What are Economic, Social and Cultural Rights? 

ESCR are human rights concerning the basic social and economic conditions needed to live a life of dignity and freedom, relating to work and workers' rights, social security, health, education, food, water, housing, healthy environment, and culture.

Human rights provide a common framework of universally-recognised values and norms, and set out state obligations to act in certain ways or to refrain from certain acts. They are an important tool to hold states, and increasingly non-state actors, accountable for violations and also to mobilise collective efforts to develop communities and global frameworks conducive to economic justice, social wellbeing, participation, and equality. Human rights are universal, inalienable, interdependent and indivisible.

Where are ESCR set out?

In 1948, the United Nations General Assembly(link is external) adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights(link is external) (UDHR), outlining the basic civil, cultural, economic, political and social rights that all human beings should enjoy. In 1966, ESCR were expressed as legal rights in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights(link is external) (ICESCR) (which together with the UDHR and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights form the so-called International Bill of Rights), as well as through other key human rights treaties(link is external) and regional mechanisms. To date, more than 160 states(link is external) have ratified the ICESCR. In addition, many states have articulated their commitment to ESCR through national constitutions and domestic law.

What are the key principles associated with ESCR?

The ICESCR outlines a number of important principles in the realisation of ESCR, which are often included in other ESCR sources as well. Under the ICESCR, a state must take steps “to the maximum of its available resources” to progressively realise ESCR. In particular, a state (including its subnational levels) has the obligations:

· to respect ESCR (itself refrain from any violation of ESCR);

· to protect ESCR (prevent third parties from violating ESCR);

· to fulfil ESCR (take necessary measures to realise ESCR, including through legislative, administrative, budgetary and other processes); and

· to seek and provide international assistance and cooperation in the realisation of ESCR.

States must guarantee ESCR without discrimination on the basis of grounds specified in the ICESCR, including race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, and birth. In its work, the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights(link is external)

 HYPERLINK "http://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/cescr/pages/cescrindex.aspx" \t "_blank"  (link is external)(CESCR) has identified additional prohibited grounds for discrimination, including disability, age, nationality, marital and family status, sexual orientation and gender identity, health status, place of residence, and economic and social situation. The elimination of discrimination, and certain minimum core obligations identified by CESCR in some of its general comments(link is external), are not subject to progressive realisation but are immediate obligations.

The preamble of the UDHR confirms that “every individual and every organ of society” shall strive to promote respect for human rights and to “secure their universal and effective recognition and observance”; this extends to businesses, international and multilateral organisations, and other non-state actors.
Why are ESCR important?

The articulation of ESCR in international law followed long-term demands for these basic rights by people worldwide, and reflects concern for the life of every individual, particularly the most vulnerable, as expressed in many philosophical, religious and other traditions.

In an era of increasing economic globalisation and growing inequality within and between states, there is an urgent need for grassroots groups, NGOs, academics, and other organisations and individuals to unite to recognise connections between continuing, localised struggles and to realise the human rights of all persons in practice. In understanding instances and patterns of poverty and deprivation as violations of ESCR – rather than mere misfortune, events outside human control, or the result of individual shortcomings – an obligation is placed on states and, increasingly, on corporations and other non-state actors, to prevent and address such situations.

Around the world, the ESCR framework is used to bolster actions for justice and against oppression, and amplify progressive alternatives to enhance the enjoyment of ESCR. Activists have brought legal cases before UN treaty bodies, courts and other dispute resolution bodies to demand change, documented and publicised recurring violations, mobilised communities, developed legislation, analysed domestic budgets and international trade agreements to ensure compliance with human rights, and built solidarity and networks between communities locally and across the globe. ESCR unite women and men, migrants and indigenous people, youth and elders, of all races, religions, political orientations, and economic and social backgrounds, in a common realisation of universal human freedom and dignity.

What is the Right to Work? 

Everyone has the right to work. The right to work is a foundation for the realization of other human rights and for life with dignity. It includes the opportunity to earn a livelihood by work freely chosen or accepted. In progressively realising this right, States are obliged to ensure the availability of technical and vocational guidance, and take appropriate measures to develop an enabling environment for productive employment opportunities. States must ensure non-discrimination in relation to all aspects of work. Forced labour is prohibited under international law.

