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SUMMARY 
More than two decades after the United Nations General Assembly adopted its Declaration on 
Human Rights Defenders (HRDs) to enhance recognition of their role and encourage states to create 
a more protective environment, many human rights defenders face an increasingly hostile 
environment, with both repressive governments and some non-state actors, such as economic 
interest or criminal groups, opposing their work and posing a serious threat. 

Support for human rights defenders is a long established component of the European Union's 
external human rights policy and one of its major priorities. The EU guidelines on HRDs, adopted in 
2004, outline concrete measures for protecting HRDs at risk, including the provision of emergency 
aid. They also encourage EU diplomats to take a more proactive approach towards HRDs. The 
European Commission manages a financial instrument in support of HRDs working in the world's 
most dangerous situations. The EU has continually adapted and extended its actions to take the new 
challenges into account. 

The European Parliament is a long-standing advocate of a comprehensive EU policy on HRDs, and 
has actively contributed to its shaping. Its urgent resolutions on human rights breaches around the 
world, some of which have focused on individual HRDs and the particular threats they face, have 
drawn attention to the difficulties facing HRDs in many countries. Parliament has also organised 
hearings with HRDs, issued statements about cases of HRDs at risk, and highlighted the plight of 
HRDs during its delegations' visits to the countries concerned. The Parliament's Sakharov Prize is the 
EU's most visible action in favour of HRDs. It has a significant impact on laureates, providing them 
with recognition and, in many cases, indirect protection. 

This a further updated version of a briefing from December 2018. 
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Glossary 
Human rights defenders (HRDs): 'Human rights defenders are those individuals, groups and organs of  
society that promote and protect universally recognised human rights and fundamental freedoms. 
Human rights defenders seek to promote and protect civil and political rights as well as to promote,  
protect and bring about economic, social and cultural rights. Human rights defenders also promote  
and protect the rights of members of groups such as indigenous communities. The definition does not 
include those individuals or groups who commit or propagate violence'.  

(EU Guidelines on HRDs). 

Background: Growing international recognition but an 
increasingly hostile environment for HRDs 
Human Rights Defenders (HRDs) and their work have enjoyed growing recognition over the years 
internationally, but also face an increasingly hostile environment. The United Nations (UN) 
Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Promote 
and Protect Universally Recognised Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, to which EU 
relevant Guidelines also refer (see below), was adopted by the UN General Assembly in 
December 1998 with active EU support. Article 1 of the declaration sets out the right of each person, 
'individually and in association with others, to promote and to strive for the protection and 
realization of human rights and fundamental freedoms at the national and international levels'. The 
declaration outlines a set of specific rights based on internationally recognised human rights that 
are of particular importance to the work of HRDs, and calls on states to take all necessary measures 
for their enforcement and protection. 

In line with the broad concept defined in the UN Declaration, HRDs can range from 
intergovernmental organisations based in the world's largest cities, to individuals working within 
their local communities. They are identified above all by what they do in the interest of human 
rights. According to the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), there are 
certain minimum standards that one must meet to be considered an HRD: 

 HRDs must accept the universality of human rights as defined in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. 

 It is not essential for an HRD to be correct in his or her arguments in order to be a genuine 
defender, as long as he or she defends a human right. 

 HRDs have to be peaceful in their actions. 

HRDs can operate in various fields, such as freedom of expression, women's rights, LGBTI rights, 
labour rights, land rights and fighting slavery. 

Despite this recognition, HRDs have been working in an increasingly hostile context in many 
countries of the world, facing intimidation, harassment, and even violence and murder. The annual 
reports by the UN Special Rapporteur on HRDs reveal the extent of the risks they face. Arbitrary arrest 
and detention, torture while in detention, false accusations and conviction on criminal charges for 
their activity, defamation, policies and legislation restricting their work on 'security' grounds, 
restrictions on the freedom of expression, as well as unauthorised searches and attacks on their 
homes or their families, are among the threats most often faced by HRDs. Women HRDs face 
additional risks, such as misogynistic attacks and gender-based violence, and need special 
protection from the state. Perpetrators of such abuses whether state or non-state actors often enjoy 
impunity. 

According to an analysis by Frontline Defenders, 358 human rights defenders, from 35 different 
countries, were killed for their work in 2021, of which more than a third (158) in Colombia alone, 
followed by Mexico (42) and Brazil (27). According to the same analysis, more than half (59 %) of 
those killed worked on defending land, environmental and indigenous peoples' rights. The list 

https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/eu_guidelines_hrd_en.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/RightAndResponsibility.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/RightAndResponsibility.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/SRHRDefenders/Pages/Defender.aspx
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G20/355/11/PDF/G2035511.pdf?OpenElement
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-human-rights-defenders/annual-thematic-reports
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-human-rights-defenders/annual-thematic-reports
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-human-rights-defenders/challenges-faced-human-rights-defenders
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/wg-women-and-girls/tackling-challenges-faced-women-human-rights-defenders-through-gender-lens
https://undocs.org/en/A/74/159
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/sites/default/files/2021_global_analysis_-_final.pdf
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includes a killing on EU soil: Giorgos Karaivaz, an investigative journalist from Greece, murdered on 
9 April 2021 in Athens. 

