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Executive summary 

 
 

In the summer of 2010, the Council of Europe’s Secretary General, Thorbjørn Jagland, asked an 

independent “Group of Eminent Persons” (the Group) to prepare a report on the challenges 

arising from the resurgence of intolerance and discrimination in Europe. The report assesses the 

seriousness of the risks, identifies their sources and makes a series of proposals for “living 

together” in open European societies. 

 

The Group is headed by the former German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer. It is composed of 

nine members – four women and five men – each from a different member state of the Council 

of Europe. Besides Mr Fischer, it includes Emma Bonino (Italy), Timothy Garton Ash (United 

Kingdom), Martin Hirsch (France), Danuta Hübner (Poland), Ayşe Kadıoğlu (Turkey), Sonja 

Licht (Serbia), Vladimir Lukin (Russian Federation) and Javier Solana (Spain). The rapporteur is 

Edward Mortimer (United Kingdom). 

 



The Group bases its findings and recommendations firmly on the principles of the European 

Convention on Human Rights, especially individual freedom and equality before the law. It finds 

that discrimination and intolerance are widespread in Europe today, particularly against Roma 

and immigrants, as well as people of recent migrant background, who are often treated as 

foreigners even in countries where they are both natives and citizens.  

 

The report holds firmly that identities are a voluntary matter for the individual concerned, and 

that no one should be forced to choose or accept one primary identity to the exclusion of others. 

It argues that European societies need to embrace diversity, and accept that one can be a 

“hyphenated European” – for instance a Turkish-German, a North African-Frenchwoman or an 

Asian-Brit – just as one can be an African- or Italian-American. But this can work only if all 

long-term residents are accepted as citizens and if all, whatever their faith, culture or ethnicity, 

are treated equally by the law, the authorities and their fellow citizens. Like all other citizens in a 

democracy they should have a say in making the law, but neither religion nor culture can be 

accepted as an excuse for breaking it. 

 

The report is divided into two parts: “The threat” and “The response”.  

 

In the first part, the Group identifies eight specific risks to Council of Europe values: rising 

intolerance; rising support for xenophobic and populist parties; discrimination; the presence of a 

population virtually without rights; parallel societies; Islamic extremism; loss of democratic 

freedoms; and a possible clash between “religious freedom” and freedom of expression. Behind 

these risks, it suggests, lie insecurity (stemming from Europe’s economic difficulties and sense 

of relative decline); the phenomenon of large-scale immigration (both as actually experienced 

and as perceived); distorted images and harmful stereotypes of minorities in the media and public 

opinion; and a shortage of leaders who can inspire confidence by articulating a clear vision of 

Europe’s destiny. 

In the second part, the Group begins by setting out 17 principles which it believes should guide 

Europe’s response to these threats, starting with the statement that “at a minimum, there needs to 

be agreement that the law must be obeyed, plus a shared understanding of what the law is and 

how it can be changed”. It then goes on to identify the main actors able to bring about the 

necessary changes in public attitudes: educators, mass media, employers and trade unions, civil 

society, churches and religious groups, celebrities and “role models”, towns and cities, member 

states, and European and international institutions. In most of these categories, the report 

includes short pen portraits of particular groups or individuals whose work the Group finds 

“commendable and worthy of emulation”. The report then concludes with 59 “proposals for 

action”, the first 17 of which are labelled “strategic recommendations”, while the remainder, 

“specific recommendations”, address mainly the European Union, the Council of Europe, and 

their member states.  

 

Among its specific recommendations, the Group suggests that the Secretary General of the 

Council of Europe should appoint a high-level special representative to bring the content of the 

report to the attention of political leaders and to monitor its implementation, and that Poland and 

Ukraine, as presidents respectively of the EU and the Council of Europe Committee of Ministers 

in the autumn of this year, should convene a joint summit on diversity to “consider the issues 



raised in this report and agree on a joint strategy for action in the field of diversity and human 

rights”. 

 

 

Cities bear the main responsibility for ensuring that culturally diverse societies are open 

societies, in which people belonging to different cultural groups, including those who are 

perceived as recent arrivals or temporary residents, can feel at home and make their own 

contribution, in their own way, to the city’s overall social cohesion. Thus local and regional 

authorities have a key role to play in the process of building harmonious relations between 

different community groups, and reducing tensions which often arise along ethnic, religious or 

cultural fault lines. “Living together” means interaction, and if this is to happen peacefully and 

fruitfully in diverse communities there must be dialogue between members of different ethnic, 

religious and cultural groups. It is necessarily a two-way exercise: the majority population has to 

accept the minorities, while they have to accept certain local “rules of the game” and 

responsibilities which may be new to them. This process of mutual adjustment can involve 

friction and difficulties, which local and regional authorities have to face. 

