DRAFT MINUTES OF 

THE 11th ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING OF 

EQUINET

EUROPEAN NETWORK OF EQUALITY BODIES

29 & 30 September 2016
 
Attendance
Equinet Members’ representatives
Please refer to the attendance list attached (Annex 1)

Attending Board Members (mandate 2015-2017)
Evelyn Collins (Chair)
Kosana Beker

Sarah Benichou

Patrick Charlier

Sandra Konstatzky

Kalliopi Lykovardi

Petr Polák
Apologies Board Members:

Anna Błaszczak

Elisabeth Lier Haugseth

Expert advisor to the Board
Niall Crowley
 
Equinet Secretariat
Anne Gaspard (Executive Director) 
Yannick Godin (Administration and Finance Officer)
Tamás Kádár (Head Policy and Legal team)
Jessica Machacova (Membership and Policy Officer)
Sarah Cooke O’Dowd (Communication Officer)

Katrine Steinfeld ((Gender Officer)

Silvana Röbstorf (Trainee)
Nicolas Oliveri Ibaldi (Trainee)
Minutes: 
Yannick Godin, Equinet Secretariat
Venue
Hotel Thon EU Brussels
Rue de la Loi 75

1040 Brussels
Belgium
Quorum
On 29 and 30 September 2016, thirty-five (35) Equinet Member Organisations out of the total forty-five (45) had a voting representative attending the eleventh Equinet Annual General Meeting (AGM) and six (6) Equinet Members delegated their voting rights to a representative of another Member attending the meeting (proxy vote), therefore counting for a total of forty-one (41) possible votes for the items put to the vote during the morning session on 30 September (until the ratification of the new membership application).
One (1) new Equinet membership application was presented and ratified by the General Assembly of Members during session 3 (third item put to the vote) on Friday 30 September. From that point, the new Member equality body could take part in the last two votes of the session (Draft Work Plan 2017 and proposed amendment to the Board election procedure), raising the total number of represented Members and votes to forty-two (42). 

Therefore, the mandatory quorum of half the Members attending was obtained and the validity of the decisions adopted by the General Assembly of Members gathered at the Equinet Annual General Meeting 2016 held on 29 and 30 September 2016 in Brussels is established.

	AGENDA

2016 Equinet Annual General Meeting (AGM)

	Thursday 29th September (13:45 – 18:00) & Friday 30th September (09:00- 13:00)

	LOCATION : Thon Hotel EU (Rue de la Loi 75, Brussels, Belgium)

	PART 1 – Thursday 29th September (13:45 – 18:00)

	12:30 – 13:15
	Welcome Lunch

	13:15 – 13:45
	AGM Registration

	13:45 – 14:15
	Opening & Welcome
	Evelyn Collins, Chair of Equinet Executive Board

	
	Presentation of the Equinet Working Paper on standards
	Petr Polák, Equinet Board Member and Head of the Division of Equal Treatment, Public Defender of Rights, Czech Republic

	14:15 – 15:45
	SESSION 1 – Strengthening equality bodies within the institutional architecture: panel discussion 

	14:15– 15:15
	Chair: Evelyn Collins, Chair, Equinet Executive Board 

· Keynote Speaker: Michael O’Flaherty, Director, European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA)
· MEP Ulrike Lunacek, Vice-President of the European Parliament, Greens/EFA, Austria

· Lora Vidović, Chair of ENNHRI (European Network of Human Rights Institutions) and Ombudswoman, Croatia 
· Stefano Valenti, External Relations Officer, ECRI (European Commission against Racism and Intolerance), Council of Europe

	15:15– 15:45
	Questions & Answers

	15:45– 16:00
	Launch of the European Directory of Equality Bodies
	Sarah Cooke O’Dowd, Equinet Communication Officer

	16:00 – 16:30
	Coffee break

	16:30 – 18:00
	SESSION 2 - Thematic discussion groups: how to strengthen the capacity of equality bodies and progress on the development of standards at European level?

	Participants will split into three groups and discuss how the Equinet working paper on developing standards for equality bodies could be progressed at European and national levels. 

