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Minutes of the meeting of the Board of the EHRC
Thursday 22 January 2026 12:00 – 17:00
Tintagel House, 92 Albert Embankment, London, SE1 7TY In attendance
Commissioners
Mary-Ann Stephenson (Chair), Alasdair Henderson, Shazia Choudhry, Ali Harris, Kunle Olulode, Keith Richards, Martyn Jones (Interim Chair of the Wales Committee), John Kirkpatrick (Chief Executive)

Officers
Penny Hobman, Deputy Chief Executive Cihan Altan, Chief of Staff
Moya Alcock, Director of Communications Jennifer Edgar, Director of Finance
Amanda Topham, Head of Corporate Law and Information Governance
Miriam Bookman, Head of Private Office Kerry Lucas, Director of People (Item 7) Paul Mrazek, Corporate Compliance (Item 7)
Catherine Chan, Senior Principal Stakeholders and Insight (Item 9) Megan Powell-Williams, Senior Principal Media and Content (Item 9) Adam Sowerbutts, Director of Legal (Item 10)
Katherine Perks, Head of Policy (Item 10) Paul Hossack, Head of Strategy (Item 11) Christopher Caulfield, Strategy (Item 11)
Observers
Helen Anderson, Head of the Equality Framework Team (Deputy Director), Office for Equality and Opportunity


1. [bookmark: _TOC_250011]Chair’s introduction and apologies

1.1 The Chair welcomed attendees to the meeting. No apologies were received.

2. [bookmark: _TOC_250010]Declarations of interest

2.1 Commissioner Harris noted her already declared interest as Chief Executive Officer of Equally Ours in relation to the scheduled discussion on stakeholder engagement. The Board accepted the Chief Executive’s advice that recusal was not necessary as the discussion was of a general nature, but that this would be monitored.

3. [bookmark: _TOC_250009]Minutes of the previous meeting

3.1 The Board approved the minutes of the 129th meeting as an accurate record.

3.2 The Chair updated that the process for recruiting new Commissioners was underway. Over 200 applications were received for four positions. Recruitment of Wales and Scotland Commissioners was yet to begin.
3.3 The Chair updated [Redacted due to confidentiality]

that a meeting took place with the Minister for Devolution, Faith and Communities. EHRC has concerns regarding implications of a non-statutory definition. Commissioners suggested that EHRC considers offering constructive avenues to Government in support of addressing the underlying problem of the rise in anti-Muslim hatred.

Action: Director of Policy to explore constructive avenues for supporting Government responses to rising anti‑Muslim hatred and report back to the Board.

4. [bookmark: _TOC_250008]Actions Arising

4.1 The Board received the following updates on actions arising:
a) A letter was sent to Stonewall on 21 January requesting a response to a compliance letter sent on 21 October. The Chief Executive and Chair had met with the Chief Executive of Stonewall on 18 December.
b) The Chair met with the Chair of the Scottish Human Rights Commission (SHRC) on 12 January and agreed to progress drafting of a strategic framework agreement between EHRC and SHRC.
4.2 The Board agreed to close actions relating to:
a) Conducting a regulatory impact assessment of the draft Code of Practice for Services, Public Functions and Associations submitted to Government (Draft Code) as this work has been initiated and will be monitored through the Chief Executive’s Report.
b) A Board discussion on a stakeholder engagement strategy.
c) A business case for Commissioner fees.

5. [bookmark: _TOC_250007]Updates and Assurances from Committees

Committee appointments

5.1 The Board approved the reappointment of Wales Committee member, Mary van den Heuvel, for two years from 1 April 2026.
5.2 The Board approved appointing Commissioner Harris as a member of the Audit and Risk Assurance Committee (ARAC) with immediate effect until her term ends on 31 December 2026.
5.3 The Board approved appointing Commissioner Choudhry as a member of the Public Reporting Committee (PRC) with immediate effect until her term ends on 31 December 2026.
Public Reporting Committee (PRC)

5.4 The Board noted the minutes of the previous two PRC meetings. The PRC Chair noted a typographical error in the version of the 4 November 2025 PRC minutes provided to the Board (‘conversation’ instead of ‘conversion’ practices).
5.5 The Board noted the Committee Forward Schedule and agreed to delegate:
a) The Human Rights Tracker action assessments – International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 2025 recommendations to the PRC.
b) The submission to inform the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) List of Issues for the UK to the PRC and Deputy Chief Executive.
Audit and Risk Assurance Committee (ARAC)
5.6 The Chair of ARAC briefed Commissioners on the previous ARAC meeting which focused on the 2026/2027 internal audit plan, which will be confirmed at its next meeting. The next ARAC meeting will also include an introduction to the new EHRC Chair, the end-of-year financial position forecast, the draft budget and business plan 2026-27, a cyber risk deep dive, the Annual Report and Accounts (ARA) 2025-26 timeline, and the Transformation Programme.

