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Abstract:

‘Public health and human rights are complementary—and, at times, conflicting—approaches to protecting and promoting human well-being and dignity.’ In this paper, I draw on my experience of health and human rights in South Africa, and public health in the UK, to explore the use of the frameworks of health equity, ethics and human rights, with a focus on the UK. 

The value of human rights to achieve social justice is a contested area in the UK, with much human rights practice being seen to emphasise the entitlements of individuals over the good of the many – civil and political rights being strongly foregrounded over economic and social rights. In a welfare state, where systems such as the NHS reflect a strong collective culture, there is a concern about the shift to one based on individual rights, especially where certain groups feel socially excluded. The new Equality and Human Rights Commission supports the perception that individuals from certain groups, although vulnerable, will have unfair protection over others – their focus is primarily on the areas where discrimination is illegal: 'age, gender, race, religion, disability and sexual orientation’. Socio-economic status, or ‘class’ is invisible. Yet, class can be a major basis for discrimination, as well as potentially intensifying the discrimination of those falling into the 6 ‘legal’ categories. 
In contrast, public health is focussed largely on tackling health inequalities that arise from inequity in socio-economic status or ‘deprivation’, and to a very much lesser extent, the six areas of the Equality Commission. There has been minimal overlap between the two frameworks, despite the potential for synergy. However the legal requirement for Equality Impact Assessments in the public sector may provide a valuable opportunity for there to be a more sophisticated understanding about how we need to explicitly work against systematic discrimination against vulnerable groups in order to protect and promote health and well-being. 

