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The LBR and the Multiculturalism in the Netherlands

Introduction

There are not too many countries so well known for their attitude towards various ethnic minorities, immigrants or other groups of disadvantaged people as the Netherlands. This country is generally viewed as very tolerant, its citizens as unusually liberal thinking. The situation differs from many other European countries, some of the other visible distinctions may be found in the issues of drugs or sexual orientation. It is generally accepted, both by proponents and opponents of that idea, that the Netherlands are a very multicultural country. And still it is not a fact to talk about, a state of affairs to be described by sociologists and other scientists. It is a state of society that must be taken care of and no marginal care. The situation of the country has been a product of the effort of both administration and non-governmental organizations working in the sphere of multiculturalism. One of the probably most essential of such NGOs is the LBR – Landelijk Bureau ter bestrijding van Rassendiscriminatie (National Bureau against Racism).

Year in Perspective

The publication named Year in Perspective with the subtitle of The State of Racism and the Fight Against Racism in the Netherlands, 2000 is an annual report of the LBR. But it contains much more then one could expect from a simple annual report. What we can get from it is the general view of the development of the Dutch society vis a vis ethnic minorities and immigrants during the year 2000. 

The publication consists of several distinct parts. It focuses on the perception of multicultural reality by the society through different polls, offers its readers a survey of how media work with these issues, discusses the legal fight against racism and discrimination, informs about the important treaties and institutions and, finally, describes the role and services of the LBR itself in the issues of fighting racial discrimination in e.g. education or labor market.

Polls in the Netherlands

One of the very interesting pieces of information that this book may offer to its readers is the description of views of Dutch citizens, sometimes accompanied by the views of the citizens of other EU countries. It is the views about the influx of immigrants, about the expedience of the multicultural society or the so-called positive discrimination (e.g. affirmative action in the U.S.A.).

The influx of immigrants is restricted by relevant laws which is a situation supported by tree quarters of the Dutch society while 17% propose to stop it completely. There is a bigger discrepancy in the perception of the positive discrimination in the labor market, aimed at helping the members of disadvantaged social groups to find a job. Here it is half to half, which means that about 50 percent of the society oppose this policy. 

And then there is the question of integration, assimilation and adaptation. There is a disagreement about how much the people of other than Dutch origin and social background should adopt to the majority around them. While majority of the society thinks that they should adapt to Dutch culture and customs, 25% think that the immigrants should assimilate completely, to become Dutch with only different skin color. But this last question is probably less predicative than the other ones since it gives more space to some misinterpretations than for instance the question about the positive discrimination. 

In the year 2000 the European Monitoring Centre against Racism and Xenophobia carried out a big poll about the multiculturalism in EU countries. The question was: “Do you feel multicultural society as a good thing? And the answers may tell us a lot about the real difference in people’s opinions in this sphere throughout the European countries. 

The average percentage of the “Yes” answer was 64 for the whole of E.U. while it was ten percent more for the Netherlands. The other top ranking countries in this survey were Spain with 75% and Sweden with 77%. Countries as Germany, Austria or Belgium reached slightly over 50% while the lowest score was measured in Greece with its only 36% support for the idea of multicultural society.

This study divided citizens into several categories based on their attitude to multiculturalism and the Netherlands had very positive scores here as well. The categories were labeled as actively tolerant, passively tolerant, ambivalent and intolerant.

Why are people intolerant 

There is one point emerging from many of these results and that is the widely accepted fact that people with lower education are usually less tolerant and more likely to disapprove of minorities. Several theories try to deal with this reality and offer different explanations to it. 

First, there is the theory of social competition. Is states that the reason why the people with lower education are less likely to dislike immigrants is that they compete with them when it comes to job search or housing while people from middle and higher class have got their own “battlefields” not threatened by poor people coming usually from undeveloped countries.

The second theory is one of “familiarity with foreign cultures and minorities”. For people who are more educated and therefore know more about other cultures as well the immigrants do not seem as one big unknown threat. They are not that much xenophobic because the people from elsewhere are not that much foreign and strange for them. If this theory were true, the easy way to develop the multicultural society and mutual understanding would be improved education and the problem would be solved. 

But there is another view concerning the contrast between how different social groups approach society. This view is a relatively new one and was first mentioned in the dissertation by Genvieve Verberk of the Catholic University of Nijmegen in 1999. It suggests that the reason why there is less understanding for minorities among people with lower education is that they are more open and more likely to express the prejudices that may be shared by many but better-educated people try to hide them. If this theory is correct then the situation may be worse than we see it to be and at the same time hard to improve.

In my opinion it is all these three theories that contribute to the discrepancy among the social groups vis a vis multiculturalism and we may all hope that it is the second theory that is the most valid. Because if it were that way, the solution wouldn’t be that difficult to find and implement then in the other two theories.

LBR and the media

One of the most important opinion-forming factors in the modern society is its media. The LBR tries to be very effective in the work with different media and to influence the public in the positive way. 

