their own agendas for 
change and bring those agendas to 
the Council and other power-holders 
in the city. In 2021 the YHRCN used 
Community Voices to work with 
disabled groups, in part on the Blue 
Badge issue. Community Voices also 
needs rethinking, as there is no value 

in mobilising voices and agendas for 
change if the Council has no interest 
in listening or fails to deliver co-
produced solutions in the aftermath 
of consultations – this runs the risk 
of further marginalising already 
marginalised groups. 

Against this gloomy backdrop, this 
indicator report also showcases 
areas where the YHRCN and a 
human rights approach have over the 
years contributed to positive change. 
Slow, uneven, but clear progress is 
being made on tackling hate crime, 
creating opportunities for young 
people Not in Employment, Education 
and Training (NEETs), embedding a 
rights-based Housing First approach, 
and championing rights-respecting 
schools. Recommendations from 
last year’s report on Covid-19 have 
contributed to new initiatives in the 
city. For example, a Poverty Truth 
Commission is being set up to 
address the pandemic’s legacy in 
relation to poverty and inequality.

So, where do we go from here? 
In YHRCN’s view it is too early to 
abandon the Human Rights City 
status. To do so would hurt supporters 
of human rights more than those who 
remain ambivalent or hostile. As set 
out above, the declaration of York as 
a Human Rights City in 2017 marked 
an intent, and an important point 
on a journey not a final destination. 
The journey has been particularly 
turbulent this year; it is not clear if the 
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EQUALITY AND 
NON-DISCRIMINATION
The Right
All international and regional human rights treaties to which the UK 
is a party recognise non-discrimination as a fundamental human 
right. As a result, all public authorities, including at local level, are 
bound to respect, protect and fulfil the right to equality and non-
discrimination. The table below includes relevant provisions of 
selected treaties and domestic legislation.

International Law Domestic Law

European Convention on Human 
Rights, 1950, Article 14

International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights, 1966, Articles 2.1 
and 26

International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights, 1966, Articles 
2.2, 3, 7.a.i, 10.3

Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities, 2006, Articles 4, 5, 6, 
23, 24, 25, 27, 28, 29, 30

Human Rights Art 1998, Schedule 1, 
Part 1, Article 14 (the Human Rights Act 
domesticates the European Convention 
on Human Rights)

Equality Act 2010, Section 149

Council Executive shares our intent. 
As we look to reset relationships 
and priorities, and rebuild trust, the 
YHRCN will use the Human Rights 
City status to highlight challenges in 
the city; to stand alongside those who 
remain marginalised and discriminated 
against; and to hold leaders and those 
with power to account. This sixth 
indicator report is offered to the city in 
this spirit. 

The report contains the following five 
recommendations:

	l The Council, and particularly the 
Council Executive, needs to provide 
residents of York with a reason to 
believe that it shares the intent to 
deliver on the promise of York being 
a Human Rights City. In a recent 
Six Point programme, the YHRCN 
called for a renewed statement of 
commitment, strong leadership, 
adequate resourcing, and a review of 
the city’s human rights architecture, 
notably the Human Rights and 
Equalities Board. 

	l The Council needs to more generally 
rethink its approach to engagement 
with the public. Many in the Council 
believe that it ‘does participation 
well’. This view is fundamentally 
at odds with the experience of 
many residents. Recent YHRCN 
research indicates that much 
current Council-led practice falls well 
short of engagement, co-design or 
co-production.3

The Indicators 
HATE CRIME

For the period from 31 October 
2020 to 31 October 2021, North 
Yorkshire Police (NYP) recorded 
402 hate crimes in York.4 By far the 
greatest number were race-related 
(230 or 57%). Sexual orientation 

(77 or 19%), disability (40 or 10%), 
and misogyny/misandry (18 or 4.5%) 
represented the other categories 
of hate crime most frequently 
reported. Reported hate incidents 
are likely to be significantly higher 
than hate crimes.5

	l The YHRCN stands alongside 
the ‘Reverse the Ban’ coalition in 
calling on the Council Executive 
to reverse the prohibition on Blue 
Badge access to the city centre, 
and engage with disability groups 
to genuinely co-produce a solution 
that guarantees both security 
and access. This has become a 
defining issue for who we are as 
a city – we are better than the 
current decision suggests. 

	l Social care needs to be a priority 
for the Council and civil society 
groups. It is a sector in crisis 
nationally and locally, suffering 
from the effects of the pandemic, 
and from long term underfunding 
and lack of attention to staffing and 
training support. YHRCN proposes 
that a rights-based approach be 
adopted to seeking solutions in this 
sector, within the constraints set by 
national government.

	l The City Council, civil society 
and other sectors such as 
business should support the 
Poverty Truth Commission, as a 
significant intervention to address 
poverty and as a new form of 
civic engagement. It will be led 
by community commissioners, 
with lived experience of poverty, 
with the aim of placing such 
commissioners at the heart of 
policy-making and practice on 
poverty in the city. 
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Well over half of these recorded 
crimes took place between 8pm and 
4am, with the largest number – 150 
– between midnight and 4am. This 
indicates a strong link between hate 
crime and the night time economy. 
Police figures also suggest a 
summer peak in hate crime, likely 
due to more people going out as 
a result of an easing of lockdown 
restrictions and improved weather, 
with the highest monthly figures for 
June to September 2021 inclusive. 
Few of these crimes have resulted in 
prosecutions – around 15%.6

