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“Girls’ rights are definitely overlooked in the UK - people don’t understand that we
have rights, or they just ignore them.”
Plan International UK Youth Advisory Panel member

For 79 years, Plan International UK has fought to deliver and protect the rights of millions

of children — especially girls — across Latin America, Africa and Asia. In this report, marking
an exciting new phase in our history, we turn our attention for the first time to the UK. Our
analysis poses the question, ‘What is the current state of girls’ rights in the UK?’ Sadly,

the answer is clear. We may be the fifth-richest country in the world, but we are failing our
girls, and failing to meet international standards set out in human rights frameworks and the
United Nation’s new Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). By exploring the real expe-
riences of girls in the UK, our intent is for policy makers and decision makers to recognise
this reality — and act.
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THE STATE OF
IRLS’ RIGHT

IN THE UK

For 79 years, Plan International UK has
fought to deliver and protect the rights

of millions of children — especially girls

— across Latin America, Africa and Asia.
In this report, marking an exciting new
phase in our history, we turn our attention
for the first time to the UK. Our analysis
poses the question, ‘What is the current
state of girls’ rights in the UK?’ Sadly,

the answer is clear. We may be the
fifth-richest country in the world, but we
are failing our girls, and failing to meet
international standards set out in human
rights frameworks and the United Nation’s
new Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). By exploring the real experiences
of girls in the UK, our intent is for policy
makers and decision makers to recognise
this reality — and act.

Plan International UK is the expert on
girls’ rights. Decades of global experience
tell us that due to their gender and age,
adolescent girls are particularly vulnerable
to having their rights denied. This is now
a widely accepted premise in the sphere
of international development, yet little
understood in the UK domestic space.
Taking its lead from Plan International’s
flagship ‘State of the World’s Girls’ report
series, this report shows that, as in other
parts of the world, being young and female
in the UK comes with specific challenges
— challenges that today seem greater than
ever. For instance, research we conducted
into sexual harassment in schools has
shown:

e One in five women (22 per cent) in

the UK reported some experience of

sexual touching, groping, flashing,

sexual assault or rape while they were
in or around school.

e Reports of sexual offences in UK
schools have more than doubled in

recent years to an average of 10 each
school day.?

e Two thirds of victims of reported sex
offences on school premises are girls
or women (66 per cent).?

We also discover that a girl’s location is
critical: Middlesbrough is named the worst
place in England and Wales to be a girl,
while Waverley, Surrey — ranked as the
best — is somewhere that girls are likelier
to fully enjoy their rights based on life
expectancy, child poverty, reproductive
health and educational outcomes.

Despite this, we don’t talk enough
about adolescent girls as a particular
demographic group; we talk about
‘children’, ‘teenagers’ and then ‘women’.
Nor do we understand with sufficient
depth their complex identities: as girls,
but also as being a particular race, class,
sexual orientation or religion, or living
with a disability. Very seldom do we talk
about girls’ rights. Yet human rights, most
recently expressed through the SDGs,
can help us to better understand — and
tackle — the problems that girls face. At
a global level, Plan International argues
that to achieve the SDGs, girls must be
able to learn, lead, thrive and decide. And
critically, the SDGs are universal: a girl’s
rights are the same wherever she lives,
and so too must be our commitment to
securing them, including in the UK.

We argue that in the UK, often
discussed problems need to be
understood from girls’ particular
perspectives, and in terms of human
rights. What’s more, digital technology is
throwing up new problems for girls that
we haven’t begun to conceptualise. So,
through two methodologies, qualitative
and quantitative, and supported by
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existing evidence, we bring new depth and
breadth to our understanding of what it
means to be a girl in the UK.
e First, through focus group interviews
with 103 girls and young women
from across the UK, we listen to
what girls say about their own lives,
with clear themes emerging. This is
supported by interviews with relevant
professionals.
e Second, an unprecedented analysis
of available data paints a quantitative
picture of some of the critical
challenges girls face, highlighting stark
regional variations.

Elinor,
Year 10,
South Wales

The conclusions we draw are clear, and
worrying. Across a range of themes

and indicators, girls are being denied

their rights. Readers will be familiar with
particularly shocking rights violations such
as sexual exploitation. This report seeks to
shine a light too on the everyday barriers
to girls’ rights and quality of life that have
become an accepted part of their lives.

By bringing our experience to bear in the
UK, we hope to see a step change in how
girls’ lives are understood, and an urgent
commitment to tackling the challenges
they face. We’re one of most developed
countries on the planet: we can do better.




- -
What are girls telling us?
Girls are the experts in their own lives. This report draws on the accounts given by 103 girls
from diverse backgrounds and areas through focus group interviews. While this sample size is
insufficient for statistical analysis, the girls’ voices give us a valuable depth of understanding.
Their testimony is supported by 36 expert witness interviews as well as existing literature. The
evidence presents several thematic areas in which it is clear girls’ rights are not being met, or at
least not in full.
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We spoke to Lexian, 19, from London,
about her thoughts on being a girl
in the UK:

Lexian is one of 55 girls photographed
and interviewed by Joyce Nicholls to
accompany our 2016 research into the
state of girls’ rights in the UK.




