
Counting the cost of exclusion: Linking criminal law, 
political exclusion and socio-economic inequality
Criminal law is meant to protect social safety and security. However, elements of modern criminal procedure and policing 
practice around the world continue to reflect the social and political remnants of the age of empire. States routinely deploy law 
enforcement, courts, and prisons against the poor and marginalised for reasons that have little to do with safety, but rather to 
protect the boundaries of wealth and privilege. This abuse of power has a human rights cost, manifesting in discrimination, use of 
lethal force, torture, arbitrary, and excessive imprisonment, disproportionate sentencing, and inhumane conditions of detention. 
This is compounded by intersecting forms of oppression, including gender, disability, race, ethnicity, nationality, and class, all of 
which negatively inflect legal outcomes for marginalised constituencies.

The Global Campaign to Decriminalize Poverty and Status (the Campaign) is working to end this injustice across the globe, 
by challenging the legitimacy of criminal laws that punish people for who they are and not for what they have done. So called 
“nuisance related offences” in particular, criminalize life sustaining activities, and informal commercial activities in public spaces. 
The evidence clearly demonstrates the negative impact of these laws on the rights of persons who are poor, and those who 
experience other forms of social exclusion. This exclusion has political implications, as marginalized individuals are prevented 
from meaningfully exercising their civic rights and duties, such as voting, accessing political representatives and shaping socio-
economic policies. 

Originating in Africa, but with an increasingly global reach, the Campaign initially focused on upholding the fundamental rights 
to equality, non-discrimination, freedom from arbitrary arrest and detention, and freedom from ill-treatment. However, there is a 
growing need to expand this remit, and to challenge the political, social and economic exclusion stemming from the enforcement 
of these offences. The African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR) in its Principles on the Decriminalisation of 
Petty Offences in Africa explicitly references the negative socio-economic impact of vagrancy laws, stating that they have the 
effect of punishing, segregating, controlling and undermining the dignity of persons on the basis of their socio-economic status. 
Similarly,  in Government of the Republic of South Africa v Grootboom, the South African Constitutional Court held that “…There 
can be no doubt that human dignity, freedom and equality, the foundational values of our society, are denied those who have no 
food, clothing or shelter...”   As further emphasised by the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, in their General 
Comment 4 “…the right to housing should not be interpreted in a narrow or restrictive sense….Rather it should be seen as the 
right to live somewhere in security, peace and dignity.” 

To better understand the complex interplay between political exclusion, socio-economic inequality and criminalisation, 
the Campaign will host a virtual seminar: Counting the Cost of Exclusion: Linking criminal law, political exclusion and socio-
economic inequality on 24 March 2022 at 12h00 UTC. The event will bring together experts from intersecting fields to explore 
mechanisms for interdisciplinary collaboration on the criminalisation of poverty and status. Speakers will include: 
• Mr. Balakrishnan Rajagopal, UN Special Rapporteur on the right to adequate housing
• Mr. Clifton Cortez, World Bank Global Adviser on Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity 
• Prof. Sana Ben Achour, Professor of Public Law at the Faculty of Legal, Political and Social Sciences at the University of Carthage 

in Tunisia, and founder of feminist organization Beity (My Home), a shelter for women in need
• Dr. Tarryn Bannister, Project and Research Officer, African Policing Civilian Oversight Forum
Closing remarks from Hon. Maria Teresa Manuela, Commissioner and Special Rapporteur On Prisons, Conditions Of Detention 
And Policing In Africa, ACHPR.
Moderated by Donald Deya, Chief Executive Officer of the Pan African Lawyers Union

To register your interest in attending this event, please follow this link.
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