EU support for human rights defenders 
Legal basis and guiding documents 
EU Treaties 

The EU is bound to protect human rights in its external policy by its Treaties. Articles 2, 3 and 21 of 
the Treaty on European Union, and Article 205 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 
Union (TFEU) set out EU obligations in this respect. Particularly, Article 21 of the Treaty on European 
Union provides that EU action on the international stage should be guided by the principles of 
universality and indivisibility of human rights and fundamental freedoms, and that the Union should 
act to consolidate and support human rights in international relations. Thus, protecting HRDs in the 
world contributes to fulfilling this treaty objective.  

The EU is a strong supporter of HRDs, deploying a broad set of tools, including diplomatic and 
political engagement, and funding as well as direct support, to those most at risk in line with its 
guiding documents. 

EU Guidelines on human rights defenders 

As the EU Guidelines on human rights defenders, adopted by the Council of the EU in 2004 and 
updated in 2008 state, HRDs play a key role in defending fundamental rights and in protecting 
victims, by documenting human rights violations, providing victims of such violations with legal, 
psychological, medical or other support, combating the impunity of those responsible, and raising 
awareness of human rights and their defenders at national, regional and international levels. 
Responding to recommendations from civil society organisations, the 2014 Council conclusions on 
the 10th anniversary of the EU Guidelines on HRDs emphasised the important role of women HRDs 
and HRDs from vulnerable and marginalised groups. They also urged that all states create a safe and 
enabling environment for all HRDs. 

The EU Guidelines on human rights defenders apply within the context of the common foreign and 
security policy (CFSP) and provide general guidance for EU and Member States action in bilateral 
relations and in multilateral fora, as well as for directly protecting HRDs at risk.  

More specifically, the guidelines advise that EU actions should include: 

 EU missions (EU delegations and Member States' embassies and consulates) should be 
encouraged to adopt a pro-active approach towards HRDs. This includes establishing contacts 
with the HRDs, receiving them in the mission premises, visiting them on the ground, and 
increasing their public recognition through the media or through invitations and visits. 

 EU missions should send observers to trials of HRDs and visit HRDs in custody. 

 Cases of HRDs at risk should be raised during political or human rights dialogues with the 
countries concerned or during high-level visits. When visiting a country, high-ranking EU 
officials should include meetings with human rights defenders in their programmes. 

 EU heads of missions are expected to report periodically on the situation of HRDs, 
including on the relevant institutional and legislative framework. They should make 
recommendations to the Council of the EU's Working Party on Human Rights (COHOM) 
for possible EU action, including condemnation, démarches and public statements, 
especially concerning HRDs at immediate risk. 

 The EU should support the Special Procedures of the UN Human Rights Council, including the 
Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders. It should also promote the 

https://europeanjournalists.org/blog/2022/04/08/greece-remembering-giorgos-karaivaz-one-year-later-targeted-killing-remains-unresolved/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:2bf140bf-a3f8-4ab2-b506-fd71826e6da6.0023.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:2bf140bf-a3f8-4ab2-b506-fd71826e6da6.0023.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A12012E%2FTXT
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A12012E%2FTXT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2010.083.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2010:083:TOC#C_2010083EN.01001301
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2010.083.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2010:083:TOC#C_2010083EN.01001301
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/eu_guidelines_hrd_en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/28043/143313.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/council-eu/preparatory-bodies/working-party-human-rights/
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/SP/Pages/Welcomepage.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/SRHRDefenders/Pages/SRHRDefendersIndex.aspx
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strengthening of existing regional mechanisms for the protection of HRDs. EU missions should 
promote the use of UN thematic mechanisms by local human rights defenders. 

 As an overarching objective, the EU should encourage third countries to create an 
environment in which HRDs can operate freely.  

EU missions are the primary interface between the EU and HRDs and play an important role in 
practice. According to the Guidelines, when acting to protect HRDs facing particular threats, EU 
missions should however use caution, since 'in certain cases EU action could lead to threats and 
attacks against HRDs'. In such situations, the HRDs must be consulted on the actions to be taken. 

EU 2020-2024 action plan for human rights and democracy  

The EU's commitment to protecting HRDs is also enshrined in the 2020-2024 EU action plan for 
human rights and democracy. The plan stresses that 'an independent civil society, enabling civic 
space and the support and protection of human rights defenders are essential elements to achieve 
[EU human rights] priorities'. It includes several priorities related specifically to HRDs: EU delegations 
should observe trials of human rights defenders and provide direct support to HRDs; they should 
undertake regular dialogue with civil society and human rights defenders. The EU and its Member 
States should: 

 support and protect human rights defenders (HRDs) and their legal representatives; 
 ensure assistance via the EU human rights defenders protection mechanisms; 
 take the particular risk that certain human rights defenders face into account, including 

women HRDs and environmental HRDs; 
 work to ensure positive recognition of HRDs important role at all levels; 
 ensure visibility, support activities and raise individual cases; 
 promote a safe and an enabling environment for civil society; condemn and take 

appropriate actions against unduly restrictive legislation; 
 build the capacities of grassroots civil society organisations and HRDs; 
 deepen engagement with and enhance support for HRDs; 
 support and strengthen long-term partnerships with HRDs; 
 support business engagement with HRDs; 
 help reap the benefits and mitigate the risks of new technologies for HRDs. 