A further disturbing trend, informed 
by Covid-19 related lockdowns, is 
the rise in online hate crime. A study 
by Leonard Cheshire and United 
Response found that online disability 

hate crime rose by more than 50% 
across England and Wales in 2020-21. 
Repeat offender rates were up 89% on 
2019-20. Few reports lead to charges 
being brought, and many disabled 
people spoken to for the research 
indicated that they would not report 
incidents of hate crime to the police.7

After hate crime was highlighted as 
an issue of concern in York in previous 
Indicator Reports, the Council-
led Human Rights and Equalities 
Board (HREB) set up a Hate Crime 
Working Group in 2020 to support 
the development of third party Hate 
Crime Reporting Centres and to enable 
relevant groups and organisations, 
along with the City of York Council 
(CYC) and NYP, to meet regularly 
to discuss issues relating to hate 
crime in the city. After a slow start, 
ongoing work to address some of the 
challenges relating to tackling hate 
crime includes:

	l The establishment of a 
sub-committee to create a 

comprehensive and consistent 
database on hate crime for the NYP 
and CYC. Such a database will be 
useful for identifying patterns and 
planning responses.

	l The creation of Hate Crime 
Reporting Centres is based on 
the understanding that one way 
of tackling the challenge 
of under-reporting is 
to enable people to 
report to organisations 
that they already know. 
Organisations including the 
York Travellers Trust, York 
Racial Equality Network 
and MESMAC have now 
received relevant training. 
York CVS and Explore York 
will receive a less intensive 
and more generic training. 
It is not yet clear when 
all these centres will be 
fully operational, or when 
centres for other groups, 
such as disabled people, 
will be set up. 

GENDER PAY GAP

The first year of the pandemic 
resulted in an alarming increase in 
the gender pay gap (difference in 
average hourly earnings, excluding 
overtime) in the city, based on figures 
from the Annual Survey of Hours and 
Earnings (ASHE).8 
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Race-related 57%
Sexual orientation 19%
Disability 10%
Misogyny/misandry 4.5%
Other 9.5%

Comparative data on median weekly wage

2019 2020 2021

Area Male Female Male Female Male Female

York £676 £544.10 £593.70 £539.70 £707.50 £560.90

Yorkshire and 
Humberside

£628.40 £515.10 £560.00 £459.80 £601.10 £498.10

Great Britain £719.30 £578.70 £611.10 £509.10 £654.30 £558.10

Median weekly wage in York

Hate crime by category 31 October 2020 to 31 October 2021
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The key findings in relation to the 
gender pay gap are as follows:

	l Male median income increased 
in York by nearly 20% from 2020 
to 2021; while female income 
increased by less than 4% in the 
same period.

	l The pandemic has taken median 
male wages in the city for both 
men and women from below the 
median for Great Britain to above 
the national figure.

	l The gender pay gap was 
significantly reduced in 2020, 
but increased rapidly to above 
pre-Covid levels in 2021: 2019 
£131.90; 2020 £54; 2021 £146.60. 
This is likely to be in part because 
more female employees were 
placed on furlough during the 
pandemic. 

In October 2021, the Office for 
National Statistics (ONS) reported 
that the gender pay gap among all 
employees in the UK had increased 
during the pandemic, from 14.9% 
in 2020 to 15.4% in April 2021, due 
partly to the disproportionate number 
of women on furlough, as noted 
above.9 Although the 2021 figure is 
still down from the 17.4% figure in 
2019, and the pre-pandemic long 
term trend was of a decreasing 
gender pay gap, recent explanations 
for this pattern place it in a less 
positive light.

CASE STUDY: Human rights and disabled 
people in York11

People who had previously used 
a Blue Badge to access York city 
centre had this right suspended 
under emergency powers at the 
start of the Covid-19 pandemic 
on the grounds that entry into 
and/or parking of vehicles within 
the footstreets area would 
inappropriately limit the introduction 
of social distancing measures. Once 
those measures were relaxed, the 
ban remained on grounds including 
that it was needed to encourage the 
local economy, for example through 
the expansion of pavement cafes. 
In November 2021 the Council 
Executive approved a permanent 
ban, on the grounds that it would 
lower the terrorist threat.

YHRCN had become aware of 
the growing unease within the 
disability community and beyond as 
temporary restrictions continued. 
This turned to great concern as the 
intention to move to a permanent 
ban became clear. The issue was 
taken to the YHRCN Steering Group 
in July 2021 which decided to issue 
a public statement expressing its 
grave concerns, arguing the need 
for the Council to consider, as a 
matter of legal obligation, ‘the dignity 
and respect of disabled people’ and 
making several recommendations.12 

The Human Rights and Equalities 
Board (HREB) – the body set 
up by the Council, chaired by an 
elected member from the ruling 
administration and separate 
to YHRCN – considered our 
recommendations, rejecting some 
and accepting others. It invited York 
CVS to facilitate meetings between 
disability groups and Council officers 
under an independent chair to 
explore mutually acceptable ways 
forward. It also invited YHRCN to 
produce a report setting out the 
competing human rights interests 
and suggesting ways to approach 
decision-making within a human 
rights framework.

