Non-discrimination under the European Convention on Human Rights: a
critique of the U.K. Government’s refusal to sign and ratify Protocol 12

Nicholas Grief1

The European Convention on Human Rights does not contain a general
prohibition of discrimination. Article 14 is accessory to the Convention’s
other substantive guarantees and has no independent existence, with the result
that certain forms of discrimination cannot be brought within its ambit. In
order to cure this defect, the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe
has adopted Protocol 12 which provides for a general prohibition of
discrimination. However, the UK Government has declared that it has no
immediate plans to sign and ratify Protocol 12. After outlining the scope of
Article 14 with reference to recent Strasbourg and domestic case-law and
explaining the main provisions of the new Protocol, this article offers a
critique of the Government’s position.2
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The principles of equality and non-discrimination are fundamental elements of
international human rights law. This is reflected in Article 7 of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights 1948:

“All are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to
equal protection of the law. All are entitled to equal protection against any
such discrimination in violation of this Declaration and against any incitement
to such discrimination.”

and Article 26 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 1966:

“All persons are equal before the law and are entitled without any
discrimination to the equal protection of the law. In this respect, the law shall
prohibit any discrimination and guarantee to all persons equal and effective
protection against discrimination on any ground such as race, colour, sex,
language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin,
property, birth or other status.”

The European Convention on Human Rights was intended to represent “the first steps
for the collective enforcement of certain of the rights stated in the Universal
Declaration”.3 As far as the right to freedom from discrimination is concerned,
however, the Convention does not yet fulfil the requirements of the Universal
Declaration. Unlike Article 7 of the Universal Declaration and Article 26 of the
International Covenant, Article 14 of the Convention does not provide a free-standing,
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general prohibition of discrimination.4 The limitations inherent in Article 14 have led
the Court of Human Rights to acknowledge that, while it has not been prevented from
considering a wide range of issues under Article 14 read in conjunction with other
Articles of the Convention, certain forms of discrimination cannot be brought within
the provision’s ambit.5

Article 14 – the current prohibition of discrimination

Article 14 provides:

“The enjoyment of the rights and freedoms set forth in this Convention shall
be secured without discrimination on any ground such as sex, race, colour,
language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin,
association with a national minority, property, birth or other status.”6

Article 14 has no independent existence since it relates only to the “enjoyment of the
rights and freedoms set forth in this Convention”. It is merely accessory; that is, it can
only be invoked in conjunction with one or more of the Convention’s other
substantive provisions.7 However, it is autonomous to the extent that the application
of Article 14 does not presuppose a breach of the other provision(s): a breach of
Article 14 can be found where another Convention right is engaged even if it is not
4
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violated. It suffices that the facts of a case fall within the ambit of another substantive
provision of the Convention or its Protocols.8 Where a substantive Article of the
Convention is invoked both on its own and in conjunction with Article 14 and a
separate breach of the former is found, the European Court does not usually consider
the case under Article 14, unless “a clear inequality of treatment in the enjoyment of
the right in question is a fundamental aspect of the case”.9

Article 14 is violated when a State treats persons in analogous situations differently
without providing objective and reasonable justification; or when, without objective
and reasonable justification, it fails to treat differently persons whose situations are
significantly different.10 The applicant has the burden of establishing a difference of
treatment (or the failure to ensure different treatment) and the State must then
establish objective and reasonable justification. Objective and reasonable justification
involves showing that the difference in treatment pursues a legitimate aim and that
there is a reasonable relationship of proportionality between means and end. National
authorities enjoy a margin of appreciation in assessing whether and to what extent
differences between otherwise similar situations justify a difference of treatment in
7
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law, the scope of the margin of appreciation varying according to the circumstances
and subject-matter.11 In principle, all differences in treatment are capable of being
justified.12 However, “very weighty reasons” are required to justify differences based
on sex,13 nationality,14 race,15 religion16 or illegitimacy.17 Moreover, positive
discrimination to redress a pre-existing situation of inequality has been accepted as a
legitimate objective of differential treatment.18

In appropriate circumstances, certain kinds of discrimination may be found to violate
the Convention without the applicant having to rely on Article 14. In East African
Asians v. United Kingdom,19 in which people who held United Kingdom nationality
and passports did not have “right of abode” and were denied entry into their State on
the grounds of colour and racial origin, the European Commission found a violation
of Article 3. It observed:

