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“Human rights are inscribed in the hearts of people; they were there long before
lawmakers drafted their first proclamation.” Mary Robinson, former UN High Commissioner !
for Human Rights

THE UNIVERSAL DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS (UDHR)

The United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) is the most famous human rights agreement in
the world. It has been translated into over 360 languages and is accepted nearly everywhere in the world by people
from all political, economic and religious traditions. The key messages of the UDHR are that human rights are:

71 Universal - every person should enjoy all human rights
71 Equal - all rights are equally important

71 Interdependent and indivisible — human rights are related and reinforce each other (e.g. the rights to
education and food are connected because it is hard to study when one is hungry)

71 Inalienable - nobody can take away your rights unless it is done through a fair legal process (e.g. if you
commit a crime, your right to freedom of movement can be limited if you are sent to prison)

WHO WROTE THE UDHR?

In order to achieve its aim of promoting human rights, the UN created the Commission on Human Rights in
1946. The Commission’s first task was to create a document that contained all human rights. Eleanor Roosevelt,
the widow of American president Franklin D. Roosevelt, was the Chairperson of the Commission. She led a team
of seven other people from Australia, Chile, China, France, Lebanon, the Soviet Union (now Russia) and the UK.
It was very difficult for them to agree on what to put in the document, and even after they had agreed, all the
UN member states voted on almost every word — over 1,400 times in total! Finally, on 10 December 1948, the
UDHR was born. This day is now celebrated each year as Human Rights Day across the world.
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HOW DOES THE UDHR PROTECT HUMAN RIGHTS?

The UDHR is a statement of values that has been accepted by all UN member
states. Many countries have made these values laws in their national legal systems.
The UDHR has also inspired more than 80 international and regional treaties
containing human rights laws, which together make a global system for the
promotion and protection of human rights.

Countries choose to sign up to a treaty and be bound by its laws. Once a country
has signed up to a treaty, it pledges to make the rights contained in it a reality.
The country’s government is supposed to take steps to make sure that these
rights are protected by national law, and that the people living in that country
know their rights and what action they can take if their rights are abused. The
government should also include the rights in its national policies, for example, its
education plans. This means that public bodies such as schools and public services
such as hospitals or social services must take those rights into account. The UK
has signed all the main treaties except the one on migrant workers’ rights.

The main UN human rights treaties cover:

Civil and political rights, e.g. the right to life, the right to vote
Economic, social and cultural rights, e.g. the right to shelter
Racial discrimination

Women'’s rights

Children’s rights

The rights of people with disabilities

The rights of migrant workers and their families
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Torture and other cruel treatment

WHY SHOULD I CARE?

Human rights can protect you against physical abuse, poverty, discrimination,
and other cruel or unfair treatment. The following story is one example of a child
whose rights are not being respected in the UK. There are many others like him.

! Robert is 11. He has been in a wheelchair for E
. two years following a car accident. He attends his !
i local school and has many friends but feels left out because he ]
E can rarely hang out with them after school. A big problem is that '
i many local facilities do not accept children in wheelchairs. Robert
| is a great swimmer, but he hardly ever gets to swim with his ,
E friends because no pool near his home or school will accept him. '

SO HOW CAN CHILDREN PROTECT THEIR RIGHTS?

The first and most important step is to know your rights. Robert has the right to
equal treatment and this right has been ignored by his local council. Human rights
laws can help him to change his situation. The UDHR prohibits discrimination

on any grounds. The UDHR inspired both the UN's Convention on the Rights of
Peoples with Disabilities and the UK’s Disability Discrimination Act. The Disability
Discrimination Act is one way in which the UK has turned the rights contained

in the UDHR into national law. The Act makes it unlawful for disabled people to
be denied services. This means that public facilities, like pools, must make sure
that things like wheelchair ramps are in place and that their staff are aware of
disability rights, so that children like Robert can go swimming with their friends.
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