Jean Lambert's Speech to the Waltham Forest Consortium of  Asian People with Disabilities Launch.

I want to speak to you this morning about a number of things which are happening at the EU level which could affect every single one of us in this room.

Because if you are a women from the ethnic minority group, you are physically disabled or elderly or you have a religious belief or sexual orientation, which means you suffer discrimination, what is happening is ever more relevant to you and to your rights.

With the 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam came changes to the agreements which bind the 15 member-states of the EU together.  The Treaty gives great importance to protection of human rights and democracy as a condition of membership of the EU. Employment now has to be taken into account in EU policies and there is now Article 13, known as the anti-discrimination clause, which recognises the need to action to achieve equality for many people who suffer descrimination for a whole range of reasons.

At the moment these are number of proposals under Article 13 which are being discussed.

There is an Action Plan, which will carry out research, develop public awakeness and pass on best practice: all these things aim to help change the culture which creates prejudice.

There are also 2 proposals for Directives – new framework laws. One will tacle racial discrimination, both at work and elsewhere in society. The other tacles discrimination in general and at work. There's no further legislation on women as its felt there is enough. I just feel it is not used enough. However, the involment and interests of women are expected to "mainstreamed", that is – take into full account - throughout all the programmes and directives.

The new Anti-Discrimination Directive proposals include:

· indirect as well as direct discrimination (we remember the importance of that from the Lawrence enquiry);

· a "rights" based view of dicrimination where disability is concerned; so, if you can't get a job because of your disability that is because of prejudice in society or an employer, not because of your disability. Employers will be expected to make reasonable provisions;

· the involvement of social partners, groups directly affected, is devising national proposals and implementation;

· a recognition that training is an essestial part of the employment process and access to it is essential;

· a recognition that positive action might be necessary to correct an unjust situation.

Then, of course, there is the funding mechanism! The new Community Initiative is called EQUAL and its frames of reference is being drawn up now. There is a change of emphasis - dealing with the roots of problems - rather then funding groups who are the victims of these. Development Partnerships will be set and will involve national and local government and representatives from groups experiencing discrimination.

This Consortium could also be a strong base for such involvement.

You have expertise and experience that is invaluable.

So if you have programme that could solve problems; bring out creative ways to help people into work and are willing to work with parties in the EU or the states wanting to join and want to share your findings, then EQUAL Findings could be just for you.

Your expertise could be really valuable to these new democracies. It is ever more important to make progress on these issues of democracy and equality when we see what is happening in Austria.

I wish your enterprise well: you deserve success.

Jean Lambert

1

