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What do the following have in common? Pol Pot, Idi Amin, Robert Mugabe and 

the Belgian car-insurance industry. They’re all guilty of human rights violations, 

according the EU and the Council of Europe. 

Pol Pot had 1.7 million of his own citizens slaughtered.  Idi Amin arranged for the 

‘disappearance’ of 15,000 people. Robert Mugabe’s career flourished thanks to the 

mysterious deaths of newspaper owners and opposition politicians. And Belgian 

car-insurers have, infamously, been charging men higher premiums than women 

because women are statistically less likely to crash, a gross violation of the European 

Convention on Human Rights (‘ECHR’). 

Once a state has got to the level where its government is not cruelly suppressing 

large swathes of the population, it is time for international organisations to stop 

concerning themselves with it. There is no need for minor points of domestic law 

such as car-insurance to be internationalised. They do not affect any other country, 

and they are not so morally reprehensible that others need intervene to salve their 

consciences. 

There are some valid arguments on each side of the car-insurance question: it may 

well be unfair to charge men more than women, but it could also be said that it is 

unfair for women to have to pay for men’s more frequent accidents. Yet after the 

European ruling, anybody advancing the latter argument is defending a human rights 

violation. They are automatically put on a plane with Gadaffi and Franco (interesting 

place to be...!) whereas, if each EU member simply dealt with this issue under their 

existing equality laws, there could be a proper free discussion of the issues. 

The increase in the number of matters to which ‘human rights’ now apply not only 

vilifies people who may have a legitimate point to make, but it also cheapens 

genuine atrocities such as genocide by comparing them to possible trivial unfairness. 

Another issue is that of free speech. The concept of ‘a right to freedom of speech’ was 

developed as an essential element of democracy: if people cannot freely discuss 

political issues of the day, how can they possibly make an informed decision at the 

ballot-box? 

However, given that no European state currently suppresses the media to an extent 

that truly endangers democracy, most ‘free speech’ cases in recent years are about 

relatively trivial issues. The question of whether the tabloids are entitled to report on 

Ryan Giggs’ latest romances, while an important issue about regulation of the press, 



really does not reach the level of widespread censorship that the ‘free speech’ 

provisions of classic human rights theory were designed to counter.  

To take another example, the European Court of Human Rights recently ruled that 

Britain is denying prisoners their human rights by not allowing them to vote. This is 

another matter that should be left to individual countries to ponder. So long as the 

rule that prisoners don’t get a vote is basically applied fairly – everybody knows that 

if they choose to commit a crime and are sentenced to prison following a (fair) trial 

then they will lose their vote – then it is, again, not as morally repugnant as one’s 

typical image of a human rights violation. 

It is difficult to see why standardisation is required across Europe as to prisoners’ 

voting rights. Some things really do need to be standardised: food additive safety, 

for example, needs to be regulated due to the huge amount of trade that takes place 

between European companies. But it is hard to see how the British prison 

population’s voting rights affect anybody else. 

As well as being pointless to standardise, it is incredibly difficult. No country’s 

criminal class is comparable to any other’s. In Sweden, say, there might be an 

extremely low level of violent crime and therefore less public antipathy to letting 

prisoners vote. 

It would be far better for each country to produce their own Bill of Rights setting out 

their own priorities, under the power of their own parliaments and able to be 

amended by their own elected representatives. Indeed, the UK Foreign & 

Commonwealth Office has already produced such documents for the constitutions 

of our overseas territories – see an example at http://goo.gl/qjc6t – and they include 

the unambiguous statement that, “The exercise of these freedoms carries with it 

duties and responsibilities.” 

This seems to strike the note that many people aspire to when objecting to European 

human rights rulings. This would be an ideal solution to the frequent objections that 

the British people have no say over the human rights obligations to which they are 

subjected. And since the basics of a British Bill of Rights are already in operation in 

territories around the world, it wouldn’t even be that difficult a task! 