“A special importance should be attached to discrimination based on race; that
publicly to single out a group of persons for differential treatment on the basis
of race might in certain circumstances constitute a special form of affront to
human dignity; that the differential treatment of a group of persons on the
basis of race might therefore be capable of constituting degrading treatment
10
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when differential treatment on some other ground would raise no such
question.”20

As the Convention is a living instrument which must be interpreted in accordance
with present day conditions,21 it is conceivable that in certain circumstances other
forms of discrimination might now violate the Convention without reference to
Article 14.22

It is well established that the categories of discrimination prohibited by Article 14 are
not closed. Thus, the term “other status” has been interpreted to include marital status,
illegitimacy, disability and sexual orientation. In Salgueiro Da Silva Mouta v.
Portugal,23 for example, the European Court held that granting custody of a child to
the applicant’s former wife rather than to the applicant, purely because of the latter’s
sexual orientation, violated Article 14 in conjunction with Article 8, which guarantees
the right to respect for family life. The situation fell within the scope of Article 8 and
there was no objective and reasonable justification for the difference in treatment.
Referring to that decision in the domestic case of Pearce v. Governing Body of
Mayfield Secondary School,24 which concerned homophobic abuse in a school
playground, Hale L.J. observed that sexuality “may not be as visible as sex or race,
but it is equally an inherent quality of the individual and one which may well lead to
arbitrary unfavourable treatment for which there is no objective justification”. Her
Ladyship concluded that for a public authority to subject a person to a sustained
19
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campaign of homophobic abuse would be to act in a way which is incompatible with
the Convention right to respect for private life under Article 8 when read with the
prohibition of discrimination in the enjoyment of Convention rights under Article 14.
But for the fact that the Human Rights Act 1998 did not operate retrospectively,25 she
considered that it would have been possible to read and give effect to the Sex
Discrimination Act 1975 compatibly with those Convention rights, not by reading
‘sex’ to mean ‘sexuality’, but by regarding sexuality as an irrelevant circumstance for
the purpose of the comparison required by s.5(3) of the 1975 Act26 and by comparing
the treatment of the applicant with that of a heterosexual person of the opposite sex.27

Although the Court of Human Rights has not yet ruled explicitly that Article 14
prohibits indirect as well as direct discrimination, it has indicated that this is so.28 As
many writers and practitioners have observed, there is every reason in principle why
the notion of discrimination should extend to measures and practices which, whether
intentional or not, have a disproportionate and unjustifiable adverse impact on
particular groups.29 Indeed, it would be very surprising if indirect discrimination were
outside the scope of Article 14 given that the concept is well established in EC law30
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and elsewhere.31 However, the burden of proving indirect discrimination is likely to
be heavy.32

The European Court’s recent judgment in Thlimmenos v. Greece33 seems to confirm
its acceptance of the concept of indirect discrimination. The applicant, a Jehovah’s
Witness, was denied appointment as a chartered accountant because he had a
conviction for refusing to wear a military uniform. The Court found a violation of
Article 14 in conjunction with Article 9 (freedom of thought, conscience and
religion). Although the Court did not express itself in these terms, the State’s failure
to distinguish between persons convicted of offences committed exclusively because
of their religious beliefs and persons convicted of other offences arguably had a
disproportionate adverse impact on the members of a particular group. Furthermore,
the equal treatment of all felons (exclusion from the accountancy profession) did not
pursue a legitimate aim since a conviction for refusing on religious or philosophical
grounds to wear military uniform did not imply dishonesty or moral turpitude, and the
sanction was disproportionate since the applicant had already served a prison
sentence.

Recognition in principle of the concept of indirect discrimination was also evident in
Hugh Jordan v. United Kingdom,34 where the applicant claimed, inter alia, that the
circumstances of his son’s killing by a police officer in Northern Ireland disclosed
discrimination on grounds of national origin or association with a national minority.
31
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The Court held: “Where a general policy or measure has disproportionately
prejudicial effects on a particular group, it is not excluded that this may be considered
as discriminatory notwithstanding that it is not specifically aimed or directed at that
group.”35 However, even though statistically it appeared that the majority of people
shot by the security forces were from the Catholic or nationalist community, the Court
said that the statistics did not in themselves disclose a practice which could be
classified as discriminatory within the meaning of Article 14.

