
BRIEFING

EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service
Author: Ionel Zamfir with Georgios Klis

Members' Research Service
PE 628.234 – September 2018 EN

European Union – Council of Europe
cooperation and joint programmes

SUMMARY
The Council of Europe (CoE) and the European Union (EU) are to a significant extent based on shared
values, and have overlapping membership. This has led them over time to develop a strategic
partnership and joint actions beyond the EU's and, more recently, the CoE's borders, making use of
the latter's longstanding technical expertise on human rights, the rule of law and democracy. For
the EU, the CoE convention system and the European Court of Human Rights remain central
instruments for defending human rights in Europe, as stated in the EU's 2017 Annual Report on
Human Rights and Democracy in the World.

The relationship between the CoE and the EU is generally seen as mutually beneficial and thriving,
each partner contributing according to its own strengths and capabilities. In 2011 the CoE launched
a new approach towards the EU's neighbourhood regions, endorsed by the EU. Cooperation has
become more structured, with the Council of the EU agreeing and adopting the EU's priorities for
cooperation with the Council of Europe on a biannual basis, in cooperation with the CoE.

The EU-CoE relationship has not escaped some criticism, however, namely that the CoE acts as a
political consultancy or a junior partner to the EU owing to the latter's budgetary clout and its
disproportionate and larger contribution to joint activities. There is arguably room to improve the
partnership. According to some, the EU countries (which are all CoE members) need to develop a
strategic and long-term vision regarding future cooperation with the CoE.

In this Briefing

Background
Cooperation on the basis of co-funded joint
programmes
The current framework of cooperation –
geographical scope and approach
Joint programmes by geographical region
Points of criticism

Contents

No table of contents entries found.

https://www.coe.int/en/web/programmes/eu-cooperation
https://www.coe.int/en/web/programmes/eu-cooperation


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service

2

Background
The CoE and the EU share a similar fundamental commitment to human rights, democracy and the
rule of law. According to the founding treaty of the Council of Europe, 'Every member of the Council
of Europe must accept the principles of the rule of law and of the enjoyment by all persons within
its jurisdiction of human rights and fundamental freedoms'. Moreover, the Council of Europe shall
pursue common action in 'the maintenance and further realisation of human rights and
fundamental freedoms'. The European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) – another core treaty
of the CoE – constituted Europe's response to the destruction caused by World War II. ECHR
signatories undertake to secure the civil and political rights contained in it for any person under their
jurisdiction.

The European Union itself is based on the values of respect for democracy, the rule of law and
respect for human rights among other things, according to Article 2 of the Treaty on European Union
(TEU). Article 6 TEU recognises the importance for the EU of the CoE human rights framework,
stipulating that fundamental rights as guaranteed by the ECHR constitute general principles of EU
law, and also requiring (since the Treaty of Lisbon came into force) that the EU accede to this
convention. The accession procedure is still ongoing, having proved more complex than initially
expected. In its preamble, the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (which also
guarantees social and economic rights) reaffirms the rights as enshrined in the ECHR, among other
sources.

Cooperation on the basis of co-funded joint programmes
In practice, cooperation between the EU and the CoE intensified from the mid-1980s onwards. By
1993, cooperative instruments named joint programmes (JPs) had been developed to support the
democratic transition and eventual EU membership of central and eastern European countries.
There are two categories of JP: country specific and thematic. The majority of joint programmes are
country specific. Thematic JPs are multilateral, spanning countries from different regions, or
regional, concentrating upon countries from a specific region. When it comes to non-EU member
states, the EU and the CoE also channel their cooperation through regional JPs that encompass a
tailored bilateral dimension depending on the specific needs of participant countries.

A number of EU financial instruments have financed JPs: the European Instrument for Democracy
and Human Rights (EIDHR), the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA) and the European
Neighbourhood Policy Instrument (ENPI). The EU's contribution to JPs has usually been between
50 % and 95 %. In 2017 the JP budget reached €146.5 million, of which the EU contribution totalled
€124.3 million (84.8 %). For the 2018 to 2019 period, the EU will contribute €143 million to the overall
CoE budget of €466 million.