Diplomatic and political support 
The shrinking space for civil society and the increasing obstacles faced by HRDs have obliged the EU 
to adapt its methods and step up its engagement in the increasingly difficult environment in which 
civil society operates. The EU has reacted consistently to the difficult situation faced by human rights 
defenders, by issuing statements condemning their arrest, unfair trials and other hurdles they face 
and by raising their case in its political dialogues with third countries. The EU annual report on 
human rights and democracy in the world in 2021 mentions that the 'EU raised specific cases of 
human rights defenders at risk in all its human rights dialogues, subcommittee meetings and 
consultations' and that 'EU delegations and Member States' embassies engaged and met with 
human rights defenders, and when possible monitored trials, and visited human rights defenders in 
detention'.  

Statements: To give some examples of recent statements, in December 2021, the EEAS 
spokesperson issued a statement on behalf of the EU, calling for the release of Vietnamese journalist 
and blogger Pham Doan Trang, who was sentenced to nine years imprisonment 'on the vague 
charge of alleged 'anti-state propaganda'. The same month, the EU Delegation in China issued a 
statement expressing the EU's serious concerns 'about the arbitrary detentions, unfair trials and 
unjust sentencing of human rights defenders, lawyers, and intellectuals'. These statements 
contribute mainly to public awareness, as third countries rarely comply with EU requests (see box).  

Dialogues: Human rights defenders feature among the priorities to be addressed in the framework 
of human rights dialogues with third countries. According to the EU Guidelines on such dialogues, 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/46838/st12848-en20.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/46838/st12848-en20.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/2021%20Annual%20Report%20on%20Human%20Rights%20and%20Democracy%20in%20the%20World%20-%20Report%20by%20the%20European%20Union%20High%20Representative.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/vietnam-statement-spokesperson-verdicts-against-human-rights-defenders_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/delegations/china/statement-eu-delegation-china-international-human-rights-day-1_en?s=166
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-6279-2021-INIT/en/pdf
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updated in 2021, consultations 
with civil society actors (including 
non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs), human rights defenders) 
should take place ahead of the 
official dialogues, to enable the EU 
to get a clear picture of the 
domestic human rights situation 
and possible individual cases. The 
EU holds formal human rights 
dialogues and consultations with 
many partner countries and 
regional groupings. Over 
30 human rights dialogues with 
third countries and the African 
Union took place in 2021, 
according to the EU annual report 
on human rights and democracy in 
the world for that year. Some of 
these dialogues are 
institutionalised through a 
bilateral partnership and 
cooperation agreement or an 
association, agreement, while 
others are ad hoc. For example, the 
human rights dialogue with China, 
which took place regularly from 1995 until 2019 (when it was interrupted because of the pandemic), 
is not based on a formal agreement, unlike for example the regular dialogue with Vietnam, which is 
established by the Framework Agreement on Comprehensive Partnership and Cooperation 
between the EU and Vietnam (entry into force in 2016).  

The practice of addressing the situation of individual human rights defenders during such dialogues 
has become more extensive, but its effectiveness remains limited. For example, an EU press release 
on the 2018 dialogue with China mentioned that the EU submitted two lists of individual cases 
during the dialogue, and named specific defenders, marking in this respect an improvement 
compared with previous years. The practice was continued at the next (37th) round of the EU-China 
human rights dialogue held in Brussels in 2019, when the EU again submitted a list of more than 
500 individual cases of HRDs to the Chinese side and named some in a press release. Human rights 
organisations have however warned the EU against resuming the generally ineffective human rights 
dialogue with China and called on the EU to 'call publicly at the beginning of the EU-China summit 
and at all high-level interactions for the release of arbitrarily detained human rights defenders and 
activists'. The EU raised individual cases of HRDs at its Summit with China (between European 
Commission and European Council presidents and the Chinese president) in March 2022.  

In its bilateral dialogues, the EU also raises cases of human rights defenders threatened by non-state 
actors such as economic interest groups, or criminal groups – an issue that is particularly prominent 
in Latin America (e.g. Colombia).1 

In addition, the 78 African, Caribbean and Pacific countries that are party to the Cotonou Agreement 
conduct a political dialogue with the EU that also covers human rights issues. The situation of HRDs 
is not necessarily included, and the organisation of such dialogues depends on the availability of 
partner countries.  

EU Special Representative for Human Rights: The EU Special Representative (EUSR) for human 
rights, Eamon Gilmore, conducts dialogues and visits to third countries to raise EU concerns related 

Is EU engagement with repressive regimes helping HRDs? 

The EU's engagement with countries where HRDs are severely 
restricted has had a mixed impact. In 2017, Vietnam detained 
activists who had met with EU officials as part of their consultations 
with civil society ahead of the EU-Vietnam human rights dialogue, 
showing the countries' government's disdain for the EU's concerns. 
Cases of retaliation for contacts with the EU have also been 
documented. In some isolated cases, Vietnam responded positively 
to EU concern, such as when in April 2014 it released 
Nguyễn Tiến Trung, who was on the EU's list of persons of concern 
and was visited in prison by the EU Head of Delegation in July 2013; 
this was 'a tangible result of the EU's efforts', according to the 2014 
EU Report on human rights and democracy in the world. A further 
success story was the release by Vietnam (thanks to EU pressure, 
according to an activist) of two prominent prisoners of conscience in 
2018: 'Rights lawyer Nguyen Van Dai was released two months into 
a 15-year sentence and exiled to Germany in June of that year, while 
Nguyen Ngoc Nhu Quynh, a blogger better known as Mother 
Mushroom had been serving a 10-year sentence but was released in 
October and moved to the United States'. This positive development 
could have been related to the pre-ratification context of the free 
trade agreement with the EU. The situation of the two prisoners had 
been addressed in the 2016 Human Rights Dialogue with Vietnam. 
China has also severely restricted journalists and local rights activists' 
access in the past to the human rights dialogues organised by the EU 
with the country. 

