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In the run-up to the 2019 European Parliament (EP) elections, many candidates signed the Human
Rights and Democracy’s (HRDN) Free and F  a  ir Europe Pledge  . They thereby committed to work
towards three objectives:

A MORE TRANSPARENT AND ACCOUNTABLE EUROPE

To ensure democracy, human rights, international law and respect for the rule of law, which are being
threatened with attacks against human rights defenders, civil society organisations, the media and
the independence of the judiciary

A MORE EQUAL AND INCLUSIVE EUROPE

To  promote  pluralism,  non-discrimination,  diversity,  justice,  solidarity  and  equality;  combat
discrimination, inequalities and violence against women and girls; address migration by designing
and implementing a fair, compassionate and efficient migration and asylum system in compliance
with international human rights law

 A MORE PEOPLE-DRIVEN EUROPE

To embed human rights in all EU policies and programmes guaranteeing that complaint mechanisms
are available to remedy negative impacts, including in the area of trade and investments; To ensure
that the private sector respects human rights and is held to account

Candidates who vowed to uphold human rights and democracy came from across the continent
and represented a variety of different political standings.

In May 2019, 78 signatories were elected, representing citizens from 15 member states. Elected
signatories joined political groups and undertook specific responsibilities through membership of
different committees and delegations. 

One  year  into  this  legislature,  and  in  the  context  of  a  global  pandemic,  HRDN’s  European
Parliament Working Group (EPWG) members have decided to undertake a critical – and by no
means  exhaustive  –  assessment  of  the  EP’s  activities  from a  human  rights  perspective.  Our
ambition is for this paper to be the starting point of a conversation with the EP on how the only
directly  elected  institution  of  the  European  Union  can  meaningfully  contribute  to  the  respect,
protection, promotion and fulfilment of human rights and fundamental freedoms.

https://freeandfaireurope.eu/content/uploads/2019/03/Free-and-Fair-Europe-Pledge.pdf
https://freeandfaireurope.eu/content/uploads/2019/03/Free-and-Fair-Europe-Pledge.pdf
https://freeandfaireurope.eu/content/uploads/2019/03/Free-and-Fair-Europe-Pledge.pdf


A MORE TRANSPARENT AND ACCOUNTABLE EUROPE

A POSITIVE USE OF RESOLUTIONS, PARLIAMENTARY QUESTIONS AND LETTERS, OFTEN
IN  COOPERATION  WITH  CIVIL  SOCIETY  ORGANISATIONS  AND  HUMAN  RIGHTS
DEFENDERS

Since  July  2019,  many  members  of  the  EP  Human  Rights  Sub-Committee  (DROI)  have
undertaken numerous and diverse initiatives to promote the respect for human rights, democracy,
and the rule of law. Ahead of plenary sessions, political groups have been active in identifying
situations which required attention from the international community. Many resolutions aiming at
holding other EU institutions to account regarding their human rights obligations were adopted
in this framework. The October 2019 urgency resolution on the situation in Egypt  is an excellent
example of a resolution that called for a comprehensive review of EU-Egypt relations in light of the
serious  deterioration  of  the  human  rights  situation  in  the  country.  The  text  contained  strong
language fit to the gravity of the situation and gave concrete indications of the changes the EP
considered necessary to align the EU’s foreign policy with its human rights commitments. MEPs
have also used the possibility to adopt regular foreign policy resolutions (as opposed to human

rights  situations)  to  raise  human rights  issues,  e.g.  with  the  October  2019  resolution on  the
Turkish military operation in northeast Syria and its consequences. 

