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Basic EU values include equality, freedom and respect for human rights. The principle of freedom of religion and
belief benefits from significant protection under both EU and international law. It incorporates the freedom to
have, not to have, to adopt or to change religion or belief of one's volition, and also the freedom to manifest one's
religion or belief, individually or in community with others, in public or in private, through worship, observance,
practice or teaching. International human rights bodies have even formalised the participation of religious entities,
mostly through exchange and dialogue, and the EU is no exception. In 1994, in an effort to build an ethical, moral
and spiritual dimension into European integration and policy decisions, Jacques Delors launched the 'A soul for
Europe' initiative, which resulted in the inclusion of provisions in the EU legal system allowing the EU institutions
to hold regular structured dialogue on European issues with churches, religious associations, and non-confessional
and philosophical organisations. Article 17 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) provides
the legal basis for this regular dialogue, which takes the form of high-level meetings or working-level discussions.
This digest presents a selection of relevant EPRS publications.

Article 17 TFEU: Dialogue with churches, and religious and philosophical organisations
Briefing by Magdalena Pasikowska-Schnass, EPRS, April 2022
The EU institutions engage in regular structured dialogue with churches and religious associations, and also
with non-confessional and philosophical organisations, on the basis of Article 17 TFEU. This dialogue takes the
form of high-level meetings or working-level discussions. These meetings focus on policy issues on the
European agenda, among them the Conference on the Future of Europe, artificial intelligence, the Green Deal
and the digital market.
Freedom of conscience around the world
Briefing by Philippe Perchoc, EPRS, October 2019
Many international conventions, such as those adopted by the United Nations, and regional conventions,
emphasise the need to protect freedom of religion and freedom of conscience, to which they attach equal
importance. In Europe, these conventions are supplemented by the European Convention on Human Rights
and the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union. Freedom of conscience or opinion covers a wide
range of beliefs and practices that reflect attitudes stemming from personal choice; the beliefs and practices
involved are not easily categorisable.
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Religion and human rights
Briefing by Martina Prpic, EPRS, December 2018
Basic EU values include equality, freedom and respect for human rights. The principle of freedom of religion
and belief benefits from significant protection under both EU and international law. Freedom of religion or
belief has two components: the freedom to have or not to have or adopt (which includes the right to change)
a religion or belief of one's choice, and the freedom to manifest one's religion or belief, individually or in
community with others, in public or private, through worship, observance, practice and teaching. This right also
means that individuals do not have to profess any religion at all. It is important to emphasise that the
beneficiaries of the protection of freedom of religion and belief are individuals, not religions. International
human rights bodies have even formalised the participation of religious entities, mostly through exchanges and
dialogues, and the EU is no exception. The TFEU's Article 17, dedicated to dialogue with churches and religious
associations, as well as philosophical and non-confessional organisations, offers an opportunity for those
groups to make their voices heard at EU level.
Further reading
EU support for human rights defenders around the world
Briefing by Ionel Zamfir, June 2022
EU Guidelines on Human Rights Defenders – European Implementation Assessment
Study by Isabelle Ioannides, August 2022
The EU and faith-based organisations in development and humanitarian aid
Briefing by Philippe Perchoc, EPRS, November 2017
Religion and the EU's external policies: Increasing engagement
In-depth analysis by Philippe Perchoc, December 2020
Religious organisations and conflict resolution
Briefing by Philippe Perchoc, EPRS, November 2016
Hagia Sophia: Turkey's secularism under threat
'At a glance' note by Branislav Stanicek, EPRS, July 2020
Ukraine: Religion and (geo-)politics: Orthodox split weakens Russia's influence
Briefing by Naja Bentzen, EPRS, February 2019
Russia's war on Ukraine: The religious dimension
'At a glance' note by Fearghas O'Beara, EPRS, April 2022
EU action against anti-Semitism and Islamophobia
'At a glance' note by Anja Radjenovic, EPRS, January 2016

eprs@europarl.europa.eu | www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank (Internet) |
www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu (Intranet)
You can access this Topical Digest online at the websites below,
or by scanning the QR code:
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/EPRS/TD_Art17_TFEU.pdf
https://epthinktank.eu/topical-digests/