Closely connected with the right to work are the right to just and favourable conditions of work, and trade union-related rights. States are obliged to ensure fair wages, equal pay for equal work, and equal remuneration for work of equal value. Workers should be guaranteed a minimum wage that allows for a decent living for themselves and their families. Working conditions must be safe, healthy, and not demeaning to human dignity. Employees must be provided with reasonable work hours, adequate rest and leisure time, as well as periodic, paid holidays.

Workers have the right to associate with one another and bargain collectively for improved working conditions and living standards. They have the right to form and join a trade union of their choice, and trade unions have the right to form national or international groupings. Workers have the right to strike, as long as it is in conformity with national laws. Collective worker rights cannot be subject to restrictions by States other than those prescribed by law and necessary in a democratic society in accordance with national security interests, public order, or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others.

In its General Comment 18(link is external), the UN Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights(link is external) (CESCR) provided detailed guidance to States regarding their obligations to respect, protect and fulfil the right to work. The Committee also noted that the right includes the following interrelated and essential features:

· Availability. States must ensure the existence of tailored services to help people to identify employment opportunities and find work.

· Accessibility. Access to work involves three key elements: non-discrimination, physical accessibility, and information accessibility. Discrimination in access to and continuation of employment is prohibited. States must ensure that reasonable accommodation is made so that work places are physically accessible, particularly for persons with physical disabilities. Everyone has the right to seek, obtain and impart information on employment opportunities.

· Acceptability and quality. The right to work comprises several interrelated components, including the right to choose and accept work freely, just and favourable conditions of work, safe working conditions, and the right to form trade unions.

It is important to note that the right to work and related rights are further enabled and informed by the numerous international standards of the International Labour Organization(link is external) (ILO), a specialised agency of the UN.

What is the Right to Health? 

Everyone has the right to health. It relates to both the right of individuals to obtain a certain standard of health and health care, and the State obligation to ensure a certain standard of public health with the community generally.

The World Health Organization(link is external) defines the right to health as “a complete state of physical, mental and social well-being, and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.” States should ensure both freedoms and entitlements. The former include the right to control one’s health and body, including sexual and reproductive freedom, and the freedom from interference such as torture, non-consensual medical treatment and experimentation. Entitlements include access to adequate health care facilities and services, as well as appropriate State measures in relation to the socio-economic determinants of health, such as food, water and sanitation, safe and health working conditions, housing, and poverty.

The right to health is closely interconnected with numerous other human rights, including the rights to food, water, housing, work, education, life, non-discrimination, privacy, access to information, the prohibition against torture, among others.

In its General Comment 14(link is external), the UN Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights(link is external) (CESCR) provided detailed guidance to States regarding their obligations to respect, protect and fulfil the right to health. The Committee also noted that the right includes the following interrelated and essential features:

· Availability. States should ensure the provision of enough functioning public health and individual health care facilities throughout their territory, as well as safe water and sanitation facilities, trained and fairly-paid medical professionals, and essential medicines.

· Accessibility. Access to health involves four key elements: non-discrimination, physical accessibility, economic accessibility, and information accessibility. Health facilities and services should be accessible to everyone, especially the most vulnerable, without discrimination on any prohibited ground. The facilities and services, as well as underlying determinants of health such as water and sanitation amenities, must be within safe physical reach. Health care facilities, goods and services must be affordable for all, with any payment based on the principle of equity so that poorer households are not disproportionately burdened with health-related expenses. States must ensure that every person has the right to seek, receive and impart information on health, in balance with the confidentiality of medical information.

· Acceptability. Health facilities should be respectful of medical ethics and the culture of individuals and communities, as well as attentive to gender and life-cycle requirements.

· Quality. Health facilities should be scientifically and medically appropriate and of good quality. Among other things, this requires the provision of necessary medicines and equipment, skilled medical professionals, and adequate water and sanit

What is the Right to Water? 