The York CVS meetings failed 
to identify ways forward when it 
became clear that Council officers 
were not prepared to discuss 
reinstatement of any Blue Badge 
parking within the footstreets. Given 

A report by the Institute for Fiscal 
Studies, released in December 2021, 
found that the gender pay gap in 
the UK has reduced very little in the 
last 25 years, despite government 
initiatives to increase equality. On 
average, working-age women in 
the UK earned 40% less a week 
and £3.10 less an hour than men in 
2019. Although the 40% earnings 
gap is about 13 percentage points 
lower than in the mid-1990s, the 
report calculates that more than 
three-quarters of the reduction 
in the earnings gap over the past 
quarter-century can be explained 
by the rapid increase in women’s 
educational attainment. Other 
measures, such as parental leave 
and funding for child care, have had 
very little impact.10

10 11
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the clear evidence that no alternative 
access arrangements would be 
suitable for many Blue Badge 
holders, this meant their exclusion 
would result. 

The YHRCN report13 set out the 
core principles that: 1) majority 
preferences can only override 
those of minority groups in very 
particular circumstances, and 
the outcome may not amount to 
systemic discrimination; and 2) that 
when weighing competing human 
rights, non-discrimination must 
be central in finding any solution. 
It also expressed concerns about 
the poor quality of relevant Council 
Equality Impact Assessments and 
of the process of data gathering and 
analysis. Its conclusions stressed 
the importance of the Council 
considering ‘… the implications 
of the “slow disaster” of further 
discriminating against an already 
disadvantaged group, and the 
implications for trust and public 
relations in the city, alongside the 
implications of “rapid disasters”, such 
as the threat of terrorist attacks’. It 
again made recommendations. 

The HREB did not meet to consider 
the YHRCN report or the feedback 
from York CVS – despite requests 
from several of its members to do 
so – prior to the November Council 
Executive meeting. 

On 17th November, an open letter to 

and significant social media activity. 
There have also been calls for York 
to lose its Human Rights City status. 
Not only has this reflected significant 
concerns that a group of residents and 
visitors with a ‘protected characteristic’ 
are permanently denied access to the 
footstreets area but also that other 
cities might follow suit if York’s actions 
prove ‘successful’.

The signatories to the open letter 
opposing the permanent ban have 
now come together to fight on under 
the banner Reverse The Ban – 
Reopen York to Blue Badge Holders. 
Its stated aim is: 

the people of York in the local media 
from 16 disability- and age-related 
organisations and allies across the 
city (including YHRCN) urged the 
Council not to bring in a permanent 
ban. On 18th November the Council 
Executive voted unanimously to do 
so on the grounds that the risk to 
security from the terrorist threat was 
paramount. At the meeting itself a 
very large number of speakers from 
the disability community filled the 
public speaking slots. 

Following its November Steering Group 
meeting, YHRCN issued a statement 
directly to the Leader of the Council, 
the Executive Member for Transport, 
the Chair of HREB and the Chief 
Operating Officer.14 It asked for their 
commitment to York’s Human Rights 
City status, a demonstration of that, 
and a complete overhaul of the HREB 
Board. It also decided to pause its work 
with the Council in the meanwhile.

The York Disability Week 
programme15, clustered around the 
UN International Day of People with 
Disabilities (3rd December), has 
been supported by YHRCN since its 
inception. The permanent ban meant 
all its 2021 events had to be held 
outside the footstreets.

Throughout the whole of this period 
there have been growing levels of local, 
regional and national media attention 
– including the BBC, ITV, Sky News, 
The Guardian and The Independent – 

Indeed a report commissioned by 
the Council itself, the Martin Higgitt 
report,16 has suggested practical ways 
forward. York Accessibility Action’s 
highly successful Crowdfunder appeal 
means it is now exploring private and 
public legal action.

In January 2022, the Council 
Executive voted to install permanent 
physical barriers to the city centre, 
again despite appeals from 
the disability community. The 
accompanying Equalities Impact 
Assessment listed only one human 
right being impacted, Article 2: the 
right to life (i.e. relating to the terrorist 
threat). The omission of the human 
rights of disabled people was stark. 
Further, it concluded there was ‘…no 
potential for unlawful discrimination or 
adverse impact’ even though the same 
document acknowledged elsewhere 
its impact on Blue Badge holders.

YHRCN will continue to support the 
Reverse The Ban coalition. As national 
and international human rights activists 
have experienced all too often, the 
fight for human rights is not always 
easily won but it remains crucial to 
not give up. As one of our Steering 
Group members said recently, this 
is about what sort of city we want 
to live in, all of us; whether we have 
sufficient systemic attention given to 
human rights within decision-making 
and service provision across the city; 
and whether human rights runs as a 
golden threat through all that we do. 

We believe people with a Blue 
Badge should be able to access 
York’s city centre in 2021 and 
thereafter, as they could in 
2019. We call on the City of York 
Council and North Yorkshire 
Police to enter into meaningful 
discussions with disabled 
people; to agree access to 
the footstreets, with sufficient 
parking spaces, designed in a 
way that addresses legitimate 
security concerns. 

Importantly the coalition recognises 
the importance of security measures 
while arguing that this does not need 
to lead to the exclusion of disabled 
people, as other cities have shown. 
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EDUCATION
The Right

International Law Domestic Law

International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights 1966, 
Article 13

Convention on the Rights of the Child 
1989, Article 28 

Human Rights Act 1998, Schedule 1, 
Part2, Article 2

Equality Act 2010, Part 6, Chapter 1, 
Section 85

Education Act 1996, Section 13

Education and Skills Act 2008, Part 1, 
Chapter 1

The percentage of 16-17 year olds 
who are NEET has dropped from 
2.7% (2018-19), to 2.4% (2019-20), to 
1.9% (2020-21). The figure had fallen 
further to 1.2% by December 2021.17

These figures compare well regionally 
and with data from comparator cities 
(cities with similar demographics) over 
the same period (see the graph, p. 14).