What information can we gat from the “Year in Perspective 2000” when it comes to media? Very important is the way different media present the image of different religions because the religion is usually more important with immigrants than it is with the west European societies. And since most immigrants come from Moslem countries and they are the best visible at the same time, the perception of Islam by the society and therefore its presentation by the mass media is of an essential importance. And the picture of Islam in the media is not exactly perfect. Youngsters coming with their families from Arabic countries are often connected with many types of crime and this perception is becoming very stereotyped.  Sure, it is not only the problem of the Netherlands, these stereotypes based on exaggeration and mainly generalization are very much common all over the world. But the mass media should provide a vital ground to fight these malignant views. The compared Dutch TV channels have not been found to contribute positively to the policy of multiculturalism but at the same time they do not seem to be helping building and nursing mentioned stereotypes. 

An interesting observation has been made in the relationship between the main newspapers and their readers’ attitude towards minorities. There has been found no clear difference between the readers of various newspapers but the people who do not read any newspaper seem to be the ones who do not approve of immigrants and ethnic minorities.

The work of the LBR in the field of media can be seen in its many publications. LBR offers activists magazines that offer a lot of information for the people who are or want to be active in the field of fighting discrimination. They publish many readers (not only) for the students of Schools without Racism, which is another project managed by the LBR. And of course handbooks, magazines, posters, postcards and a lot of various information materials. The web page of the LBR, which can be found at http://www.lbr.nl, is full of useful material for anybody who is at least a little bit interested in the questions of helping the disadvantaged. And since the most important medium when it comes to the communication with newspapers and radio or TV stations is a press release, the LBR offers them very often and through them helps even more to inform and/or influence the society.

Legal fight

In the field of law and justice the LBR cooperates with various institutions, many of which are government-funded agencies. There is a whole web of so-called anti-discrimination bureaus in the Netherlands and the communication with them is very common. The LBR of course has to cooperate with institutions as the police and courts. And the cooperation with the National Centre for Discrimination Expertise has been very helpful as well. The LBR has got a big legal archive with hundreds of cases concerned with discrimination of any kind and this archive is one of the things that are used by LBR when advising for complaint filing.

The last ten years have brought stronger determination to get rid of manifestations of discrimination and this can be seen even in the legislative sphere. Several laws referring to discrimination were passed and helped a lot to improve the situation. These were above all the Equal opportunity Act from 1994, evaluation of which was made 7 years later. When it comes to this law, the LBR supports maintaining a closed system of discrimination grounds, which means that all the grounds have to be explicitly written in the law and it is not enough to mention simple discrimination. This helps to make things clear, so that anybody can see what is the discrimination. 

Another law was the Bill to Increase Sentences from 2000 that implemented higher punishments for people who commit crimes with discriminatory backgrounds. The LBR is very active in the process of creating laws.

Labor market

The situation among foreigners in the Netherlands has been declining but still it is four times higher than with Dutch-born citizens. The LBR takes part in negotiations with big companies to convince them to adopt new labor policies that help the disadvantaged. And this strategy of cooperating with major companies has been bringing its fruits. An essential help in the sphere of the unemployment of minorities has been the so-called SAMEN law (Promotion of Employment for Minorities Act). Although the positive discrimination is not too popular with the Dutch, as could be seen from the polls earlier mentioned, it works and helps to find jobs for many people who would otherwise have big troubles to do so. 

Education

Education is one of the fields where the LBR is most active. The leading project of the LBR in this field is the Schools without Racism project. It is not only that the LBR offers a lot of textbooks for this SWR project but they offer many kinds of program as well. The participating schools have got a chance to invite the people from the LBR to watch their theatre pieces, to take part in the many workshops or hear a presentation of anti-discrimination teaching materials. This part of the project has got a suitable name of “SWR on the road”. 

One of the most biting problems of the Dutch educational system is the existence of black and white schools. These are not officially organized to host children of only one skin color, but they come into existence thanks to the residential situation of many cities in the Netherlands. Many projects aimed at doing away with this praxis have failed and it is very difficult to do much about it since the mandatory desegregation is prohibited by law. But it is a common knowledge that the black schools are usually worse than their white counterparts and there is important to try to solve this unhappy situation. Some voluntary desegregation is in process and a lot of support has been given to a bigger emphasis on multi-ethnic pedagogy being taught at colleges. To discuss the problem of black and white schools the LBR organized a forum in 2000.

http://www.lbr.nl
The web page of the LBR is filled with a lot of useful information for anybody who would like to gain some knowledge about what is going on in the field of fighting discrimination.

The page may be read in Dutch, English, German, Spanish and French. Even though all the information may be found only in Dutch, there is a lot of translated texts in each of the other languages. It is also possible to find a very good link library and if you are interested, you may have information sent right to your email account. But this unfortunately only in English.
Conclusion

From the information I have gained from the Year in Perspective and from the contents of the web page it is possible to guess the importance of the LBR in the Dutch context. They seem to be very effective in what they are doing and having a big impact on the society and its components. Although the LBR has been doing a lot of beneficial work to help it does not seem that they could be near the end.

