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This briefing provides a pre-legislative synthesis of the positions of national, regional and local 
governmental organisations on the European Commission's initiative on equality bodies, which 
have been established in every EU Member State to tackle discrimination. It forms part of an EPRS 
series offering a summary of the pre-legislative state of play and advance consultation on a range of 
key European Commission priorities during its 5-year term. It seeks to present the state of affairs, to 
examine how existing policy is working on the ground, and identify best practice and ideas for the 
future on the part of governmental organisations at all levels of the EU system of multilevel 
governance. 
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Summary of findings 
The EPRS analysis found that the position of the partner organisations at EU, national, regional and 
local levels is that a number of considerations should be reflected in discussions concerning the 
Commission's initiative, in order to strengthen the role and independence of equality bodies.  

 In most cases, the local and regional presence of equality bodies helps raise awareness of the 
realities of discrimination on the ground and promotes outreach to vulnerable communities 
and to citizens in rural or isolated areas. Among the EPRS survey respondents, only a few small 
and medium-sized Member States argued that regional and local offices were not needed. 

 This local and regional presence is operationalised in different ways: most of the EU equality 
bodies surveyed cooperate with governmental and non-governmental organisations. 
Equality bodies in 10 Member States have their own regional or local representation, which 
they consider essential, while in at least four EU Member States, regions or municipalities have 
instead set up sub-national equality bodies.  

 There does not seem to be any correlation between awareness among the population of the 
national racial equality body and the direct presence of regional and local offices. 

 There is a broad consensus among partner organisations throughout the EU that, for equality 
bodies to be fully effective, it is essential to devote resources to their representation. 
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1. Current state of play 
Background 
Equality bodies play an important role in promoting equality and supporting victims of 
discrimination at national, regional and local levels. EU Member States were required to establish 
equality bodies following the adoption of the Racial Equality Directive. Equality bodies also support 
the implementation of the Gender Equality Directive on Goods and Services, the Directive on 
Freedom of Movement for Workers and the Employment Equality Directive. The mandate of national 
equality bodies covers all grounds of discrimination in the area of employment, and only the 
grounds of race or ethnicity in other areas. However, the mandate of equality bodies is more limited 
with respect to other grounds in areas such as social security and healthcare, education, and access 
to goods and services. According to the United Nations (UN) Paris Principles, equality bodies have a 
binding international obligation to protect and promote human rights, including by setting up local 
or regional bodies.  

The structure, resources and competences of national equality bodies have evolved over time and 
continue to vary substantially across Member States, leading to inequalities in protection against 
discrimination.1 Some equality bodies have the competence to present complaints of discrimination 
before the courts, with varying degrees of litigation power – some can even decide on cases and 
impose sanctions. Equality bodies may also carry out other functions such as:  

• monitoring reports of discrimination – equality bodies are often the first contact for 
complaints; 

• providing victims and potential victims with information; 
• engaging with employers and local organisations to promote awareness and compliance 

of equal treatment legislation, as well as proposing amendments to legislation; and  
• conducting research. 

National equality bodies' outreach to the regional and local levels is central to promoting awareness 
of discrimination and to responding to victims. Some national equality bodies develop a local 
presence by having local or regional offices, working with local institutions and actors, or engaging 
in outreach activities.  

Equality bodies face constraints in their resources, which limits their activities and outreach. The 
level of funding and staffing varies considerably across equality bodies. As reported by the European 
Commission, some equality bodies operate with fewer than five staff members and an annual 
budget of less than half a million euros, while others have over 50 staff members and an annual 
budget of several million euros.  

In its 2015 resolution, the European Parliament called on the European Commission to introduce 
'common standards and checks' to promote the work and impact of the national equality bodies. 
The European Parliament also underscored the need for equality bodies to have sufficient resources 
and competences to effectively monitor equality legislation and respond to victims of 
discrimination. In a 2021 resolution, the European Parliament expressed concern that the 
Employment Equality Directive did not legally mandate Member States to have equality bodies that 
offer protection against discrimination on grounds of disability. 

In 2018, the European Commission issued a recommendation on standards for equality bodies that 
concerned their mandate, their independence and effectiveness, and their coordination and 
cooperation. The EU anti-racism action plan 2020-2025 called for a review of the implementation of 
the Racial Equality Directive and the presentation of legislative proposals to address the 
shortcomings identified. In its 2022 work programme, the Commission announced its intention to 
set binding standards for equality bodies.  

