Stories of Hope
JustRight Scotland and Human Rights Consortium Scotland have collaborated with organisations across Scotland supporting human rights defenders to produce this booklet for third sector and civil society organisations across the country. You can read more about our partner organisations from page 18 onwards. 
This booklet contains Stories of Hope as part of the wider “Rights Here. Rights Now.” campaign, a Scotland-wide storytelling and public engagement campaign highlighting how human rights affect everyday life and why stronger human rights protections matter. 
The campaign aims to strengthen public understanding of human rights and build support for stronger protections, including a Human Rights Bill for Scotland.

About the Campaign 
Human rights are not abstract legal concepts. They shape our everyday lives: our health, our homes, our education, our dignity, our privacy, and our access to justice. 
Across Scotland, people are experiencing the real impact of poverty, inequality, discrimination, inaccessible services, and barriers to essential support. Through lived-experience storytelling, this campaign aims to show why human rights protections matter to everyone. 
The campaign features stories from people and communities across Scotland, covering themes including: 
· Housing and homelessness 
· Disability rights 
· Healthcare and social care 
· Education 
· Children’s rights 
· Migration 
· LGBT+ rights 
· Access to justice 
· Privacy and family life 
· Environmental rights
Hope for the future after a broken system prolongs homelessness
Having somewhere decent to live is surely one of the most important factors in a settled, content life. But it’s no secret that Scotland is in the grip of a housing emergency. 
Despite the current crisis, progressive legislation was introduced in Scotland in 2025, specifically designed to support the fundamental right to adequate housing. While admirable, this new law is already creaking from the sheer lack of housing and significant demand. 
One of those trying to find somewhere secure to live is Jamie, a 20 year old from the north east of Scotland. Jamie’s recent experience has seen him being shunted between five different council areas, before finally landing in Glasgow in early 2026. Navigating the complexities of the housing system is difficult for anyone, but having been brought up in residential care, it was even more challenging for Jamie.
“I knew a group of lads, and they would take advantage of me and steal my stuff. I got into an argument with one of them, a guy who I thought was my friend, and that led to me being threatened by a gang who were armed - some of them had knives and one even had a hammer. I was sure they were going to kill me.”
“I feel I didn’t get enough support when the time came to move out and into adult life. I did get two tenancies in the area I come from but I just wasn’t ready for them. 
Jamie became so afraid that he asked his social worker for help, and as a result was moved twice to nearby towns, but the threats continued so eventually he fled to a friend’s place in another city. That so-called friend also became manipulative, and Jamie felt he had no choice but to move again. Subsequent attempts to present as homeless at three different councils were refused because Jamie already had a tenancy in his home area. 
“Everyone was trying to persuade me to go back to where I’m from which was so frustrating. I felt no-one believed me when I said I couldn’t go back because I was so afraid about what might happen to me. At one point I was even using my travel card on buses just so I could get some sleep.”
Jamie feels that care experienced young people like him need far more support when it comes to their rights. 
“I’ve not been able to maintain some of the tenancies I’ve had, maybe because of my background in care, but it’s not like I ever wanted to be homeless. It feels like the system just doesn’t understand or care about people like me. We’ve had difficult and complicated lives and to expect us to be able to manage when we come out of care is not realistic.” 
Jamie finally found good support from Shelter Scotland in Glasgow and says that his key worker Tam has not only explained his rights, but really listens to him. For now, Jamie is living in supported accommodation in the city but hopes that he’ll have a place to call his own before too long. 
“I’d like to have a flat and get settled. That way I’ll be able to get a job, maybe as a truck driver. I don’t want to have to keep moving, and I hope that this supported accommodation will help me prepare a bit better for living independently.” 
Thanks to help from a housing worker who was able to help Jamie exercise his right to somewhere safe to live, hopefully he can now begin to work towards his dream of a settled, peaceful life.

