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The death penalty 
European Day against the Death Penalty: 10 October 
 

The fight against the death penalty forms part 
of the European Union's efforts to advance 
human rights in third countries. The European 
Parliament has advocated universal abolition 
for decades. 
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International context 

In 2008, the EU and the Council of Europe 
established 10 October as the European Day 
against the Death Penalty. They agreed to 
work to improve fundamental rights and 
human dignity by persuading other countries 
to abolish capital punishment. A civil society 
coalition marks "World Day against the Death 
Penalty" since 2003.  

Main international agreements governing use 
of the death penalty 

Council of Europe 
European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), 
ensures proper court process before use, since 1953. 
Protocol No 6, bans use in peacetime, since 1985. 
Protocol 13, bans use at all times, since 2003. 

United Nations 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
article 6, limits use of death penalty, since 1976. 
Second Optional Protocol, aiming at the abolition of 
the death penalty, since 1991. 

The death penalty and the EU  

Art. 6 of the Treaty on 
European Union points to the 
Charter of Fundamental 
Rights: It forbids the death 
penalty in Art. 2 ("Right to 
life"), as well as the extradition 
of prisoners to a third country 
where they might be executed 
(Art. 19).  

In contrast to other Member 
States, Latvia has not formally 
abolished the death penalty 
for wartime crimes. Non-use of 
the death penalty is a 

prerequisite for candidate countries. 

The situation in third countries 

In Europe, Belarus is the only country that 
continues to apply the death penalty.  

According to Amnesty International (AI), 58 
countries worldwide retain it, of which 18 
carried out executions in 2009 in at least 714 
documented cases. Actual figures, especially in 
China, are believed to be higher.  

Russia: More than ten years after its accession 
to the Council of Europe, the Russian 
Federation still has not ratified Protocol 6 to 
the European Convention on Human Rights 
nor Protocol 13. However, in a landmark 
decision on 19 November 2009, Russia's 
Constitutional Court extended the national 
moratorium (in place since 1996) "until the 
ratification of the 6th Protocol", effectively 
banning capital punishment during peacetime.  

USA: The issue of capital punishment is one of 
the human rights issues where the 
transatlantic divide is most evident. The death 
penalty was reinstated in 1976 – although the 
majority of executions since then have been 
carried out in the last 15 years. However, the 
number of death sentences has declined since 
1998. Two US states have abolished the death 

http://www.coe.int/T/E/Com/Files/Themes/Death-penalty/conventions-intro_new.asp
http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/en/Treaties/Html/114.htm
http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/en/Treaties/Html/187.htm
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/law/ccpr.htm
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/law/ccpr-death.htm
http://www.amnesty.org/en/death-penalty
http://www.amnesty.org/en/death-penalty
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penalty since 1976. Nonetheless, capital 
punishment is likely to remain an issue of 
confrontation between the EU and the US. On 
21 July 2009, the Swedish EU Presidency issued 
a declaration regretting the 1000th execution 
by lethal injection in the US. The US carried out 
52 executions in 2009. 

China: AI considers that estimates based on 
publicly available information under-represent 
the actual number of those executed or 
sentenced to death in China. AI's annual report 
states that thousands of executions were likely to 
have taken place in China in 2009, exceeding the 
estimate for the rest of the world combined. 

China has reacted strongly against EU 
statements on its executions, accusing the EU 
of interfering in its internal affairs.  
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EU activities against the death penalty 

The Council has established guidelines for EU 
campaigns to eliminate the death penalty 
completely worldwide. Instruments include 
diplomatic démarches and multilateral 
negotiations (for example at the United 
Nations). The EU's campaign for universal 
abolition aims at progressive restrictions or a 
moratorium as first steps.  It also calls for 
respect for the strict conditions set forth in 
international human rights conventions.  

High Representative Ashton and European 
Council President Van Rompuy have so far issued 
ten statements on the death penalty in third 
countries in 2010: Iran (four times), Japan, Gambia, 
and Taiwan were criticised, while Djibouti, 
Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia, and Russia were 
commended for abolishing or restricting its use. 

The European Instrument for Democracy and 
Human Rights (EIDHR) finances activities 
promoting the restriction or abolition of the death 
penalty. Occasionally, individual prisoners may 

also receive support. The 2011-13 strategy calls for 
resources to be concentrated on countries that 
might reintroduce the death penalty, countries 
that are in the process of abolishing it, and 
countries with the highest numbers of executions. 
The Commission earmarked €7 million of the 
EIDHR for fighting the death penalty in 2011-13. 

In 2008, a call for proposals worth €4 million 
was published for projects fighting the death 
penalty. Current beneficiaries include civil 
society organisations, many from the US, such 
as the Death Penalty Information Centre and 
the National Coalition to Abolish the Death 
Penalty, the Great Britain China Centre, and 
other organisations from France, the UK, Italy, 
Guatemala, Egypt, and Palestine Territories. 

EP contributions 

The EP has been a driving force against the 
death penalty since the 1980s, being the first 
EU institution to engage with the issue. Its first 
resolution, urging Member States to abolish 
capital punishment totally, dates from 1980. 
Since the mid-1990s, the EP has adopted more 
than thirty resolutions on the death penalty 
across the world. The last three dealt with 
stoning in Iran, a ruling of South Korea's 
Constitutional Court that the death penalty is 
legal, and the high number of executions in 
China. Currently, a written declaration is open 
for signature in support of Mumia Abu-Jamal, a 
prisoner condemned to death in the USA.  

Sources:  

Amnesty International: Death sentences and 
executions 2009  

DG EXPO Policy Department:  

Studies on human rights, papers on countries 
and regions. 
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