https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/2021%20Annual%20Report%20on%20Human%20Rights%20and%20Democracy%20in%20the%20World%20-%20Report%20by%20the%20European%20Union%20High%20Representative.pdf
https://thediplomat.com/2019/03/in-eu-china-discussions-its-time-human-rights-took-center-stage/
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/201007_eu_country_updates_on_human_rights_and_democracy_2019.pdf
https://www.netherlandsandyou.nl/latest-news/news/2019/04/03/the-european-union-and-china-human-rights-dialogue
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/03/18/joint-ngo-letter-ahead-eu-china-summit
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/03/18/joint-ngo-letter-ahead-eu-china-summit
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_22_2214
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EXPO-DEVE_ET(2014)534977
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/eu-special-representatives_en#10852
https://www.fidh.org/en/region/asia/vietnam/eu-must-use-upcoming-rights-dialogue-to-demand-an-end-to-crackdown-on
https://www.hrw.org/report/2022/02/17/locked-inside-our-home/movement-restrictions-rights-activists-vietnam
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/vietnam-pham-chi-dung-eu-parliament-12032019151213.html
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/16779/6th-eu-vietnam-human-rights-dialogue_en
https://www.refworld.org/docid/51e699a212.html
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to human rights. He is appointed by the Council and is supported in its work by the EEAS. The EUSR 
for human rights raises the protection of HRDs in his dialogues with third countries and meets with 
HRDs during his visits.' 

Multilateral fora: The EU also reinforces protection of human rights defenders in multilateral fora, 
in particular in the Human Rights Council, including by supporting the renewal of the mandate of 
the UN Special Rapporteur (UNSR), and in the UN General Assembly.  

Financial support 
EU's financial instrument for supporting HRDs along with other Human Rights and Democracy 
objectives was until 2020 the European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR) (2014-
2020), and has since then been replaced by the thematic component Democracy and Human Rights 
of the new Global Europe instrument. 

EIDHR (2014-2020) 
EIDHR implementation was structured by two Multiannual Indicative Programmes (MIP): MIP 2014-
2017 and MIP 2018-2020.2 Given the delay in the adoption of the current mechanism, some of the 

Assessment of EU policy by think tanks and civil society 

A 2017 study drafted for the Parliament found that the 'most effective part of these EU responses [to the 
problem of the shrinking space for civil society] has been the protection offered to human rights defenders', 
due to EU efforts to step up civil society capacity-building and to make its aid modalities more flexible. 
However, the study indicates the EU was not so effective in dealing with the 'deeper, structural aspects' of 
the problem involving the 'shrinking space for civil society'. The study also found that EU high-level 
diplomacy was sometimes too cautious in confronting regimes engaged in brutal civil society crackdowns. 
What the EU needs is a clearer strategic approach to the shrinking space issue. 

An earlier 2013 study, commissioned by the Parliament on the EU's policy on HRDs, acknowledged the good 
practices of ensuring their security, monitoring trials, providing support in emergency situations and 
challenging laws that criminalise HRDs. It also indicated several areas where improvement was needed, with 
a particular focus on raising awareness of the EU Guidelines on HRDs both among diplomatic staff and HRDs 
themselves. While many of the HRDs polled suggested the need for a more proactive approach by EU staff, 
others noted that, in some cases, direct contact with EU country representatives was not the best approach 
because of the possibility of reprisals by state or non-state actors, or of language and cultural barriers. EU 
diplomats should observe the rule of only intervening with the agreement of HRDs or their family. Public 
declarations made in connection with acts issued to condemn HRDs should be less reactive (that is, 
occurring after they have been condemned), and more pre-emptive. 

In a 2019 report entitled Defending Defenders? An Assessment of EU Action on Human Rights Defenders, 
Amnesty International found an 'apparent lack of overall strategy and consistency in EU efforts to support 
HRDs, insufficient visibility of EU actions and channels of support and the absence of a targeted and impact-
oriented approach to public action'. However, the findings of the report do not point to an 'outright failure 
to deliver on EU human rights commitments but rather to an inconsistent implementation of the EU's HRD 
policy'. 

Some at-risk HRDs need to be urgently relocated, possibly to EU territory. The readiness of Member States 
to issue them emergency visas is crucial in this respect, as highlighted by the European Parliament. The 
Central and Eastern European Law Initiative (CEELI) Institute published a report on Human Rights Defenders 
In EU Visa Policy: Recommendations For Reform in October 2020. According to this report, the EU Visa Code 
provides Member States with discretion in certain cases '(and arguably obliges them, in some cases) to 
derogate from the standard rules governing visa processing times, visa fees, supporting document 
requirements, granting of LTV [long-term] visas, etc. However, the situations in which derogation may apply 
are very loosely defined in the Visa Code through the use of terms such as "on humanitarian grounds", "for 
reason of national interest", or "in justified cases of urgency". The Visa Handbook provides limited guidance 
on how to interpret these broad terms and does not reference HRDs in any of its examples.' The evidence 
collected by the report suggests that in practice, this discretion 'is not serving the needs of HRDs'. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/02/28/human-rights-eu-appoints-a-new-special-representative/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32014R0235
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/628251/EPRS_BRI(2018)628251_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/578039/EXPO_STU(2017)578039_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2013/410221/EXPO-DROI_ET(2013)410221_EN.pdf
https://www.amnesty.at/media/6126/report-defending-defenders_assessment-eu-action-on-hrds_-eu-schutz-menschenrechtsverteidiger-innen.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P7-TA-2010-0226&language=EN
http://ceeliinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/CEELI_HR_Defenders_digital.pdf
http://ceeliinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/CEELI_HR_Defenders_digital.pdf
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measures have been extended to the end of 2022. The programme has supported the following 
measures addressing HRDs, some of which are ongoing: 