The meeting of the Human Rights 
and Equalities Board (HREB) on 
16 September 2020 reviewed a 
paper updating members on the 
situation regarding NEETs in the 
city. At this point in the pandemic 
the main concerns were its potential 
impact on apprenticeships, and 
the threefold increase in age 16-
24 unemployment since March of 

2018/2019 

2019/2020

2020/2021
0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

3.5

RegionalComparatorYork

2.7%

2.4%

1.9%

2.3%

2.7% 2.8%
3.0% 3.1% 3.2%

The Indicators
PROPORTION OF 16-17 YEAR-OLDS NOT IN EDUCATION, 
EMPLOYMENT OR TRAINING (NEETS)

The number of NEETs in the city of  
York continues to decline:

York:

2018-19: 92
2019-20: 83
2020-21: 66

2020.18 In October 2021, a recovery 
in the numbers of apprenticeships 
had started, with numbers slightly 
higher than the national average, 
but apprenticeships were still only at 
82% of pre-pandemic levels.19 The 
claimant count for 16-24 year olds 
in December 2021 was reported 
as 505, compared with a pandemic 
high of 1,050 in February 2021 and 
a pre-pandemic (March 2020) figure 
of 380.20 These figures illustrate 
both the effects of the pandemic 
and that the recovery has not yet 
returned the city to its pre-pandemic 
economic situation. However, it 
appears that at the end of 2021, the 
number of young people who were 
age 16-17 NEETs had in fact fallen. 

2016/2017 2017/2018

York

England

61% 66% 68%

61% 64% 65%

2018/2019

PEOPLE ATTAINING EXPECTED STANDARD OR HIGHER IN READING, 
WRITING AND MATHS AT THE END OF PRIMARY EDUCATION 
(END OF KEY STAGE 2: AGED 10-11) – DISADVANTAGE GAP

2016/2017 2017/2018

York

England

61% 66% 68%

61% 64% 65%

2018/2019
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York figures on educational 
attainment from before the pandemic 
show an improvement at a quicker 
rate than the national level, with York 
3% above the national average in 
2018-19.

However, the gap between 
disadvantaged pupils (defined as 
children who were eligible for free 
school meals in the previous six 
years, children in care and adopted 
from care) and their peers was well 
above the national average and 
increasing. While the national figure 
was a consistent 20% achievement 
gap, the York figure rose from 26% 
in 2016-17 to 32% in 2018-19.21 

In 2019-20 and 2020-21 data were 
not collected in York for this indicator 
due to the Covid-19 pandemic. That 
said, there is growing evidence that 
homeschooling during this period 
has further increased educational 
inequalities. National studies for 
England confirm this negative 
trend. For example, research has 
documented the following:

	l Attainment gaps between free 
school meal (FSM)-eligible pupils 
and their peers for primary maths 
widened between the autumn of 
2019 and the autumn of 2020 in 
England by between 10 and 24%, 
with younger children (Years 2 and 
3) seemingly worst affected (there 
was no discernible change in the 
disadvantage gap for reading).22 

REALISING RIGHTS PROJECT

The City of York Safeguarding 
Partnership (CYSCP) has been 
working with the organisation 
RealisingRights on a project to 
embed children’s rights protected 
by the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 
across the city. The CYSCP 
has created a steering group of 
practitioners/leaders who work 
with children and young people 
in York with representation from 
sectors including early years 
providers, schools, colleges, special 
educational needs and disability 

	l There was less engagement with 
remote learning from pupils with 
limited IT or study space, children 
in vulnerable circumstances, 
pupils with special educational 
needs and disabilities (SEND), 
and young carers; and pupil 
engagement and disadvantaged 
pupil engagement were both lower 
in schools in deprived areas.23 

	l The report Child of the North: 
Building a Fairer Future after 
Covid-19 provided similar insights 
at a regional level. For example, in 
primary maths, by the second half 
of the autumn 2020 term, pupils in 
the North East and Yorkshire and 
Humber experienced 4.0 and 5.3 
months learning loss respectively, 
compared to less than a month in 
the South West and London.24

This research suggests the urgent 
need for measures to target the 
increase in educational inequality, 
brought about by Covid-19 and 
responses to the pandemic, 
through measures such as tackling 
poverty, a systematic digital access 
plan, and a renewed focus on 
children in vulnerable situations and 
SEND pupils.

CASE STUDY: RealisingRights project and 
Rights-respecting Schools25

(SEND) services, charitable youth 
organisations and health. 

The CYSCP has funded 
six workshops provided by 
RealisingRights to develop the 
steering group’s knowledge of the 
UNCRC and how it relates to policy 
and practice. Three workshops 
have been delivered to date 
and three more are to follow. An 
Appreciative Inquiry approach26 is 
being utilised as a tool for creating 
organisational change, aiming to 
improve outcomes by using a rights 
realisation framework to shape our 
policy and practice. 
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The City of York’s Youth Council has 
been involved with the project and 
wider participation of children and 
young people will be advanced in the 
final three workshops, as the project 
develops. The steering group is 
working with RealisingRights to apply 
for external funding to ensure that 
the project can be extended beyond 
the workshops. RealisingRights have 
started to work with Dorset County 
Council’s children’s services and 
local area teams on a similar project 
and collaboration and support 
between York and Dorset has 
commenced. Several researchers 
are interested in supporting the 
external evaluation of the project.