Protocol 12

In March 1998, in the light of a desire to strengthen the European Convention’s
guarantees with regard to equality and non-discrimination, the Committee of
Ministers gave the Steering Committee for Human Rights (C.D.D.H.) terms of
reference to draft an additional protocol to the Convention which would broaden the
field of application of Article 14. The C.D.D.H. and its committee of experts
elaborated the draft protocol and an explanatory report in 1998 and 1999. After
consulting the Court of Human Rights and the Parliamentary Assembly, the C.D.D.H.
finalised the text of the draft protocol and transmitted it to the Committee of
Ministers, which adopted the text of Protocol 12 on 26 June 2000.36 Protocol 12 was
opened for signature on 4 November 2000.37 Its entry into force requires 10
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ratifications.38 As at 1 May 2002, 29 States had signed it39 and two of those States had
also ratified it.40 The Protocol is expected to be in force by the end of 2003.41

Article 1 of the new Protocol contains a general prohibition of discrimination:

“1. The enjoyment of any right set forth by law shall be secured without any
discrimination on any ground such as sex, race, colour, language, religion,
political or other opinion, national or social origin, association with a national
minority, property, birth or other status.

2. No one shall be discriminated against by any public authority on any ground
such as those mentioned in paragraph 1.”

The Protocol’s relationship with the Convention is governed by Article 3 of the
Protocol, which provides:

“As between the States Parties, the provisions of Articles 1 and 2 of this
Protocol shall be regarded as additional articles to the Convention, and all the
provisions of the Convention shall apply accordingly.”

38
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Accordingly, there is an overlap between Article 14 of the Convention and Article 1
of Protocol 12 which, being an additional Protocol, does not amend or abrogate
Article 14, which will continue to apply in respect of States Parties to the Protocol.
Any questions concerning the relationship between these provisions will be within the
European Court’s jurisdiction.42 In particular, the Explanatory Report notes43 that
Article 53 of the Convention will apply to the relationship between Protocol 12 and
the Convention. This safeguards existing human rights by providing that:

“Nothing in this Convention shall be construed as limiting or derogating from
any of the human rights and fundamental freedoms which may be ensured
under the laws of any High Contracting Party or under any other agreement to
which it is a Party.”

The list of discrimination grounds in Article 1 of Protocol 12 is identical to that in
Article 14. The inclusion of additional grounds (e.g. physical or mental disability,
sexual orientation, age) was considered unnecessary since the list is not exhaustive
and because the inclusion of any particular additional ground might have given rise to
a contrario interpretations as regards discrimination based on grounds not so
included: 44 if only certain new grounds had been added, it might have been argued
that other new grounds were implicitly excluded.

The protective scope of Article 1 of Protocol 12 is much broader than that of Article
14 because it extends beyond the “enjoyment of the rights and freedoms set forth in
41
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[the] Convention”. According to the Explanatory Report, the additional protective
scope of Article 1 of Protocol 12 concerns cases where a person is discriminated
against:

-

in the enjoyment of any right specifically granted to an individual under
national law;

-

in the enjoyment of a right which may be inferred from a public authority’s
clear obligation under national law to behave in a particular manner; that is,
where a public authority is under a clear obligation to act in a particular
manner;

-

by a public authority in the exercise of discretionary power (for example,
granting certain subsidies);

-

or by any other act or omission of a public authority (for example, the
behaviour of police officers when controlling a riot).45

The principal objective of Article 1 is to protect individuals from discrimination by
public authorities.46 As the Explanatory Report makes clear, the Article is not
intended to impose a general positive obligation on the parties to take measures to
prevent or remedy all instances of discrimination in relations between private

44
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specify which of these four elements are covered by the first paragraph of Article 1 and which by the
second: “The two paragraphs are complementary and their combined effect is that all four elements are
covered by Article 1.”
46
The term “public authority” in Article 1(2) of Protocol 12 is intended to have the same meaning as in
Articles 8(2) and 10(1) of the Convention. It covers not only the administrative authorities but also the
courts and legislative bodies. See Explanatory Report, para.30.
45

12

persons.47 Nevertheless, it is acknowledged that the State’s duty to “secure” the
enjoyment of any right set forth by law may entail positive obligations:

“For example, this question could arise if there is a clear lacuna in domestic
law protection from discrimination. Regarding more specifically relations
between private persons, a failure to provide protection from discrimination in
such relations might be so clear-cut and grave that it might engage clearly the
responsibility of the State and then Article 1 could come into play.”48