The current framework of cooperation – geographical scope
and approach
The 2007 Memorandum of Understanding called for an increase in joint activities and the
identification of joint priorities. Since 2012 cooperation has become more structured, following the
EU priorities for cooperation with the Council of Europe, adopted every two years by the Council of
the EU. The latest issue, for the 2018 to 2019 period, reaffirmed the geographical scope of activities
as indicated in the CoE and EU 2014 Statement of Intent, namely EU enlargement countries, the
Eastern Partnership and the Southern Neighbourhood regions, and added Russia.

Following the Istanbul ministerial session of the Committee of Ministers in 2011, the CoE has
adopted and applied a policy towards its neighbouring regions. It consists of a two track, bilateral
and regional demand-driven approach resting on political dialogue for setting cooperation
priorities with a region on the one hand, and the subsequent provision of technical assistance at the
request of interested states on the other. The CoE approach is in line with the EU's own vision. The

https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=0900001680306052
https://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Convention_ENG.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:2bf140bf-a3f8-4ab2-b506-fd71826e6da6.0023.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI%282017%29607298
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:12012P/TXT
http://visionsmagazine.org/visions-magazine-issue-no-24/
http://www.jp.coe.int/default.asp
http://www.jp.coe.int/CEAD/JP/Default.asp?Sort=TPEnvelope_DESC
http://www.jp.coe.int/CEAD/Countries.asp
https://rm.coe.int/16807761cd
https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/council-europe_en/1837/The Council of Europe and the EU
https://www.coe.int/en/web/about-us/budget?desktop=true
https://www.coe.int/en/web/about-us/budget?desktop=true
https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=09000016804e437b
https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/council-europe/39115/new-cooperation-priorities-between-european-union-and-council-europe-presented-candidate-and_en
http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-5553-2018-INIT/en/pdf
https://rm.coe.int/168066b99e
https://www.coe.int/en/web/der/policy-towards-neighbouring-regions
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EEAS's recent Global Strategy proposed a similar cooperative regional approach comprising 'a mix
of bilateral, sub-regional and inter-regional relations' (cooperative regional orders) and includes
Central Asia within the EU's geographical priorities.

Joint programmes by geographical region
The EU cooperates with the CoE through joint programmes and partnership cooperation
frameworks. These are implemented in the candidate countries and potential candidates for EU
accession, the Eastern Partnership countries and the relevant southern partner countries covered
by the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), as well as in Russia and Central Asia (see map). Areas
for cooperation are identified by means of political dialogue, taking into account the priorities
established in the annual EU enlargement country reports and ENP reports. In non-CoE countries,
cooperation is based on a joint EU-CoE needs assessment.

Figure 1 – Participants in joint programme activities in the EU and CoE neighbourhood

Data source: Council of Europe, Joint programmes – activities by country.

Some activities under JPs cover countries from other regions of the world, those that are CoE
observers (in the Council of Ministers or the Parliamentary Assembly), namely Canada, Israel, Japan,
Mexico and United States, as well as a number of other countries. These are not shown in this map,
which focuses on Europe and the CoE neighbourhood, an area covered by a specific policy.

Turkey and the Western Balkans
Turkey and Western Balkan countries, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Serbia and the
former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia participate in the Horizontal Facility, which started in
May 2016 and will run for a period of 36 months. The total budget is €25 million, of which 80 % is
covered by the EU and 20 % by the CoE.

The main objective is to increase compliance with CoE treaties and standards and the EU acquis
through tailor-made technical cooperation and the provision, at the request of beneficiaries of the
expertise coordination mechanism, of legislative expertise and policy advice. The programme

http://europa.eu/globalstrategy/sites/globalstrategy/files/pages/files/eugs_review_web_2.pdf
http://europa.eu/globalstrategy/sites/globalstrategy/files/pages/files/eugs_review_web_2.pdf
http://europa.eu/globalstrategy/sites/globalstrategy/files/pages/files/eugs_review_web_2.pdf
http://europa.eu/globalstrategy/en/supporting-multilateralism-regions
http://europa.eu/globalstrategy/en/state-and-societal-resilience
http://www.jp.coe.int/CEAD/Countries.asp
https://www.coe.int/en/web/der/policy-towards-neighbouring-regions
https://www.coe.int/en/web/tirana/home
https://www.coe.int/en/web/sarajevo
https://www.coe.int/en/web/podgorica/home
https://www.coe.int/en/web/belgrade
https://www.coe.int/en/web/skopje
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/horizontal-facility/home
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/horizontal-facility/ecm
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consists mainly of ensuring justice, fighting corruption and economic and organised crime, and
promoting anti-discrimination measures and protecting the rights of vulnerable groups. Specific
activities range from fostering a democratic school culture to enhancing human rights protection
for detained sentenced persons and combating corruption in higher education systems.