With respect to the Commission's initiative, the European Parliament has called for the 
operationalisation of intersectionality and support for litigation powers. The European Parliament 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32000L0043
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32004L0113
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32014L0054&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32014L0054&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32000L0078
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/commission_staff_working_document_-_equality_bodies_and_the_implementation_of_the_commission_recommendation_on_standards_for_equality_bodies_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/commission_staff_working_document_-_equality_bodies_and_the_implementation_of_the_commission_recommendation_on_standards_for_equality_bodies_en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2015-0351_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0075_EN.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32018H0951
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/racism-and-xenophobia/eu-anti-racism-action-plan-2020-2025_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32000L0043
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2022-commission-work-programme-key-documents_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0289_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0343_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0325_EN.html#def_1_13
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has also called attention to a 2021 Fundamental Rights Agency report that called on Member States 
to ensure the independence of equality bodies, to effectively implement the Racial Equality 
Directive. A 2018 EPRS cost of non-Europe report considered that introducing minimum standards 
on equality bodies would promote the implementation and enforcement of EU equality legislation. 
The potential benefits in financial terms to be gained from promoting the implementation and 
enforcement of existing anti-discrimination laws, including through the reinforcement of equality 
bodies, could reach up to €424 million per year.2  

Methodology 
Data and evidence to support this briefing were obtained through:  

1 general requests for input from governmental organisations at all levels; 
2 a targeted survey sent to EU members of Equinet, the European network of 

equality bodies; and 
3 proactive desk research, including informal consultation with key experts, to 

obtain additional relevant input. 

First, requests for input on key European Commission priorities were sent to all the governmental 
organisations in the Linking the Levels Unit network. These are active in a broad range of policies. 
This was carried out by means of the monthly newsletter The Link,3 with calls sent between January 
and May 2022 to an expanding network, reaching over 880 contacts by the end of that period. 

Second, the EPRS prepared a targeted survey, which was sent by e-mail to the 36 EU members of 
Equinet in April 2022,4 following an informal consultation with Equinet staff. In line with the multi-
level governance focus of this series, it was decided to focus this briefing on ensuring that equality 
bodies are represented throughout the territory, including with a local/regional presence. The 
survey elicited 23 responses from 19 EU Member States, plus Albania, which was contacted to get 
the position of an accession country. The replies to the EPRS targeted survey were the main 
source of information for this briefing. 

Third, pro-active desk research was carried out to gather further information from other 
governmental organisations online, as well as from the relevant literature, also using European 
Parliament library knowledge resources. This process took place from December 2021 to 
October 2022, with a view to closing 
identified analytical gaps.  

This outreach strategy garnered 
107 documents from governmental 
organisations, which are analysed in 
this briefing. The main sources 
analysed as part of the desk 
research include feedback sent to 
the European Commission on the 
relevant roadmap by eight public 
authorities or umbrella 
organisations of public authorities. 
Reports from Equinet and the 
European network of national 
human rights institutions were also 
reviewed. Commission staff were 
also consulted. Figure 1 shows the 
input obtained according to the 
level of government from which the 
documents originated.  

Figure 1 – Levels of governmental organisations, which 
contributed input analysed in this briefing 

 

Source: EPRS. 

https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2021/fundamental-rights-report-2021
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_STU(2018)615660
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/eplibrary/en/library/library.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/eplibrary/en/library/library.html
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13098-Equality-bodies-binding-standards_en
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2. Positions of governmental organisations to date 
This section presents how equality bodies are represented throughout the territory, using mainly 
the equality bodies' responses to EPRS survey. It complements and provides evidence to analyse the 
following position of Equinet on this issue: 

All equality bodies should have adequate resources to be fully accessible to all members of the public, 
with particular attention to ensuring accessibility to the most vulnerable groups. This should include 
the ability of setting up local or regional offices unless geographical or other reasons render this 
unnecessary. 

As a benchmark, over 60 % of respondents to the 2022 Commission's open public consultation on 
equality bodies rated that the availability of the equality body's service on the whole national 
territory was either fair, good, or excellent. By contrast, almost 25 % of respondents to the 
consultation considered this availability as being either poor or very poor.5 

Positions of equalities bodies on their territorial presence 
Similarities in terms of cases and needs 
When surveyed about the specific needs of regions and local areas that they need to address in their 
country, equality bodies singled out proximity to communities, including ethnic minorities, and to 
persons with disabilities. Three quotes from the equality bodies of Slovenia, Slovakia and France 
exemplify the positions of other equality bodies too. 