DEVELOPING RIGHTS 
RESPECTING SCHOOLS 
WITH UNICEF

HEALTH AND SOCIAL CARE
The Right

International Law Domestic Law

International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights 1966, 
Article 12

Treaties protecting particular groups 
(women, children, persons with 
disabilities) also include health and 
social care protections e.g. Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities 2006, Article 12

Care Act 2014, Section 1 and 2

National Health Service Act 2006, 
Section 1

National Health Service Constitution 
2015

Health and Social Care Act 2012

The Indicators
PROPORTION OF SERVICE USERS WHO HAVE AS MUCH SOCIAL 
CONTACT AS THEY WOULD LIKE

Five settings signed up to the award 
following a virtual launch event and 
all have achieved the Bronze award 
to date: Wigginton Primary, Haxby 
Road Primary, Clifton with Rawcliffe 
Primary, Westfield Primary and St. 
Paul’s Nursery. The City of York 
Council also funded two virtual 
workshops delivered by Unicef 
and the educational psychology 
service in October and November 
2021 for early years, school and 
college settings on ‘strengthening 
safety and well-being using a child 
rights approach’. Twenty seven 
participants from various settings 
across the city attended.

The educational psychology 
service is working with Realising 
Rights and two Dorset schools 
who have achieved the gold 
RRSA to create a video about 
what the RRSA means in practice. 
Educational settings in York will 
be invited to a virtual meeting in 
the spring term of 2022, at which 
we will show the video and hold a 
question and answer session with 
the two head teachers from Dorset. 
We aim to encourage more York 
settings to find out about children’s 
rights and embark on a rights 
respecting journey.

The City of York’s educational 
psychology service, the SEND 
local participation officer and 
the YHRCN have worked on 
promoting rights respecting 
schools in York with support 
from our regional advisor from 
Unicef’s Rights Respecting 
Schools Award (RRSA). 

43.4%

2018/2019 

45.5%

2019/200

35.4%

2020/2021

There was a significant decline – of 
10% – in the percentage of service 
users who had as much social 
contact as they would like, between 
2019-20 and 2020-21.27

Among the reasons for this are the 
isolation resulting from measures 
to combat Covid-19, and the crisis 
in the care sector brought about by 
intersecting challenges including 
the pandemic, staff shortages and 

Part-funding has been sourced from 
the Rugby League World Cup to 
support schools/settings to embark 
upon the award. 
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‘the average number of years that 
an individual is expected to live in a 
state of self assessed good or very 
good health’); the fact that women 
currently live a greater proportion of 
their lives in poor health than men 
do (see graphic on p. 20); and that 
life expectancy varies by as much 
as 10 years depending on where 
you live in the city. 

austerity-informed budget cuts. Press 
reports at the end of 2021 suggested 
that there would be a 1% rise in 
Council Tax in York to fund social 
care. The aim is to increase spending 
by £4.3 million in adult and children’s 
social care in an effort to ensure 
that those in vulnerable situations 
receive the support that they need in 
their communities. But this proposal 
is accompanied by measures to 
increase adult social care charges, 
cut funding to residential and nursing 
support packages and the supported 

living budget, and a lack of clarity 
about how these figures will be 
affected by budget deficits.28 Social 
care and social contact will clearly 
be priority human rights concerns in 
York as we emerge from the Covid-19 
pandemic.

LIFE EXPECTANCY (LE) AND 
HEALTHY LIFE EXPECTANCY (HLE)

Indicator Reports from previous 
years have noted the large gap 
between LE and HLE in York (HLE 
is defined by the government as 

LE (male)

LE (female)

HLE (male)

HLE (female)

90

80

70

60

50

2018–19 2019–20
65.8    66.480.2    83.7 65.5  65.380.1  83.4

2018–19 2019–20

2010/21 figures not available

Furthermore, inequalities have 
increased. The gap in male life 
expectancy between the most and 
least deprived areas in England 
was 10.3 years in 2020, 1 year 
larger than in 2019. For females, 
the gap was 8.3 years in 2020, 
0.6 years larger than in 2019. This 
level of inequality is the largest for 
two decades. While Covid-19 is the 
main contributory factor to these 
developments, higher mortality from 
heart disease, lung cancer, and 
chronic lower respiratory diseases 
in deprived areas remain important 
contributors. The Public Health 
England report concludes that it 
has: ‘highlighted how the direct 
impact of COVID-19 pandemic has 
disproportionately affected people 
from ethnic minority groups, people 
living in deprived areas, older 
people and those with pre-existing 
health conditions.’33

In the decade prior to the 
pandemic in England, 
improvements in life 
expectancy had slowed down. 
The very high level of excess 
deaths due to the pandemic 
caused life expectancy in 
England to fall in 2020, by 1.3 
years for males and 0.9 years 
for females. This was the 
lowest life expectancy since 
2011 for males and females.

York figures for LE and HLE in recent years29 30 31 32

Whilst available figures for York cover 
only the very start of the pandemic, 
national figures again suggest that 
this indicator has been negatively 
affected by Covid-19. Public Health 
England has reported that:
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THE RIGHT TO HOUSING
The Right 

International Law Domestic Law

International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights 1966, 
Article 11

Convention on the Rights of the Child 
1989, Article 27.3

Human Rights Act 1998, Schedule 1, 
Part 1, Article 8

Housing Act 1996, Part 6 & 7

Protection from Eviction Act 1977

Homelessness Reduction Act 2017

becoming rough sleepers in hotels, 
and bed and breakfast or other 
temporary accommodation, and to 
find alternative accommodation for 
those in hostels and shelters who 
could not self-isolate. A number 
of relevant measures, such as the 
Universal Credit uplift and a general 
halt to possession proceedings 
and evictions, as well as extended 
notice periods, have ended, and 
are extremely likely to negatively 
impact the housing situation and 
homelessness in the city. 