However, the Report goes on state that the extent of any positive obligations flowing
from Article 1 is likely to be limited by the fact that the first paragraph is
circumscribed by the reference to the “enjoyment of any right set forth by law” and
the second paragraph prohibits discrimination “by any public authority”. In addition,
it recalls that “Article 1 of the Convention sets a general limit on State responsibility
which is particularly relevant in cases of discrimination between private persons”.
These considerations, it says, “indicate that any positive obligation in the area of
relations between private persons would concern, at the most, relations in the public
sphere normally regulated by law, for which the State has a certain responsibility (for
example, arbitrary denial of access to work, access to restaurants, or to services which
private persons make available to the public such as medical care or utilities such as
water and electricity).”49
47
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48
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49
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The Explanatory Report states that the term “law” in Article 1 (“any right set forth by
law”) may cover international law but adds that this does not mean that the Court of
Human Rights will have jurisdiction to examine compliance with rules of law in other
international instruments.50 There is no mention of Union law. However, it is arguable
that that “set forth by law” should also include rights under Union law. For example,
supposing a Member State, when implementing Union law, denied someone equal
enjoyment of a right contained in the Charter of Fundamental Rights.51 While the
Charter is not itself legally binding,52 “it includes statements which appear in large
measure to reaffirm rights which are enshrined in other instruments”.53 Accordingly,
to the extent that they are enshrined in other instruments,54 the rights contained in the
Charter may be said to be “set forth by law” for the purposes of Protocol 12. The
Charter has its own equality and non-discrimination provisions55 and any
discrimination by a Member State in relation to a Charter right or freedom, within the
scope of Union law, could be considered by the Court of Justice in appropriate

50
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cases.56 In addition, however, while a breach of the prohibition of discrimination by a
Union institution could not be the subject of an admissible complaint to Strasbourg
against the Union or Community itself,57 a breach of the prohibition by a Member
State when implementing Union law might be actionable against the State concerned
in Strasbourg.58

The Government’s objections to Protocol 12

The Government did not sign Protocol 12 when it was opened for signature and have
no present plans to do so, but it has not indefinitely ruled out signature and
ratification.59 Accordingly, when Protocol 12 comes into force, assuming that the
Government maintains its objections, the new free-standing right to freedom from
discrimination will not be a “Convention right” for the purposes of the Human Rights
Act.60 The objections are outlined in the following statement by Lord Bassam of
Brighton, formerly Minister of State at the Foreign and Commonwealth Office:

“… the text is too general and open-ended. In particular, it does not make clear
whether ‘right set forth by law’ includes international law as well as national

56
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58
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60
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by an order under s.1(4) so as to come into force before the protocol concerned is in force in relation to
the United Kingdom.
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law; it does not make provision for positive measures; and it does not follow
the case law of the European Court of Human Rights in allowing objective and
reasonably justified distinctions”.61

The scope of “any right set forth by law”

The Government’s concern in this regard is that the Court of Human Rights might
hold that a right set out in an international agreement, but not incorporated into United
Kingdom law, is covered by Protocol 12:

“There are a number of provisions in international agreements – for instance
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights – which it
has not been thought appropriate to incorporate into the law of the United
Kingdom because, for example, they are aspirational. There is nothing in the
text of Protocol 12, or even in its Preamble, to exclude these rights from the
coverage of the Protocol.”62

Under Protocol 12, however, the Court would not be able to examine the United
Kingdom’s respect for with those rights as such. It could only consider a complaint of
discrimination in the enjoyment of the right; in other words, if the right were
recognised by the State but on a discriminatory basis.63 The same applies to the
Government’s related objection that

61

Hansard, H.L., 11 October 2000, Column W.A.37. Those objections were reiterated by Mark de
Pulford of the Lord Chancellor’s Department at the JUSTICE/TUC ‘Ensuring Equality’ conference in
April 2002.
62
Hansard, H.L., 9 November 2000, Column W.A.175.
63
The notion of discrimination within the meaning of Article 14 includes cases where a person or
group is treated, without objective justification, less favourably than another, even though the more
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“New rights are not necessarily cost free (especially when they are economic,
social and cultural rights) and may affect the rights of others, as many rights
have to be balanced against each other”.64