	18:00: End of first day

	18:45 – 20:30
	EQUINET NETWORKING RECEPTION / DINNER

Norway House, rue Archimède 17, 1000 Brussels

	
	

	PART 2 - Friday 30th September (09:00- 13:00)

	08:30 – 09:00
	Registration second day and welcome

	09:00 – 09:30
	Feedback from discussion groups next steps towards developing standards for equality bodies

	09:30– 10:45
	SESSION 3– Review of Equinet’s work and plans for next years 

	09:30 – 10:15
	BOARD REPORT – EQUINET ACTIVITIES
· Report of Equinet 2016 Work Plan

· Presentation of Work Plan 2017

· Proposal of Board Elections procedure 
	Evelyn Collins, Chair of Equinet Board

	
	· Report on Equinet Finances
	Patrick Charlier, Equinet treasurer – Board Member

	
	Q&A – Members’ discussion

	
	VOTE ON

	
	ACCOUNTS 2015
	DRAFT MINUTES AGM 2015

	10:15 – 10:30
	NEW EQUINET MEMBERSHIP

Membership application by the Institution of Human Rights Ombudsman of Bosnia and Herzegovina – Short introduction by Jasminka Džumhur, Ombudsperson of Bosnia and Herzegovina

	VOTE ON RATIFICATION OF NEW EQUINET MEMBERSHIP

	10:30 – 10:45
	VOTE ON NEXT EQUINET ACTIVITIES

	
	DRAFT WORKPLAN 2017
	BOARD ELECTIONS PROCEDURES

	10:45- 11:15
	Coffee break

	11:15 – 12:15
	SESSION 4 – EU equality agenda: developments and ways forward

	11:15 – 12:00
	Keynote speaker: Tiina Astola, Director General, DG Justice & Consumers, European Commission
Panel discussion including contributions by:
· Equinet introduction: Tena Šimonović Einwalter, Deputy Ombudswoman, Office of the Ombudswoman in Croatia and moderator of the Equinet Working Group on Policy Formation 
· Raquel Cortes Herrera, Deputy Head of Unit, Disability & Inclusion, DG Employment, European Commission, Brussels
· Antonella Gatt, Employment and Social Policy Attaché, Permanent Representation of Malta to the EU


	12:00 – 12:15
	Questions & answers

	12:15– 12:30
	Conclusion and closing remarks
	Anne Gaspard, Executive Director

	12:30 – 13:30
	Networking lunch


Thursday 29 September 2016
WELCOME SESSION

On 29 September 2016, Dr Evelyn Collins, Chair of the Equinet Board of Directors (the Board) and Chief Executive of the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland, delivered a welcome address and declared the eleventh Equinet Annual General Meeting (AGM) open at 13.45. 
M Peter Polák, Equinet Board Member and Head of the Division of Equal Treatment, Public Defender of Rights (Czech Republic) introduced the recent Equinet Working Paper on standards for Equality bodies which was produced by Equinet earlier in 2016. He emphasized the importance of this work and engagement with Members, and the opportunity to establish a link between the need for stronger standards for Equality Bodies at European level and existing international standards. The slides used during his presentation are available on the Equinet webpage of the 2016 Equinet AGM.
SESSION 1
Strengthening equality bodies within the institutional architecture:

Panel discussion
Michael O’Flaherty, Director of the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), delivered a keynote address, underlining inter alia the following points:

There is a need to change public perceptions of what just and fair societies mean. FRA and national equality bodies (NEBs) are part of a circle striving for excellence and working in partnership towards same goals, in a context of challenging time in Europe for equality and human rights. Different issues are high on the agenda of any organisation fighting for equal rights, including the current migrant and refugee crisis, the level of child poverty, the plight of minority groups, such as Roma. Equality Bodies and NHRIs have a crucial role to play in relation to these priority issues.
Mr O’Flaherty highlighted areas of FRA’s work which would support fully the activities of NEBs including:

· FRA will keep on delivering data (upcoming data sets: Roma, EU-MIDIS II, anti-Semitism new survey in 2017, hatred directed against Muslims, etc.) which NEBs can use at national level and also share its survey methodology.

· FRA will maintain a focus on building awareness of rights at national level.