STATUTORY HOMELESSNESS36

Figures for households assessed 
and where a homeless duty 
was owed appear to have been 
increasing prior to Covid-19, but to 

Indicators 
Two snapshots from the end of 
2021 suggest that York continues 
to face significant issues relating to 
access to affordable housing and 
homelessness. In October 2021, it 
was reported that York’s housing 
services faced a ‘perfect storm’, 
created by Brexit 
(through labour and 
goods shortages) 
and Covid-19, 
resulting in a 25% 
increase in the 
housing waiting list, 
with numbers on the 
list rising from 1,500 
in 2019 to 2,000 in 
2021.34 In December, 
it was reported 
that four homeless 
people died in York 

  
49 6257

Threatened with 
homelessness – 
prevention duty owed 566
Homeless – 
relief duty owed 237
Not threatened with 
homelessness within 
56 days – no duty owed 11

2020/21 (est)2019/202018/19

0

5
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2018/19

9

2019/20

7

2020/21

3

60
2017/18

during the first year of the pandemic 
(2020), more than for the whole of 
North and East Yorkshire.35 

Statistics for 2020-21 have been 
affected by Covid-related measures 
introduced by national government 
which required Councils to house 
rough sleepers or those at risk of 

have then fallen possibly as a result 
of Covid-related measures: 2018-19: 
767; 2019-20: 883; 2020-21: 814.37

A breakdown of statutory 
homelessness is set out in the 
graphic above. Of those households 
owed a prevention or relief duty, 
98 had a history of mental health 
problems, 51 physical ill health and 
disability, 48 an offender history, 
45 drug dependency needs, 44 
alcohol dependency needs, 40 had 
a history of repeat homelessness 
and 40 were at risk of or had 
experienced domestic abuse. 
Further, 26 were young people aged 
16-17, while 28 were aged 18-25 
and required support to manage 
their independence. 

Homelessness in York 2020/21

25%

1,500
2,000

2019 2021

Housing waiting list
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ROUGH SLEEPER COUNT

The third Indicator Report in 2018 
highlighted homelessness as an issue 
of concern in the city. Community 
Voices, a YHRCN-led initiative to 
engage with groups in the city not 
reached by conventional consultation 
processes and support them to set 
their own agendas for change, had 
facilitated a period of engagement 
with homeless people in the city prior 
to the drafting of the Indicator Report. 

  
49 6257

Threatened with 
homelessness – 
prevention duty owed 566
Homeless – 
relief duty owed 237
Not threatened with 
homelessness within 
56 days – no duty owed 11
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2019-20 and 2020-21 (estimated). 
In conclusion, measures put in 
place during the Covid-19 pandemic 
to protect homeless people, stop 
possessions and evictions, and 
provide additional forms of economic 
support meant that in 2020-21 all our 
key indicators on housing improved. 
However, as these measures 
are withdrawn and the economic 
legacies of the pandemic become 
clearer, it is very likely that housing 
will become a stress point in the city 
in the coming year. 

CASE STUDY: Housing First

THE REPORT’S 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
INCLUDED THE FOLLOWING:

	l The Human Rights 
and Equalities Board 
(HREB) should oversee 
implementation of... [relevant 
recommendations]... whilst 
investigating ways to mitigate 
the wider issues around 
housing affordability within 
the city. 

	l City of York Council should 
review how housing officers 
and service providers are 
implementing the Housing 
First policy in the city to 
ensure that it adheres to its 
human rights framework for 
all categories of people. 

Ongoing, if again very slow, work 
has been undertaken by the Human 
Rights and Equalities Board (HREB) 
in relation to the recommendation 
on Housing First. A Task Group 
was set up to focus particularly on 
homelessness and rough sleeping, 
and the city’s Housing First Model. 
Housing First is a distinctive, and 
human rights-based, approach 
to homelessness which seeks to 
support people with multiple and 
complex needs:
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Threatened with 
homelessness – 
prevention duty owed 566
Homeless – 
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There are no conditions around 
‘housing readiness’ before 
providing someone with a 
home; rather, securing housing 
is viewed as a sustainable 
platform from which other 
issues can be addressed. 
Housing First is a different 
model because it provides 
housing ‘first’, as a matter of 
right, rather than ‘last’ or as 
a reward.39

Some progress has been made 
in defining challenges and moving 
the city from a ‘York version’ of 
Housing First to a purer version 
of the approach. For example, a 
key challenge is York’s limited and 

The number of people sleeping rough 
on a single night in York is as follows: 
9 (2018-19), 7 (2019-20), 3 (2020-
21).38 The figure for 2020-21 was 
affected by emergency measures set 
in place by the City of York Council 
to house rough sleepers during the 
pandemic. 

NUMBER OF HOUSEHOLDS IN 
TEMPORARY ACCOMMODATION

Figures for this indicator are also fairly 
stable, declining slightly between 
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expensive housing stock, and the 
need to go beyond the Council’s own 
housing stock in finding solutions to 
homelessness. Efforts are underway 
to build a multi-agency response to 
both increase the housing options 
available and support people 
requiring assistance. 