Again, the Court would not enforce the rights as such, but merely ensure their
enjoyment on a non-discriminatory basis. Furthermore, the Government’s concerns
about the cost of ensuring economic, social and cultural rights (and, implicitly, its
denial of their justiciability) should be considered in the light of the judgment of the
Constitutional Court of South Africa in Grootboom,65 in which it declared that s.26(2)
of the South African Constitution required the State to devise and implement within
its available resources a comprehensive and co-ordinated programme progressively to
realise the right of access to adequate housing. The Court recalled an earlier
judgment66 in which it had held that the fact that socio-economic rights67 almost
inevitably give rise to budgetary implications was not a bar to their justiciability since
many civil and political rights have similar budgetary implications without
compromising their justiciability, and that at the very minimum, socio-economic
rights can be negatively protected from improper invasion.68 The judgment is also
important for its recognition that civil and political rights, on the one hand, and social
and economic rights, on the other, are inter-related and mutually supporting:

favourable treatment is not required by the Convention. Accordingly, where the State chooses to do
more than is strictly necessary to secure a Convention right in domestic law, Article 14 applies to all
aspects of the right provided. See Abdulaziz, Cabales and Balkandali v United Kingdom and the
Belgian Linguistic case, op. cit.
64
Hansard, H.L., 25 October 2000, Column W.A.45.
65
Case CCT 11/00, 4 October 2000.
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“There can be no doubt that human dignity, freedom and equality, the
foundational values of our society, are denied those who have no food,
clothing or shelter.”69

This is one reason why, regardless of any cost implications, it is important that social
and economic rights should be considered “set forth by law” for the purposes of the
prohibition of discrimination in Protocol 12.

Fredman has argued that the Government’s concern in this regard is unfounded
because the phrase “rights set forth by law” in Article 1(1) of Protocol 12 means
rights which are established in law and, under our dualist system, rights derived from
international sources which have not been expressly incorporated are not “set forth by
law”. 70 The test for “set forth by law” may be similar to that which is used to
determine whether provisions are “law” for the purposes of the “no punishment
without law” principle in Article 7(1) of the Convention71 or whether restrictions on
the enjoyment of Convention rights are “in accordance with the law” or “prescribed
by law” for the purposes of Articles 872 and 9 to 11,73 respectively. Thus, the Court of
Human Rights has stated that in referring to “law”, Article 7(1) “alludes to the very
same concept as that to which the Convention refers elsewhere when using that term,

69

Ibid, para 23. Cf. the separate opinion of Judge Weeramantry in the Gabcíkovo-Nagymaros Project
(Hungary/Slovakia), 25 September 1997: “The protection of the environment is… a vital part of
contemporary human rights doctrine, for it is a sine qua non for numerous human rights such as the
right to health and the right to life itself.”
70
Fredman, “Why the government should sign and ratify Protocol 12”.
71
Article 7(1) provides, inter alia, that “No one shall be held guilty of any criminal offence on account
of any act or omission which did not constitute a criminal offence under national or international law at
the time when it was committed…”
72
Right to respect for private and family life, home and correspondence.
73
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a concept which comprises written as well as unwritten law and implies qualitative
requirements, notably those of accessibility and foreseeability”.74 The same is true of
Articles 8 to 11. In Groppera Radio AG v. Switzerland,75 for example, the Court held
that provisions of international telecommunications law contained in the International
Telecommunications Convention and the Radio Regulations (which under monistic
principles were part of Swiss law) satisfied the “prescribed by law” requirement of
Article 10(2).76

In contrast, it is perhaps conceivable that a rule contained in an unincorporated treaty
might not satisfy the “set forth by law” requirement as far as the United Kingdom is
concerned. However, it is arguable that the test which determines whether provisions
are “in accordance with the law” or “prescribed by law” for the purpose of restricting
the enjoyment of an individual’s Convention rights should not also be used to
determine whether a right is “set forth by law” to the detriment of the State for the
purposes of Protocol 12. After all, in terms of international law the United Kingdom is
bound by the provisions of an unincorporated treaty to which it is party and any rights
which such a treaty enshrines are “set forth”. What should matter is whether the rule
in question is binding on the United Kingdom under international law. Thus, in V v.
United Kingdom,77 when considering whether the boys’ trial at Preston Crown Court
violated Article 3 of the Convention, the Court discerned an international tendency in
favour of the protection of the privacy of juvenile defendants and noted in particular
74

See e.g. Tolstoy Miloslavsky v. United Kingdom (1995) 20 E.H.R.R. 442, para 37. This was recently
reiterated in Streletz, Kessler and Krenz v. Germany, loc. cit., para 50 and K-HW v. Germany, loc. cit.,
para 45.
75
(1990) 12 E.H.R.R. 321.
76
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77
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that the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child was “binding in international law
on the United Kingdom in common with all the other Member States of the Council
of Europe”.78

In any event, treaties are not the only source of international law or of human rights.79
In particular, rules of customary international law, based on State practice
accompanied by opinio juris,80 are without more part of our common law.81 They do
not require express incorporation. Under certain conditions, moreover, a treaty
(whether incorporated or not) can codify or generate a customary rule.82 When this
happens, the two rules co-exist.83 Accordingly, in circumstances where an
unincorporated treaty has codified or generated a customary right, the “set forth by
law” requirement of Article 1 of Protocol 12 should be considered fulfilled.

