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Council of Europe 
The Council of Europe (CoE) is the oldest of the intergovernmental organisations set up in post-World War II 
Europe, and the one that has the most member states. Since its creation in 1949, the CoE has shared strong links 
with other European organisations, such as the European Coal and Steel Community and the Organisation for 
European Economic Cooperation; it now has close links with the European Union. Over time, the CoE has 
specialised in human-rights promotion and in monitoring the effective implementation of the European 
Convention of Human Rights. However, the CoE has recently come under pressure due to allegations of internal 
corruption and a rise of illiberal tendencies in Europe; in response, it has embarked on a reform process.  

A historical introduction to the CoE 
After the Congress of Europe in The Hague in 1948, a number of European countries decided to create the 
Council of Europe. This organisation, of which Winston Churchill was one of the founding fathers, was 
committed to intergovernmental cooperation among European countries to promote peace and 
cooperation on the continent. Central and eastern European countries were also invited to join, but in the 
end refused to become members due to Cold War tensions. Over the decades, the CoE has cooperated with 
the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) and the Organisation for European Economic Cooperation 
(OEEC), as well as their successors (the European Communities/Union and OECD), and has gradually 
specialised in human rights and European cultural and scientific cooperation.  
As well as their interest in promoting European cooperation, the EU and the CoE share several symbols: 
Strasbourg is the seat of both the CoE and the European Parliament (which for many years also shared the 
CoE's debating chamber); both organisations have the same anthem and flag. Many of the EU's founding 
fathers, such as Konrad Adenauer, Alcide de Gasperi, Robert Schuman and Paul-Henri Spaak, were also 
involved in the CoE. 
Today, 47 European countries are CoE member states. Belarus is not a member state, because of concerns 
over human rights and the enforcement of the death penalty in the country. 

The institutions of the CoE 
Unlike the EU, the CoE has no real supranational features; it is a loose association of European states that 
adopt conventions and treaties together. The most important treaty adopted by the CoE is the European 
Convention of Human Rights (ECHR) in 1950. One key element is the establishment of a supra-national 
court, which hears complaints from member-state citizens on human-rights violations of the convention. 
The two main institutions of the CoE are the Committee of Ministers (CM) and the Parliamentary Assembly 
of the Council of Europe (PACE). 

The Committee of Ministers 
The 47 ministers of foreign affairs of the member states comprise the Committee of Ministers. The CM 
admits new member states, monitors the human-rights situation in the member states, adopts conventions, 
as well as the budget of the CoE (around half a billion euros, spent in programmes supporting democracy). 
The CM meets once a year and takes decisions by consensus. 

The Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe 
PACE is composed of 324 members of the national parliaments of the member states and usually meets 
four times a year. PACE can send recommendations to the Committee of Ministers, which must react 
collectively. It can also adopt resolutions and opinions. The assembly also nominates the judges of the 
European Court of Human Rights, as well as the secretary-general of the Council of Europe (Thorbjørn 
Jagland was elected to this post in September 2009. In June 2014, he was re-elected, and his second five-
year term in office commenced on 1 October 2014). 

https://www.cvce.eu/en/education/unit-content/-/unit/7b137b71-6010-4621-83b4-b0ca06a6b2cb/4b311dc0-cbe6-421d-9f9a-3bc8b1b155f6
https://www.cvce.eu/en/obj/the_creation_of_the_ecsc-en-9cd62e93-4a96-4695-b4d1-2d38f7dc512a.html
http://www.oecd.org/about/history/
https://www.coe.int/en/web/tbilisi/the-coe/about-coe/flag-anthem
https://www.coe.int/en/web/portal/47-members-states
https://www.coe.int/fr/web/programmes/belarus
https://www.echr.coe.int/pages/home.aspx?p=basictexts
https://www.echr.coe.int/pages/home.aspx?p=basictexts
https://www.coe.int/en/web/cm
http://assembly.coe.int/nw/Home-EN.asp
https://www.coe.int/en/web/about-us/budget?desktop=true
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The European Court of Human Rights 
The European Court of Human Rights monitors the implementation of the ECHR and hears citizens' 
complaints of human-rights abuses. The court is composed of one judge per member state. By 2017, the 
ECHR had issued 20 000 judgements since its creation. 