Slovenia's Advocate for the Principle of Equality states:  

Some communities, including vulnerable and hard-to-reach groups, need extra incentives and 
targeted information to be reached. This might prove necessary to gain their sufficient trust (i.e. local 
Roma communities) to approach the Advocate. Local presence and direct contacts with individuals 
and groups are key to securing the accessibility of the Advocate's services. This can be a way to 
successfully address under-reporting in some situations. It is also important to be able to understand 
the local context (i.e. the extent of unemployment, structure of the local economy, position of the 
population in rural areas and areas with lower average income, areas populated with national 
minorities), so it is beneficial for successful monitoring. 

Examples provided by Slovenia's Advocate for the Principle of Equality included a regional visit to 
the biggest Roma settlement in the Dolenjska region, which allowed the team to register and then 
investigate several reports of alleged police misconduct. 

Slovakia's National Centre for Human Rights (SNCHR) notes also how: 

The main benefit of having regional representation is in being closer to the people and victims of 
discrimination, which is crucial if they decide to approach SNCHR by person or when SNCHR is 
handling a complaint and needs to conduct meetings, investigation or undertake other steps in the 
region/locally. Regional presence also facilitates cooperation with local and regional stakeholders, 
such as local and grassroots civil society organisations, local public administration, local or regional 
public authorities, schools, media, etc. 

France's Defender of Rights concurs, stating: 

Thanks to the direct contact with the claimants, [local delegates] facilitate access to the institution 
for all the public and particularly for people whose situation of isolation, precariousness or distance 
from the institutions makes them vulnerable to exercising their rights. 

Some equality bodies stress that proximity to groups with specific needs throughout the territory is 
critical. Such groups may include minorities and citizens with disabilities. When it comes to 
minorities, Roma needs are addressed in the responses to the EPRS survey of Greece, Croatia, 
Hungary, Slovakia and Slovenia.  

For instance, the Ombudswoman of the Republic of Croatia reports:  

https://equineteurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Legislating-for-strong-more-effective-NEBs-Recommendations.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13098-Equality-bodies-binding-standards/public-consultation_en


Strengthening equality bodies throughout the territory 

5 

Our presence at the local level, via our regional offices, has helped our institution to get more familiar 
with specific problems and inequalities that members of the Roma national minority encounter. 
Namely, members of the Roma national minority report discrimination (as well as other violations of 
human rights) very rarely. In addition to this, there are structural problems and barriers that prevent 
them from equal participation, which are often normalised and not perceived as illegal 
discrimination. This is why a proactive approach and local presence that ensures greater accessibility 
is of key importance in detecting and removing discriminatory practices against the Roma. 

Looking beyond the EPRS survey, Italy's Office for the 
Promotion of Equal Treatment and the Removal of 
Discrimination based on Racial or Ethnic Origin 
(UNAR) raises similar points in its national Roma and Sinti 
equality, inclusion and participation strategy (2021-
2030). There, it underlines the need to cooperate with the 
regional and local levels to promote the integration of 
Roma in Italy. 

A similar reasoning applies to other minorities too. For 
instance, Slovakia's National Centre for Human Rights 
mentions that one of its regional offices is close to 
municipalities with a high proportion of Hungarians. 
Austria's Ombud for Equal Treatment outlines how 
discrimination affects ethnic groups in Carinthia, home to 
its Slovenian minority, very differently. Finally, Russia's 
war on Ukraine has affected equality bodies' work. For 
instance, Hungary's Commissioner for Fundamental 
Rights has opened two temporary offices on the border 
with Ukraine, where two members of staff are assisting 
Ukrainian refugees.  

Disability is another specific need that is addressed 
through local and regional representation. Croatia's 
Ombudswoman for persons with disabilities 
highlights how 'persons with disabilities... often find it 
difficult to reach out to the main office in the capital... 
some of them have difficulty communicating and do not 
manage to communicate via e-mail, and a significant 

number of them are not sufficiently computer literate'. Examples provided by Croatia's 
Ombudswoman for persons with disabilities included the complaints submitted to the regional 
office pointing out that public areas in the city centre were inaccessible to wheelchair users. A local 
presence was needed here and in other similar cases, the Ombudswoman argues. 

Similarly, Malta's Commission for the Rights of Persons with Disability notes the situation in 
Gozo, a small island home to about 30 000 citizens off the coast of Malta.  

In Gozo... people with disabilities are subjected to double insularity, being a small island within a 
small island state. Having an office in Gozo makes it possible for persons with disabilities to access 
CRPD [Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities] assistance without having to travel to 
Malta, which can be time-consuming and tiring for everyone, especially those who cannot travel due 
to health or other constraints. People with disabilities living in Gozo seem to encounter additional 
barriers to those faced by persons with disabilities in Malta. The stigma of having a disability still 
strongly persists in Gozitan communities, stopping people from accessing the services they need just 
so they do not have to disclose their disability. 