The Government’s objection that there is nothing in Protocol 12 to exclude
unincorporated treaties from the scope of Protocol 12 similarly ignores the fact that
such treaties can codify or generate rules of customary international law which are,
without more, part of UK law. The importance of customary international law was
recently acknowledged by the Court of Human Rights. In Streletz, Kessler and Krenz
v. Germany,84 for example, it took account of the principles of international law and
observed that the relevant conventions “and other instruments” (including the
78
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Universal Declaration of Human Rights) had constantly affirmed the pre-eminence of
the right to life.85 And in Al-Adsani v. United Kingdom,86 on the basis of authorities
which included Article 5 of the Universal Declaration, the Court accepted that the
prohibition of torture had achieved the status of jus cogens or a peremptory norm of
international law;87 that is, “a norm that enjoys a higher rank in the international
hierarchy than treaty law and even ‘ordinary’ customary rules”.88 In addition, of
course, Article 1 of Protocol 1 to the Convention89 refers to another source of
international law, namely “general principles of international law”. Arguably,
therefore, rights which are enshrined in the principles and rules of customary
international law are no less “set forth by law” for the purposes of Protocol 12.

The scope for positive action

With regard to the Government’s objection that Protocol 12 does not make provision
for positive measures, it is true that the Protocol does not impose an obligation upon
States to adopt positive measures to promote full and effective equality. However, it
does not prevent them from doing this; indeed, it encourages the adoption of such
measures. Furthermore, the preamble to Protocol 12 contains the following recital:

“Reaffirming that the principle of non-discrimination does not prevent States
Parties from taking measures in order to promote full and effective equality,
84

(2001) 33 E.H.R.R. 31.
See paras. 90 and 92. See also the concurring opinion of Judge Loucaides. Cf. K-HW v. Germany,
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89
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provided that there is an objective and reasonable justification for those
measures”.

The Government’s response to this is that the preamble does not have the same force
as a substantive provision in the Protocol:

“It may be that the European Court of Human Rights would hold that positive
and proportionate action to overcome the effects of past discrimination did not
constitute discrimination for the purposes of Protocol 12… We consider,
however, and have argued without success, that there should be some specific
provision to this effect in the text of the Protocol itself.”90

Again, the Government’s concern is unfounded. While the Court has always stressed
the importance of giving full and practical effect to the Convention as a living
instrument for the protection of human beings, it has also acknowledged that the
Convention must be interpreted in the light of the rules of interpretation set out in the
Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties.91 In other words, although the Court is
mindful of the Convention’s special character as a human rights treaty, it takes the
relevant rules of international law into account.92 More specifically, it has
acknowledged the general rule that a treaty should be interpreted “in good faith in
accordance with the ordinary meaning to be given to [its] terms… in their context and

90
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in the light of its object and purpose”.93 In this regard it is significant that the context
of a treaty for the purposes of interpretation includes its preamble.94

Strasbourg case-law regarding objective and reasonable justification

The Government objects that according to Protocol 12, the enjoyment of any right set
forth by law shall be secured without discrimination on the ground of any status and
that there is no provision for any exception.95 However, as the Court of Human Rights
itself recalled in its opinion on draft Protocol 12,96 the notion of discrimination as
consistently interpreted by the Court means that a difference of treatment is only
discriminatory if it has no objective and reasonable justification; that is, if it does not
pursue a legitimate aim or if there is not a reasonable relationship of proportionality
between the means employed and the aim pursued.97 In other words, the justification
defence is part of the definition of discrimination within the meaning of Article 14
and Protocol 12. While the European Court’s interpretation of the Convention
certainly evolves and it is not bound by its previous judgments, it is not true that
current Strasbourg case-law merely “suggests” that objective and reasonably justified
distinctions do not constitute discrimination for the purposes of Article 14.98 As
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Fredman observes, the Article 14 case-law is very stable.99 As long ago as 1968,
moreover, in one its earliest judgments, the Court recognised that:100

“the competent national authorities are frequently confronted with situations
and problems which, on account of differences inherent therein, call for
different legal solutions”.