People and Workspace Committee (PWC)

5.7 The Committee had not convened since the last Board meeting. The People and Workspace Committee (PWC) Chair noted that the Committee would discuss transformation at its next meeting.

Scotland Committee

5.8 The Board noted the minutes from the previous Scotland Committee meeting.

5.9 The Interim Chair of the Scotland Committee provided the following updates:
a) That the Committee discussed its position on hate crime, to inform its advice to the Board.
b) That the EHRC Chair carried out stakeholder engagements in Scotland, including with Parliamentarians, SHRC, EHRC staff and civil society organisations.
c) The next meeting will include an introduction to the Board Chair, updates on the EHRC’s 2026 election briefing for candidates, the Sub-Committee on Accreditation recommendations, SHRC Strategic Framework Document, the Sheku Bayoh inquiry, and the Draft 2026-27 Business Plan. The Committee will also discuss the draft Schools Technical Guidance to agree its advice to the Board.

5.10 The Board agreed with the position of the Committee’s advice that the Commission should engage Scottish Westminster MPs on relevant EHRC business. The Director of Communications provided assurance that this was being considered.

Wales Committee

5.11 The Board noted the minutes from the previous Wales Committee meeting, including the request that the draft Code of Practice for Services, Public Functions and Associations submitted to the government in September 2025 should be circulated for information to members of the Wales Committee.

5.12 The Deputy Chief Executive updated that after careful consideration, she recommended that the draft Code should not be shared beyond the Board, including the Wales Committee, before the government lays it before Parliament (as required by the Equality Act 2006) .

5.13 The Interim Chair of the Wales Committee provided the following updates:

a) A legislative competence motion on assisted dying was tabled in the Senedd on 20 January. EHRC’s briefing to the House of Lords was provided to Senedd members to inform this debate.
b) At its last meeting on 4 December, the Board Chair joined the start of the Wales Committee meeting for an introduction. Members discussed the protected characteristic of pregnancy and maternity and suggested that EHRC widens its focus from serious case reviews to hospitals and special measures. The Committee also discussed the implications of the Senedd elections and the EHRC’s position on hate crime.
c) The next meeting will take place on 4 March and will include an update on the 2026 Senedd elections, stakeholder engagement priorities, a review of Welsh language policies, a Sub-Committee on Accreditation recommendations update, and the Schools Technical Guidance.

5.14 Commissioners discussed whether the EHRC Guidance for political candidates and parties required a review following a shift in public views on human rights.

Action: Policy to develop a timetable for reviewing the EHRC Guidance for political candidates and parties ahead of the next general election.

6. [bookmark: _TOC_250006]Chief Executive’s Report
6.1 The Chief Executive provided the following updates:
a) There has been a positive reception to the start of the Chair’s term, including media responses and stakeholder engagement.
b) 	EHRC appeared before the Scottish Equalities, Human Rights, and Civil Justice Committee, which was a constructive opportunity to report on progress of our work on the Scottish Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED).

c) In the week commencing 26 January, the High Court will hear a judicial review brought by Big Brother Watch against the Metropolitan Police regarding the use of Live facial recognition technology. EHRC is an intervener to the proceedings and provided written submissions. The outcome of the case will help to clarify the law in this area.
d) EHRC has provided written submissions as intervener in proceedings brought by For Women Scotland against the Scottish Prison Service regarding the placement of trans people in the prison estate. We have been asked to provide oral submissions. SHRC have also provided submissions.
e) Monitoring of the Conservative Party’s implementation of the recommendations of the 2021 Singh independent review is continuing.
[Redacted due to confidentiality]


g) We have received judgment in Rubery v Ministry of Defence, for which we provided s28 legal assistance towards the appellant. The appellant lost, however the case has provided further clarity on the legislative regime regulating access of acting servicepersons to employment tribunals. The Chief Executive clarified that the outcome is helpful to inform what future cases EHRC might support as part of its uniformed services programme.
h) The license to occupy the London office expires on 31 January 2026. EHRC is yet to make a final decision on future office arrangements, although a Government estate site in Stratford is emerging as a leading option. Work is being carried out to support interim homeworking arrangements such as limited access to FORA spaces. Commissioners confirmed the importance of security arrangements in any future London office, and the need to support staff wellbeing. Officers agreed and noted that a campaign of support has been rolled out to staff including a staff mailout, Employee Assistance Programme services offered, an encouragement to discuss concerns with