However, significant challenges 
remain. Most importantly from the 
perspective of the YHRCN, there 
remains weak understanding within 

A DECENT STANDARD 
OF LIVING
The Right

International Law Domestic Law

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights 1966, Article 11

Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989, Article 27

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
2006, Article 28

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women 1979, Article 14

European Social Charter 1961, Article 4 (1)

There are no 
domestic laws 
specifically relating 
to the right to a 
decent standard 
of living

the Council of Housing First as a 
human rights-based approach, and a 
reluctance to frame the approach in 
these terms (rather than, for example, 
as ‘people-centred’). Housing needs 
to be understood and articulated as 
a human right and as a gateway to 
other human rights, because having a 
settled address enables connections 
to be made to the NHS and other 
support services, and more broadly 
empowers people to see themselves 
and behave as citizens.

Indicators
CHILD POVERTY

Percentage point change 
since 2015

Percentage point change 
since 2015

York Central York Outer

4,497
26%

1% 2%

2,752
17%
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The proportion of children (under 
16) in York who are living in 
families whose reported income 
is less than 60 per cent of UK 
median income is as follows: 11.1% 
(2017-18), 11.9% (2018-19) and 
13% (2019-20).40 In November 
2021, End Child Poverty provided 
significantly higher figures for child 
poverty in the city (as their figures 
include housing costs), reporting 
that in York Central, 4,497 or 
26% of children live in poverty, 
an increase of 1% since 2015. 
In York Outer, 2,752 or 17% of 
children live in poverty, an increase 
of 2% since 2015. Contributory 
factors include rising housing 
costs, energy bills, the end to the 
£20 Universal Credit uplift, and 
precarious employment.41 

FOODBANK USE

Due to the proliferation of 
foodbanks in the city during 
Covid-19, securing a full picture of 
foodbank use in the city is difficult. 
Data from one such outlet, York 
Foodbank, indicates the following:

	l In the 2020-21 financial year 
York Foodbank distributed 
2,378 3-day emergency food 
packages, representing support 
for 3,703 adults and 2,508 
children. 

	l This was an increase of 
slightly under 20% from 2019-
2020, during which 1,986 food 
packages were distributed, 
supporting 2,930 adults and 
2,095 children (see the graphic, 
p. 28). The increase in provision 
in 2019-20, in comparison to 
the previous year, was due to a 
surge in demand in March 2020 
at the outset of the pandemic.

	l The increased demand at York 
Foodbank was not sustained 
beyond the summer of 2020, for 
reasons including: 

1.	The increased availability of food 
provision in pop-up ‘foodbanks’ 
run by local communities. 

2.	The impact of the Universal 
Credit uplift of £20 per week. 

3.	The provision of School Holiday 
vouchers to families. 

At a regional level, child poverty 
rates in the North of England fell 
from a high level in the late 1990s 
and by 2008 the North East and 
Yorkshire and Humber had rates 
close to or below the UK average. 
But a decade blighted by austerity, 
Brexit and Covid-19 has reversed 
this positive trend: 

4.	York Foodbank increased the 
content of their packages, in 
order to reduce the number of 
repeat visits.43

A spokesperson from York Food 
Justice Alliance said: 

2020/21
2,378 food packages

2019/20
1,986 food packages

20%

Foodbank use: York Foodbank

The demand on foodbanks 
just continues to go up and 
up and there has been a 
proliferation of providers. 
No-one has time anymore 
to collate the figures from 
across the city but anecdotally 
it’s easily doubled over 
the year and we have more 
and more working families 
using us. Frankly the rise 
in need is shocking, people 
are struggling and we’re 
concerned about the effects 
on people’s self esteem and 
mental health as well as their 
physical health.44 

She went on to express concern 
about the fact that no-one has an 
accurate picture of demand anymore 
and is worried about how people 
will cope as energy prices and living 
costs are now soaring too. 

From 2014 child poverty in 
the North began to rise again, 
and much faster in all the 
Northern regions than the UK 
as a whole. Now, in the North, 
nearly a third of children live 
in poverty. Nearly 60% of local 
authorities in the Northern 
regions have above average 
levels of children in low-
income families.42
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Average gross weekly pay 
by workplace

The earnings gap measures 
the difference in weekly wages 
between those earning median 
(mid-point or average) wages, 
and those on low wages 
(25th percentile)

Between 2000 and 2021 
in York the wage gap 

increased by over 

11%

EARNINGS GAP 45

The figures and graphics on 
this page illustrate two divergent 
trends. On the one hand York in 
some respects has weathered the 
economic challenges of Covid-19 
well. Average gross weekly 
pay by workplace rose almost 
10% between 2020 and 2021, 
comfortably above both regional 
and national comparator figures. 
But, on the other hand, the city’s 
economy is more unequal than 
ever – while at regional and 
national levels the wage gap 
remained more or less the same 
between 2000 and 2021, in York 
the wage gap increased by over 
11 %. This is likely to be in part 
because of the number of people 
on lower wages in the city who 
were on furlough, notably women 
in low wage jobs.

Youth poverty not only harms 
people’s lives practically (not 
being able to afford the bus 
and having to walk, not having 
enough food on the table) but 
also can lead to exclusion 
from social situations and from 
decisions that are made about 
you. The way other people 
see you is also influenced 
by poverty. It makes it seem 
like you deserve the hardship 
you experience.

WORK WITH YORK 
YOUTH COUNCIL
In 2019, York Youth Council approached the York Human Rights 
City Network (YHRCN) to say they thought young people needed a 
human rights report tailored to their interests and needs – and in a 
less stuffy format than our annual report! Work on it halted during 
the pandemic but picked up again online in autumn 2020. So what 
did we do together?

