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“How to address the issue of multiple discrimination?”
REPORT Social Platform NGO capacity building seminar 

Brussels, 6th of June 2005
Introduction

The Social Platform organised on the 6th of June a NGO capacity building seminar on “How to address the issue of multiple discrimination”. The aim of this seminar was to develop Social NGOs’ understanding of the concept of multiple discrimination and to provide them with practical tools to address this issue more effectively. More information on the seminar is available on the Social Platform website 

http://www.socialplatform.org/code/en/camp.asp?Page=310 and include:

· List of participants

· Results of the questionnaire on “What is your organisation doing or has done in the field of multiple discrimination”

· List of Internet resources and transnational projects on multiple discrimination

An “anthropological” approach to multiple discrimination

The seminar was facilitated by Prof. Chris Paulis (University of Liège, Belgium) who opened the debate by presenting an “anthropological” approach to discrimination. For her discrimination is enshrined in the very functioning of our societies. Indeed in order for our societies to operate they need to generate certain representations of human beings and determine how human beings should interact together through codes and norms. 
These representations of human being are influenced by stereotypes, culture and education. These elements are all necessary to ensure the cohesion of our society. However because their aim is to codify and simplify the interaction between human beings they are very often likely (because of this very process of codification and simplification) to generate discrimination.
It is also important to note that these representations (because they are based on education, culture, stereotypes) vary much over time and space. So it is an illusion to believe that there is a clearly defined list of discrimination and that this list is valid throughout longer period of time. The reality of discrimination in as diverse as human beings are complex and our societies different.

It is therefore clear that the phenomenon of multiple discrimination should not be minimised. It seems that when you have cases of discrimination they are very likely to be in fact cases of multiple discrimination. Not only because of the gender dimension but also because of other elements such as ethnicity, disability, age etc… as well as  other grounds of discrimination such as poverty, unemployment, residence permit etc… This does not mean that all these grounds are equally determinant in generating discrimination but it is the combination of these grounds that produces something unique and distinct from any one form of discrimination standing alone and that can be defined as multiple discrimination.
Key challenges identified by the participants
A debate and discussion in smaller groups followed the presentation of Prof. Chris Paulis. The participants discussed the fact that at the moment the approach adopted seems to be very much based on the idea of boxes and categories of discrimination. There is a real challenge for Social NGOs, in order to recognise the complexity of discrimination, to evolve from this “box” approach to an approach aiming at: treating each individual as a unique human being and “contextualising” discrimination (which means focusing more on society’s response to the individual rather than on the individual himself/herself). 

However participants also acknowledged the fact that working on one ground of discrimination is already difficult. Indeed it is an illusion to believe that people across Europe have fully integrated the implication of the fundamental rights not to be discriminated. From the experience of many NGOs it takes time before people realise that they are victims and that they can claim rights (reference to the concept of internalised discrimination). So much still needs to be done in terms of awareness raising, empowerment and access to justice that at this stage many NGOs tend to adopt a focused approach.

When the issue of multiple discrimination is addressed it is usually through specific NGOs projects (example of the project on ethnicity and age). These projects are often extremely interesting but also very specialised and therefore do not have the ambition to give an holistic contribution to the fight against multiple discrimination;

Finally the expertise and research in this field is still limited and NGOs have therefore a limited “conceptual” support in terms of academic work. It is also interesting to note that the case-law in this field is nearly non existent as lawyers are usually encouraged to make a choice between the difference grounds of discrimination that could be invoked in order to develop a more effective strategy. It is also crucial for Social NGOs to establish contacts with groups representing people affected by multiple discrimination.

Conclusions / Follow-up

The objective of the capacity-building seminar was to reach a common understanding of multiple discrimination and to try to develop tools to help NGOs to tackle this issue more efficiently. From the evaluation forms that were received after the seminar it is clear that these objectives were not achieved and that more work is needed in this field. 

However the large number of NGOs represented during the seminar shows that this issue is highly relevant for Platform members. It is also important to note that key experts in this field where not available for the seminar but have indicated their willingness to participate in other Platform events on this issue.

As follow-up the secretariat will undertake the following actions:

· Contact the anti-discrimination unit of the DG EMPL and indicate the need for more expertise and work on multiple discrimination in order to support NGOs working in this field (This has been done in the framework of the bi-annual meeting with the anti-discrimination unit, which took place on the 16th of July.  The Commission has taken note of this request and has announced during the Presidency conference on mainstreaming diversity that a study will be conducted in 2006 on multiple discrimination and that a conference will then be organised to discuss the key findings)

· Make a proposal for a follow-up seminar in the framework of the Social Platform work programme 2006 (The proposal will be presented and discussed during the Fundamental Rights and Anti-discrimination WG meeting of the 5th of September 2005).
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