Everyone has the right to water. The right to water is essential for a dignified life and is vital for the realization of many other rights, such as the rights to health, life, and an adequate standard of living. Although not mentioned explicitly in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, it is an essential part of realizing the right to an adequate standard of living, and has been recognized in a wide range of international human rights instruments.

Everyone must have access to an adequate amount of drinking water to prevent dehydration and maintain basic health, with particular regard for the most vulnerable in society. While States should give priority to ensuring the supply of water for personal and domestic uses, measures must also be taken to guarantee water availability and sustainability for the production of food, environmental hygiene, livelihood security, and the enjoyment of relevant cultural practices. Water adequacy will depend on the prevailing social, economic, cultural, climatic, and ecological context, as water should be understood as a social and cultural good rather than primarily as an economic good.

In its General Comment 15(link is external), the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights(link is external) (CESCR) provided detailed guidance to States regarding their obligations to respect, protect and fulfil the right to water. The Committee also noted that the right includes the following interrelated and essential features:

· Availability. Everyone should have access to the quantity of water needed to satisfy basic needs. While the minimum quantity of water required will vary depending on the context (including health status, climate, and work conditions), ordinary personal and domestic uses of water will generally include drinking, personal sanitation, clothes washing, food preparation, and personal and household hygiene.

· Quality. Water for personal and domestic use should be free from harmful substances such as micro-organisms, chemical substances and radiological hazards. Its odour, colour and taste should be acceptable for human consumption.

· Accessibility. Access to water involves four key elements: physical accessibility, economic accessibility, non-discrimination, and information accessibility. Water, and associated facilities and services, must be within safe physical reach for everyone, without discrimination on any prohibited ground. It should be possible to access water within or near each household, educational facility, and workplace. States should ensure that water facilities and services are safe to access, and be attentive to gender, cultural, life-cycle, and privacy requirements. Direct and indirect costs and charges associated with water consumption or use must be affordable for all, and not compromise attainment of other human rights. Everyone has the right to seek, receive, and impart information concerning water issues.  

 

What is the Right to Social Security? 

Everyone has the right to social security. Through the provision of social welfare or assistance, States must guarantee protection to everyone, particularly the most vulnerable members of society, in the event of unemployment, maternity, accident, illness, disability, old age or other such life circumstances. States must progressively realise the right to social security through measures to offer protection, through cash or in kind, which enables individuals and families to acquire at least essential health care, basic shelter and housing, water and sanitation, food, and the most basic forms of education.

Due to its redistributive effect, the right to social security is an important factor in social inclusion and cohesion, and poverty reduction. Social security must be provided on a non-discriminatory basis, though the means of financing and providing society security will vary from State to State.

In its General Comment 19(link is external), the UNCommittee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (link is external)(CESCR) provided detailed guidance to States regarding their obligations to respect, protect and fulfil the right to social security. The Committee also noted that the right includes the following interrelated and essential features:

· Availability. States must ensure that a social security system, however composed, is available to provide benefits to address relevant impacts on livelihood. Such system must be administered or regulated by the State, and should be sustainable to provide continuity over generations.

· Social risks and contingencies. States’ social security systems should provide for the coverage of the following nine principal branches: health care; sickness; old age; unemployment; employment injury; family and child support; maternity; disability; and survivors and orphans. 

· Adequacy. Benefits provided under a social security arrangement must be adequate in both amount and duration to ensure that recipients may realise their rights to family protection and assistance, an adequate standard of living, and adequate access to health care. To facilitate this, States should regularly monitor the criteria used to determine adequacy. When a person makes contributions to a social security scheme that provides benefits to cover lack of income, there should be a reasonable relationship between earnings, paid contributions, and the amount of relevant benefit.