In 2019 York Youth Council ran 
a survey with secondary school 
students asking which human rights 
they thought should be prioritised or 
improved for them. Next, YHRCN 
volunteers, Kirsty and Viktoriia, 
pulled out the direct views of young 
people in all the reports they could 
find from local services and groups 

in the previous year and showed the 
Youth Council what they had found. 
Michael and Emma (volunteers) 
then took over and added in some 
findings from more recent reports 
and mapped everything against 
relevant international human rights 
conventions. Below are just two 
examples of what young people said:

The climate crisis… affects all 
our lives, our future careers, 
the air we breathe and the 
water we drink, and even the 
economy.

Michael and Emma also added 
links to useful organisations and 
projects so that everyone could 
see how the findings, the human 
rights conventions and resources 
fitted together.46
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THE YORK YOUTH COUNCIL 
DESCRIBE THEMSELVES THUS: 

We are a group of passionate 
young people aged 11 to 18 who 
live in or go to school in York 
who want to make York better for 
everyone especially children and 
young people.

Our vision is to empower young 
people to have a voice and 
influence decision makers.

We annually support schools and 
youth organisations to take part in 
the national UK Youth Parliament 
‘Make Your Mark’ ballot. In 2020-
21 young people in York voted 
for mental health, the climate 
emergency and free university 
education as the issues most 
important to them for the UK, and 
locally, they voted for domestic 
abuse, homelessness and access 
to training and jobs.

Thanks go to the Youth 
Council and to our volunteers 
Kirsty, Viktoriia, Emma, 
Michael, Leah and Martha. 
Thanks also to Shiona and 
Helen, the Council staff that 
support the Youth Council.
We’d also like to express our 
thanks to the York Rotary 
Ainsty group for their donation 
to support this work.

The homeless youth in York 
do not get the help they need, 
since services to make their 
voices heard are lacking in 
York at the moment.

And others highlighted absent voices:

Among other questions, those 
taking part were asked if they’d 
ever heard of the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC) (only just over a 
third had done so), whether they’d 
like to know more about their rights 
(the majority said they would), and 
which human rights they thought 
were most important for young 
people in York from a list provided. 

The young people also made 
suggestions about how they’d like 
to learn more about their rights, 
including through posters, printed 
booklets, videos, school assemblies 
and powerpoint audio presentations. 

From all of these different sources – 
the two surveys and reports from 
different services and groups – the 

same five human rights came 
high up the list of 

priorities for young 
people (thought 
poverty and 
climate were 
also prominent 
as shown by 

earlier quotes):

I really appreciate this survey 
being created to give young 
people some form of voice.

Next, the Youth Council decided 
to re-run their survey in 2021. One 
respondent spoke for others in 
welcoming the chance to express 
their views: 

	l Right to Education

	l Right to Health (physical and mental)

	l Right to Safety and Security

	l Right to Non-discrimination

	l Right to Housing

The next step was for our volunteers to 
identify who could be held accountable 
(and how) by young people, either 
individually or as a group, if their rights 
were not being fully met.47

The final step was for the Youth 
Council to decide how they could 
raise awareness about all of this 
with young people in the city. Our 
volunteers had earlier searched for 
any educational and awareness-
raising materials already ‘out there’ 
nationally and internationally and 
shown them to the Youth Council. 
New volunteers Leah and Martha are 
currently adding to these and putting 
together a ‘tool kit’ of possible 
materials for the Youth Council to 
use as they take this forward.

At each step, with the permission of 
the Youth Council, we also shared 
our working documents with the 
multi-agency Voice and Involvement 
Sub Group of the City of York 
Safeguarding Children Partnership 
(CYSCP) and sought their feedback. 
Some of our material fed into 
the new RealisingRights Project 
initiative in the city that is described 
elsewhere in this report.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The report contains the following five recommendations:

	l The Council, and particularly the Council Executive, needs to provide 
residents of York with a reason to believe that it shares the intent to deliver 
on the promise of York being a Human Rights City. In a recent Six Point 
programme, the YHRCN called for a renewed statement of commitment, 
strong leadership, adequate resourcing, and a review of the city’s human 
rights architecture, notably the Human Rights and Equalities Board. 

	l The Council needs to more generally rethink its approach to engagement 
with the public. Many in the Council believe that it ‘does participation well’. 
This view is fundamentally at odds with the experience of many residents. 
Recent YHRCN research indicates that much current Council-led practice 
falls well short of engagement, co-design or co-production.48

	l The YHRCN stands alongside the ‘Reverse the Ban’ coalition in calling on 
the Council Executive to reverse the prohibition on Blue Badge access to 
the city centre, and engage with disability groups to genuinely co-produce 
a solution that guarantees both security and access. This has become a 
defining issue for who we are as a city – we are better than the current 
decision suggests. 

	l Social care needs to be a priority for the Council and civil society groups. 
It is a sector in crisis nationally and locally, suffering from the effects of the 
pandemic, and from long term underfunding and lack of attention to staffing 
and training support. YHRCN proposes that a rights-based approach be 
adopted to seeking solutions in this sector, within the constraints set by 
national government.

	l The City Council, civil society and other sectors such as business should 
support the Poverty Truth Commission, as a significant intervention to 
address poverty and as a new form of civic engagement. It will be led by 
community commissioners, with lived experience of poverty, with the aim of 
placing such commissioners at the heart of policy-making and practice on 
poverty in the city. 
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