· The Agency will keep pushing for the adoption of the Horizontal Directive

· Offer of the FRA to help strengthen national equality bodies’ structures and institutions, particularly their independence – Equinet and NEBs to assess and convey if any specific form of support may be welcome (for example, consideration of a FRA legal Opinion on Standards for equality bodies)

· FRA will pursue and strengthen a structured and strategic cooperation with NEBs, NHRIs and Ombud institutions.
MEP Ulrike Lunacek, Vice-President of the European Parliament, underlined in her contribution the importance of defending the achievements of NEBs but also the need to look forward to what we would like to achieve in view of key challenges faced, and a wave of intolerance and crisis of solidarity sweeping through Europe.
She referred to the latest state of affairs regarding the Horizontal Directive (still stuck in Council), as well as to an oral question to be asked to the EC regarding violence against women and accession to the Istanbul Convention. She confirmed that there was a huge level of under-reporting of discrimination across Europe, in particular among the LGBT community. 
One major common goal that still needs to be pursued is reaching improved, more effective implementation of the equal treatment legislation at national level. 
Lora Vidović, Chair of ENNHRI (European Network of Human Rights Institutions) and Ombudswoman of Croatia, introduced the objectives and work of ENNHRI, underlining its complementarities and differences linking the important work of National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs) and National Equality Bodies (NEBs), as well as between our European Networks. ENNHRI’s work includes a focus on older persons, on business and human rights, on asylum seekers, amongst its key topics. She underlined the existing good cooperation at national level between NHRIs and NEBs, and the fact that many are part of the same institution. Good cooperation was also established at network level between Equinet and ENNHRI, in an effort to avoid any unnecessary duplication in the coverage of the actions launched, and to create some important links. For instance, ENNHRI decided not to set up a work stream on gender given this existing focus of Equinet work. It also helped Equinet to set up a third-party intervention pilot project and has facilitated links with Equinet as an observer on the ENNHRI CRPD Working Group.

Stefano Valenti, External Relations Officer at the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) of the Council of Europe, pointed to the role of ECRI not having binding prerogatives but making regular country visits and issuing important Country Reports and recommendations for action at the national level. ECRI was in the third cycle of monitoring reports on all Council of Europe Member States. The assistance of NEBs is essential in gathering information. This is why ECRI meets NEBs during its country visits and asks them to promote the ensuing report and its findings. Upon publication of every national report, ECRI will seek to organise a roundtable in the country to examine the recommendations with the stakeholders.

The ECRI issued recent General Policy Recommendations (GPR) on safeguarding irregularly present migrants from discrimination and on hate speech.
Some of the key issues highlighted in these recommendations relate to the absence of definition of hate speech in many countries or the lack of protection from being identified as irregularly present migrant upon reporting hate crime or other infringements to the police. Mr Valenti also underlined the importance and specific relevance for Equinet Members of the revision process that has been launched of the ECRI GPR 2 on specialised bodies (from 1997), which should be well advanced and progressed for the next ECRI-specialised bodies meeting planned in Strasbourg in May 2017.
SESSION 2
Thematic discussion groups: how to strengthen the capacity of equality bodies and progress on the development of standards at European level?
Three parallel group discussions were held with participants to discuss the need to further strengthen the capacity of equality bodies and ways to progress work on the development of standards at European level, as well as the potential for appropriate and ambitious use of the Working Paper at national level. 

The main outcomes of these rich group discussions were shared back in plenary and formed a helpful basis for further consideration and work to be pursued by the Equinet Board on the topic of Standards for equality bodies, as well as to help prepare for a Strategic Meeting on Standards planned to be convened as a follow up with Equinet Members in the following year in May 2017.

=== END OF FIRST DAY OF AGM 2016 ===
Friday 30 September 2016
SESSION 3
Review of Equinet’s work and plans for next years
On behalf of the Equinet Board, the Chair Dr Evelyn Collins gave a comprehensive report on the implantation of Equinet activities for 2016. She thanked the Members for their active participation in the Network and ongoing engagement in this work, and Equinet staff team for their excellent work in delivering the Equinet Work Plan 2016.

Patrick Charlier, Equinet Treasurer and Board Member, co-Director of Unia (Belgium), presented the audience with an overview of the financial situation for 2016.

Evelyn Collins introduced the new proposed Equinet Work Plan for the year 2017 and its related budget to Members.

Main highlights of the Equinet Work Plan 2017 were introduced within the framework of the objectives of Equinet Strategic Plan 2015-2018, providing the focus for the third year of its implementation.

The proposed amendment to the Equinet Board elections was then also introduced by the Equinet Chair and Secretariat.

See Annex 2 (separate document “Presentation by the Equinet Chair”) for the slides of the presentation made by the Chair of the Equinet Board.
As foreseen in the AGM agenda and on the basis of voting documents previously sent to Equinet Members, the Chair and Executive Director, Anne Gaspard, invited Equinet Members to cast their votes on the draft minutes of the Equinet AGM 2015 (no written amendments were submitted) and the Equinet Accounts 2015.

