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Excellences,

Distinguished Guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I am very pleased to participate in the Regional Meeting for Europe, Central Asia and North America, within the framework of the International Decade for People of African Descent and its focus on recognition, justice and development. 

As we live in extremely challenging times of an increasing number of conflicts, terrorist attacks, deteriorating socio-economic conditions and climate change, it seems somehow difficult to pause for a second and remember that after the horrors of the Second World War, “we the peoples of the United Nations” had committed in the Preamble of the Charter “to reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person”, and in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights we recognise “inherent dignity and the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family as the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world”.
I would like to use also this occasion to recall that within the framework of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and its article 26, many governments have committed to ensure that “[a]ll persons are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to the equal protection of the law. In this respect, the law shall prohibit any discrimination and guarantee to all persons equal and effective protection against discrimination on any ground such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status”. Yet, this seems somehow forgotten in light of the increasing number of bias-related incidents in national justice systems, law enforcement institutions and border control authorities. 

Almost every day, we hear about natural disasters, being them earthquakes, floods or tornados but how often do we hear about the devastating magnitude of horrible man-made disasters such as racism. Instead of being shocked and horrified from the occurrence of such incidents, they go through a process of “normalization”. 
What does normalization mean in this context? 
Is it “normal” that an increasing number of political leaders make xenophobic statements and incite hatred? 
Is it “normal” that people do not feel touched by the images of drowned migrants? 
Is it “normal” that a worrisome number of young people support Nazi movements and attack those that are perceived as “foreigners”? 
Is it “normal” to use excessive force against young people of African descent? 
Is it “normal” to promote intensively “ethnic profiling” as it makes people feel protected? 
And finally, is it “normal” to allow perpetrators to walk away without any sentences and to watch victims’ humiliation over the lack of effective remedies? 

Now, more than ever, it is the time to emphasize eloquently that NONE of this is NORMAL. We should do more to dismantle promptly such populistic processes of “normalization”, where many people are manipulated for the benefit of the few. Let’s not forget that within the framework of the Sustainable Development Goals, in particular Goal 16 (Promote just, peaceful and inclusive societies), we have committed to “significantly reduce all forms of violence and related death rates everywhere” as well as to “promote the rule of law at the national and international levels and ensure equal access to justice for all”. 

In the last few years, we have witnessed the reinforcement of anti-discrimination legislation in various countries and the creation of equality or better say anti-discrimination bodies both at the national and European level. Although plausible efforts have been made towards ensuring formal equality, the main challenges remain in the realm of substantive equality and de facto discrimination or in other words how do we implement these laws and policies. 

This was strongly pointed out by Pope Francis during his visit to Africa in 2015 .He spoke with feeling about the way humans – and the economies they create- can contribute to injustice and severe imbalances. 
In some countries, people of African descent are six to eight times more likely to be stopped, searched and incarcerated. Police have also been reported to make no or little record of hate crimes, sexual violence or other crimes aimed at people of African descent, particularly at women. On various occasions, victims have not received immediate medical attention following an attack. 
Furthermore, I am saddened to hear that cases of physical violence against refugees of African descent and alleged extortion by groups have been recorded in a number of eastern European countries, whilst individuals who claim to protect national borders against migrants, on their own initiative, are praised as heroes and ‘defenders of their homeland’. 

Similarly, some media have built a narrative around refugees, also of African descent, associating them to notions of ‘disease’ and ‘threat’. The media has in particularly played a crucial role in negatively framing perceptions of refugees and migrants. 

Although legal measures have a central role in the fight against racial discrimination, they are not sufficient. I would like to reiterate the importance of education and its impact on perceptions and behaviour. I encourage you to try to anticipate the long-term impact of children’s stories where the black duck is mistreated till it becomes a beautiful white swan; where we senselessly use idioms such as ‘black sheep’ to define trouble makers but we reaffirm that ‘white lies’ are acceptable. Let’s not forget that one day these children might become judges and police officers. 

I think we can all agree that much more remains to be done in the fight against racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance. Battling early stereotypes and prejudices requires open and inclusive spaces where people’s assumptions are challenged and questioned. Just by initiating such interactions, we are already nipping at the root causes of such prejudices.

Thank You for your attention.
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