· Accessibility. Access to social security involves five key elements: coverage, eligibility, affordability, participation and information, and physical access. Everyone should be covered by the State’s social security system, particularly the most disadvantaged and marginalised groups, without discrimination on any prohibited ground. Non-contributory schemes will be necessary to ensure universal coverage. Qualifying conditions must be reasonable, proportionate and transparent. Any termination, suspension or reduction of benefits should be prescribed by law, based on reasonable grounds, and subject to due process. Any contributions required under a social security scheme must be stated in advance, affordable for all, and should not compromise other human rights. Everyone must have access to information on social security entitlements, and be able to participate in available social security systems. States should make sure that everyone can physically access social security services to access benefits and information and make any required contributions, with particular attention given to persons with disabilities, migrants, and persons living in remote, disaster-prone, or conflict areas.

What is the Right to Housing 

Everyone has the right to housing. Adequate housing, as a component of an adequate standard of living, is fundamental to the enjoyment of all economic, social and cultural rights. It should not be understood as being limited only to basic shelter. Instead, States should advance appropriate national frameworks to realise this right, including addressing immediate threats to housing, developing policies and practices to respond to the long-term housing needs of changing populations, and regulating housing provision by the private sector.

In its General Comment 4(link is external), the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights(link is external) (CESCR) provided detailed guidance to States regarding their obligations to respect, protect and fulfil the right to adequate housing. The Committee also noted that the right includes the following seven interrelated and essential features: 

· Legal security of tenure. Everyone should have a level of security in their housing situation to protect against forced or arbitrary eviction, harassment and other threats. Such protection may take varying forms, such as legal ownership, rental or cooperative arrangement.

· Availability of services, materials, facilities and infrastructure. States must ensure that housing contains the facilities necessary for health, security, comfort and nutrition. This includes sustainable access to natural and common resources, safe drinking water, energy for cooking, heating and lighting, sanitation and washing facilities, means of food storage, refuse disposal, site drainage and emergency services.

· Affordability. Housing and housing-related costs should be commensurate with income levels, and at a level that does not compromise other basic needs. States should establish housing subsidies for those unable to obtain affordable housing, put in place protections for tenants against unreasonable rents, and ensure availability of natural materials in societies where such resources are the main sources used to build housing.

· Habitability. Adequate housing should provide its inhabitants with sufficient space, be safe to live in, and give protection from cold, heat, rain and other elements of nature, and structural hazards. States should pay particular attention to the links between inadequate housing and threats to health.

· Accessibility. Everyone should have access to adequate housing, especially the most vulnerable. States should offer housing priority to disadvantaged groups including, among others, the elderly, children, persons with disabilities, the terminally ill, and victims of natural disasters. States should develop appropriate housing frameworks to increase access to land by landless or impoverished sections of society.

· Location. In many cases, in both cities and rural areas, transportation can be expensive and time consuming. Adequate housing must be in a location which allows access to employment options, health and education facilities, and other social services. Houses should not be built in unsafe or polluted locations.

· Cultural adequacy. Home building materials and construction must be connected with the expression of cultural identity and diversity of housing, as appropriate to the communities within the particular context. Efforts to modernise housing should take into accounts the beliefs as well as developing needs of the inhabitants.

In its General Comment 7(link is external), CESCR confirmed that forced evictions can only be justified in the most exceptional circumstances and in accordance with relevant principles of international law, such as theBasic Principles and Guidelines on Development-Based Evictions and Displacement(link is external). Among other things, States must ensure legal safeguards including non-discrimination, non-arbitrariness, due process and procedural fairness, including consultation and participation in decision-making, access to remedies, compensation, and adequate rehousing.  

What is the Right to Food 

Everyone has the right to food. The right to food is essential for a dignified life and is vital for the realisation of many other rights, such as the rights to health and life. Food is important not just for survival, but also for the full development of one's physical and mental capabilities.

States are obliged to develop, individually and through international cooperation, a range of measures of production, conservation and distribution of food to ensure that everyone is able to access enough food to be free from hunger and malnutrition. In realising the right to food, attention should also be paid to concepts such as food security(link is external) (the sustainability of food access for both present and future generations) and food sovereignty(link is external) (the right of peoples to define their own food and agriculture systems). The right to food is not limited to merely having a certain amount of calories and necessary nutrients in one's diet; it means that everyone should have physical and economic access to food or the means of producing it at all times.