For the 2018 to 2019 period, Turkey is to receive more than €35 million via the country specific JP.
Activities fall mainly under the human rights and the rule of law rubrics covering a variety of
activities, ranging from supporting individual applications to the Constitutional Court to improving
the system of disciplinary measures and civil monitoring of prisons.

Eastern Europe: the Partnership for Good Governance
Eastern Partnership countries Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and
Belarus take part in the Partnership for Good Governance (PGG) which is being implemented by the
CoE for the 2015 to 2018, and 2018 to 2020, periods and has a total budget of €36 million; it is 85 %
funded by the EU and 15 % by the CoE. It covers five themes, which refer to the promotion and
protection of human rights, ensuring justice, combating rule of law threats, addressing challenges
of the information society and promoting democratic governance. Specific sub-themes and actions
relating to the five priority areas include, the protection of national and ethnic minorities' rights, the
promotion of penitentiary reforms, criminal justice action on cybercrime, the improvement of media
freedom, independence and pluralism and the reform of electoral legislation and practice.

Southern Neighbourhood Region: the South Programme
The Arab Spring events of 2011 highlighted the need for reform in North Africa and Middle Eastern
countries. The South Programmes – SPI (2012 to 2014; €4.8 million) and SPII (2015 to 2017;
€7.4 million), funded by the EU and implemented by the CoE, are aimed at strengthening
democratic reform and governance. Recently SPIII (2018 to 2020; €3.3 million) has been launched.
In addition to Morocco and Tunisia – the initial SP participants – Jordan, Egypt, Algeria, Lebanon,
Mauritania, and Palestine have subsequently joined certain SPIII activities. SPI focused on judicial
reform, promoting good governance, protecting human rights by combatting trafficking, and
promoting democratic values in the region. SPII, while building upon its predecessor's impetus and
achievements, was aimed at increasing intra-regional cooperation, enhancing formal and informal
cooperation networks contributing towards the long-term objective of creating a 'common legal
space' between the EU, the CoE and their Southern Neighbourhood countries. Tangible results refer
to the signing on the part of Morocco and Tunisia of a number of CoE conventions open to non-CoE
member states. At bilateral level, a new generation of neighbourhood partnerships have been
launched with Morocco and Tunisia. The previous such partnerships, also including Jordan, covered
the 2015 to 2017 period. They were financed mostly by the joint programme on 'Strengthening
democratic reform in the Southern Neighbourhood', with some voluntary contributions from CoE
member states.

Central Asia
The regional Central Asia JP from 2009 to 2015 focused mainly upon rule of law issues, constitutional
justice, access to justice and electoral reform. Since 2007, state institutions in Tajikistan, Uzbekistan,
Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan – none of which are CoE members – requested and received legal
opinions from the Venice Commission, the CoE's advisory body on constitutional matters. The
adoption of the Neighbourhood Cooperation Priorities between the CoE, Kazakhstan (2014-2018),
and Kyrgyzstan (2015-2019) allows for more structured cooperation with these countries. The
Kazakhstan JP has expanded its scope from criminal justice cooperation to include education on
human rights and democratic citizenship (€2 million) whereas in the case of the Kyrgyzstan JP
activities have focused mainly on political reform, the improvement of constitutional justice, and
corruption. Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have also expressed an interest in joining GRECO, the CoE's
anti-corruption body.