Figure 2 – Proximity to minorities 

 

Source: © Kletr / Adobe Stock. 

Figure 3 – Assistance to Ukrainian 
refugees 

 

Source: © Halfpoint / Adobe Stock. 

https://www.unar.it/portale/documents/20125/113907/National_Roma_and_Sinti_strategy_2021-2030_EN_def.pdf/04285b59-26e5-d6e6-2d7e-6663fa976038?t=1654690689225
https://www.unar.it/portale/documents/20125/113907/National_Roma_and_Sinti_strategy_2021-2030_EN_def.pdf/04285b59-26e5-d6e6-2d7e-6663fa976038?t=1654690689225
https://www.unar.it/portale/documents/20125/113907/National_Roma_and_Sinti_strategy_2021-2030_EN_def.pdf/04285b59-26e5-d6e6-2d7e-6663fa976038?t=1654690689225
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When asked to provide examples of specific cases where 
regional and local presence was needed, there are 
similarities between equality bodies irrespective of their 
organisational structure. Examples provided by Austria's 
Ombud for Equal Treatment include the case of a woman 
with a mental illness living in a small rural village who was 
sexually assaulted. A local presence was needed here and 
in other similar cases, the Ombud argued. 

Structural similarities in the equality bodies 
Structural similarities relate for instance to the practice of 
conducting on-site visits as well as to cooperation with 

governmental and non-governmental organisations. These are activities that are carried out both 
by equality bodies that have regional and local offices and by those that don't. 

Cooperation in equality bodies without local/regional offices 
Cooperation arrangements in equality bodies without local or regional offices were evident in at 
least seven Member States:  

• Spain's Institute of Women reports that, beyond cooperation at national level with other 
ministries, the 17 Spanish autonomous communities that are competent in matters of 
equality between women and men have set up autonomous institutes of women or general 
directorates of equality. It notes that most local authorities have equality policies in place. 

• Sweden's Equality Ombudsman cooperates with 'almost twenty local anti-discrimination 
offices in Sweden... [which] play a central role in the work against discrimination at local and 
regional level and can provide legal advice and support for individuals. They also develop 
and disseminate knowledge about discrimination'. 

• Belgium's Institute for the Equality of Women and Men has established collaboration 
agreements at regional/community level and uses, for instance, 11 decentralised regional 
offices as local entry points for the Institute. There are two members of staff dealing with 
regional and community issues. 

• Estonia's Office of Gender Equality and Equal Treatment Commissioner states that their 
'main partner is the Chancellor of Justice... [but they] also work closely with the Labour 
Inspectorate, Health Board, Ministry of Social Affairs, Ministry of Education and Research'.  

• Similarly, the Ombudsman's Office of Latvia cooperates with Parliament, local government 
institutions and non-governmental organisations. 

• The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission elaborates on how they work with civil 
society organisations.  

The Commission cooperates with civil society organisations via its annual Human Rights and 
Equality Grant Scheme, which provides grants to support human rights and equality projects across 
Ireland including research programmes, training or resource activities, conferences or events and 
cultural initiatives. The scheme for 2022-2023 has a specific strand to provide funding for local rights-
holder and community based groups working to promote human rights and equality in their 
localities. 

• German's Federal Anti-Discrimination Office has no local or regional offices, but it is an 
interesting case because of its extensive local representation. In Germany, 8 of the 16 Länder 
and at least 22 cities and counties have set up sub-national equality bodies (see Box 1). The 
German Federal Anti-Discrimination also hosts a searchable map of close to 300 civil society 
organisations providing local and regional support. 

Figure 4 – Assistance in sexual 
harassment cases 

 

Source: © Andrey Popov / Adobe Stock. 

https://www.antidiskriminierungsstelle.de/SiteGlobals/Forms/Suche/Beratungsstellensuche/Beratungsstellensuche_Formular.html
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Cooperation in equality bodies with local/regional offices  
Two national equality bodies with their own regional 
or local offices organise cooperation as follows: 

• France's Defender of Rights states that their 
delegates 'have built up a network of local 
correspondents, mostly from the 
decentralised services of the state or from 
structures carrying out a public service 
mission', such as the social security, pensions 
and health at work, and employment 
agencies, but also the disabled persons' local 
agency ('Maison départmentale des 
personnes handicapés'), as well as the Post 
Office. 

• Likewise, Romania's National Council for 
Combating discrimination, which also has 
local offices, 'is of the opinion that civil society 
organisations contribute extensively to... 
promoting equality and non-discrimination as 
well as... initiating administrative proceedings 
as well as Court proceedings in defending victims of discrimination'. 

