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SAMH RESPONSE TO CONSULTATION ON A UK BILL OF RIGHTS
1. 
SAMH

1.1
SAMH is a mental health charity which provides an independent voice on all matters of relevance to people with mental health and related problems and delivers direct support to 3000 people through 84 services across Scotland. SAMH provides direct line-management to respectme (Scotland’s anti-bullying service) and ‘see me’ (Scotland’s anti-stigma campaign). 

1.2
Respect Protect Fulfil is SAMH’s campaign to encourage recognition that human rights underpin our society and our lives.  The campaign seeks to improve recognition of the links between mental health and human rights, publicise the human rights of people with mental health problems, and secure human rights protection for individuals and their families. 
2. 
GENERAL COMMENTS

2.1
Whilst the concept of a UK Bill of Rights may be appealing on the surface, SAMH has serious concerns that the introduction of a UK Bill of Rights could result in the erosion of existing human rights protections.  SAMH opposes any action which could potentially allow for a weakening of the Human Rights Act, or attempts to propose UK withdrawal from the jurisdiction of the European Court of Human Rights. 
3. 
SPECIFIC COMMENTS 

· Do you think we need a UK Bill of Rights?
3.1
SAMH previously responded to the consultation on the Green Paper ‘Rights and Responsibilities: developing our constitutional framework’.  At this time, we took the position that a UK Bill of Rights, which supplemented the Human Rights Act by making fully enforceable a broader range of International human rights protections than is currently the case, would be a positive step.  
3.2
Since this time, the rhetoric surrounding the development of a UK Bill of Rights has led many to conclude that its introduction would in fact be a covert means to erode existing human rights protection.  SAMH finds this possibility deeply unsettling and, on consideration, believes that efforts to improve human rights protection in the UK could be better focused elsewhere.  Rather than developing a UK Bill of Rights action could be taken to ensure that the existing Human Rights Act is better understood, accessed and implemented.  
3.3
People should be able to access quality mental health services when and where they need them, but mental health services can incorporate the discrimination of wider society and there can be inequalities in access to services.  The stigma and misconceptions associated with mental health problems also mean that many people experiencing them are marginalised and ostracised from society.  They can be excluded from community life and experience inequalities in the fields of employment, justice, education and housing. As a consequence, many people with mental health problems are living in poverty which in turn, affects their ability to gain access to appropriate care, integrate into society and recover.
3.4
 The Human Rights Act places all public authorities in the UK under a duty to respect human rights in everything they do.  SAMH therefore calls on Government, local authorities and the public sector to adopt a human rights framework for mental health laws, policies and services to ensure that effective treatment, prevention and promotion programmes are available to people when and where they need them.
3.5
The Human Rights Act also empowers individuals to challenge discrimination and bring about improvements in their own lives.  It can help ensure that people with mental health problems have equal opportunity to work, move out of poverty, provide their children with the right social and emotional environment to flourish, participate productively in community life, and contribute to the economy.  However, for this to happen, people must first accept and understand that they have human rights that require to be respected and protected by the state.  
3.6
There is currently an extremely low level of awareness of human rights amongst the general population.  Negative myths and misconceptions about human rights are perpetuated by the media.  The language of human rights is often legalistic and human rights have become a highly divisive and politicised issue.  All of these factors mitigate against people accessing their human rights, but human rights belong to us all and are something that we should all be able to believe in.  SAMH would argue that any government serious about strengthening human rights should first investigate how these issued can be addressed. 
4. 
CONCLUSION 
4.1
SAMH believes that more could be done to improve human rights protections in the UK.  However, as debate and thinking has progressed, SAMH is not convinced that replacing the Human Rights Act with a UK Bill of Rights is the right course of action to take at this time.  
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