The right support at the right time is crucial
Back in May 2021, Edinburgh-based Gavin was told, at just 26, that the problem he had been having with his eyes was actually an incurable genetic condition which would cause significant sight loss. At the time, Gavin’s immediate reaction was relief - he had been horribly worried that he might have a life threatening illness. It wasn’t until much later that he realised that there had been a failure to provide him with the information and support he needed as a newly diagnosed disabled person. 
Rewind just five months before the life-changing diagnosis, and Gavin’s life was in a good place. He’d already completed university, had landed a decent job and had bought his first flat. But early in the new year he started to notice a tiny bit of blur in his vision. 
“I began to have what I describe as a spider’s web in the top right of my vision, it was bit annoying but it didn’t seem serious. Still, I had two sight tests, both of which were fine. No-one seemed worried so I just carried on as before.”
However, whatever was causing the blur simply didn’t clear up and Gavin went back to the optician, this time for a scan of his eye, and got another all clear. But by April of that year, he was noticing a significant deterioration in his sight. 
“By that stage I knew something was really not right. I was having to hold my phone close to my face to be able to see it and was taking much longer to do everyday things. It wasn’t until my fourth eye test that a young optician noticed a discolouration of my optic nerve on the scan image.”
Gavin was immediately referred to Edinburgh’s Eye Pavilion, where he went through a battery of tests and eventually he saw a consultant who explained he that he had a condition called Leber’s Hereditary Optic Neuropathy. Despite having received such a significant lifelong diagnosis, with hindsight Gavin feels that he just wasn’t offered the support that a newly disabled person needs.
“At the time of my diagnosis I was told that I didn’t need to bother registering as a blind person. I think that might have been because I was young, had a job, support from my family, my girlfriend and friends, and was still relatively independent. But actually I needed all the help I could get to learn how to live with my sight loss. I wasn’t even given an advice leaflet with a list of sight loss charities.”
This lack of immediate advice led to a long spell of being passed from pillar to post as Gavin tried to source the right kind of support for his condition.
“I’m not completely blind, but it’s like I’m looking through tracing paper all the time. There was a lot of emphasis on sight loss tech, a lot of which was not particularly useful for me, and although my line managers were very supportive, they simply didn’t have the knowledge about how to help me best.”
Thanks to the encouragement of a sight loss charity, Gavin was eventually registered blind and that simple act gave him access to state support which is his right as a disabled person. But it wasn’t until he was provided with a rehabilitation specialist that he began to become more aware that his rights had simply not been met. Thanks to his rehab worker, Gavin is now involved with Sight Scotland’s lived experience policy group and contributes to Vision Collaborative Scotland’s Support After Sight Loss campaign, which is calling on the Scottish Government to improve access to vision rehabilitation services across the country. 
For Gavin, making sure this support is available to all is a basic human right.
“All disabled people have rights, but becoming disabled is a big deal. The state really must provide us with guidance to make sure that proper, joined up support is made available for every single person who has a sight loss diagnosis in Scotland.”
As one of the people campaigning for positive change, Gavin’s experience must surely play a big part in making sure that disability rights are improved across the board.