DROI Members have also wisely used the possibility to ask  Written Parliamentary Questions
(WPQs) to the Council,  the Commission,  or  the High Representative for  Foreign and Security
Policy. WPQs are an effective way to get other institutions to officially address sensitive issues that
are otherwise ignored or dealt  with behind closed doors. The issue of the EU’s involvement in
human rights violations through funding has been raised by MEPs via WPQs numerous times – for
example in the framework of migration policy in Libya. MEPs have also addressed issues related to
closing space for civil society by sending letters to relevant interlocutors (be it national authorities,
European or international institutions) to raise particular situations and individual cases, resulting in
increased international attention. Letters are also used to raise broader policy questions. On 4
February 2020,  for  example,  16 Green MEPs sent  a letter  to  the  UN High Commissioner  for
Human  Rights  urging  the  release  of  the  UN  database  of  businesses  involved  with  Israeli
settlements;  this  was  a  good  example  of  EU-UN advocacy  complementarity  on  human rights
matters. Such initiatives should be replicated on other matters and situations.

Over the past  year,  it  has also been good to see the EP pushing to maintain certain country
situations high on the EU’s human rights agenda, as has been the case with Cuba, Haiti,  and
Guinea. In many cases, these important initiatives were taken in close cooperation with Brussels-
and community-based civil society organisations. Many DROI members have been enthusiastic to
work in direct cooperation with human rights defenders and have been happy to receive their
support and feedback. The DROI, AFET and FEMM Committee repeatedly invited human rights
defenders to speak at hearings and exchanges of views; and good cooperation with civil society
was noted in the preparation of some missions, such as the DROI MEPs visits to the US-Mexico
border and to Saudi Arabia. Another good initiative has been to allow runners-up to the Sakharov
Prize to visit Brussels for a week of advocacy activities, providing them with valuable opportunities
to increase their visibility and demand action from the EU.

https://twitter.com/MiguelUrban/status/1246097838595100673
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2019-002785_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0049_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0043_EN.html


THE WAY FORWARD: BUILDING LASTING AND COHERENT ENGAGEMENT 

Overall, the EP has managed to conduct meaningful work in favour of the advancement of human
rights thanks to the leadership of engaged DROI members in partnership with civil  society.  To
make the most of their time in the European Parliament, though, it is important all MEPs work on
improving follow-up on their activities; as well as on making sure they are equally engaged in all
situations that require their attention.

 Engaging with civil society and following-up on resolutions, parliamentary questions
and letters

It is important for MEPs to find ways to follow-up on resolutions, WPQs and letters, including when
they concern individual cases. While these are helpful tools, they lose a lot of their weight when
they are  not  consistently  followed by  concrete  actions.  It  would  perhaps  be  useful  to  –  even
informally – designate a Member of the European Parliament (MEP) responsible for monitoring the
way in which other EU institutions are implementing the EP’s recommendations and taking relevant
action when necessary. In this light,  it  is  important to highlight the Foreign Affairs Committee’s
(AFET)  positive  practice  of  appointing  standing  rapporteurs  to  closely  follow  the  situation  in
neighbourhood  and  accession  countries  throughout  the  mandate.  Another  good  practice  that
should be systematically implemented is for MEPs to share with civil society partners the replies
they receive to letters or the more detailed answers to WPQs sometimes delivered given in private.
As far as letters are concerned, it is also important that MEPs follow-up with the recipients if case
they do not reply in a timely manner.

As a general recommendation, HRDN members find it essential for MEPs to maintain a sustained
dialogue with their civil society partners, in particular human rights defenders, in order to make the
most out  of the parliamentary tools they use. MEPs should also ensure they systematically involve
Brussels-based civil society in the preparation of their activities such as visits and exchanges of
views. Such involvement allows them to suggest angles, speakers, and relevant stakeholders to
meet.  As  regards  resolutions,  engaging in  dialogue with  Brussels-based civil  society  can help
ensure  consistent  use of  urgency resolutions  to  raise  the situation  of  individual  human rights
defenders and avoid missing opportunities in that area (as it was the case in the past year for the

Afghanistan, Haiti and Burkina Faso resolution which failed to name human rights defenders at

risk in the country).