 

Pen portraits 
 

Neuchâtel 

The Canton of Neuchâtel
1
 in the French-speaking part of Switzerland has about 170 000 

inhabitants of whom 40 000 are foreigners. In Switzerland, immigration is feared by many 

“indigenous” citizens who see it as likely to dilute their national values and see immigrants as 

unlikely to be loyal to their adopted country. So now the canton is proposing a charter of 

citizenship and civil values which are explained to newcomers. 

Neuchâtel has built a solid legal and operational foundation for its integration policy, including: 

• an Office of the Commissioner for Foreigners whose 11 staff are all of foreign ethnic 

origin or nationality and speak between them many of the 95 languages present in the 

community;  

• a Committee for the Integration of Foreigners, with 40 members, which functions as a 

consultative body for the Conseil d’Etat (cantonal government). 

The canton encourages, but does not force, residents to learn French. Language learning is seen as 

a result of social and cultural integration, not a condition for it – and this approach works. In a 

2007 referendum the majority of citizens decided to give voting rights to all residents – showing 

that foreigners are regarded more positively than before. This can partly be explained by the nine-

month Neuchàtoi (“Neuchâtel is yours”) campaign the previous year, which had great success in 

attracting 260 000 people to activities such as theatre shows, events in schools, film projections, 

exotic meals in local restaurants, radio and TV broadcasts, a book with poems and articles by 

                                                 
1. In 2008, the Council of Europe launched its “Intercultural cities” programme 

(www.coe.int/t/dg4/cultureheritage/culture/Cities/Default_en.asp), aimed at transforming the way in which cities understand and 

respond to cultural diversity. It began as a pilot scheme involving 11 cities in different parts of Europe, but the network is now 

being opened up not only to new European cities but also to cities in other parts of the world. Generally in cities where the 

programme has been implemented there is peace and mutual respect among communities, all of which are participating in 

economic and social development; much less violence; and a higher-than-average per capita GDP. In these pen portraits we give 

four examples from cities belonging to this network: Neuchâtel (Switzerland), Reggio-Emilia (Italy), Subotica (Serbia) and 

Tilburg (the Netherlands). 



journalists, thematic exhibitions, conferences and debates, poster campaigns, and press 

conferences.  

The overall employment situation in the canton is satisfactory, thanks partly to the economic 

dynamism of the region, but also to relentless efforts by the authorities in favour of workers’ 

integration, which is the focus of several local projects.  

Schools take part in the integration effort, for instance by organising adaptation classes with an 

accelerated French language programme, for which they can request support from the canton’s 

“intercultural mediation” service. Information sessions are organised for parents, and there is a 

“youth in transition” class for pupils beyond compulsory school age who need to improve their 

language skills before continuing regular education. 

The Service du Délégué aux Etrangers offers a mediation service to individuals or groups who 

request it (and sometimes even when they don’t). This plays an active role in negotiation between 

parties involved in specific conflicts. It works through non-salaried mediators and interpreters, 

and a centre for consultations in the mother tongue. 

All this may have something to do with the fact that Neuchâtel was one of four cantons in 

Switzerland to vote against the ban on minarets in 2009. 

 

Reggio-Emilia 

Reggio-Emilia an affluent city in north-central Italy (Emilia-Romagna), has a higher proportion 

of foreign residents in its population than any other Italian city. Its current public policy priorities 

are: training to support intercultural integration; social cohesion; improving qualifications; and 

cultural services. These policies are intended to give citizens access to a range of cultural 

opportunities, thus promoting a growth model that avoids social exclusion and gives everyone 

equal access to goods and services. Thanks to these policies, Reggio-Emilia has gained a 

reputation as an “open, safe and collaborative city”. Its educational policies encourage a positive 

approach to diversity among young people, and explain how stereotypes and prejudices that may 

lead to discriminatory behaviour are formed. In the sphere of housing the city has formed a Local 

Framework Pact with its various neighbourhoods. A civil society and social services working 

group is focusing its effort on children’s issues, having proposed a children’s parliament as a 

flagship trial project. Through annual Mondinpiazza festivals and a sports event, “Due calci al 

razzismo” (“two kicks to racism”), the city encourages collaboration between municipal 

operators, local associations, citizens, artists, various minority communities, the police force, 

Italian and/or foreign women, individuals with disabilities, local administrators, secondary-school 

pupils and so forth. Particular progress has been achieved in making the healthcare system more 

accessible to the Chinese community. The six hospitals around Reggio all benefit from an 

intercultural mediation service, with a detailed strategy and action plan as well as published 

information on the service’s performance. There is also a project, in collaboration with the local 

health authorities, to improve linguistic and cultural relations between foreign citizens and health 

services. Basic Italian language courses are provided for mothers of children attending primary 

schools, to offer initial language support and good communication with the school. There are also 

summer events to teach Italian to secondary-school pupils whose knowledge of the language is 

weak. 