A courageous challenge exposes a hidden abuse
Spring sunlight bathes the sparsely furnished but spotless living room of Maryam’s Lanarkshire flat, a place of sanctuary for this resilient new Scot. Little did she know, back in 2017, that she was going to experience years of turmoil, betrayal and abuse. At that stage, Maryam, a qualified young doctor, was living in her home country in Africa, working in a pharmacy as she prepared to sit further medical exams.
When a colleague introduced her to a potential new partner, Maryam was pleased to meet him. The man, a British national originally from her own culture, was warm, friendly and polite, and seemed genuinely interested in her. The relationship progressed quickly, with her new partner enthusing about a future life together in the UK. The couple married in 2018 and moved to Scotland the following year. 
An intelligent and capable woman, Maryam was excited about the potential opportunities this new beginning could offer for her ongoing education. That initial excitement was quickly dashed when she arrived in Glasgow to discover that her new husband’s flat was squalid and filthy. Her dismay deepened when it became clear that she was expected to abandon her own ambitions and devote herself entirely to her role as a wife. 
On reflection, Maryam realises that there were several red flags at the beginning of her marriage, but because her husband could also be charming and kind, she didn’t pay much attention to those early warning signs. Tragically, he quickly became controlling, denying her access to money, education and essentials. He even made it difficult for her to have regular contact with her family.
Undaunted, Maryam started to improve her English online, but when she booked a tutor, her husband became physically violent, the abuse worsening when she insisted on going to college. This violence was accompanied by threats about what would happen to her if she reported him. As a newcomer in this country, someone being systematically isolated and lied to, Maryam believed that a dreadful fate would await her if she went to the police. 
Further deceit emerged during trips to Maryam’s home country. On two separate occasions she discovered that her husband had abandoned her there while he returned to Scotland, taking all her documentation with him. The first time it happened, thanks to support from a friend, she was able to return to her new home and husband (much to his surprise). Understandably, she was nervous about travelling to her home country with him again the following year, but her husband combined pressure and threats with occasional acts of kindness to persuade her of his good intentions, and eventually Maryam relented.
This time, not only was Maryam abandoned but she discovered that her husband had stolen her UK residency card, hacked her email account, begun divorce proceedings and spun an elaborate web of lies to both the UK Home Office and the corrupt legal system in her home country.
Thanks to ongoing support from a good friend and persistent efforts from a member of staff at Maryam’s Glasgow college, eventually a lawyer from JustRight Scotland was found who was willing to take on her complex legal case using provisions in the Immigration Rules for survivors of domestic abuse and transnational marriage abandonment. Eventually she was given indefinite leave to come back to Scotland, the country she’d already made a commitment to.
However, it wasn’t until Maryam was being properly supported by JustRight Scotland that she began to realise just how badly both her legal rights and rights as a woman had been violated. 
“So many women from my home country are being deceived by UK‑based men. These men advise each other about how to find a wife, and they bring women here under false pretences. Women come to Scotland thinking that there is a bright future for them, but they are effectively trapped in a life of endless household duties and then abandoned back in their own country when their husband has had enough of them.” Although Maryam has scored a significant legal victory and been able to return to Scotland, many other women from her own and other countries are not so lucky.
“I am highly educated and even I did not realise that my fundamental human rights were being denied, so what chance do women have when they don’t have much education or are brainwashed and living in fear?
“I still live with fear and anxiety about what my ex-husband could do to me, but I’m proud that I was able to defend my rights and come back to the country I have made my home. I just wish that other women were able to understand that they too have rights and fight for them.” 
Despite the ongoing risks that Maryam faces, she remains resolute that fighting to have her rights upheld was essential. Her ambitions to enjoy a calm and peaceful life are surely the very least that this most brave of human rights defenders deserves.