Box 1 – Equality bodies in German Länder, cities and counties 

Equality bodies exist in the German Länder of Baden-Württemberg, Berlin, Brandenburg, Hessen, 
Rhineland-Palatinate, Saxony, Schleswig-Holstein and Thuringia. Bremen and Mecklenburg-Vorpommern 
are currently in the process of setting one up. Their legal basis is the federal Equal Treatment Act (Allgemeine 
Gleichbehandlungsgesetz, or AGG), which has been effective since 2006 and implements EU 
anti-discrimination directives. 

The equality bodies in the German Länder act as the first contact point for victims of discrimination, and 
refer them to local institutions and support networks, often consisting of civil society organisations and 
non-profit organisations. They also provide additional services, including building and maintaining 
networks between non-governmental and governmental organisations, and actively engaging in or 
funding programmes to raise awareness, for instance through education, social media and events. 

In terms of financial and personnel resources, anti-discrimination bodies vary significantly across German 
Länder. In 2020/2021, the Land of Berlin's regional equality body had a total budget of €18.38 million and 
employed 39 people, whereas for Brandenburg, there was only one full-time employee and no own budget. 
The majority of institutions have between one and five employees and a six to seven figure annual budget, 
of which a large part usually funds external partners and projects.  

There are currently 22 municipal anti-discrimination offices, in the cities of Würzburg, Nuremberg, 
Regensburg, Osnabrück, Bielefeld, Frankfurt am Main, Dresden, Munich, Erlangen, Bonn, Kiel, 
Braunschweig, Hanover, Heidelberg, Augsburg, Wuppertal, Marburg, Jena, Offenbach, Solingen, Leer, and, 
in one case, in a county: Rhein-Sieg-Kreis. Considering there are 400 counties (Kreise) and cities (Kreisfreie 
Städte), this offer is still very limited and concentrated in major cities. However, local non-governmental 
anti-discrimination organisations complement their action. The municipalities' offices mostly implement 
local anti-discrimination counselling, often with limited resources. 

Main sources: Die Senatorin für Soziales, Jugend, Integration und Sport, Konzept zur Einrichtung einer 
Landesantidiskriminierungsstelle (LADS) in Bremen, (2021); Studie im Auftrag der Antidiskriminierungs-
stelle des Bundes, Gut beraten! Auf dem Weg zu einer flächendeckenden Antidiskriminierungsberatung in 
Deutschland, 2022; EPRS survey. 

Figure 5 – Local or regional representation 
of equality bodies 

 

Data source: Equinet. 

https://www.bremische-buergerschaft.de/dokumente/wp20/land/drucksache/D20L1085.pdf
https://www.bremische-buergerschaft.de/dokumente/wp20/land/drucksache/D20L1085.pdf
https://www.antidiskriminierungsstelle.de/SharedDocs/downloads/DE/publikationen/Expertisen/gut_beraten_flaechendeckende_antidiskrimberatung.pdf;jsessionid=E07CFE3A30AA2B30D76E797ADBED95ED.intranet221?__blob=publicationFile&v=4
https://www.antidiskriminierungsstelle.de/SharedDocs/downloads/DE/publikationen/Expertisen/gut_beraten_flaechendeckende_antidiskrimberatung.pdf;jsessionid=E07CFE3A30AA2B30D76E797ADBED95ED.intranet221?__blob=publicationFile&v=4
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Equality bodies with their own regional or local offices 
According to public information on the Equinet website, 11 EU equality bodies have regional or local 
offices and the remaining 25 EU equality bodies have not set up regional or local offices to date. The 
EPRS survey elicited 22 EU responses from 10 of the 11 equality bodies with regional or local offices, 
and 12 out of the 25 without. The table below shows in which EU countries at least one equality 
body has set up regional and local offices. 

The remainder of this sub-section presents first the reality on the ground of equality bodies with 
their own local and regional offices: how many and where they are. Second, it analyses which human 
resources they employ and how. 

As the table below shows, most EU equality bodies have between 1 and 9 regional or local offices, 
with the exception of Bulgaria, which has 24 offices, and France, which has almost 875. The French 
model is described in more detail below. 

Table 1 – EU equality bodies with their own regional or local offices 

Member 
State 

Equality body 

Number 
of local/ 
regional 
offices 

Location (and region served, if available) 

Austria 
Ombud for Equal 
Treatment 

4 
Graz (Styria) Klagenfurt (Carinthia), Linz (Upper Austria) 
Innsbruck (Tyrol, Salzburg and Voralberg) 

Belgium 

Interfederal Centre for 
Equal Opportunities and 
Opposition to Racism 
and Discrimination 

9 
Gent, Antwerpen, Hasselt, Mechelen, Brugge, Liège, Namur, 
Charleroi, Mons6 

Bulgaria 
Commission for 
Protection against 
Discrimination 

24 n.a. 

