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One step forward and two steps back for human
rights in the world
On 13 December 2017, just a few days after the United Nations' Human Rights Day, the European
Parliament (EP) adopted in plenary its annual resolution on human rights and democracy. Addressing
the numerous pressures exerted on human rights in 2016, the resolution calls upon the European
Union to place human rights at the centre of EU relations with all third countries and to lead by
example. The resolution hails the step forward made for the empowerment of women, but also
warns of two new challenges – backward steps – to human rights in the world. One is brought about
by new technological developments, and the other by new trends in terrorism involving psychological
intimidation through the destruction of heritage sites.

One step forward: Towards more empowerment of girls and women in the world
In its resolution, the EP further voices its concern for the respect of women's human rights. It acclaims the
important progress achieved by the implementation of the EU Gender Action Plan 2016-2020 (referred to as
GAP II). This is the Union's instrument for promoting gender equality, and women and girls' empowerment, in
its external relations with third and partner countries, and also in international fora and agendas. GAP II is
significant, as it constitutes the manifestation of the principles related to gender parity outlined in the new
European Consensus on Development. Success in reaching its goals is key to the successful achievement of the
UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). GAP II outlines an ambitious approach to gender equality and the
promotion, protection and fulfilment of women's and girls' human rights. It has taken on board a number of
lessons drawn from implementing GAP I over the 2010-2015 period. Progress on supporting gender equality
in EU external action demonstrates that there is an understanding at EU decision-making level that in our
times, empowering girls and women across the globe is not an option but a duty, and a responsibility to future
generations. It seeks to concentrate the efforts of all EU actors on a shift in institutional culture and a focus on
three thematic areas: girls' and women's physical and psychological integrity, economic and social rights, and
voices and participation. The action under GAP II will be complemented further by the Strategic Engagement
for Gender Equality 2016-2019, which is also welcomed by the resolution. The EP is expected to vote a
resolution on the implementation of GAP II during its April 2018 plenary session.
Girls' and women's physical and psychological integrity
The EP's December 2017 resolution deplores, however, the increase in sexual and gender-based violence,
particularly the use of rape as a weapon of war and human trafficking as a result of regional conflicts and mass
migration, which enable organised gangs to prey on the most vulnerable. It calls on all Member States to adopt
the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women (the Istanbul
Convention) as an effective measure to curb both violence against women and domestic violence. This
convention, which came into force in 2014, is the first legally binding international instrument on preventing
and combating violence against women and girls at international level. Though it has been signed by all EU
Member States, only 16 have so far ratified it. The Strategic Engagement for Gender Equality 2016-2017 calls
upon all Member States to adopt the Istanbul Convention. The convention also provides for EU accession, to
the extent of its competences. This would require the EP's consent.
Girls' and women's economic and social rights
The resolution highlights the need for the EU to step up its commitment to the adequate implementation of
the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). Access to sexual
and reproductive health services is also an essential pillar of women's rights, given that family planning and
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contraception rights succumb to revisionist rhetoric even in key developed countries. The EP calls on Member
States to fill the gap caused by the withdrawal of US funding for reproductive health programmes. On average,
214 million women in developing countries wish to avoid pregnancy but do not have access to or fail to use
effective contraception, which leads to 74 million unwanted pregnancies annually. Unplanned parenthood is
a serious cause of premature termination of education or employment, thereby further aggravating gender
disparity and dependence. In 2017, 308 000 women died as a result of pregnancy complications, and
2.7 million babies died in their first month due to a lack of neonatal care. A similar pattern is observed in the
precarious access to feminine hygiene facilities, as the lack of available menstruation products and adequate
lavatories in public spaces leads to avoidable absences of young women from education and employment.
Girls' and women's voices and participation
As highlighted in a recent EP study on the implementation of GAP II, the role of women in peace negotiations
and mediation remains underdeveloped. In GAP II, this role is only mentioned under the thematic priority on
'Political and Civil Rights – Voice and Participation' and is associated solely with a quantitative indicator.
Nevertheless, advancing women's political participation is crucial for delivering on the SDGs, and that is why
the fifth target for SDG 5 aims to 'ensure women's full and effective participation and equal opportunities for
leadership at all levels of decision-making in political, economic and public life'.

Two steps back: Two emerging threats to human rights
The hazards posed by limitations to online freedoms, artificial intelligence and dual-use technology
The resolution pays special attention to the hazards that rapid technological progress pose to human rights. It
alerts to the dangers of online censorship and limitations to online freedom of speech in third countries. In
this respect, the EP calls for the effective implementation of the EU human rights guidelines on freedom of
expression online and offline. Governmental interference can lead to intentional leaks or deletion of
undesirable information, usually under the guise of anti-terrorist or emergency measures. Such interference
mainly affects NGOs and human rights defenders who depend on the internet for communication and funding.
Another argument presented is the online privatisation of the rule of law, where technology firms determine
the scope of freedom of expression through censorship and adjusted terms and conditions of use, often
presented to the user as a fait accompli. The EP warns of the dangers posed by artificial intelligence (AI),
robotisation of weaponry and dual use of technology. With the ascendance of drone technology and AI,
advanced unmanned hardware could become an affordable tool for targeted oppression and violence. Major
military spenders, such as Russia, China and the US are already competing in the development of autonomous
offensive machinery. Warnings of a third revolution in warfare, after gunpowder and the atom bomb, have
been made by a group of international experts led by entrepreneur Elon Musk, who called upon the UN to
establish an international regulatory framework for this emerging industry. The EP has staunchly supported a
ban on lethal autonomous weapons systems (LAWS). Both the EP and the European External Action Service
call for further debate on the matter in multilateral fora, and insist on compliance with human rights and
international law.
New trends in terrorism seek psychological intimidation through the destruction of heritage sites
The resolution expresses great concern regarding cultural rights due to the destruction of heritage sites.
Cultural rights in the Middle East have come particularly under threat, as 22 of the 38 endangered Unesco
sites are located there, and have been in the sights of ISIL/Da'esh and affiliated groups. This systematic and
gradual destruction of entire heritage complexes (Palmyra, Niniveh, Hatra) is a tactic of psychological
intimidation, intended to estrange or remodel the identity of the targeted local populaces by denying them
historical continuity. Efforts to delete cultural memory have been witnessed previously in the destruction of
Stari Most in Mostar in 1993, and the Bamiyan Buddha statues in Afghanistan in 2001. However, cultural
property can also be damaged as a result of collateral damage inflicted by conventional forces during combat
operations. During the invasion of Iraq in 2003, the US army erected bases next to the Ziggurat of Ur causing
irreparable damage. In January 2018, a Turkish airstrike on the positions of Kurdish forces in Syria destroyed
the temple of Ain Dara. To reduce the risks of such events, in 2016 Unesco introduced a military Manual on
the Protection of Cultural Property, illustrating best practices for conserving cultural heritage in warzones.
Many EU Member States are world leaders in the wartime securitisation of cultural heritage (for instance,
Spanish, Polish, Dutch and Italian troops undertook the majority of archaeological interventions during the
stabilisation of Iraq, whilst Austria and Belgium employ archaeo-military specialists). In 2015, Italy proposed
to assign blue helmets to heritage protection missions, which Unesco endorsed.
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