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UN International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination 

‘Stand Up To Racism’ - Saturday 16th March 2019, London 

 

 

 

On 16th March 2019, I travelled to London with the South-East Stand Up to Racist (SUTR) 

group to attend my first anti-racist demonstration to celebrate the UN International Day for 

the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, which I later discovered was in respect and 

acknowledgement of an incident that took place in Sharpeville, South Africa on 21st March 

1960, when police opened fire and killed 69 people at a peaceful demonstration against the 

apartheid pass laws. 

I was informed that marches would also be taking place in 60 cities across the globe 

including; New York, Washington DC and Florida, in Brazil, and across Europe including; 

Hungary, Austria, Denmark, Poland, Netherlands, Germany, Spain and Catalonia, Ireland, 

France, Belgium, Greece, Norway, Sweden and Canada and Australia.  The demonstration 

was also being supported by various Trade Unions, and endorsed by many British musicians. 

 

As our coach entered London, it was astounding to see so many colourful homemade anti-

racist placards throughout the city along with Labour party and Trade Union marquees 

erected on every street corner, which filled me with overwhelming satisfaction, and at ease, 

that I was about to be involved with something very powerful and poignant, especially in 

the wake of the disturbing Islamophobia Christchurch, New Zealand attack the day before.  

 

Once the coach dropped us off at the start point of the demonstration, a very large crowd 

of people of all ages, creed and colour began to congregate outside the prestigious 

Dorchester hotel, claimed to be one of the most expensive hotels in the country and 

frequented by the nations’ wealthiest individuals. 
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A female spokesperson wearing a hijab (sadly I couldn’t quite catch her name or position) 
appeared on stage to outline the formalities of the day as well as sharing her frustrations 
and anger that politicians in this country could do more to combat and support: 
 
• Islamophobia & antisemitism 
• Individuals impacted by the Windrush scandal  
• Welcoming refugees to the country 
• Defending migrant rights 
• Ensuring ‘black lives matter’ 
• Most importantly to celebrate the rich diversity 
within the UK 
 
Also, I found myself rather star-struck when I noticed 
the great Michael Rosen (poet and author of ‘We’re 
Going on a Bear Hunt’ amongst other great outputs) 
only standing a few feet from where I was stood! 
 
Whilst I stood adjacent to Mr Rosen, a diverse range 
of speakers took to the stage to address the crowd 
with some key messages: 
 
“The racist right do not speak for us and they will not 
intimidate us. Their hate is not welcome in our 
workplaces or our streets and we will not stop until they are defeated” - Riccardo la Torre 
from the National Fire Brigade Union 
 
“Great to see so many communities standing in solidarity against racism, Islamophobia & 
anti-Semitism after the Christchurch atrocity.” - Navendu Mishra from the Labour National 
Executive Committee 
 
“We are united and we will take the fight to the racists, islamophobes, fascists and 
antisemites.” - Talha Ahmad, Muslim Council of Britain 
 
“The response to Christchurch form the Muslim community has been solidarity, love and 
unity. These are the people I am proud to share a country with. Tommy Robinson, not so 
much.” – Dr Louise Raw, Author 
 
“Racism and fascism are on the rise across the world and yet Donald Trump says he cannot 
see it even after the atrocity in New Zealand.” - Carolina Graterol, representing the Latin 
American Community 
 
“Gypsies and Roma have been victims of violent hate crime for centuries and still now, 

particularly in countries like Hungary and Poland with far right figures in government. We 

have to take this seriously.” - Virgil Bitu from the Gypsy Council 
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After the preliminary speeches the enthused crowd of 25,000 set off in unison to the final 

destination of Whitehall where we would be greeted by further keynote speakers.  

The route of the march was: 
 

 
 

As we passed Trafalgar Square, the group paused 

outside the New Zealand House (the High 

Commission of New Zealand) for a two-minute 

silence, after which representatives of Muslim 

groups laid a wreath as a mark of respect of the lives 

lost during the Christchurch terror attack. 

 

I found the march to be very peaceful and found 

myself engaging in conversation with lots of friendly 

demonstrators, including this lovely lorry driver 

from the South of France called Boris.   

When we reached Whitehall keynote speakers 

included the likes of Diane Abbott MP, Michael 

Rosen, along with representatives of faith groups 

and trade unionists. 
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I was fortunate enough to catch the following speakers but missed many more.  Some key 
quotes included:   
 
“We are still in shock after the Christchurch attack. We have to fight fascism and white 
nationalism wherever it rears its head.  And we have to fight the enablers of anti-Muslim 
hatred wherever we see them.” - Diane Abbott MP, Shadow Home Secretary 
 

 
 
“Now more than ever we must promote our values of tolerance and diversity.  Racism and 
fascism have no place in our society.  As trade unionists we’ll continue to stand up to the 
forces of hatred and division and won’t flinch in our campaign against the far right.” - 
Frances O’Grady, TUC General Secretary 
 
Michael Rosen recited his poem Fascism: I sometimes fear:  
 
“I sometimes fear that people think that fascism arrives in fancy dress worn by grotesques 
and monsters as played out in endless re-runs of the Nazis.  Fascism arrives as your friend.  It 
will restore your honour, make you feel proud, protect your house, give you a job, clean up 
the neighbourhood, remind you of how great you once were, clear out the venal and the 
corrupt, remove anything you feel is unlike you…  It doesn’t walk in saying, “Our programme 
means militias, mass imprisonments, transportations, war and persecution.” 
 
“The Muslim Council of Britain is committed to joining all organised efforts for achieving 
fairness, justice and equality.  This national demonstration is an excellent example of 
solidarity for achieving the common good.” - Maswood Ahmed, Assistant Secretary General 
of the Muslim Council of Britain 
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As a British-born Asian, I have sadly been exposed to verbal and physical racism, prejudice 
and discrimination throughout my life from the education system, professional employment 
and the wider community, and from my perspective the far-right, racist and xenophobic 
attitudes have always existed in society.  However, I have certainly observed a rise in race 
related hate crimes, especially after the decision by the British public to leave the European 
Union, so events such as these are so important to ensure we all stand together to promote 
tolerance, acceptance and equality for all! 
 
Black members in UNISON work to improve equality in the workplace and challenge 
racism and discrimination. 
 
If there is anything that colleagues would like to discuss, please be assured that all 
conversations will be strictly confidential and acted if required in a non-judgemental 
manner, please do not hesitate to contact the Southampton District, UNISON Black Members 
Officer via email: bill.acharjee@solent.ac.uk   
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