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Notes on Human Rights Forum – particularly relevant to non law students considering this area from either  a lawyer or alternative role, Notes by Helen Lovegrove, Careers Adviser, King’s College Careers Service 

Human Rights Forum - Tuesday 26th February 2008

Representatives

Barrister, Blackstone Chambers 
Trainee solicitor, Bindmans 
Head of Thematic Reviews, HM Inspectorate of Prisons 
Trainee, Prisons Management Training programme, (formerly of the Civil Service Fast Stream and then Water Aid)

This highly interesting forum brought together practitioners who see both
sides of the law, who identified 'rights' in a very broad sense.  From the
right to water, to the right to advocacy for people detained under the
Mental Health act, to the right to information about environmental issues
that might affect individuals, 'rights' is a huge issue affecting all of us.

Speaker Backgrounds

None of our speakers had law backgrounds, coming to their jobs through
religion and philosophy, Maths, social anthropology and psychology.  In
the barrister’s case, her university activism about women's rights sparked her
interest in working on behalf of people.  She was lucky to obtain a
mini-pupillage at her chambers, and then to be offered pupillage and tenancy
in the same set.  She frequently appears before judges at the ECJ in
Strasbourg, usually having submitted written statements on which decisions
are made.  Her particular areas are environmental law.

The trainee solicitor  had had some work experience on an advice line and then did two years' worth of work with the Prison Reform Trust before being taken on as a trainee at Bindmans, one of the leading human rights law firms.  Rather than the usual four seats required to qualify, she is able to do all of her training in Social Welfare Law, and concentrates on mental health issues. Detainees are given a list of law firms accredited to act on their behalf;
much of the training to work with these difficult clients comes just from
watching more senior colleagues at work.  She said that often the prisoners
in the high security hospitals such as Broadmoor and Rampton are easier to
deal with as they have usually been put on effective medication and have had
time to understand their situations.

The senior figure within HMIP, says that there are only 16
inspectors covering the whole of the prison service.  Recently, they have
been given powers to also inspect 'secret' places such as holding cells at
football grounds and shopping centres where people are kept before being
transferred to police cells, another new area of inspection.  She answered
tough questions about HMIP's role in prisons in Iraq and Afghanistan (they
recently refused a request to inspect these, deciding that prisons in a war
zone were outside their remit).  Inspectors have a range of backgrounds ,
including the law and psychology, and a possible entry route is via their
small Research team.

'Rights' runs through the trainee prison manager’s  career.  In his Fast Stream role, he worked for the Home Office and then took a job working for Water Aid where he campaigned for the right to clean water and sanitation for people in the third-world. Now back in the UK training on the management scheme for prisons, he says that a lot of staff work there because they genuinely are trying to improve prisoners' lives.  The right to privacy and sanitation are high on the list of rights that they seek to ensure for prisoners. A large and probably expanding area, 'rights' affect us all. 
