
 
EQUINET, the European Network of Equality Bodies, brings together 46 equality bodies from 34 European countries. Equality 
bodies are public institutions set up across Europe to promote equality and tackle discrimination on grounds of gender, race, 
age, sexual orientation, religion and belief, disability or other grounds. They play a fundamental role in the non-discrimination 
architecture of the EU. As a first point of contact for victims of discrimination, equality bodies have an extensive understanding 
of how discrimination affects people in Europe.  
 

Why a Discussion Paper on Discrimination on the Ground of Race & Ethnic Origin? 

Race and ethnic origin was the first ground on which EU legislation required Member States 
to set up equality bodies. Many Member States have done so even before this became a 
legally binding requirement under EU law. Until today, discrimination on the ground of 
one’s race and ethnic origin remains one of the most often experienced forms of 
inequality. In many European countries, racial and ethnic minorities, and in particular Roma 
people, remain the most disadvantaged and persecuted groups in society.  
 

Public sentiment is becoming increasingly hostile towards racial and ethnic minorities. 
Institutional discrimination is common, yet the under-reporting of incidents remains an 
issue. In this context, the challenges around receiving and successfully integrating refugees 
and migrants risk rendering the public discourse more hostile and discrimination more 
widely accepted. 
 

 

Main Findings - Equality Bodies and Discrimination on the Ground of Race & Ethnic Origin 
 
• Equality bodies are valuable actors in fighting discrimination on the ground of race and ethnic origin if they are 

independent, adequately resourced and empowered to do so. 
• Equality bodies report a significant rise in discrimination, hate speech and hate crime related to race and ethnic origin. 
• 12 out of 19 equality bodies indicated a more aggressive public discourse around refugees and migrants, an increase in 

hate speech and racist behavior more generally and an increase of hostility towards racial and ethnic minorities of all kinds. 
• Negative media coverage and political speeches have exacerbated the situation. Negative public discourse and hostility 

have thus increased towards migrants and refugees, as well as ethnic minority Europeans. 
• 17 out of 19 equality bodies indicated that Roma tend to find themselves in particularly vulnerable situations compared to 

other racial and ethnic minorities. 
 
 

Challenges & Obstacles in tackling Discrimination on the Ground of Race & Ethnic Origin    
 

Legal Challenges  Practical Obstacles 
• The Recitals of the Race Equality Directive foresee the 

protection of legal persons where appropriate and in 
accordance with national traditions and practices. The 
survey showed disparity in national legislation on this 
point (e.g. BE, HR, LT and SL allow for the protection of 
legal persons; DK and SE do not). 

• Some equality bodies raised concerns that positive 
action measures under Article 5 of the Race Equality 
Directive can be difficult to implement and indeed lead 
to counter-complaints.  

• Article 8 of the Race Equality Directive allows for 
shifting the burden of proof, which equality bodies 
reported is not always applied correctly by national 
courts. 

• The protection from victimization under Article 9 of 
the Race Equality Directive can have practical 
limitations.  

• Equality bodies reported the lack of awareness of 
rights as a barrier to reporting discrimination for 
minority groups, especially the Roma. 

• The high expenses of litigation coupled with uncertain 
outcomes are a potential deterrent for equality bodies 
to taking on discrimination cases. 

• The lack of evidence and unavailability of comparable 
data to prove discrimination cases has been mentioned 
as another deterrent for equality bodies to take up 
discrimination cases. In some countries (e.g. AT, FR and 
HU), data collection based on ethnicity is unlawful. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Fighting Discrimination on the Ground of Race and 
Ethnic Origin 

An insight into the work of Equality Bodies 

The Discussion Paper was 
drafted by Equinet’s Working 
Group on Equality law and 
aims to discuss key legal issues 
and challenges, available tools 
and good practices in fighting 
discrimination on the ground 
of race and ethnic origin. It is 
based on a survey answered 
by 19 equality bodies. 



 
Fields in which Discrimination on the Ground of Race & Ethnic Origin most often occurs 
 

Discrimination in Employment  Discrimination in accessing Goods & Services 
Equality bodies report a high number of cases in the field of 
employment. These include discrimination during 
recruitment, advertisements, interviews, unequal pay for 
equal work, unjustified dismissals and harassment at the 
work place. 

 Discrimination in accessing goods and services is 
widespread in both the public and private sector. Equality 
bodies report that women are often disproportionately 
affected due to their dress code (e.g. headscarves for 
Muslim women or the attire of Roma women). 

   
Discrimination in Healthcare & Social Protection  Discrimination in Education 
Equality bodies report that especially Roma people face 
barriers in accessing healthcare and social protection 
services, often due to living in segregated areas, lacking 
basic infrastructure and financial means. Other reasons for 
facing barriers in accessing these services for Roma people 
are their general mistrust in public authorities and lack of 
rights awareness. 

 Equality bodies report that barriers to accessing (quality) 
education and high dropout rates prevail especially in the 
Roma community, often due to the physical segregation of 
Roma settlements, lack of infrastructure and difficulty for 
pupils from highly mobile families to attend school. High 
dropout rates especially prevail amongst Roma girls due to 
practices of early marriage. 

  

Discrimination in Housing  Intersectional Discrimination 
One chapter of the Discussion Paper focuses specifically on 
discrimination against Roma and Travellers in the field of 
housing, including evictions and denied tenancy 
agreements. Next to a general lack of cases in the field, the 
crucial importance of housing as a precondition of human 
dignity and the realization of other human rights are the 
main reasons for this focus chapter. 

 While there is a general lack of data on intersectional 
discrimination cases, equality bodies report that the most 
commonly observed forms of  intersectional discrimination 
take place at the intersections of race/ethnicity and 
gender, as well as race/ethnicity and socio-economic 
status, disability or age. 

 

 

Good Practices in combating Discrimination on the Ground of Race & Ethnic Origin                    

Aim Action 

Increase visibility of equality bodies 
for victims of discrimination 

E.g. organizing open days (AL), setting up regional offices (FR and BG), establishing 
solidarity funds to cover legal fees for victims (IT) or developing online forms to report 
complaints more easily (PT) 

Training on anti-discrimination law For the public (AL and BE) and private sector (BE and PT) 

Awareness rising campaigns 
E.g. lecturing in universities (AL), creating short movies (BE) and video games (IT) 
aimed at tackling stereotypes, developing websites to collect incidents of hate crimes 
(DK and FR) or implementing national action weeks on specific topics (IT and PT) 

Research E.g. study on popular attitudes towards Sinti and Roma (DE), reasons for 
underreporting (CZ) or hate speech against Gypsies, Travellers and Roma (GB) 

Cooperation with relevant 
stakeholder 

E.g. with other equality bodies or NHRIs, as well as other public and private sector 
stakeholders  

Evidence gathering E.g. through situation testing (FR and IT), inquiry powers (GB), investigative powers 
(BG) 

Enforcement powers E.g. through actio popularis/class action suits and sanctions (BG, HU and PT) 
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