A broken promise denies lifelong protection
A promise is a promise, right? Except when it isn’t.
Back in 1980, when Gavin Dayer was but a nipper, a policy commitment was made by Margaret Thatcher’s government to disabled individuals like Gavin. That commitment was a “for life” promise, and was made by the state to ensure that people with disabilities would be supported financially throughout their lives. 
So Gavin was shocked and deeply concerned in 2013 when he heard that the then coalition government were reneging on that promise to introduce mandatory disability tests. 
“I quickly learned that I was going to have to attend regular assessment sessions to ‘prove’ my disability. As far as I was concerned, this was a direct violation of the ‘for life’ promise that was made to me. My disabilities are not going away, I’m always going to need financial help from the benefits system. 
“Having to attend 2-yearly checks feels like a direct invasion of my privacy and my rights, but it also feel ludicrous and insulting that I need to ‘prove’ the disabilities I was born with.”
As far as Gavin is concerned, a dangerous precedent was set when the lifetime promise was broken - for him, there is real potential that things could actually get worse.
“Over the last 13 years disabled people have seen a steady erosion of our rights. I can understand that successive governments have looked for ways to save money and reduce benefit fraud, but I’m really worried about what might happen if Reform win the next general election. It’s entirely possible that they, or indeed any of the other British political parties, could introduce even more draconian measures. It’s very worrying.”
Gavin also feels that perception of disabled people is often framed by an unhelpful narrative perpetuated by the media, a narrative that in turn influences policy makers. 
“The media tends to portray disabled people in two ways - we’re either seen as crip layabouts or as superstar Paralympians, there’s not much representation of people who just want to contribute and fit into neither camp. Also, the prevalent idea that the whole benefits system is being abused by people who are not really disabled is much exaggerated - abuse of the system is actually less than 4%. As it is, we do contribute, for example, by employing the people who care for us.” 
In terms of his own human rights, Gavin is clear that the original promise should have been kept. 
“Disabled people are unique in that we need lifelong protection. Personally, I have done well, I’m an intellectually capable man but I still can’t go on a bus, I can’t cut up my own food and I need help with personal hygiene and toileting - I am going to need support for my entire life. The thought that that support might be reduced further or even taken away from me makes me feel queasy.
“Maybe it’s a fantasy but I wish the welfare state would stick to its original principles - it was set up to protect individuals, to offer dignity, it was never meant to be a vehicle for doling out benefits. We MUST protect what remains of it if we are to protect the rights of people who need lifelong support.”
With campaigners like Gavin speaking up so powerfully for the rights of disabled people, we must hope that all policy makers not only make new promises for lifeline support, but keep those promises too.
Rural communities feel the heat – the need for a place-based response
Well, not if the UK’s unseasonably early heatwaves are anything to go by. And given that extreme weather events are becoming ever-more common, it’s perhaps not surprising that Derrick Roberts, a secondary school teacher working in the Scottish Highlands, is campaigning for the voices of rural residents to be heard when it comes to the climate crisis.
As Derrick says, environmental rights tend to be forgotten when it comes to rural communities.
“Extreme weather is widespread now, and we’re experiencing more and more forest and hills fires in the Highlands. Here in the secondary school I teach in, we’re faced with an unenviable choice as soon as we smell the smoke - we can either close the windows to shelter from the smoke, which isn’t great in heatwave weather, or we can leave the windows open which leaves us vulnerable to the increased carbon dioxide in the air.” 
As someone with asthma, the ever-increasing risk of fires is of personal concern for Derrick, but the problem has implications for everyone living in rural Scotland.
“When it comes to policy which can, and should, protect rural residents, the issue is that those policies are often designed by people in Holyrood or even by the local council in Inverness. As far as I can see, there is a profound lack of knowledge of how wildly diverse rural geographies are - one-size-fitsall policies aren’t helpful when it comes to adverse weather events.”
Although many of the communities Derrick talks about are remote, environmental concerns are all too immediate - for example, severe storms are increasingly causing major disruption to power supplies and transport, and incidences of extreme flooding are becoming more frequent. Derrick believes there is a real lack of equity between rural and urban areas of Scotland.
“Wildfires and other extreme weather events affect those living, working and studying in the countryside disproportionately. Not only do we have to endure significant disruption, but the increase in these events is putting huge strain on already stretched public services. But that’s not all, those of us living in rural areas must surely have our right to clean air protected. The adverse effects on our health from toxic wildfire smoke is well documented, and these are not one-off events, these fires can rage on for days and days in rural areas.”
Given that the climate crisis isn’t going away any time soon, Derrick wants to see action which will protect rural communities, and the individuals living there.
“In Scottish schools we already have guidance about what to do in the event of heavy snowfall. I would like to see action plans drawn up which offer clear guidance to rural communities about what to do in the event of wildfire, heatwaves or other extreme weather events - these could be a bit like the civil defense plans we’ve had in the past. But crucially, local plans need to be drawn up in consultation with local communities - we are the people who actually know what’s needed in our own area.” 
Given that heatwaves, huge storms, torrential rain and widespread wildfires are happening more and more often, surely Derrick’s plea that appropriate protection for Scotland’s rural communities is introduced as soon as possible is only right and fair.