Other bodies 
The CoE also provides support to its member states and other states (61 altogether) in the field of 
constitutional expertise, through its advisory body on constitutional matters, the Venice Commission. The 
latter issues reports and helps to assess the compatibility of constitutional changes with the principles of 
the ECHR.  
The CoE Commissioner for Human Rights assists member states in assessing the human-rights situation and 
recommends remedial action.  

The challenges facing the CoE 
The post-Cold War enlargement of the CoE to central and eastern Europe, including Russia, was a sign of its 
power of attraction, as well as a success in exporting and implementing the ECHR and banning the death 
penalty on the continent.  

Nevertheless, the CoE has recently faced a number of challenges. First, it appears that the quality of 
democracy and rule of law on the continent is worsening: in Russia and Turkey, a number of setbacks have 
challenged the capacity of the organisation to promote human rights in an effective way. While Russia, for 
example, has in the past mostly complied with ECHR-related judgements, it has not always remedied the 
human-rights abuses that gave rise to the complaints in the first place. In addition, the British government 
had been refusing to implement ECHR rulings on prisoners' voting rights until a deal was reached in 2017, 
and Russia's Supreme Court is now entitled to overrule ECHR decisions in the future. Last but not least, the 
CoE has been unsuccessful in pushing Azerbaijan to comply with ECHR rulings on the immediate release of 
political dissident Ilgar Mamadov.  

Second, the illegal annexation of Crimea by Russia has prompted a crisis. PACE condemned the annexation 
and Russia's voting rights in the CoE were suspended. In the summer of 2017, Russia suspended its financial 
contribution to the CoE and presented the organisation with a stark choice: either to restore Russia's voting 
rights without asking for significant concessions for Crimea and eastern Ukraine in return, or to deprive 
140 million Russian citizens of access to the ECHR. Turkey has also decided to withhold its contribution since 
autumn 2017, due to the attribution of the Vaclav Havel Human Rights Prize to Murat Arslan, an imprisoned 
judge that Turkey suspects of links with the Gülen movement.  

Third, inappropriate behaviour at PACE has also destabilised the institution. In April 2017, PACE President, 
Pedro Agramunt, was forced to resign after a highly contested trip to Syria for a meeting with Syrian 
President Bashar al-Assad. The same month, after repeated allegations of corruption, PACE set up an 
investigation body, which published its report in April 2018. The report shows a number of shortcomings 
in the work of PACE and the undue influence of external actors on the assembly and its staff. To ensure that 
the Council of Europe remains a key player in defending European values, the Committee of Ministers has 
embarked on an 'Elsinore reform process', on which very little information has been made public. 

Cooperation with the EU 
Since the mid-1980s, cooperation between the CoE and the European Communities (later the EU) has 
increased. With both organisations active in central and eastern Europe, in 1993 they launched a series of 
geographical and thematic joint programmes (JP). In 2018-2019, through various financial instruments, the 
EU will be contributing €143 million to the CoE budget of €466 million. 
The Treaty of Lisbon introduced a legal basis for the EU's accession to the ECHR. The draft accession 
agreement was finalised in 2013, but the EU Court of Justice ruled that text incompatible with the 
preservation of the autonomy of EU law. In October 2017, the Council of the EU recalled its commitment to 
the accession.  
The European Parliament and PACE have also developed regular meetings and cooperation on projects, 
such as electoral observation missions. 

mailto:eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank
http://epthinktank.eu/
http://www.venice.coe.int/WebForms/pages/?p=01_Presentation&lang=EN
https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-politics-europe/turkey-tells-council-of-europe-to-mind-its-own-business-on-elections-idUSKBN1HV1KP
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/dec/07/council-of-europe-accepts-uk-compromise-on-prisoner-voting-rights
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/vladimir-putin-signs-law-allowing-russian-court-to-overthrow-international-human-rights-rulings-a6773581.html
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