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Ladies and Gentlemen,

May I first, in view of the upcoming commemoration of International Human Rights Day 10th December, note the great importance the European Union attaches to human rights issues, human rights being a key element of the European Union’s foreign policy.

I'd like now to look at the many positive points of the human rights situation in this country. First of all Bangladesh has a sound Constitution, and democratic mechanisms which are improving. There is a democratically-elected government which is reasonably committed to strengthening human rights generally and to implementing the Chittagong Hill Tracts Peace Accord. The media is largely free, and there is a strong civil society. Women are well-represented at the very highest levels of political office. The media covers the opinions of the political opposition as well as of the Government, and is not afraid to make its own criticisms of the rich and powerful.

I'm happy with the constructive dialogue which the European Union enjoys with the Government of Bangladesh on political issues, including on human rights issues. We appreciate the present Government’s commitments to improving the human rights situation in Bangladesh, including the actual steps it has taken including the establishment of the National Human Rights Commission and efforts to eliminate violence and discrimination against women.

I'm also happy to note that the Government of Bangladesh has taken an unequivocal position on extrajudicial killings and torture, by announcing a “zero tolerance” approach and more recently by promising to investigate all cases of "cross-fire" killings. And, more generally we appreciate Bangladesh's active participation in the Human Rights Council, including the Government's cooperation with the Universal Periodic Review process earlier this year.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

All of these good aspects of the situation are important to us, not only as positive things about Bangladesh to celebrate for their own sake but also because they provide a sound basis for tackling the bad aspects.

At the same time we do of course have a number of concerns regarding certain aspects of the human rights situation in this country. Much of this concerns the use of violence and torture, especially by powerful people against less powerful people and against powerless people. I'm not sure that a single day goes by without us seeing media reports of horrors such as extra-judicial killings, deaths in custody, killings of local-level political party figures, or violence against women and children. We have occasionally seen evidence of stories being suppressed, but I'd underline that it's very a good thing that the media and civil society organisations are generally willing and able to report on human rights abuses.

It's just as important that most senior Government figures are committed to tackling these problems and to strengthening the rule of law in Bangladesh. And we in the European Union and in the broader international diplomatic community are helping with this and are always willing to consider ways in which we can do more to help. Even when violence appears to do some good, the good is only temporary. The evil it does is permanent.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It's now 11 years since Bangladesh acceded to the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. In 2002 the OPCAT – the Optional Protocol to that Convention – was adopted at the fifty-seventh session of the General Assembly of the United Nations.

This protocol to the convention is primarily concerned with preventing violations and is based on the premise, which is supported by practical experience, that regular visits to places of detention are an effective means of preventing torture and deaths in custody. This preventive approach aims to ensure that sufficient safeguards against ill treatment are in place and that any problems or risks are identified and addressed. The international community has recommended that Bangladesh should accede to OPCAT, and I understand that this matter may now be under consideration by the Government.

I would like further to emphasise that although the primary responsibility for the promotion and protection of human rights lies with states, the EU recognises that individuals, groups and organs of society all play important parts in furthering the cause of human rights. The role of civil society, the media and other independent oversight mechanisms is an important way of improving accountability and fighting powerlessness and abuse. In this context the necessity of providing civil society with the space to monitor pertinent human rights issues is of crucial importance. 

I'd like to finish up by mentioning the European Union's longstanding opposition to the death penalty. The EU believes that the elimination of the death penalty is fundamental to the enhancement of human dignity, and to the progressive development of human rights. We are of course happy to acknowledge that the number of actual executions in Bangladesh is relatively low. We would nevertheless urge the Government to make progress in adopting international recommendations concerning this issue, for example in restricting the applicability of the death penalty to only the most heinous crimes, as well as consideration of establishing a moratorium on executions.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I am grateful to you for your attention, as well as to the Volunteers of American Community for organising this seminar here today and for inviting me to be a speaker.

Thank you all very much!