France Defender of Rights Almost 
875 

https://www.defenseurdesdroits.fr/fr/saisir/delegues 

Croatia 
Ombudswoman of the 
Republic of Croatia 

3 
Osijek (Eastern, continental region), Rijeka (Northern coast), 
Split (Southern coast) 

Croatia Disability Ombudsman 3 
Osijek (Eastern, continental region), Rijeka (Northern coast), 
Split (Southern coast) 

Hungary 
Commissioner for 
Fundamental Rights 

6 

Győr (Western Transdanubia), Székesfehérvár (Central 
Transdanubia), Pécs (Southern Transdanubia), Miskolc 
(Northern Hungary), Debrecen (Northern Great Plain), Szeged 
(Southern Great Plain) 

Malta 
Commission for the 
Rights of Persons with 
Disability 

1 Gozo 

Poland Commissioner for 
Human Rights 

3 Gdańsk, Katowice and Wrocław 

Romania 
National Council for 
Combating 
Discrimination 

2 Targu-Mures (centre), Buzau (East) 

Slovakia 
Slovak National Centre 
for Human Rights 3 Žilina, Banská Bystrica and Košice 

Sources: Equinet website; EPRS survey. 

https://equineteurope.org/european-directory-of-equality-bodies/
https://www.defenseurdesdroits.fr/fr/saisir/delegues
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Human resources in sub-national offices of equality bodies  
Most of the local and regional offices surveyed that supplied this information to EPRS are staffed by 
one or two full-time equivalent (FTE) staff. These are mainly lawyers and, in some cases, also work as 
lecturers. Malta's Commission for the Rights of Persons with Disability has two administrators in 
its regional office in Gozo, including a person with a disability. It states that this adds value, for 
instance when providing training for governmental and private organisations in Gozo. 

There are some notable exceptions. The French equality body stands out for its alternative 
organisational structure. France's Defender of Rights appoints 'delegates', in other words almost 
550 volunteers throughout France, including the Overseas Territories. They are volunteers 
appointed for a renewable term of one year, and receive a monthly lump-sum expense allowance. 
Anyone looking for assistance with accessing their rights can contact them free of charge, and they 
receive members of the public in almost 875 locations: prefectures, town halls... courts... legal advice 
centres... and penitentiary centres for example. 

The Polish Commissioner for Human Rights states that it has from 10 to 11 employees in each of 
its three regional offices. However, it specifies that in Poland the Commission is a multi-mandate 
body, whose functions go beyond the mere mandate of a national equality body and encompass 
other functions, including those of the country Ombudsman. 

Austria's Ombud for Equal Treatment underlines that its three regional offices lack human 
resources, with staffing levels unchanged despite the equality body's mandate having been 
expanded in 2017 to cover more grounds for discrimination. According to the Austrian body, there 
'should be at least 1 head, another person for legal counselling, promotional work and stakeholder 
networking and 1 for administration'; a standard that is not met in two out of three regional offices. 

3. Analysis of governmental organisations' positions 
This section first presents an analysis of a relevant survey carried out by the Fundamental Rights 
Agency. Second, it draws some conclusions on the basis of the positions summarised above. 

In 2020, the Fundamental Rights Agency carried out a survey to find out how aware residents were 
of their national racial equality body. This means that equality bodies that do not deal with 
discrimination on the grounds of race and ethnic origins are excluded from the survey.7  

The survey distinguished between respondents in accordance with where they lived: in a big city, 
including in the suburbs; in a town or small city; in a country village or a home in the countryside. 
The results are presented in Figure 6, below. The survey results lead to four conclusions. 

• Within each country, awareness of national racial equality bodies in urban, small towns and 
rural areas tends to be broadly aligned. 

• When there is a sizeable awareness gap within each country, this usually means that 
residents in big cities and suburbs are more aware of the national equality body than 

Box 2 – Equality bodies in EU accession countries 

Although the focus of this briefing series is the EU, the Albanian equality body was surveyed to explore how 
equality bodies work on the ground in accession countries. Albania's Commission for protection from 
discrimination was set up in 2018. Besides the main office in the capital city Tirana, it has three regional 
offices in centres closest to vulnerable communities, in Shkodra, Korça and Fier. The office states that the 
regional offices' locations were chosen on the basis of need: over 60 % of complaints come from these 
regions and around 35 % come directly from the regional offices. The office's tasks and organisation are in 
line with those of the EU Member States' equality bodies. The Office of the Public Defender 
(Ombudsman) of Georgia reports in its input to the Commission roadmap that it also has regional offices.  