https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/horizontal-facility/ensuring-justice
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/horizontal-facility/fight-against-corruption
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/horizontal-facility/combating-discrimination
https://www.coe.int/en/web/ankara
https://rm.coe.int/16807761cd
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/neighbourhood/eastern-partnership_en
https://www.coe.int/en/web/yerevan?out_lang=eng
https://www.coe.int/en/web/baku/
https://www.coe.int/ka/web/tbilisi/home
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/eap-pcf/moldova
https://www.coe.int/en/web/kyiv
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/eap-pcf/belarus
http://partnership-governance-eu.coe.int/
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/eap-pcf/home
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/eap-pcf/protecting-national-and-ethnic-minorities-rights
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/eap-pcf/promoting-penitentiary-reforms-from-a-punitive-to-a-rehabilitative-approach-
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/eap-pcf/criminal-justice-action-on-cyber-crime
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/eap-pcf/improve-freedom-independence-pluralism-and-diversity-of-media
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/eap-pcf/improve-freedom-independence-pluralism-and-diversity-of-media
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/eap-pcf/electoral-assistance-reforming-electoral-legislation-and-practice
https://www.coe.int/en/web/programmes/south-programme
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/south-programme2/south-programme-i-2012-2014-
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/south-programme2/the-programme
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/south-programme3/home
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/south-programme2/marocco
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/south-programme2/tunisia
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/south-programme2/jordan
http://south-programme-eu.coe.int/judiciary_en.asp
http://south-programme-eu.coe.int/judiciary_en.asp
http://south-programme-eu.coe.int/corruption_en.asp
http://south-programme-eu.coe.int/trafficking_en.asp
http://south-programme-eu.coe.int/democracy_en.asp
http://south-programme-eu.coe.int/Source/Strengthening democratic reform WEB.pdf
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/south-programme2/council-of-europe-networks
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/south-programme3/common-legal-space
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/south-programme3/common-legal-space
https://www.coe.int/en/web/programmes/morocco
https://www.coe.int/en/web/programmes/tunisia
https://search.coe.int/cm/Pages/result_details.aspx?ObjectId=0900001680791bed
http://search.coe.int/cm/Pages/result_details.aspx?ObjectId=09000016807954e2
http://search.coe.int/cm/Pages/result_details.aspx?ObjectId=090000168079550f
https://www.coe.int/en/web/programmes/central-asia
http://www.venice.coe.int/WebForms/pages/default.aspx?p=03_CARoLInitiative&lang=en
http://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/default.aspx?country=58&year=all&lang=en
http://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/default.aspx?country=71&year=all&lang=en
http://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/default.aspx?country=45&year=all&lang=en
http://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/?country=56&year=all
http://www.venice.coe.int/WebForms/pages/?p=03_Central_asia
http://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/events/
https://search.coe.int/cm/Pages/result_details.aspx?ObjectID=09000016805c6e2d
https://search.coe.int/cm/Pages/result_details.aspx?ObjectID=09000016805c4775
https://www.coe.int/en/web/programmes/kazakhstan
https://www.coe.int/en/web/programmes/kyrgyz-republic
https://www.coe.int/en/web/greco
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Points of criticism
The EU-CoE partnership relationship has not escaped some criticism, namely that the CoE acts as a
political consultancy or a junior partner to the EU, owing to the latter's budgetary clout and its
disproportionate and larger contribution to joint activities.1 According to some other voices, EU
countries themselves (which are all CoE members) still have to develop a strategic and long-term
vision regarding future cooperation with the CoE.2 To a certain extent, these criticisms emanating
from academia have already been, or are in the process of being, addressed. In that respect, the
aforementioned identification of joint priorities on a biannual basis between the Council of the EU
and the CoE constitutes a very positive and promising development. In addition, the EU and EU
Member States do not fail to confirm the importance of the CoE in the protection of human rights.
The EU's 2017 Annual Report on Human Rights and Democracy in the World confirmed the CoE and
the CoE convention system as the principal instruments for defending human rights in Europe.
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1 See M. Kold, The European Union and the Council of Europe, Palgrave Macmillan, 2013, p. 38, and M. Bond in
G.J. Galbreath and C. Gebhard (eds), Cooperation or Conflict?: Problematizing Organisational Overlap in Europe,
Ashgate Publishing Company, 2010, p. 25.

2 See A. Gawrich in R. Biermann and J.A. Koops (eds), Palgrave Handbook of Inter-Organisational Relations in World
Politics, Macmillan Publishers Ltd, 2017, p. 530.
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