 EU Human Rights Defenders Mechanism – Protect Defenders – established in 2015, 
following a call for proposals, managed by a consortium of 12 international NGOs.1 
Funded with €15 million over three years by the end of 2022, it covers the entire world, 
including remote areas. Its broad range of support measures include: urgent support 
(physical/digital protection, legal support, medical support, trial and prison monitoring, 
urgent advocacy, urgent relocation, support for families, urgent monitoring and 
reporting, a permanent, 24/7 helpline for human rights defenders); medium-term 
support (monitoring of the situation of HRDs, early warning, reinforcement of 
capacities, training on risk prevention and security, international, regional and national 
advocacy on both individual cases and the legislative framework, temporary relocation 
and legal support for lengthy judicial procedures); and long-term support (support for 
national networks, advocacy, lobbying and the development of strategies to counter 
restrictions and sanctions imposed on human rights defenders by states, including 
defamation, laws on foreign funding and criminalisation of HRDs). 

 Human Rights Crises Facility: has supported civil society organisations in the promotion 
of human rights and fundamental freedoms in some of the world's most difficult, 
dangerous and unpredictable political situations and/or where they are the most 
vulnerable and threatened. 

 Emergency Grants: small grants of up to €10 000 to be awarded to HRDs or civil society 
organisations (CSOs) at risk in urgent cases, including where the latter are not 
registered; provided directly by delegations. The grant is used for covering fees for legal 
representation or medical expenses, purchasing security material for offices or homes, 
paying for the evacuation of an HRD to another country, supporting the operations of a 
human rights organisation in a difficult financial situation, and other similar events. Such 
support usually remains confidential. The EU Emergency Fund for HRDs at Risk providing 
this type of emergency support amounted to €4.3 million from 2015 to 2019. It has been 
extended for a period of three years by the end of 2022. 

 Calls for proposals at country level: actions in support of local CSOs and HRDs at risk. 
 Global Calls for Proposals: one priority was human rights and human rights defenders 

most at risk and shrinking democratic, civic and civil society space.3 
 Ad hoc grant under the 2016 allocation of the 2016-2017 multiannual indicative 

programme (MIP) to support the activities of the mandates of the UN Special Rapporteur 
on the situation of HRDs. 

 A platform for relocation of HRDs at risk, featuring numerous organisations (cities, 
universities, NGOs, professional organisations/associations ready to help HRDs to 
relocate) has been launched on the Commission's initiative and is now managed by the 
Human Rights Defenders Mechanism. All stakeholders involved in relocation activities, 
including cities and universities, are eligible for funding. 

According to the mid-term evaluation (External Evaluation of the European Instrument for 
Democracy and Human Rights, June 2017) conducted by an external contractor on behalf of the 
European Commission, 'The effectiveness and value for money of support to HRDs, especially those 
at risk, cannot be overemphasised. For the small 'investment' of no more than €10 000, numerous 
lives are potentially saved with each grant while those HRDs supported this way are able to continue 
to fight for democracy and human rights in their home countries – whether at home or whilst 
abroad – which in turn has the potential to save and improve lives and to lead to increased human 
rights and democracy in those countries where both are at serious risk.'  

https://protectdefenders.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/db_2021_programme_statement_european_instrument_for_democracy_and_human_rights_eidhr.pdf
https://hrdrelocation.eu/
https://hrdrelocation.eu/en/about
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/eidhr-evaluation-final-report-volume-1-main-report_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/eidhr-evaluation-final-report-volume-1-main-report_en.pdf
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New thematic programme 
In December 2021, the EU launched a thematic programme on human rights and democracy under 
its 2021-2027 Global Europe Instrument. HRDs are covered by Priority 1 of the third axis of action of 
this programme: Support human rights defenders and counter shrinking space for civil society.  

The 2021-2027 multi-annual indicative programming (MIP) for the thematic programme on human 
rights and democracy, adopted by the European Commission, allocates €326 million of its 
€1 512 million funding to supporting HRDs and countering shrinking space for civil society during 
2021-2027. According to the MIP, the objectives of the funding are to 'provide short-, medium- and 
long-term holistic support to human rights defenders' in 'many forms, from physical protection, 
medical care and rehabilitation, psycho-social assistance, legal counselling, prison visits and trial 
monitoring, emergency sheltering, relocation and return plans, family assistance, lifeline training 
modules, including on digital security and privacy protection tools, capacity reinforcement, risk 
prevention and security, networking, monitoring, documenting, reporting and advocacy, mediator 
skills development to access to international and regional human rights mechanisms and 
engagement with the international community'.  

