Crisis communication – HATE SPEECH

DRAFT STRATEGY INTERFEDERAL CENTRE FOR EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES

General principles
1. Communicate (depending on the situation, only in response): ignoring the crisis could give the press or the public the impression that the Centre does not share people's concerns or does not take them seriously, or that it is influenced by politics, is trying to conceal information, or to distract from its lack of real power. Ignoring the crisis can also have as consequence that the media or the public will resort to information-shopping from less reliable, sensationalising sources. 

2. Communicate at the right time: immediately after having received confirmation of the facts, or solid evidence of their credibility. By responding too soon, the Centre risks underestimating or overestimating the scale of the crisis and having to correct its position later (loss of credibility); Too late, and the Centre will be left behind…

3. Scoring points by: 
· Maintaining enough distance: staying above the fray, not trying to stir up controversy, at the same time as sharing the emotion, showing sympathy and solidarity. 

· Presenting ourselves as a reliable source (aiming to provide information that is coherent, consistent, complete and sufficiently precise) and neutral/independent (relying on facts, analysing and reformulating them)

· Showing a commitment to act to remedy the situation as soon as possible, whenever possible, or at  least to take the situation seriously, to investigate, talk to the people concerned…

· Taking a stand: not automatically in relation to the given event, but by reminding people of our stance in general on such matters (the Centre has always had a very clear position in this area: affirm its legitimacy and  emphasise the actions we have taken and their results)

· Placing the accent on principles, values, but without adopting a moralising tone;

· Speaking with caution (such as presenting numerical data with maximum caution) but without giving an evasive impression

· Speaking in an accessible way 

· Involving / communicating with our partners

4. Avoid losing points by:

· needlessly stirring up the emotions of certain groups or individuals;

· alienating our partners.

· reacting defensively: ‘yes, but our legal mandate does not allow us to…'

· reacting overly offensively: personal attack, doubting, etc.

· merely stating 'no comment', except for (very rare) exceptions.

Case 1: It is clearly hate speech, and illegal

Reaction mode: proactive and reactive 
Scenario:
1. Sharing information internally:  comm department, management, head(s) of departments concerned; Making sure that a spokesperson is available (preferably a member of the senior management). Favouring stand-up meetings.

2. Twitter: 'The Centre is opening a case'

3. Response to requests from the press

4. Issuing (no later than 4 hours after the facts / reporting of the facts in the media) a press release (analysis and reaction of the Centre: see model press release in annex) to the media, employees, the Board of Directors and partners involved.

Case 2: The words are offensive but do not constitute a violation of the law 

Reaction mode: If this concerns a very popular figure, an opinion leader, and if the words are effectively stigmatising: proactive (recycling where possible – see below) and reactive. In other cases: only reactive.
Scenario:
1. Sharing info internally: press department, management, head(s) of departments concerned ; Making sure that a spokesperson is available (preferably a member of the senior management). Favouring stand-up meetings. 

2. What kinds of proactive reactions ? (in order of preference)

1. An opinion, a news item or other reference text associated with the theme in question has been published at an unrelated time (in tempore non suspecto) and is available on our website. Provide links: via Twitter, and in a brief news bulletin ('The Centre has reiterated its position'). In this light, it would be useful to publish 'opinions' on our website on themes that are regularly the focus of investigation (+/- 6 to 8 per year? signed by the senior management). The communication department could draw up a list of subjects in collaboration with the senior management.

2. The spokesperson(s) for the Centre (senior management) has/have already given interviews and these interviews are available online: in this case, broadcast the link  to the interview via Twitter (depending on the quality, of course ) ; For example : 'BDW on immigration: reaction by Patrick Charlier (BelRTL) : www.bellrtl/...'. The interview could also be broadcast on our site, under news, if it is a longer, high-quality / transcribed interview. To be considered on a case-by-case basis.

3. If there is no existing text/the interview cannot be recycled, then draw up a news bulletin to be spread via our site, Twitter and Belga (+ employees and Board of Directors). This bulletin should respect the guidelines presented above ('The main principles'). See model press release in annex .

Model press release : Hate speech (Illegal) by a public figure 

The Centre has opened a case concerning the remarks made by  XXXX targeting XXXX and will assess the factual and contextual aspects  / the facts currently available as soon as possible. 

According to their initial analysis, and if confirmed, these statements constitute 'incitement to hatred, violence, or discrimination' in the sense of the Anti-discrimination law and are therefore liable to prosecution. 

'The courts interpret the concept of freedom of expression very broadly', said Patrick Charlier, Deputy Director of the Centre. 'This is essential in a democracy. Statements which are critical, even offensive  or hurtful, must be allowed to be expressed. But this freedom is not absolute. Statements inciting hatred, violence or discrimination are prohibited precisely because they represent a danger to our democracy and to those targeted. And it is clear that the words of  XXXX go beyond  the mere expression of opinion.'

The Centre will be questioning  those involved in this case and will then consider the  legal and/or other action to be taken./ At this stage, it does not rule out / it is planning to take legal action /without excluding the possibility of legal action, it also intends to take other action to assert the rights of the individuals concerned as effectively and rapidly as possible, in order to obtain compensation for damage suffered.

Model press release: words that are offensive (but do not constitute a violation of the law) by a public figure

The Centre has been informed of the statements made by xxxx targeting xxxx. It understands and shares the outrage not only of those individuals directly targeted by these statements but also of all those who believe in and strive each day to build a more inclusive society that is respectful of all individuals, their differences and their history. 

'The courts interpret the concept of freedom of expression very broadly', said Patrick Charlier, Deputy Director of the Centre. 'This is essential in a democracy. Only statements inciting hatred, discrimination or violence are liable for prosecution. Legally speaking,  the  statements by  xxxx are therefore not illegal. But this does not mean that they do not deserve a reaction  / socially and morally, on the contrary, they are highly questionable / at the very least, unfortunate and harmful. Public figures / politicians enjoy tremendous freedom of expression and a significant media platform. But their responsibility is therefore all the greater in social, ethical and moral terms. Stigmatising statements only lead to deadlock. We have always preferred the idea of dialogue and we invite Mr. XXXX  to join us, along with others, in an open debate'.   