1. The Draft Minutes of the Equinet AGM 2015 were unanimously adopted (41 votes in favour) by the General Assembly of Equinet Members.
2. The Accounts for the year 2015 were unanimously adopted (41 votes in favour) by the General Assembly of Equinet Members.
Following prior review and approval by the Equinet Board, the Chair introduced the Board proposal to ratify the Equinet Membership application submitted by the Human Rights Ombudsman of Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Ms Jasminka Dzumhur, Ombudsperson of Bosnia and Herzegovina, was invited to introduce her institution and explained the motivations for introducing an Equinet membership application in 2016. The application was then put to the ratification vote of the General Assembly of Equinet Members.
3. The Institution of Human Rights Ombudsman of Bosnia and Herzegovina received the unanimous endorsement (41 votes in favour) of the Equinet Members represented at the AGM 2016 
Following this vote, it was noted that the number of Equinet Members’ representatives entitled to vote on the last voting items for the day went from 41 to 42 (out of an increased total Equinet membership of 46 equality bodies).

Equinet Executive Director, Anne Gaspard, invited all Equinet Members to cast their votes on the pending proposed amendment of the Equinet Board Election procedure, and proposed Equinet Work Plan for 2016.

4. The proposed amendment of the Equinet Board election procedure was unanimously adopted (42 votes in favour) by the General Assembly of Equinet Members.
5. The proposed amendment to the Equinet Work Plan 2017 validly introduced by the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) of Great Britain was unanimously adopted (42 votes in favour) by the General Assembly of Equinet Members.
6. The proposed Equinet Work Plan 2017, as amended following the adoption of the proposal by the EHRC, was unanimously adopted (42 votes in favour) by the General Assembly of Equinet Members.
SESSION 4
EU equality agenda: Developments and ways forward
Equinet Chair, Dr. Evelyn Collins, warmly welcomed Ms Tiina Astola, Director General of DG Justice & Consumers of the European Commission and invited her to deliver her keynote address. 
Ms Astola highlighted the reality that intolerance is becoming common place in countries, even where it would not be expected and it is escalating where it already existed. The repercussions always affect the most vulnerable (persons with disabilities, migrants, minorities…) who need support and protection. NEBs contribute important work in this respect with often limited resources. The EC welcomed the constructive work done by Equinet on developing its ideas on standards for equality bodies. 
NEBs are the Commission’s eyes and ears, they ensure the effective implementation of EU law in member states and can relay the national sentiment to the Commission for instance, whether there is support or need for new initiatives in specific fields.

Violence against Women is an issue that will be at the top of the EC agenda next year.
Another important priority will be Work Life Balance, where the EC intends to propose new initiatives in this field during the course of 2017.
In relation to the situation of Roma people, Ms Astola underlined that NEBs are key actors working against the discrimination of Roma and referred to the recent cases of infringement in the education sector (notably in Hungary, the Czech Republic and Slovakia).
Regarding the Women on Boards initiative, the EC is working towards mitigating the risk that always the same women end up on the different Boards and hopes for the Maltese Presidency to progress and move forward on this important issue. Quotas are efficient and important, and this type of legislation reinforces the visibility and the advancement of women.

Finally, Equal Treatment Directives should not be perceived as an economic burden for employers and economic actors. There is also a strong economic argument for equal treatment whilst it remains above all a question of fundamental human rights. President Juncker, First Vice-President Timmermans and Commissioner Jourova are all committed to this.
A panel discussion ensued, with the following main points covered.
Ms Tena Simonovic-Einwalter, Moderator of Equinet Working Group Policy Formation, Deputy Ombudswoman for the Office of the Ombudswoman in Croatia, reviewed the current policy work of the Equinet network and highlighted its future priorities. She underlined the need to secure common standards supporting the work of national equality bodies (NEBs) which are the eyes and ears, but also hands and feet on the ground, turning laws into reality, reaching out to people far from Brussels and from their own capitals.
Ms Raquel Cortes Herrera, Deputy Head of Unit Disability & inclusion, European Commission DG Employment, referred to the fruitful cooperation between her unit and DG Justice. Regarding the Equality Directives, the European Parliament had just adopted the Weber report that states that all the European institutions along with EC should be concerned by the issue of discrimination, and multiple discrimination. Her Unit was preparing answers to this resolution in collaboration with DG Justice. 

The European Pillar of Social Rights is soon to be launched, including gender balance (no. 5) and equal opportunities (no. 6) on the list of rights, therefore priorities within the EC. 