 

Subotica 

Subotica is a multiethnic city in northern Serbia (Vojvodina). In 1999 the suburb of Pescara had 

5 000 inhabitants of Hungarian, Croatian, Serbian, Bosniac and Bunjevac ethnic backgrounds, 



and just a dozen Roma, when more than 500 Roma arrived there from Kosovo
∗

. Problems began 

when it became clear that they had settled on the land (which was very cheap in the area) and did 

not want to return. In February 2006, 147 non-Roma inhabitants of Pescara signed a complaint 

against the newcomers and their everyday behaviour. The director of the Roma Educational 

Centre in Subotica called a joint meeting of representatives of all the citizens from Pescara, local 

government, the police, the Centre for Social Work, the local school, and the local health centre. 

They agreed that the Roma should address the problems the petitioners were worried about, such 

as late night gatherings of Roma youth, loud music, etc. At the same time they all agreed to form 

the nine-member Commission on Interethnic Relations (still active today), and concluded that the 

major problem of the whole settlement was lack of a proper road. With a grant of €1 000 from 

Save the Children, support from the city authorities and voluntary labour by all the citizens 

(Roma and non-Roma alike), they finished the road and celebrated it at both city and 

neighbourhood level.  

Roma remain involved in the commissions dealing with social, educational and inter-ethnic issues 

in Pescara, and are now well integrated in the life of the community. The local elementary school 

has more than 100 Roma pupils, more than 90% of whom are children of the Roma from Kosovo
*
 

– whereas before this sequence of events the same school refused to admit even local Roma 

children. Today Roma parents participate in the Council of Parents, and Roma children are also 

included in the pre-school programme, with the help of one Roma assistant.
2
 

 

Tilburg 

Tillburg is a city in the south of the Netherlands with over 200 000 inhabitants, 23% of whom are 

of non-Dutch origin, coming from nearly 200 different countries. 

Tilburg’s experience in dealing with migrants or people with a migration background is a good 

example of a city which for many years took a community or ethnic approach, targeting some 

specific migrant groups in its education, housing or security policies. But in autumn 2010, as 

Alderman Berend de Vries explained to the Group,
3
 Tilburg’s municipal council decided to 

abandon this policy and adopt another approach, “All Residents of Tilburg”, which instead of 

treating unemployment, premature school-leaving, language barriers or antisocial behaviour as 

ethnic problems requiring ethnic solutions, will make them the responsibility of mainstream 

services and institutions.  

“The guiding principle behind this,” Mr de Vries added, “is that the responsibility for full 

participation in society is to rest with the individual citizen. This will require our mainstream 

institutions and agencies to become colour-blind. When a Tilburg resident of Turkish origin 

comes to the small business information desk, he or she should be helped as an entrepreneur and 

not, as occasionally happens now, given a reference to the integration service. At the same time, 

mainstream services and institutions also have to become more culture-sensitive. A welfare 

worker or homecare assistant has to acknowledge that some city residents are different from 

others. When efforts are made to reach and assist vulnerable groups, it is important that people 

with different ethnic backgrounds are also able to benefit. We will be monitoring this in a number 

of areas in the coming years, meaning we will also continue to consider ethnic background. In 

doing so, it is emphatically not the case that ethnicity is the answer, but rather that you have to 

                                                 
∗

 See footnote 26.  
2. Information from Stevan Nikolic, Director of the Roma Educational Centre from Subotica. 
3. Communication to the Group, Brussels, 17 March 2011. 



acknowledge deprivation before you can create opportunities. 

The new method will mainly be given concrete form in the neighbourhood approach. Three basic 

goals will be set for five deprived neighbourhoods: for young people to do well at school and 

graduate; for every household to have a breadwinner; and for residents to live above the poverty 

line. No distinction will be made here in terms of ethnic origin, but the focus will be squarely on 

the problems. The municipal council and its partners (housing corporations, welfare and health 

agencies) have set a timetable of 10 years to achieve these goals. We will use the Results-Based 

Accountability (RBA) method. When using this method you focus on the goals, and periodically 

monitor the effect of your interventions. If the effect is judged to be inadequate, then you modify 

your interventions immediately.  

Tilburg’s official statement of its intercultural policy: “Each resident of Tilburg, regardless of his 

or her background, forms part of the community of the city of Tilburg, shoulders the 

responsibility to maintain the quality of life of this city, and works at it. At the same time we 

admit and appreciate the diversity of the people and groups in the city, because we are all 

residents of Tilburg.” 

 