What is the European Parliament doing? 
The European Parliament is a strong supporter of the HRD cause. It has constantly urged the EU to 
step up its efforts on behalf of HRDs and has systematically addressed the situation of HRDs in the 
world through the various tools at its disposal. The Parliament has followed the EU's policy on HRDs 
closely and has on occasion made recommendations for its improvement, including in its annual 
human rights reports. In its 2010 resolution on EU HRD policy, the Parliament made numerous 
proposals to make the policy more effective. These included strengthening EU delegations' 
implementation of the guidelines; increasing public recognition and visibility of HRDs as a way to 
protect them; enhancing the transparency of EU actions (e.g. making the list of names of HRDs 
whose cases are being addressed available to the EU public, except when this would put the HRDs 
at risk); and facilitating the protection of HRDs at risks – through stronger involvement and 
coordination of Member States, including through the issuance of emergency visas, and by 
providing temporary protection and shelter for such HRDs.  

Parliament has also developed its own tools for addressing cases involving HRDs worldwide. One of 
the most systematically applied tools is its 'urgency' resolutions on human rights breaches in the 
world. Over the years, such resolutions have consistently drawn attention to cases where HRDs are 
at risk. 

Recent urgency resolutions 

Numerous urgency resolutions adopted by the Parliament mention the difficult situation of HRDs, demand 
that authorities halt their reprisals against HRDs, and raise individual cases affecting HRDs. Among those 
adopted most recently, the January 2022 resolution on violations of fundamental freedoms in Hong Kong 
condemned the ongoing trials, including those of Hong Kong human rights defenders Chow Hang-tung, 
Lee Cheuk-yan and Albert Ho. The December 2021 resolution on the continuing crackdown on civil society 
and human rights defenders in Russia addressed the case of the Memorial human rights organisation, and 
those working for it, condemning the politically motivated prison sentence, based on fabricated charges, of 
Yury Dmitriev, local leader of Memorial. In a December 2021 resolution on the situation in Cuba, namely the 
cases of José Daniel Ferrer, Lady in White Aymara Nieto, Maykel Castillo, Luis Robles, Félix Navarro, 
Luis Manuel Otero, Reverend Lorenzo Rosales Fajardo, Andy Dunier García and Yunior García Aguilera, the 
European Parliament condemned the systematic abuses against human rights defenders in the strongest 
terms, including their arbitrary detention and abusive restrictions on their movements and communications 
calling for the immediate and unconditional release of those detained on politically motivated charges. In an 
October 2021 resolution on the situation in Belarus after one year of protests and their violent repression, 
the Parliament condemned the repression campaign against civil society and human rights defenders, and 
authorities' reprisals against the Viasna Human Rights Center and called for the immediate and unconditional 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_21_6695
https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/mip-2021-c2021-9620-human-rights-democracy-annex_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P7-TA-2010-0226&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/droi/publications.html?tab=Urgency%20Resolutions
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0011_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0509_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0510_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0420_EN.html
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In its urgency resolutions, the Parliament has formulated its demands with a view to protecting 
HRDs at risk and to improving the overall environment in which they operate. Most importantly, the 
Parliament has called upon the governments of the countries concerned, amongst other things, to: 
release jailed HRDs immediately; ensure that conditions permit HRDs to carry out their work; and to 
guarantee HRDs' right to freedom of expression, association and peaceful assembly, and their right 
to a fair trial. The Parliament has urged the EU to step up the political dialogue on human rights with 
certain countries where there are systematic violations of HRDs' human rights and of human rights 
in general; to revise its policy towards such countries; and, if needed, to reconsider the provision of 
financial aid. It calls upon the EU delegations and Member State embassies to closely monitor trials 
of HRDs, undertake prison visits, provide support and make these efforts visible. It has called on the 
Member States to provide refuge on their territory and emergency visas for HRDs at risks and their 
organisations (e.g. to Russian Memorial). Parliament has also used its international standing to call 
on national authorities to allow the UN Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights 
Defenders access to their countries (e.g. in Cuba). 

Parliament's annual resolutions on the European Commission's reports on human rights and 
democracy in the world address the situation of HRDs as one of the main priorities for EU human 
rights action. In the February 2022 resolution on human rights and democracy in the world (which 
concerns the 2021 annual report), the Parliament recognises the important work of HRDs and 
regrets their precarious situation and persecution, including harassment, intimidation, kidnapping 
and extrajudicial killing. More concretely, the Parliament: 

 calls for the urgent creation of an EU-wide scheme issuing short-term visas for the 
temporary relocation of human rights defenders, by amending the legal instruments on 
visas, in particular the Visa Code; 

 underlines the need to ensure that EU delegations have all the necessary resources to 
act on human rights issues and demands a greater oversight role for Parliament over EU 
delegations; 

 stresses the need for the EU to consistently raise HRD cases in its human rights 
dialogues, including individual cases raised by Parliament, notably in its urgency 
resolutions, as well as Sakharov Prize laureates and finalists at risk, all of whom should 
receive particular attention from the EEAS in this respect; 

 calls for civil society and human rights defenders to be funded under the NDICI thematic 
programme on human rights and democracy, including ProtectDefenders.eu and the 
European Endowment for Democracy; funding which should be sufficient and flexible 
enough to respond to today's illiberal backlash and the shrinking for civil society space 
worldwide; 

 stresses the risk that surveillance technologies (such as the Pegasus software) are being 
used inappropriately against HRDs. 