Regarding the European Disability Strategy, she mentioned that the implementation report was almost final, to be soon released.
Antonella Gatt, Employment and Social Policy Attaché at the Permanent Representation of Malta to the EU, reminded the audience of priorities set forward by the Trio that would be at the core of the upcoming Presidency: jobs/growth/competitiveness, empowerment & protection of citizens; energy union, freedom and security, EU as strong global actor. She also mentioned the EPSCO priorities: decent work, making work pay, gender equality, social dialogue. 

She listed all the upcoming objectives, priorities and events planned during the Maltese Presidency of the EU, among others the Accessibility Act, the Equal treatment Directive, the Women on Boards initiative, the European Pillar of Social Rights and Work Life balance, amongst others. 

CLOSING
Ms. Anne Gaspard, Equinet Executive Director, gave the closing address and thanked all participants, in particular the speakers, the Equinet Chair and Board Members and the facilitators of the discussion groups for their valuable contributions. She reminded Members’ representatives of their forthcoming duties and opportunities to engage through the range of Equinet activities and events planned throughout 2017.
== The eleventh Annual General Meeting of Equinet was officially closed at 12:30 on 30 September 2016 ==
ANNEX 1: Participants List
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Catia Almeida High Commission for Migration Portugal

Kosana Beker Commissioner for Protection of Equality Serbia

Sarah Benichou Defender of Rights France

Sinisa Bjekovic Protector of Human Rights and Freedoms (Ombudsman) Montenegro

Vilfrida Bushati Commissioner for the Protection from Discrimination Albania

Patrick Charlier Unia (Interfederal Centre for Equal Opportunities) Belgium

Evelyn Collins Equality Commission for Northern Ireland United Kingdom

Aleksandar Dashtevski Commission for Protection against Discrimination Macedonia

Carlos Duarte Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality Portugal

Jasminka Dzumhur The Institution of Human Rights Ombudsman of Bosnia and Herzegovina Bosnia and Herzegovina

Susanne Fischer Board of Equal Treatment Denmark

Karen Grayson Equality and Human Rights Commission United Kingdom

Katalin Gregor Equal Treatment Authority Hungary

Rebecca Hilsenrath Equality and Human Rights Commission United Kingdom

Rainer Hiltunen Non-Discrimination Ombudsman Finland

Emile Hofhuis Netherlands Institute for Human Rights Netherlands

Niklas Hofmann Federal Anti-Discrimination Agency Germany

Ágnes Honecz Equal Treatment Authority Hungary

Anete Ilves Office of the Ombudsman Latvia

Juris Jansons Office of the Ombudsman Latvia

Kerstin Jansson Equality Ombudsman Sweden

Mirjana Kecman Commissioner for Protection of Equality Serbia

Athina Koutroumani Greek Ombudsman Greece

Birgit Lanner Austria Disability Ombudsman Austria

Emily Logan Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Ireland

Kalliopi Lykovardi Greek Ombudsman Greece

Petre Florin Manole National Council for Combating Discrimination Romania

Branka Meic Salie Ombudswoman for Persons with Disabilities Croatia

Marian Mesároš National Centre for Human Rights Slovakia

Nathalie Morgenthaler Centre for Equal Treatment Luxembourg

Ingrid Nikolay-Leitner Ombud for Equal Treatment Austria

Michael O' Neill Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Ireland

Päivi Ojanperä Ombudsman for Equality Finland

Liisa Pakosta Gender Equality and Equal Treatment Commissioner Estonia

Michel Pasteel Institute for the Equality of Women and Men Belgium

Nebojsa Paunović Ombudswoman for Gender Equality Croatia

Blerina Pirani Commissioner for the Protection from Discrimination Albania

Petr Polák Public Defender of Rights Czech Republic

Andreas Pottakis Greek Ombudsman Greece

Elisabeth Sándor-Szalay Office of the Commissioner for Fundamental Rights Hungary

François Sant’Angelo Unia (Interfederal Centre for Equal Opportunities) Belgium

Tena Šimonović Einwalter Office of the Ombudswoman Croatia

Ekaterine Skhiladze Office of the Public Defender of Georgia Georgia

Sylwia Spurek Commissioner for Human Rights Poland

Aristos Tsiartas Commissioner for Administration and Human Rights (Ombudsman) Cyprus

Bostjan Vernik Setinc Advocate of the Principle of Equality Slovenia
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