Girls’ experiences: analysing the data

Geography and place are confirmed in this
report as having a major impact on girls’
life experiences. To ensure that girls are
able to realise their rights, policies must be
reflective of different realities in different
parts of the country.

For the first time, we present a detailed
examination of available data about girls’
lives that paints a picture of experiences
in different regions, mapping where the
critical challenges lie and setting out the
priorities for policy makers. Using five
indicators, we have been able to map the
delivery of girls’ rights across England and
Wales in terms of the key themes raised by
girls, and answer the question: where are
the best and worst places to be a girl?

The five indicators, drawn from local
and unitary authority data, are:

Child Poverty

Life Expectancy

Teenage Conception Rates

GCSE Attainment

Those not in education, employment or
training (NEETS)

The missing data

The data is not as complete as we
would have liked: lack of uniformity
means our local or unitary authority
analysis has had to exclude Scotland
and Northern Ireland, as well as a
number of indicators which would be
useful additions. These include hospital
admission rates for substance/drug
misuse, self-harming and child obesity.
We know gender has a bearing in these
areas — but the data isn’t available to
analyse this in full.

The indicators span key quality of life

and rights measurements and, through

a ranking system, are used to identify

the best and worst places to be a girl

in England, Wales and London. Across
England and Wales, the best place to be a
girl was identified as Waverley, Surrey, and
the worst place was Middlesbrough. The
majority of the highest-ranking areas were
in the south east of England, while towns
such as Blackpool and Manchester ranked
poorly in comparison. In Wales, Merthyr
Tydfil, Cardiff and Caerphilly ranked
behind their neighbours in Monmouthshire
and Powys, while in London, Richmond
upon Thames ranked best, with Barking
and Dagenham worst.

Violence against girls

Critically, data on violence, collected at
police force level, is not comparable to the
other indicators (which are based on local
or unitary authority data). Given the need
for local authority action as well as police
force action to tackle violence against
girls, this is disappointing. Furthermore,
what data there is rarely breaks down by
age, gender and local area to provide an
adequate picture of the problem.

Girls have told us for years that violence
and harassment in schools pose a
significant barrier in their lives. Our
research shows that reports of sexual
offences on school premises have doubled
in recent years, to an average of 10 each
school day. Nearly two-thirds of alleged
victims are girls, with 94 per cent of
alleged perpetrators men or boys.
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Be D Local A

Local/Unitary Child Life Teenage GCSE NEET Total Rank
Authorities Poverty | Expectancy | Conceptions | Ranking Ranking

Ranking | Ranking Ranking
Waverley 5 26 7 23 1 62 1
Rushcliffe 5 26 25 1 25 82 2
Chiltern 16 1 14 3 53 87 3
Mole Valley 5 33 2 47 1 88 4
Epsom and Ewell |28 10 24 28 1 91 5
Rutland 16 9 6 59 1 91 5
Elmbridge 5 21 33 43 1 103 7
Wokingham 1 52 21 8 25 107 8
St Albans 16 26 1 2 76 121 9
East Hertfordshire | 16 33 22 6 76 153 10

0 0 Local A oritie gland a b dividual Indicators R g

Local/Unitary Child Life Teenage GCSE NEET Total Rank
Authorities Poverty | Expectancy | Conceptions | Ranking Ranking

Ranking | Ranking Ranking
Sandwell 323 320 329 283 283 1538 337
Salford 294 334 280 300 338 1546 338
Kingston upon 323 337 323 341 248 1572 339
Hull, City of
Hastings 294 304 327 325 332 1582 340
Knowsley 294 337 298 342 323 1594 341
Liverpool 312 337 313 311 340 1613 342
Nottingham 334 309 333 339 303 1618 343
Manchester 342 344 328 315 303 1632 344
Blackpool 323 344 343 332 319 1661 345
Middlesbrough 331 346 340 316 345 1678 346




Conclusions

It is clear that the UK is failing girls. Girls
are not consistently able to enjoy the
rights that they are entitled to as set out in
international agreements to which the UK
is a signatory. And while much time has
been spent seeking to understand social
problems through certain lenses — such
as income deprivation — we have failed to
understand them from the perspective of
adolescent girls. For girls, blatant rights
violations such as sexual violence are
underpinned by a reality too often defined
by gendered expectations and everyday
harassment. The digital sphere, while at
times presenting a positive environment,
all too often amplifies this reality, while
school, ideally a critical location for
tackling these problems, can be found to

reinforce them. We also conclude that a
girl’s ability to enjoy her rights is bound to
where she lives. Effective solutions must
be tailored to local needs; this will involve
devolved authorities in particular.

We recognise that some positive
steps have been taken, notably the UK
Government’s strategy to end violence
against women and girls, which highlights
prevention as well as response, including
with younger age groups, and includes
two national campaigns on abuse in
relationships. A recent inquiry by the
Women and Equalities Committee into
sexual harassment and sexual violence
in school represents a significant step.
However, much more needs to be done.

Drawing together these findings, Plan International UK wants to see the UK

Government treat girls as a priority group to highlight and address their needs in a
way that hasn’t been done before. Girls’ Rights Champions should be appointed at
national, devolved and local levels, to work with existing structures and bodies and

bring within them a new focus on girls.
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