SPEECH FROM VLADIMIR SPIDLA

EUROPEAN COMMISSIONER FOR EMPLOYMENT, SOCIAL AFFAIRS AND EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES
Ladies and gentlemen, I hope that your conference was fruitful and constructive.

First, I wish to thank ILGA-Europe and its national members for their work and commitment during this European Year of Equal Opportunities for All. We can be proud of the success of the Year.

However, I know that despite the progress made in the fight against discriminations, the situation of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people in Europe is far from ideal. More often than not, individuals discriminate against other individuals, but from time to time, certain political statements reveal institutionalized discriminations and homophobia.
You know that the European Union took up the issue of fighting discriminations somewhat late; until very recently, it was an exclusive competence of Member States. Since then, many measures have been adopted at the European level.
Our anti-discrimination legislation gives protection which is innovative in some areas: on one hand, it protects against discrimination on basis of religion and belief, age, disability or sexual orientation in employment; on the other hand, it offers protection in employment but also in education, goods and services, social protection for race and ethnic origin. 
In its annual policy strategy for 2008, the Commission has announced that it would propose new initiatives aimed at preventing and combating discriminations outside the labour market, whether it is based on sex, religion or belief, disability, age or sexual orientation. And as you have already heard during your conference, we are in the process of examining all the possible options while consulting key actors as well as the general public. 
And let us not forget that we must continue to promote awareness of rights. The best legal protection in the world will be meaningless if people do not know about it and do not use it. Only a third of Europeans know their rights in terms of non-discrimination. It is true that this level of awareness varies considerably from one State to another. But these numbers are nonetheless alarming and I look forward to finding out if the European Year will have made a difference. 

Civil society plays a key role in the fight against discrimination and the promotion of fundamental rights. I sincerely thank you for your work and I encourage you to continue it in 2008 with as much commitment and enthusiasm.
I thank you for your attention. 