Sources: EPRS survey; input to Commission roadmap. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13098-Equality-bodies-binding-standards/F2666947_en
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residents elsewhere. This applies for instance to Cyprus, Portugal and Romania. Ireland 
appears to be an exception, as rural areas seem to be more aware of the national equality 
body than Irish residents elsewhere. 

• Good performers, when it comes to awareness of the equality body, include Poland, Greece 
and Sweden.  

• There does not seem to be a correlation between awareness of the national equality body 
and the direct presence of regional and local offices. For instance, there is high awareness in 
some countries without a direct territorial presence outside the head of the equality body, 
such as Greece, Sweden and Denmark. Conversely, there is low awareness in some countries 
with local and regional offices, such as Belgium and Austria. 

It should be noted, however, that awareness of the national racial equality body is just one element 
and that the survey results do not allow conclusions to be drawn in relation to other dimensions, 
such as the workload or effectiveness of the equality bodies. For instance, rates of awareness do not 
necessarily reflect the number of complaints (also per capita) received by these institutions. 

Are regional and local offices essential? Or should the question be 
reframed? 
Going back to the EPRS survey, a number of the equality bodies surveyed by EPRS consider that their 
direct presence through local or regional offices is not needed. These include: Malta's National 
Commission for the Promotion of Equality; Luxembourg's Centre for equal treatment; Estonia's 
Office of Gender Equality and Equal Treatment Commissioner; and Czechia's Public Defender of 
Rights. Usually the reason provided is that the size of the country and the ease of access means that 
these functions can be provided in a different way.  

To quote the Irish equality body: 

The [Irish Human Rights and Equality] Commission recognises the importance of adequate regional 
and local representation but notes that physical representation in the Irish context is perhaps less of 
an issue than in other jurisdictions, as Ireland is relatively small in geographic terms. 

By contrast, equality bodies with their own regional or local offices consistently argue that these are 
essential to perform their duties. This applies even to small EU Member States, such as Malta, or 
medium-sized EU Member States, such as Slovakia and Belgium. This is evidenced by the quotes 
provided above in this briefing, or those following provided respectively by Romania's National 
Council for Combating Discrimination and the Ombudswoman of the Republic of Croatia:  

[The National Council for Combating Discrimination] considers that the regional offices are an 
essential interface of the equality body at local level, providing an important and wide range of 
activities that are part of the functions carried out by the National Council for Combating 
Discrimination at national level. 

Regional representation enables our institution to gain a better and a much more detailed insight 
into the issues faced by the local populations, especially those typical of certain areas – such as the 
lack of sufficient access to all municipal, social welfare and health care services in the rural parts of 
the country, smaller communities and the islands, especially affecting older persons; issues faced by 
the Roma in the local communities with significant Roma populations... These insights enable us also 
to take concrete action to assist the citizens facing fundamental rights and equality issues. 
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Finally, the trend to set up sub-national 
offices is also expanding: for instance, some 
regional offices in Hungary opened in 
February-March 2022 and the Greek 
Ombudsman informed us that they are 
planning to open a local office in 
Thessaloniki. There is also a plan to increase 
the number of local representatives of 
Poland's Office of the Commissioner for 
Human Rights.  

Bigger Member States, such as Germany, 
Spain and Sweden, provide examples of 
where local or regional equality bodies exist 
but are attached to different levels of 
governance, such as the German Länder, the 
Spanish Autonomous Communities or 
Sweden's local authorities.  

To sum up, the evidence provided in this 
briefing shows that a one-size-fits all approach would not work in the various EU Member States 
when it comes to ensuring equality bodies are represented throughout the territory. 

The key question seems to be rather one of resources. A certain model is not sufficient to achieve 
results if it not matched by resources. Equality bodies with different organisational structures 
highlight that they have insufficient resources and that their mission, which implies tasks such as 
performing on-site visits, can only be accomplished when sufficient resources are provided. This 
applies for instance to the Greek and Austrian equality bodies. 

Figure 6 – Awareness of national racial equality body, by Member State and place of residence 

 

Data source: Fundamental Rights Agency. 
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The German Federal Anti-Discrimination office expands on this, stating its 'long-standing opinion 
that there is insufficient local and regional access to support and legal advice in cases of 
discrimination. This is particularly true in rural and sparsely populated areas... In a federal state with 
strong municipal autonomy, such support does not necessarily have to be offered by the national 
equality body, but could (maybe more effectively) be provided at other levels of the states'. It 
recommends 'nationwide expansion of public equality bodies at the Länder and municipal level as 
well as civil society organisation-based advice centres'. This expansion needs 'long-term 
institutional funding from the federal, Länder and municipal levels and should be anchored in 
legislation'. The equality body highlights how in 'its December 2021 coalition agreement, the 
current government has announced that... it wants to expand the network of civil society 
organisations' advice centres nationwide and ensure long-term funding' 8. Government 
organisations signal that EU legislation could help to reinforce such efforts at regional and local 
levels. 

