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BEING YOURSELF IN PUBLIC WITHOUT FEAR FOR YOUR SAFETY  
 

Being yourself in public 

Everyone has the right to be themselves and feel safe in public. This means that everyone 

must be able to go out in public without being insulted, intimidated, threatened or 

attacked by others because of their appearance or identity. The annual status report by 

the Netherlands Institute for Human Rights focuses on this right, the structural and 

persistent presence of discriminatory behaviour in public and the consequences for 

individuals, groups and Dutch society as a whole. Discriminatory behaviour has a major 

impact on the realisation of human rights. The national government must take a number of 

measures in order to adequately ensure the right of everyone to be safe in public.  

Discriminatory behaviour 

Various individuals and groups of people are subjected to insults, intimidation and violence 

in public due to personal characteristics such as their sexual orientation, gender, 

disability, religion, migration background and/or skin colour. The aim or consequence of 

this kind of behaviour is to irritate, belittle, humiliate or intimidate the other person and 

as a result, this can create a hostile, abusive or offensive environment. In this report, the 

Netherlands Institute for Human Rights refers to this issue using the term 'discriminatory 

behaviour'. 

Locations and forms 

Discriminatory behaviour takes different forms and occurs in all kinds of places. This report 

discusses three locations in which people do not always feel that it is safe to be 

themselves: in their own environment, when out and about, and in and around publicly 

accessible buildings. By their own environment we mean: the environment in which they 

live, including the neighbourhood, as well as the online environment. Discriminatory 

behaviour in their own environment often takes the form of insults and bullying by 

neighbours and local residents, but can sometimes manifest as threats or the defacement 

and destruction of property. In the online environment, it mainly occurs in the form of 

written insults and, in severe cases, expressions that incite to hatred or threats. Sexual 

intimidation too, such as revenge porn and sexting, is a very common form of online 

discrimination.  

By 'out and about' we mean: in the street and on public transport. In this situation 

discriminatory behaviour regularly takes the form of sexual intimidation and racist, 

homophobic, anti-Semitic and Islamophobic remarks. There are instances when it even 

manifests as physical or sexual violence. Refusing access to taxis or other modes of public 

transport are also forms of discriminatory behaviour that people encounter when out and 

about.  
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Thirdly, discriminatory behaviour takes place in and around buildings and facilities that are 

publicly accessible. The report focuses on two specific environments, which are: catering 

and hospitality establishments and places of worship. In and around catering and 

hospitality establishments discriminatory behaviour primarily takes the form of sexual 

intimidation or physical violence, as well as the refusal of access to persons due to their 

appearance or identity. Near places of worship it usually involves insulting and intimidating 

persons who are visibly religious, or defacing, vandalising or destroying places of worship 

or those with a religious purpose. The threat in these locations is so real that a number of 

synagogues and mosques have taken structural security measures. 

Impact and reports 

Discriminatory behaviour is a serious problem and has major consequences for individuals, 

groups and society in the Netherlands. After being subjected to a discriminatory incident, 

people feel humiliated, anxious and unsafe. They adapt their behaviour by, for example, 

dressing differently, not going out alone or avoiding certain locations (at certain times). 

Accounts told by others or reports in the media about incidents can also contribute to 

these feelings and changes in behaviour. Discriminatory behaviour also has consequences 

for social cohesion in the Netherlands; people who have been subjected to discrimination 

focus more on their particular group.  

Many people do not report discriminatory behaviour to the relevant bodies when they 

encounter because, for example, they do not think it will solve the problem or because 

they believe ‘that's just the way it is’. 

Human rights issue 

Discriminatory behaviour in the public space is a persistent problem. It occurs in a number 

of locations and affects various individuals and groups of people, often repeatedly. Apart 

from being a social problem it is also predominantly a human rights issue. Experiencing 

discrimination and the fear of discriminatory behaviour prevent people from enjoying their 

human rights. When, out of fear of discriminatory behaviour, religious persons do not dare 

wear a kippah or a headscarf, homosexual couples no longer dare hold hands, or women, 

people with a disability and/or a migration background no longer dare become involved in 

public debates, this restricts them from exercising their religious freedom, the right to the 

respect of private life and the freedom of speech.  

The right to be yourself in public spaces without having to worry about your safety 

Several human rights form the basis of 'the right to be yourself in public without fear for 

safety’. At the core is the right to non-discrimination. The prohibition of discrimination 

combats negative treatment, intimidation and (threats of) violence on the grounds of 

religion, beliefs, political affiliation, race, gender, nationality, heterosexual or homosexual 

orientation, or marital status. The freedom of religion, the right to the respect for private 

life and the freedom of speech protect the right to a belief, opinion and personal identity 

and to express it in public. The right to freedom of movement includes the freedom of 

everyone to go wherever they want.  

Human rights and the government 

Public authorities in the Netherlands – municipalities, the police, the national government 

and other bodies – have an obligation to respect, protect and guarantee the right of every 

person to be themselves in public without worrying about their safety. This also means 
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that they must act to combat discriminatory behaviour and work to prevent and eradicate 

discrimination.  

Human rights impose an obligation on the Dutch authorities to guarantee this right in 

various ways. Human rights obligations extend to: drafting laws, regulations and policy to 

prohibit and combat discriminatory behaviour; taking preventive measures against threats 

of this kind of behaviour, especially when it concerns threats of discriminatory violence; 

enforcing laws and regulations and providing legal protection to victims of discriminatory 

behaviour; and focusing on increasing awareness and training professionals. 

Greater effort required by the authorities 

The authorities have already taken a lot of measures to combat discriminatory behaviour in 

the public space. For example, the maximum penalty for inciting hatred, discrimination 

and violence has been increased from one to two years and several action plans have been 

drawn up to protect specific groups, such as the LGBTI Safety Action Plan and the Action 

Plan on Tackling Anti-Semitism. The authorities also take action at the local level, such as 

via municipal anti-discrimination policies for the catering and hospitality sector.  

Despite various actions, discriminatory behaviour in public is a structural and large-scale 

issue. It is a persistent problem in Dutch society. Human rights require even greater effort 

by the authorities. The national government, which bears final responsibility for 

guaranteeing human rights, must play a coordinating and steering role. 

Recommendations  

Based on the 2019 annual status report, the Netherlands Institute for Human Rights 

presents the following recommendations to the government in order to guarantee 

everyone's right to be themselves in public without worrying about their safety. 

1. Appoint a coordinator for tackling discriminatory behaviour in the public space.  

2. Ensure a comprehensive legal and regulatory framework to prevent and combat 

discriminatory behaviour.  

3. Provide structural (financial) support for informal networks, such as those of 

advocacy organisations, and actively involve these groups from the outset when 

drafting and evaluating laws, regulations and policy.  

4. Focus preventive policy on all forms of discriminatory behaviour in the public 

space.  

5. Encourage the (continued) development of effective intervention programmes.  

6. Ensure that authorities receiving complaints explicitly identify and process 

discrimination in reports/complaints.  

7. Ensure adequate assistance for victims of discriminatory behaviour.  

8. Train  professionals, including police officers, who handle reports/complaints of 

discriminatory behaviour.  

9. Continue awareness raising campaigns that have been initiated, investigate the 

effects and enhance or adjust actions where necessary.  

 