Other Parliament actions on behalf of HRDs include public hearings of HRDs in the Human Rights 
Subcommittee (DROI) and press statements on at-risk HRDs (by the Parliament's president, the DROI 
chair or members of parliamentary delegations after a country visit). The DROI subcommittee 
monitors the EEAS follow-up to urgency resolutions and organises updates on the human rights 
situation in several countries, including addressing cases involving HRDs. According to the 
Guidelines for European Parliament inter-parliamentary delegations on promoting human rights 
and democracy, Parliament delegations should raise HRDs cases in meetings with the authorities of 

release and dropping of all charges against Ales Bialiatski, Valiantsin Stefanovich, Marfa Rabkova, 
Andrei Chepyuk, Leanid Sudalenka, Tatsyana Lasitsa, Maryia Tarasenka, Uladzimir Labkovich and other Viasna 
staff and volunteers. In a September 2021 resolution on the case of human rights defender Ahmed Mansoor 
in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), the Parliament condemned the grossly unfair trial of Ahmed Mansoor 
and called for his immediate and unconditional release as well as that of Mohammed al-Roken and 
Nasser bin Ghaith, and all other human rights defenders, political activists and peaceful dissidents in the UAE. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0509_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0510_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0041_EN.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/cont/201203/20120329ATT42170/20120329ATT42170EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0390_EN.html
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third countries, asking for authorisation for prison visits where possible, during their visits to non-
EU countries. 

The Sakharov Prize 

The Parliament's best known action in the area of human rights defenders is the Sakharov Prize for 
freedom of thought. The prize was created in December 1985, and bears the name of one of the 
best known Soviet dissidents, Andrei Sakharov – the joint inventor of the Soviet hydrogen bomb, a 
physics Nobel Prize winner in 1975 and a campaigner for human rights and nuclear disarmament in 
the former Soviet Union. 'The first prize was awarded in 1988 to Nelson Mandela and, posthumously, 
to Soviet dissident Anatoli Marchenko. Other famous winners of the prize include Kofi Annan and 
the UN staff, Reporters without Borders, Chinese democracy activist, Hu Jia, Mala Yousafazi, an 
advocate for the rights of women and girls in Pakistan and then leading Burmese dissident, 
Aung San Suu Kyi. Several Sakharov Prize winners were subsequently awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize. 

The Sakharov Prize has acquired a strong reputation. The annual award receives much attention in 
the international press and has great impact on the laureates themselves.4 It represents major 
recognition, acknowledged as such by the laureates, of their efforts on behalf of human rights. At 
domestic level, the degree of recognition has varied: some political regimes have restricted 
information on the prize in the media; in other cases, a lack of awareness about the international 
significance of the prize has led to limited recognition. Through the international attention it raises, 
the prize is expected to protect laureates. A more sceptical perspective asserts that the Sakharov's 
prize is just another soft EU tool that cannot do much to stop brutal dictators. Some individual cases 
suggest 5 that it has provided subtle protection; on the other hand, some regimes have maintained 
or even intensified their repression against laureates, with several of them being repeatedly arrested 
or convicted to long prison sentences: such as Alexey Navalny (awarded in 2021, from Russia), 
Ilham Thoti (2019 China), Raif Badawi (2015 Saudi Arabia), Nasrin Sotoudeh (2012 Iran), as well as 
members of the Venezuelan opposition (2017), Belarusian opposition (2020), Damas de Blanco 
(2005, Cuban organisation), or Memorial (2009, a Russian NGO). Others face severe restrictions on 
their freedom or serious threats to their physical integrity and life. 

The prize has increased laureates' access to the international community, linking them with 
universities, international organisations and high-level politicians, and giving them the possibility 
to be included in consultation on issues of interest for their country. Through its financial award, the 
prize has empowered many laureates to continue and expand their activities defending human 
rights. The Sakharov Prize Community – an initiative aimed at promoting and supporting prize 
laureates and enhancing their contacts with each other and with the Members of the European 
Parliament and civil society – was launched in 2008. The network also aims to focus attention on 
human rights violations in laureates' countries. 

2021 Sakharov Prize laureate: Alexey Navalny 

The 2021 Sakharov Prize was awarded to Russian opposition activist Alexey Navalny, whose brave refusal to 
be silenced recalls the work of Soviet-era dissidents such as Andrey Sakharov. One of the most prominent 
opponents to the Putin regime, Navalny survived a poisoning attempt by the Russian Federal Security 
Service (FSB) in August 2020. Navalny had the bravery to return from treatment in Germany to Russia in 
January 2021, where he faced immediate charges and imprisonment. He continues to denounce the 
corruption and authoritarian character of the Russian regime. The European Parliament has repeatedly 
expressed its concerns about Navalny's situation, most recently in its January 2021 resolution on his arrest. 
Former President David Sassoli expressed 'the European Parliament's unwavering support for his immediate 
release'. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/pdf/cardoc/14402_CARDOC_11_INLAY_EN_7.pdf
https://www.dw.com/en/eu-human-rights-prize-winners-this-brings-honor-and-dignity-to-the-yazidi-women/a-36747512
https://icds.ee/en/the-ups-and-downs-of-the-european-parliaments-sakharov-prize/
https://www.abc.es/opinion/abci-editorial-abc-abandono-y-soledad-democratas-rusos-202112160155_noticia.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/651946/EPRS_BRI(2020)651946_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/sakharovprize/en/the-prize/sakharov-prize-community
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2021/698823/EPRS_ATA(2021)698823_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0018_EN.html
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EU Member States' support for human rights defenders 
European Parliament resolutions and EU policy documents encourage Member States to play their 
role in offering protection to human rights defenders. Many EU countries provide funding for civil 
society organisations and HRDs through their development aid programmes, and contribute 
considerable diplomatic and political engagement to help protect them. Several Member States 
have developed specific mechanisms to reward and protect HRDs. 