A hard-won freedom inspires hope for others
First impressions can be deceptive. As Naz, a small and slight woman originally from rural north west Pakistan, relives her story in a sunlit cafe in Dundee, it quickly becomes apparent that this is a woman of immense courage and determination.
Rewind to 2011 and Naz was taking her first steps into human rights activism as a volunteer. She was already all-too aware that the strict Jirga system she was brought up in created many barriers to education for girls and women, but volunteering motivated her to campaign for those rights. 
“I am from an area close to the border of Afghanistan, where there are very strict rules which make it really difficult for girls to get an education, or for women to work, and I was determined to help make positive change.
“I was already an activist when I then started working with female nurses and health workers. I discovered that many of them were experiencing harassment and violence. I was simply not prepared to keep quiet about this abuse of women’s rights.”
Despite living in a culture which places severe restrictions on women’s freedoms and makes it taboo for women to speak up, Naz was fully committed to activism, even if it was sometimes a bit frightening. Tragically, her fears were realised when she began to get threatening phone calls, and at one point she was attacked by two men on a motorbike. Her family were also pressured to stop their daughter bringing dishonour to the community. Eventually her parents imprisoned Naz for four months, completely cut off from the outside world, not allowed to speak to anyone, even from her own husband.
“The patriarchal culture I was brought up in is so corrupt - I couldn’t go to the police or the military, those men are fully complicit in the Jinga system. Being held as a prisoner in my own house, fearing that I could be taken any time and handed over to the authorities, made me realise that I simply had to get away. I never wanted to leave Pakistan, I wanted to stay and help make change from within, but it became far too dangerous for me, I was afraid for my life.”
With secret help from a colleague who was working with a UN agency and a network of underground supporters, Naz was eventually able to fly to the Gulf to join her husband who had already fled the country. But within a single hour of arriving, she began to receive calls from people who knew exactly where she was, threatening her life. Far from being safe, arrival in the Gulf marked the beginning of a four-year period where Naz and her husband were supported to find temporary shelter in several different countries by human rights organisations trying to help them. It wasn’t until they were in serious danger and with no other hope that they began to seek asylum, another tortuous process which saw them being rejected several times.
Naz recalls those four years as being horribly anxiety-ridden. At no point did the couple feel safe, always worrying that they would be found and forced to return to Pakistan to face punishment and likely death for their work as human rights defenders. And those fears were justified. At one point they were abducted in Azerbaijan by mercenaries posing as the military and were only able to escape thanks to a digital location marker and the help of an international network of allies.
It was that network of international agencies who were finally able to secure safe passage to the UK for the couple. Naz accessed protection for Human Rights Defenders at Risk at Dundee University and has now been offered a place on a Masters in Applied Human Rights at York University.
Naz is so pleased to have finally made it to safety in Scotland, but her resolve remains undimmed.
“I will never stop fighting for women’s rights. Even though I am a long way from Pakistan, I can still offer support and inspiration and raise awareness of rights for the women who are still being oppressed there. I can use social media and radio to spread the word that change can happen, and I’ll never stop campaigning until that change comes.”
Here’s hoping that the remaining chapters of Naz’s life story do see positive change, and that they also offer her a chance to live in peace, free form fear.

Glasgow Disability Alliance (GDA) 
Run by and for disabled people, Glasgow Disability Alliance is a leading disabled people’s organisation with more than 6,000 members across Greater Glasgow. GDA provides support and capacity building to members on an individual and collective basis to promote equality, inclusion and human rights, empowering disabled people to influence decisions and create positive change in our communities.

Shelter Scotland 
Shelter Scotland exists to defend the right to a safe home and tackle the impact of the housing emergency on individuals, families and communities. Through expert advice, support services and campaigning, the organisation works to ensure everyone has access to a safe, secure and affordable home.

JustRight Scotland 
JustRight Scotland uses the law to defend and extend people’s rights. Its team of expert lawyers works alongside individuals, communities and partner organisations to challenge injustice, change broken systems and improve people’s lives.

University of Dundee 
The University of Dundee is a leading Scottish university recognised for excellence in teaching, research and social impact. Through its work with communities, public bodies and third-sector organisations, the university contributes to research and action that promotes social justice and human rights.

Environmental Rights Centre for Scotland (ERCS) 
The Environmental Rights Centre for Scotland is an environmental law charity. Their mission is to assist everyone, especially people who face the biggest barriers, to exercise their rights in environmental law and to protect the environment. ERCS has worked with community groups and organisations, including NASUWT, the Teachers’ Union, to support calls for environmental justice and address air pollution from engine idling.

Vision Collaborative Scotland 
Vision Collaborative Scotland brings together third sector organisations to support people with vision impairments to live full and active lives. Together, we amplify the voices of people with sight loss and their families, identify common priorities, and work collaboratively to influence change and develop sustainable solutions.
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