 

EXPERT READING ON THE TOPIC  
European Parliament, Policy Department for Citizens' Rights and Constitutional Affairs, Protection against 
racism, xenophobia and racial discrimination, and the EU anti-racism action plan, May 2022. 

Equinet, European Network of Equality Bodies, Legislating for stronger, more effective equality bodies, 2021. 

European Commission, Implementation report, 2021 and Equality bodies - making a difference, August 2018.  

ENDNOTES 
1  Equinet, Investing in equality: The changing mandates and resources of equality bodies in the past decade, 2018. 
2  EPRS, Mapping of the Cost of non-Europe, 2022-2032, forthcoming. 
3 Governmental organisations wishing to subscribe to The LINK newsletter can write to  

EPRS-LinkingLevels@europarl.europa.eu. 
4  Austria, Belgium, Finland, Malta and Spain have two equalities bodies each. Portugal and Croatia have three each. The 

remaining 20 Member States have a single equality body. 
5  Binding standards for equality bodies, Factual summary report, public consultation, June 2022, p. 8. It is not stated what 

others responded. The Commission consultation elicited 182 responses, including 38 from public authorities. 
6  The Flemish government notes in their input to the Commission Roadmap that their cooperation agreement with Unia 

will end by 15 March 2023. Flanders intends to have its own equality body by that date. 
7  See also, Fundamental Rights Agency, Second European Union Minorities and Discrimination Survey, 2017. 
 

8  The German Parliament approved 5 million euros in 2023 as initial funding for pilot projects that strengthen advice 
centres and close regional gaps. The Federal Anti-Discrimination Office will coordinate the distribution of funding in 
cooperation with the Länder, which will co-fund projects in their regions. 

 

 

DISCLAIMER AND COPYRIGHT 
This document is prepared for, and addressed to, the Members and staff of the European Parliament as 
background material to assist them in their parliamentary work. The content of the document is the sole 
responsibility of its author(s) and any opinions expressed herein should not be taken to represent an official 
position of the Parliament. 
Reproduction and translation for non-commercial purposes are authorised, provided the source is 
acknowledged and the European Parliament is given prior notice and sent a copy. 
© European Union, 2022. 
eprs@ep.europa.eu (contact) 
www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu (intranet) 
www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank (internet) 
http://epthinktank.eu( blog) 

 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/IPOL_STU(2022)730304
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/IPOL_STU(2022)730304
https://equineteurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Legislating-for-strong-more-effective-NEBs-Recommendations.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/commission_staff_working_document_-_equality_bodies_and_the_implementation_of_the_commission_recommendation_on_standards_for_equality_bodies_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/equality_bodies_making_a_difference.pdf
mailto:EPRSLinkingLevels@europarl.europa.eu
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13098-Equality-bodies-binding-standards/public-consultation_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/13098-Equality-bodies-binding-standards/F2667306_en
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2017-eu-midis-ii-main-results_en.pdf
mailto:eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank
http://epthinktank.eu/

	This briefing provides a pre-legislative synthesis of the positions of national, regional and local governmental organisations on the European Commission's initiative on equality bodies, which have been established in every EU Member State to tackle d...
	1. Current state of play
	Background
	Methodology

	Figure 1 – Levels of governmental organisations, which contributed input analysed in this briefing
	2. Positions of governmental organisations to date
	Positions of equalities bodies on their territorial presence
	Similarities in terms of cases and needs
	Structural similarities in the equality bodies
	Cooperation in equality bodies without local/regional offices
	Cooperation in equality bodies with local/regional offices
	Equality bodies with their own regional or local offices
	Table 1 – EU equality bodies with their own regional or local offices

	Human resources in sub-national offices of equality bodies



	Figure 2 – Proximity to minorities
	Figure 3 – Assistance to Ukrainian refugees
	Figure 4 – Assistance in sexual harassment cases
	Box 1 – Equality bodies in German Länder, cities and counties
	Figure 5 – Local or regional representation of equality bodies
	3. Analysis of governmental organisations' positions
	Are regional and local offices essential? Or should the question be reframed?

	Box 2 – Equality bodies in EU accession countries
	Figure 6 – Awareness of national racial equality body, by Member State and place of residence