 Increasing policy coherence by systematically addressing human rights violations
worldwide

It has also sometimes proven challenging to put serious situations of widespread and systematic
human  rights  violations  on  the  political  agenda  of  the  EP.  For  example,  diverging  political
perspectives on the conflict in Yemen prevented the EP to address the complexity of the human
rights situation in the country and speak out about aspects other than humanitarian relief. On the
situation in Libya, many MEPs have used WPQs to raise many different important questions (e.g.
about  EU funding, the    role of Frontex  ,  information sharing with the Libyan Coast Guard, or  the
arms embargo);  however,  there have not  been any on holding perpetrators of war crimes and
grave  human  rights  violations  accountable  through  any  means  (International  Criminal  Court,
universal jurisdiction, UN Human Rights Council) or even about those crimes and violations per se.

The EP has also faced difficulties when trying to take a position on the human rights situation in
major partner countries. Since the new legislature started, the EP has struggled to speak out about
the situation in Mexico despite  continued killings of journalists and environmental human rights
defenders. Same goes for India, a country for which two attempts at a resolution were blocked due

https://www.omct.org/human-rights-defenders/urgent-interventions/mexico/2019/10/d25566/
https://www.omct.org/human-rights-defenders/urgent-interventions/mexico/2019/10/d25566/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-000024_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-000024_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2019-002654_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-001649_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-001649_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-000075_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0106_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0074_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0107_EN.html


to influence from the European External Action Service (and possibly Indian authorities). The text
was  due  to  address  the  drastic  deterioration  of  the  human  rights  situation  in  the  country,  in
particular after the introduction of the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA). MEPs were asked to
postpone the adoption  of  the  resolution  because of  the  HRVP’s  visit  to  India  early  2020 and
because of the summit planned for mid-March (but cancelled due to the covid-19 pandemic). It was
appalling  to  see  this  happen,  especially  considering  that  a  strong  EP resolution  would  have
allowed EU officials to adopt a robust position at the summit and engage in constructive dialogue
on human rights with their Indian counterparts. These events took place just a few weeks after an
informal group of far-right MEPs participated in a visit to the locked down region of Kashmir staged
by Indian authorities. As we write, the resolution on the CAA remains to be adopted, and the EP
still has not officially spoken about the many worrying developments in the country. It is also worth
noting that at the Plenary Session during which the text was due to be adopted, only two urgency
resolutions were foreseen in the agenda, instead of the usual three. This exceptional situation was
very worrying, given the multiplicity of urgent situations that are worth getting the EP’s attention.
Faced with widespread and systematic human rights violations, it is important that MEPs affirm
their commitment to human rights and democracy by speaking out unhindered regardless of the
country and situation. It is particularly important for the EP to be vocal about worrying situations
in EU partner countries.

https://www.politico.eu/article/meps-criticized-over-unofficial-kashmir-visit/
https://www.politico.eu/article/meps-criticized-over-unofficial-kashmir-visit/


A MORE EQUAL AND INCLUSIVE EUROPE

ACTING AGAINST DISCRIMINATION: BUILDING COALITIONS TO ACHIEVE RESULTS

Over the past year, the EP has undertaken a number of positive initiatives to push the EU and
other institutions to act against discrimination. The Committees on Civil Liberties, Justice, and
Home Affairs (LIBE) and on Women’s Rights and Gender Equality (FEMM) have been proactive in
addressing these issues. 

HRDN members have been happy to see increased awareness of the need to include LGBTI+
rights in many policy discussions within the EP. Related topics have been addressed, for example,
in the discussions around the report on the Gender Equality Strategy, the fundamental rights report
or the rule of law (e.g. in the briefing on the rule of law in relation to covid-19, or in some MEPs’
interventions in hearings and plenary). It has also been very positive to see that LGBTI+ rights
have been included in policy developments related to combatting hate speech, in particular during
the hearing organised on the topic. MEPs committed to LGBTI+ rights have also had a great tool:
the LGBTI Intergroup. This cross-party group of MEPs has historically proven to be instrumental in
helping join forces for the advancement of rights in many policy areas.