Indicative examples of safe haven programmes6  

Providing visas and shelter is a priority at national and local level respectively, EU competences 
being limited in this area. 

In France, NGOs and journalists and lawyers associations have set up several specific programmes 
to support HRDs, particularly those at risk, with governmental support. The Initiative Marianne, 
launched in December 2021, brings the government, NGOs and local communities together, in an 
effort to support HRDs in their countries, as well as to offer them shelter in France.  

In Germany, in June 2020, the Elisabeth-Selbert-Initiative (ESI), was launched by the Foreign Office 
and the Institute for International Relations (IFA) to provide support and shelter to HRDs. It provides 
temporary relocation grants to HRDs at risk because of their work. 

Ireland has a dedicated humanitarian visa scheme for HRDs. 

The Netherlands helps HRDs to find shelter in neighbouring countries. For instance: Shelter City 
Tbilisi (in Georgia), Shelter City Dar es Salaam (in Tanzania) and Shelter City San José (in Costa Rica). 

Since 1998, Spain has a programme to facilitate the issuance of visas and to provide one-year 
temporary residence in Spain for HRDs. Spain's regional communities have set up mechanisms to 
provide temporary shelter to HRDs on their territory, such as in the Basque country, Catalonia,. 
Madrid and Valencia. 

While some countries do not have a national programme for providing temporary shelter, local 
initiatives have been set up in this respect. Swedish cities provide refuge to artists who flee their 
countries because they face threats related to their artistic work. These can often be considered 
HRDs because they defend the right to freedom of expression through their work. The City of 
Helsinki has granted annual funding for Safe Haven Helsinki residency activities. 

Several EU cities participate in the ICORN initiative – 'an international membership organisation for 
cities and regions dedicated to freedom of expression'. Each ICORN member is a city of refuge and 
provides temporary shelter – typically for two years – through residencies for persecuted writers and 
artists. More than 70 cities have committed to the ICORN charter, including Frankfurt, Paris, Brussels, 
Krakow and Växjö. 

Examples of national prizes for HRDs 

The Prix des Droits de l'Homme de la République française –Liberté – Egalité – Fraternité is granted on 
the annual International Human Rights Day (10 December), to HRDs in France, as well as in third 
countries. The annual French-German Prize: Prix franco-allemand des droits de l'Homme et de l'État de 
droit rewards individuals who have made outstanding contributions to the protection of human 
rights and the rule of law in the world since 2016. The Netherlands awards the Mensenrechtentulp 
prize for a person or organisation that promotes and protects human rights in the world. 

  

https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/politique-etrangere-de-la-france/droits-de-l-homme/la-france-et-les-institutions-de-protection-et-de-promotion-des-droits-de-l/article/la-diplomatie-francaise-soutient-les-defenseurs-des-droits-de-l-homme
https://www.elysee.fr/emmanuel-macron/2021/12/10/lancement-de-linitiative-marianne-pour-les-defenseurs-des-droits-de-lhomme-dans-le-monde
https://www.ifa.de/en/funding/elisabeth-selbert-initiative/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2004_2009/documents/fd/droi20080123_hrd_001/DROI20080123_HRD_001EN.pdf
https://www.irekia.euskadi.eus/uploads/attachments/5749/Programa_Vasco_de_Proteccion_Temporal_para_Defensores-as_Derechos_Humanos.pdf?1421408341
https://www.ccar.cat/es/como-actuamos/incidencia/defensa-de-los-derechos-humanos/
https://www.madridprotege.org/
https://www.valenciadefensa.org/es/programa/
https://en.unesco.org/creativity/policy-monitoring-platform/swedish-cities-refuge
https://artistsatrisk.org/2016/12/10/ar-safe-haven-helsinki/?lang=en
https://www.icorn.org/faq-city-refuge
https://www.cncdh.fr/fr/prix/prix-des-droits-de-lhomme
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/dossiers-pays/allemagne/relations-bilaterales/prix-franco-allemand-des-droits-de-l-homme-et-de-l-etat-de-droit/
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/dossiers-pays/allemagne/relations-bilaterales/prix-franco-allemand-des-droits-de-l-homme-et-de-l-etat-de-droit/
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/mensenrechten/mensenrechtentulp
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ENDNOTES
1  On the human rights dialogue with Colombia see: the 12th session of the HRD (2020), 11th session of the HRD (2019), 

10th session of the HRD (2016). 
2  See Summary, Multi-annual action programme 2018-2020 for the European Instrument for Democracy and Human 

Rights (EIDHR) to be financed from the general budget of the European Union. 
3  The 2015 call focused on outreach and grants to grassroots organisations; the 2016 global call includes a focus on 

women HRDs and HRDs working for women's and girls' rights where they are the most at risk; the 2017 call targeted 
HRDs working on land issues, protecting indigenous peoples and local communities' rights to land and environmental 
HRDs; the 2018 lot for HDRs under the global call for proposal focuses on LGBTI rights defenders. 

4 The impact of the prize on laureates was analysed in a 2013 study commissioned by the Parliament.  
5  See study mentioned at previous note for some older cases. The release of Oleg Sentsov from a Russian prison may 

have been related to international pressure, but authoritarian regimes are reluctant to make any admission in this 
sense. 

6  This section does not pretend to be exhaustive, as other Member States can offer similar protection, which are not 
mentioned here. 
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