colleagues and mental health first-aiders, and resilience training for frontline staff.
i) The intention to run a Voluntary Exit Scheme (VES) has been announced to staff, with a view to ensuring organisational arrangements are sustainable. The Chief Executive clarified that there is no target number of candidates for the VES, and specific reprioritisation of business plan activity will not occur until such time that the outcome of the scheme is understood. The Chief Executive also noted that the anticipation of a VES may explain currently low turnover.
j) EHRC is awaiting judgment on the judicial review taken by the Good Law Project against EHRC, heard on 12 and 13 November 2025. We expect that any outcome could be appealed, and that Government is unlikely to lay the Code until the judgment is issued.
k) The draft Code remains with Government to consider. The Chief Executive advised that we would seek any formal feedback from Government on the draft Code and provide a response as required.
6.2 In response to questions from Commissioners, officers updated that to the extent to which there has been negative coverage of EHRC since the Chair’s appointment, it has focused on EHRC comments on immigration. We may consider making further comment on this issue once the detail of any Government proposals for asylum or immigration system reform is made available. Some Commissioners reflected that comments made on immigration were important, despite any negative feedback.
6.3 The Director of Communications updated that we are monitoring the use of X as an EHRC social media platform.
6.4 The Director of Finance and Corporate Services updated that we continue to follow up with police on the London office property incident. We are escalating the issue through Cabinet Office contacts.

7. [bookmark: _TOC_250005]Scheme of Delegation

7.1 The Director of People provided an overview of a proposed scheme of delegation for internal corporate policies. The intention of the scheme is to facilitate decision-making at the right level, preserving the Board’s attention for reviewing policies with significant risk or reputational concern. The scheme was proposed for an initial 12 month period at which point the Board would be invited to review arrangements.

7.2 The Director of People clarified that the Board would still retain the authority to review any policy that it wished to and that officers/Committees would be able to escalate to the Board it saw fit.

7.3 The Board approved the scheme, subject to PWC monitoring whether the flexible working policy should be escalated to Board.

8. [bookmark: _TOC_250004]Board and Committee Schedule

8.1 The Head of Private Office introduced a proposed approach to scheduling Board and Committee meetings. The proposed approach includes six Board meetings a year, one Board meeting each year scheduled in Wales and Scotland, and additional engagement with the Scotland and Wales Committees. Scotland and Wales development days would be reduced to once every two years.

8.2 The Board agreed with the overall approach, subject to consultation with the Scotland and Wales Committees on changes to their Terms of Reference.

8.3 The Board asked that the specifics of the proposals be revisited to ensure that Commissioners’ availability is considered in the schedule.

Action: Private Office to provide wording to the Interim Chairs of the Scotland and Wales Committees for issuing to Committee members on potential amendments to Terms of Reference.

Action: Private Office to seek availability of Commissioners and revise the proposed Board meeting schedule accordingly.

9. [bookmark: _TOC_250003]Reputation Research: Stakeholder engagement and branding proposals

Stakeholder Engagement

9.1 The Senior Principal of Engagement and Communications provided an overview of a proposed approach to stakeholder engagement.

9.2 The Board were supportive of a shift to grow engagement with Civil Society Organisations and Parliamentarians, noting that it must be done in a way that preserves EHRC’s independence. Commissioners offered ideas for consideration such as engagement with Select Committees beyond the Women and Equalities Committee and the Joint Committee for Human Rights, briefing Parliamentarians more regularly on equality and human rights issues, events with multiple types of stakeholders, and single-issue roundtables with a view to intelligence gathering and promoting our own work.

9.3 The Board agreed to the overall proposal.

Action: Private Office to schedule a detailed stakeholder engagement strategy for a future meeting.

Branding proposals

9.4 The Senior Principal for Media and Content provided an overview of proposed branding changes to EHRC.

9.5 The Board agreed with the direction of travel to update EHRC branding, subject to changing the word ‘agile’ to more practical language, such as ‘responsive’ and considering the following:
a) Using language to reference our balance of rights programme.
b) Change ‘advance’ to ‘promote’.
c) Emphasise ‘for everyone’ in our messaging.

10. [bookmark: _TOC_250002]Schools Technical Guidance

10.1 The Head of Policy provided an overview of the planned documents and a timeline for bringing materials to Board.

10.2 Board members identified several themes that they expected to merit their attention, including special education needs and neurodiversity, references to screens and social media use in schools, and relationships, sex, and health education.

10.3 The Board requested that, due to the length and complexity of the Guidance, an advance copy should be provided for review. Commissioners accepted that this would mean that they review ahead of final copy-editing.

Action: Board to be provided with an advance copy of the Schools Technical Guidance ahead of its next meeting.

11. [bookmark: _TOC_250001]Progress update on our response to accreditation recommendations

11.1 An update on EHRC’s progress on recommendations made by the Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions (GANHRI) Sub Committee on Accreditation (SCA) was provided by the Head of Strategy and Strategy officer. They outlined the progress being made on activities relevant to the

Paris Principles, the importance of documenting evidence and good practice, and the anticipated timetable for future accreditation work.

11.2 The Board discussed the external environment, including recent complaints submitted to the SCA, and noted the Chief Executive’s reassurance that the SCA had not considered that they merited a further review of the EHRC’s status. Members reflected on opportunities to strengthen the Commission’s international engagement and involvement in business and human rights initiatives. The Board agreed the proposed actions.

12. [bookmark: _TOC_250000]Any Other Business

12.1 With no other business, the Chair closed the meeting.
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