While the LGBTI+ Intergroup is a rather formal setting, with allocated staff and resources, other
informal coalitions around specific topics have been successful in securing policy advances. For
example, the long-standing campaign to put an end to Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) led by
Brussels-  and community-based organisations was supported by many MEPs from across the
Chamber. The European Parliament  resolution of 12 February 2020 on an EU strategy to put an
end to female genital mutilation around the world was adopted with a massive majority by 612
votes in favour and 7 against. The text brought together five different political groups within the EP,
indicating the common assessment on the urgency to end this harmful practice.

THE  WAY  FORWARD:  EXPANDING  NON-DISCRIMINATION  WORK  AND  INCREASING
POLICY COHERENCE

While important milestones were achieved in the field of anti-discrimination policy, it is essential
that MEPs keep up their engagement to hold other EU institutions to account.

  Mainstreaming LGBTI+ rights in human rights and anti-discrimination work 

It  will  be important  to further strengthen the inclusion of LGBTI+ rights in gender equality and
intersectionality discussions – for example, make sure to have an LGBTI+ rights perspective when
it comes to policies related to domestic violence; as well as ensuring more connections are made
between intersecting issues such as FGM and intersex rights (intersex genital mutilation). In the
context of the covid-19 pandemic, a huge light has been shed on the socio-economic situation of
LGBTI+ people with regards to precarious work, poverty and homelessness. More engagement on
these issues will be needed from the Committees responsible for economic and social policy.

 Pushing for the long-overdue ratification of the Istanbul Convention

The issue of gender-based violence has fostered divisions including within political groups. Groups
of MEPs have opposed the EU’s ratification of the Council of Europe’s Istanbul Convention, citing
conservative arguments against  this  international  legal  instrument  aimed at  providing a robust
framework to combat violence against women and domestic violence. The growing far-right forces
in the EP have managed to derail the conversation from rights to ideology. It is crucial that, in

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0031_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/media-freedom-freedom-of-expression-and-/product-details/20191028CHE06381
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-9-2020-05-14-INT-2-030-0000_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=IPOL_BRI(2020)651343
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2019/2199(INI)&l=en
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=en&reference=2019/2169(INI)


response, MEPs stand by their commitment to human rights and democracy and resume the talks
on the ratification of the Istanbul Convention.

 Addressing the situation in EU Member States from a human rights perspective

The deterioration of the situation inside the EU has forced LIBE and FEMM to engage with topics
that echo the ones with which DROI deals. When discussing these issues – for example, closing
civil  society  space,  criminalisation  of  solidarity,  or  rights  of  migrants  –  LIBE  Members  should
increase  their  engagement  with  human  rights  defenders  by  inviting  them  to  be  speakers  at
hearings and exchanges of views, requesting to meet them when conducting missions and visits.
Following the lead of the DROI committee when it comes to these practices would help engage in
policy discussions around international and European human rights obligations of  the Member
States rather than on ‘European values’. 



A MORE PEOPLE-DRIVEN EUROPE

SLOW  BUT  STEADY  PROGRESS  ON  MAINSTREAMING  HUMAN  RIGHTS  IN  ALL  EU
POLICIES

The EP’s dedicated human rights organs (LIBE, DROI and FEMM) are useful to show the EP’s
commitment to the topic . Sometimes, however, their existence had led MEPs in other Committees
to be reluctant in addressing issues concerning democracy and human rights as they feel their
coverage in DROI, LIBE and FEMM is sufficient. 

The EU and Member States’ human rights obligations apply under every policy area and
should be the responsibility of all MEPs. Moreover, the EU founding treaties have laid down the
obligation for the EU’s action on the international scene to be guided by democracy, human rights
and the rule of law. 

In the past few years, some progress has been made towards embedding human rights in all
EU  policies  through  cross-committee  cooperation. In  the  International  Trade  Committee
(INTA), for example, the topic of human rights is more mentioned that it used to be a few years
ago.  Cooperation  between  DROI  and  INTA members  has  the  potential  to  lead  to  a  shift  in
perspective. The latest example of cross-committee cooperation marked a push for the inclusion of
more robust human rights safeguards in Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) and Investment Protection
Agreements  (IPAs).  As  the EP ratified  the EU-Vietnam agreements,  it  also  adopted an AFET
resolution     calling the parties to set up an independent monitoring mechanism on human rights and
an independent  complaints  mechanism providing affected citizens  and local  stakeholders  with
effective recourse to remedy.  While  much more needs to be done in  order  to  align EU trade
agreements with human rights, MEPs' support for a complaint mechanism is a significant step
forward. 

