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EU Human Rights Roadshow 

Sylhet, 12th February 2009
Speech by Dr Stefan Frowein, Head of Delegation of the European Commission

I am delighted to welcome you on behalf of the European Commission to the EU Human Rights Roadshow, which is intended to serve as a vehicle for publicizing the European Union’s human rights policy in cities across Bangladesh and to provide an opportunity for you to tell us what you think about human rights. 

Human rights belong to all of us and are designed to protect our dignity and security in a complex world. The core of human rights is respect for each other – to quote an anonymous entry in the Human Rights Testimonial book which the European Union made available at our Human Rights Jamboree in Dhaka last December:  “Ensure human rights at your family, workplace and surroundings – then human rights will be protected and promoted.” 

Whilst the essence of human rights is the manner in which we treat our fellow human beings, a complex web of international law has been developed in the 60 years since the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, with a raft of conventions enshrining protection for all citizens and tackling discrimination levelled at individuals, including on the basis of their sex, their disability and their race. The emergence of an international criminal justice system – exemplified by the International Criminal Court – is giving dictators pause for thought as they contemplate committing grave human rights violations. We might be forgiven for thinking that, in historical terms, the world is living in a golden age for human rights, at least as far as commitments by States on paper are concerned. However, therein lies the great caveat: even with a far-reaching corpus of international law, terrible human rights violations remain all too devastatingly frequent in today’s world.

The protection of human rights is one of the fundamental values of the EU; a value which we promote both inside and outside of our borders. Our commitment to human rights at home is obviously indispensable to our credibility in advocating respect for human rights overseas. 

In recent years the EU has taken a number of initiatives to boost this commitment. I would mention in particular the establishment in 2007 of an EU Agency for Fundamental Rights, based in Vienna. The Agency is mandated to monitor and disseminate information about human rights across the EU, including through awareness-raising. It also advises EU institutions and national governments on human rights matters. Another promising development is the 2000 EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, which complements the elaborate human rights commitments made by EU Member States bilaterally, not least the European Convention on Human Rights. 

While these initiatives primarily benefit human rights for citizens and third-country residents in Europe, human rights are, of course, universal. The promotion of human rights is thus an essential part of the EU’s common foreign and security policy. To this end, the European Commission ensures that all its agreements with third countries include a human rights clause, which defines respect for human rights and democracy as “essential elements” of the relationship. This provides the basis for dialogue on human rights between the European Commission and the third country; a dialogue which may include general themes as well as specific individual cases of alleged breaches of human rights. 

The EU and the European Commission do not only talk about human rights – we provide financial support too. In Bangladesh, the European Commission plans to spend 130 million euros on governance and human rights for the period 2007-2013; this represents 25% of total EC assistance to Bangladesh. Recent and ongoing projects funded by the EC include anti-trafficking, birth registration, preventing violence against women, and confidence-building in the Chittagong Hill Tracts. You may also be aware that the EC and several EU Member States provided substantial funding for the preparation of the voter list with photographs: a good example of our commitment to supporting the democratic process and civil and political rights in Bangladesh.

I know that Bangladesh shares the EU’s aspiration to ensure full respect for human rights. The Bangladesh Constitution and the fact that Bangladesh has ratified – in part or in full – the principal international human rights instruments, including the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the Convention against Torture, provides a firm legal basis for further efforts to achieve higher human rights standards. However, internal and external scrutiny is vital to a healthy human rights situation. 
Internally, it falls to the judiciary and the new National Human Rights Commission to ensure that human rights are fully enforced, not least with respect to allegations of torture and extrajudicial killings by security forces. If there is no punishment for such crimes, there is no deterrent emanating from the State and such violence becomes sanctioned, officially or unofficially. Clearly, it is important to ensure that the fight against crime and terrorism is conducted effectively, but that can only be ensured in a sustained way by respecting the rule of law. I would be very interested to hear your views on how the demands of  security and human rights can be balanced and safeguarded, drawing on your experiences in the Sylhet region. 

External scrutiny is also important. The recent examination of Bangladesh’s human rights record under the Universal Periodic Review mechanism of the UN Human Rights Council is a good example of such scrutiny and Bangladesh’s co-operation with the process is to be welcomed. One further step I would suggest that Bangladesh consider – and which would send a powerful signal of this country’s commitment to human rights – would be to issue a standing invitation to the UN human rights Special Rapporteurs. The rapporteurs are empowered by the UN to report on key themes such as torture and extrajudicial killings and to make recommendations for improvements. 
In closing, I would emphasise that all of us here today – civil society, the media, local government officials and international partners of Bangladesh -  have a role to play in respecting and advancing human rights and I look forward to our dialogue on this important issue.