The Court’s approach to Article 14 is further reflected, consistently with the
subsidiary nature of the Convention system, in the margin of appreciation accorded to
national authorities in assessing whether and to what extent differences in otherwise
similar situations justify a difference of treatment in law.101 Accordingly, the
Government’s concern that Protocol 12 might generate many frivolous cases is
misplaced.

Conclusion

Protocol 12 is a welcome (and overdue) addition to the Convention system. As stated
in the preamble, it reflects the principle enshrined in the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights that “all persons are equal before the law and are entitled to the equal
protection of the law” and represents “further steps to promote the equality of all
persons”. The Court of Human Rights itself has endorsed the introduction of a general
prohibition of discrimination and welcomed the Protocol as “a further substantial step

99
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in securing the collective enforcement of fundamental rights through the European
Convention on Human Rights”.102

Inevitably, the terms of the Protocol raise several questions of interpretation whose
resolution must await the intervention of the Court. It would have been helpful if
some of those questions (such as the meaning of “set forth by law”) could have been
referred to the Court for an advisory opinion. Article 47(1) of the Convention states
that the Court may, at the request of the Committee of Ministers, give advisory
opinions on “legal questions concerning the interpretation of the Convention and the
protocols thereto”.103 However, Article 47(2) provides that:

“Such opinions shall not deal with any question relating to the content or
scope of the rights or freedoms defined in section I of the Convention and the
protocols thereto, or with any other question which the Court or the
Committee of Ministers might have to consider in consequence of any such
proceedings as could be instituted in accordance with the Convention.”

Unfortunately, therefore, there would appear to be no possibility of an advisory
opinion on the interpretation of Protocol 12.104

102

Opinion on draft Protocol 12, above, n.4, paras.2 and 7. However, in para.6 of its opinion the Court
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104
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The Government’s objections to Protocol 12 are all unconvincing, especially as the
United Kingdom is already bound by Article 26 of the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights. They call into question its commitment to the protection of
human rights and the fundamental principle of non-discrimination. In terms of
positive reasons for signing and ratifying the Protocol, Fredman identifies three in
particular:105 to set a good example – she cites Lord Lester’s observation106 that
Governments in the new democracies of Central and Eastern Europe may well ask
why they should sign and ratify Protocol 12 when the United Kingdom is unwilling to
do so; the fact that Article 14 of the Convention is “a threadbare right” which has
proved “woefully inadequate as a constitutional equality guarantee”; and because the
Protocol will be a welcome addition to domestic anti-discrimination law, which is
currently fragmented and unsystematic.107 To these Fredman adds a fourth reason,
namely the possible development of the Charter of Fundamental Rights, which
contains a chapter on equality,108 into a legally binding instrument.109

At the recent JUSTICE/TUC conference,110 the spokesman for the Lord Chancellor’s
Department observed that Protocol 12 had emerged at a time when the Human Rights
Act was about to be introduced and explained that although the Government takes
discrimination very seriously, it is concerned about the uncertainty which such
developments engender. He also explained that it is Government policy not to sign a
treaty unless it intends to ratify it.111 That much is understandable. What is less so is
105
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the assertion that the Government will not sign Protocol 12 because it is unsure about
its meaning, and that it will review its position in the light of the Protocol’s
interpretation by the Court of Human Rights. Even if the Government’s fears were
justified, it would surely make more sense for the United Kingdom to be a party to the
Protocol at the outset and thus have the opportunity to influence its interpretation.112
In any event, a reassessment by the Government of its present position may come
sooner rather than later. It has embarked upon a comprehensive review of the United
Kingdom’s human rights obligations and the as yet unsigned human rights
instruments.113 The Lord Chancellor’s Department spokesman said that Protocol 12
would feature prominently in that review and even suggested that the Government
might not need much persuading to change its mind. For the sake of the promotion of
equal treatment throughout society – and the credibility of the Government’s own
commitment to the protection of human rights - let us hope that it does so.

wished, sign Protocol 12 and defer ratification. Under Article 18 of the Vienna Convention on the Law
of Treaties 1969, the United Kingdom would then be obliged to refrain from acts which would defeat
the Protocol’s object and purpose.
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