Another positive example of cross-committee and party cooperation is the set-up of  Responsible
Business Conduct  Working Group (RBC WG).  The RBC WG, a cross-party  coalition of  MEPs
committed to promote and champion responsible business conduct and due diligence in operations
and in business relationships, was instrumental in pressuring the European Commission (EC) to
commit to develop binding legislation on cross-sector mandatory human rights due diligence for
European businesses. Building upon a long-standing campaign, the creation of the RBC WG in
2019  further  pushed  the  EC  to  act.  This  resulted  in  Commissioner  for  Justice  Reynders
announcing the Von der Leyen Commission would be issuing a legislative proposal for mandatory
human rights due diligence in 2021. 

In parallel to such initiative, the Committee on Legal Affairs (JURI) is working on a legislative own-
initiative report on corporate accountability and due diligence. Having JURI leading the work on
reforming company law to ensure European businesses respect human rights and the environment
in  their  operations  and across  the entire  supply-chain  represents  another  positive  example  of
mainstreaming human rights in all EU policies. 

THE  WAY  FORWARD:  ENHANCE  COOPERATION  FOR  HUMAN  RIGHTS  COMPLIANT
POLICIES

 Building cross-committee and -party cooperation

In the remaining years of this legislature, it will be important for MEPs to build coalitions around
specific topics following the model of RBC WG. It will be essential to base these informal groups
on  the  foundation  of  a  shared  commitment  to  human rights,  democracy  and  the  rule  of  law.

https://responsiblebusinessconduct.eu/
https://responsiblebusinessconduct.eu/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/AFET-AD-641414_EN.pdf


Coordination should remain informal, and MEPs should be wary of proposals to create ad-hoc
Committees to deal with specific questions. In the previous legislature, the Special Committee on
Terrorism (TERR) was problematic as its creation outside of LIBE and AFET suggested there was
something different  about  the  issue of  terrorism which prevented  it  to  be tackled by  ordinary
organs. It is important that MEPs remain committed to the respect and promotion of human rights
in all circumstances. The formation of an informal cross-party group of MEPs ready to take on the
issue of terrorism from a human rights and democracy point of view would be very welcome. This
would allow the EP to ensure appropriate monitoring of human rights implications of the many
aspects  of  this  policy  area,  from  counter-terrorism  cooperation  with  third  countries  (including
through security sector cooperation and arms sales) to internal EU counter-terrorist legislation (and
its implications on freedom of expression and the right to privacy, for example). 

 Mainstreaming human rights in every EP committee

In order to effectively mainstream human rights, democracy and the rule of law in all European
policies, it is also necessary for every EP Committee to designate a human rights focal point.
The EP has a  responsibility  to  hold  other  institutions  to  account  regarding their  human rights
obligations  in  every  policy  area.  The focal  point  would  be in  charge of  identifying  issues and
challenges regarding human rights in their policy work, as well as liaising with other Committees
such as DROI or LIBE and with civil society on these issues.

The covid-19 pandemic is the latest example of the importance of establishing such a mechanism.
The crisis has had ramifications in every area of life and all EP Committees have had to address
this all-encompassing issue. A human rights focal point in every Committee would have helped
MEPs to effectively monitor the impact of covid-19 measures in each policy area on democracy,
human rights, and the rule of law.  For more information about covid-19 and its consequences on

human rights, democracy and the rule of law, see  HRDN’s website where we have compiled
resources from our  members and partners and international  organisations to help  guide crisis
responses,  monitor,  inform  and  assess  the  impact  of  the  pandemic  on  human  rights  and
democracy.

https://hrdn.eu/covid-19/