In its General Comment 12(link is external), the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) provided detailed guidance to States regarding their obligations to respect, protect and fulfil the right to adequate food. The Committee also noted that the right includes the following interrelated and essential features:

· Adequacy. The food available for consumption must be appropriate in the prevailing social, economic, cultural, and environmental context.

· Availability. Everyone should be able to obtain sufficient, quality food either through market systems or directly from land and other natural resources. Diets should contain a mixture of nutrients necessary for a healthy life and physiological needs, throughout the life cycle and according to gender and occupation. Food should be free from harmful substances and be culturally appropriate.

· Accessibility. Access to food involves three key elements: non-discrimination, economic accessibility, and physical accessibility. Access to food must be without discrimination on the basis of any prohibited ground. The price of food should be at such a level that it will not compromise attainment of other basic needs. This may require special programs for vulnerable groups. Physical accessibility means that everyone should have access to food, particularly vulnerable groups such as children, persons with disabilities, the elderly, and those affected by natural disaster or conflict.

· Sustainability. States must ensure, through the development of appropriate measures and regulation of private actors, that practices impacting on food, land or natural resources do not jeopardise the long-term availability and accessibility of food.

What is the Right to Education 

Everyone has the right to education. The objectives of education include the full development and dignity of each person, the ability to participate effectively in society, and the strengthening of respect for human rights. Education is important in itself and is often also called a ‘multiplier’ human right, as the degree of access to education impacts the level of enjoyment of other human rights.

The right to education involves specific requirements at different levels of education. Primary education must be compulsory and free of charge for all, which will involve considerations of both direct and indirect costs relating to education. The compulsory nature of primary education guards against violations of this right by parents or governments, eliminates income-based discrimination and removes incentives for non-attendance. States should develop a national framework that will progressively expand and improve the educational system and successively introduce free education at all other levels, namely secondary, higher, and fundamental education.

Every State should respect the right to educational freedom. This includes respect for the religious and moral convictions of children and parents, the right of parents or legal guardians to choose private schools for their children, and the freedom to establish private educational institutions as long as they conform to national standards for curricula and admissions.

In its General Comment 13(link is external), the UN Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (CESCR) provided detailed guidance to States regarding their obligations to respect, protect and fulfil the right to education. The Committee also noted that the right includes the following interrelated and essential features:

· Availability. States should ensure the provision of enough educational infrastructure (institutions and programs) for everyone. These should be equipped with all the materials and facilities needed to function properly in the particular context, such as buildings, teaching equipment and materials, trained and fairly-paid staff, protection from natural elements, sanitation facilities for both sexes, and safe drinking water.

· Accessibility. Access to education involves three key elements: non-discrimination, physical accessibility, and economic accessibility. Educational institutions should be accessible to everyone, especially the most vulnerable, and no one can be subject to discrimination on the basis of, among other grounds, sex, ethnicity, geographical location, economic circumstances, disability, citizenship or residence status, membership of a minority group, religion, detention, or sexual orientation. Schools should be within safe and reasonable distance from communities or, for remote areas, accessible via modern technology. Education should be affordable to all, and States should progressively introduce free education at all levels.

· Acceptability. Subject to the overarching aims of education and to minimum educational standards set by the State, curricula and teaching methods should be acceptable to students and, in appropriate cases, parents. This means that education should be relevant to the child’s context, needs and evolving capacities, and should be of good quality and culturally appropriate.

· Adaptability. Education should be flexible enough to adapt and respond to changing societies and the needs of students within diverse social and cultural settings. 

What is the Right to an Adequate or Healthy Environment? 

Everyone has the right to an adequate environment. An adequate environment is considered a precondition for the realization of other human rights including rights to life, food, health and an adequate standard of living. This is partly referenced in the right to health set out in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), which notes that States must realise the right to health through, among other steps, the improvement of all aspects of environmental hygiene. It has also been recognised in a wide range of regional human rights instruments, such as the San Salvador Protocol(link is external), as well through the establishment of a UN Special Procedures mandate on human rights and the environment(link is external) in 2012.

Everyone should be able to live in an environment conducive for their health and well-being. States should take concrete and progressive steps, individually and in cooperation with each other, to develop, implement and maintain appropriate frameworks to enable all components necessary for a healthy, sustainable environment, which encompasses all parts of the natural world. This includes the regulation of corporate and other private actors in their domestic and extraterritorial operations.

In accordance with well‑established principles of international law, including the provisions of the ICESCR, international cooperation for development and for the realisation of human rights is an obligation of all States. Such collaboration and support, especially on the part of States able to assist others, is particularly important in addressing transnational impacts on environmental conditions, 

What are Cultural Rights? 

Everyone has cultural rights, a right to science, and a right to protection of authorship interests. These guarantee the right to participate in and enjoy the benefits of culture and science, and relate to the pursuit of knowledge, understanding and human creativity. These rights are an important part of social harmony and are closely connected to the rights to education and freedom of thought, conscience and religion. Cultural rights cannot, however, be used as a justification for practices that discriminate against specific groups or violate other human rights.

Cultural Rights
The UNESCO Declaration on Cultural Diversity(link is external) affirmed that culture should be regarded as: “the set of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features of society or a social group, and that it encompasses, in addition to art and literature, lifestyles, ways of living together, value systems, traditions and beliefs.” The right to participate in cultural life has both individual and collective elements; they may be exercised as an individual, in association with others, and within a community or group. States should pay particular attention to the cultural rights of minority and indigenous groups, among others, and provide opportunities for them to both preserve their culture and shape cultural and social development, including in connection to language and land and natural resources.

In its General Comment 21(link is external), the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) provided detailed guidance to States regarding their obligations to respect, protect and fulfil the right to participate in cultural life. The Committee also noted that the right includes the following five interrelated and essential features:

· Availability. Cultural goods and services must be available for everyone to enjoy and benefit from, including institutions and events (such as libraries, museums, theatres, cinemas and sports stadiums), shared open spaces, and intangible cultural goods (such as languages, customs, beliefs and history).

· Accessibility. Access to culture involves four key elements: non-discrimination, physical accessibility, economic accessibility, and information accessibility. States must ensure that everyone has concrete, effective and affordable opportunities to enjoy culture without discrimination. Such access must extend to rural and urban areas, with a focus on persons with disabilities, older persons, and persons in poverty. States must ensure that every person has the right to seek, receive and impart information on culture in the language of their choice.

· Acceptability. In relation to measures to realise cultural rights, States should hold consultations with individuals and communities involved to ensure that action to protect cultural diversity are acceptable to them.

· Adaptability. States should adopt a flexible approach to cultural rights and respect the cultural diversity of individuals and communities.

· Appropriateness. The realisation of cultural rights should be suitable in the relevant context, with particular attention by States to cultural values connected with, among other things, food and food consumption, water use, the provision of health and education services, and housing design and construction.

The Right to Science
The right to enjoy the benefits of scientific progress and its applications encompasses not only scientific results and outcomes, but also the scientific process, its methodologies and tools. Science can be understood as the theoretical and practical research and examination in all fields of inquiry, including social sciences.

The Right to Protection of Authors’ Moral and Material Interests
Where a person produces any scientific, literary or artistic work, she or he has the right to benefit from the protection of the resulting moral and material interests. It should be noted that this protection is often found in intellectual property rather than human rights instruments; as a human right, it is closely connected with the inherent dignity of human creativity and cannot be revoked, licensed or assigned to someone else.

In its General Comment 17(link is external), CESCR provided detailed guidance to States regarding their obligations to respect, protect and fulfil the right to protection of moral and material interests connected with authorship. The Committee also noted that the right includes the following three interrelated and essential features:

· Availability. States must enact adequate legislation and regulations, and corresponding remedies, to protect authors’ interests.

· Accessibility. Access to remedies for the protection of authors’ interests involves three key elements: physical accessibility, economic accessibility, and information accessibility in relation to such remedial framework.

· Quality of protection. States must ensure that procedures for the protection of authors’ interests are administered competently and expeditiously by the relevant authority. 

