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Introduction 
 
This short paper is an addendum to the study commissioned by the European Parliament to the 
European Inter-University Centre for Human Rights and Democratisation (EIUC, Venice) 
entitled “Beyond activism - the impact of the resolutions and other activities of the European 
Parliament in the field of human rights outside the European Union” (November 2006). It aims 
at providing input to the on-going reflection on the possibility of upgrading the EP Sub-
Committee on Human Rights into a full Committee on Human Rights by analysing the current 
strengths and weaknesses, challenges and policy options related to the human rights activities of 
the Parliament. It draws on an overview of the main conclusions of the impact study and 
outlines, by way of comparative reference, institutional and regulatory options chosen in 
different parliamentary settings to address human rights.  
 
 
1. The case for a full-fledged EP Committee on Human Rights 
 
The study “Beyond Activism” identifies a number of fundamental factors affecting the impact of 
EP human rights activities – the so-called cross-cutting factors of impact – and finds that the 
Parliament as it now stands reveals certain weaknesses in this regard. The weaknesses in 
question have to do, notably, with the ability to coordinate a manifold of human rights activities 
and actors, to ensure effective follow-up to activities, to effectively exercise democratic control 
vis-à-vis the Commission and the Council, and to align the human rights agenda of the 
Parliament with that of international actors. They can to a large extent be attributed to the limited 
mandate and resources of the existing Sub-Committee on Human Rights and could thus 
conceivably be ameliorated by the creation of a full EP Committee on Human Rights. A further 
consideration pointing in the same direction has to do with the potential role of a full Committee 
in ensuring political consistency in the work of the Parliament in the area of human rights. 
 

1.1. Summary of cross-cutting factors of impact 
 
A. Coordination of the EP’s human rights agenda 
 
One of the clearest finding of the impact study is that when pursued in isolation from each other, 
EP activities have a rather limited impact. However, the impact of activities is likely to be 
significantly augmented if the Parliament is able to coordinate its actions and strategically 
mobilise its different resources over a sufficient period of time. This requires adopting a more 
systemic or holistic approach to the human rights activities of the EP. Strategic overall planning 
requires viewing all activities in a unified perspective, including self-contained activities such as 
the Sakharov Prize. This in turn presupposes a clear understanding of the added value of each 
activity. Moreover, the key actors within the EP must be ensured the necessary resources 
required to coordinate the different activities. 
 
Empirical analysis shows that the complicating factors impeding the full realisation of the EP’s 
potential in this regard include: the high number of situations and issues demanding attention; 
the politicisation of certain themes/country cases; the influence of lobbies and current affairs in 
agenda setting; the malleability of certain procedures and their likelihood of being used by MEPs 
for particular ends; and the multiplicity of actors and procedures dealing with human rights 
within the Parliament. 
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A consequence of the existing lack of coordination of EP human rights activities is that the 
overall EP policy in this area is more a matter of contingency than the outcome of a planned 
vision. For instance, some geographical regions are far more scrutinised than others, yet it is not 
clear whether this is an explicit policy choice or rather the effect of a lacking systemic approach 
to the human rights agenda of the Parliament.  
 
B. Monitoring and follow-up 
 
Monitoring and follow-up is closely related to the need for coordination. In the absence of 
convincing follow-up mechanisms, the EP risks being perceived to be more concerned with 
activism/image than with measurable results. The follow-up to EP activities is a vital cross-
cutting factor of impact which entails both: 

• monitoring the consequences and effects of a given activity and sustaining calls upon 
relevant entities to act; and 

• ensuring that own commitments are being honoured and verifying that priorities and 
objectives established in conjunction with a given activity are taken into account and 
reinforced during subsequent related activities (including subsequent resolutions 
revisiting issues previously addressed). 

 
Follow-up to essential human rights activities of the EP is currently lacking or insufficient. This 
is expressed both by beneficiaries of EP actions, e.g. Sakharov Prize laureates and local NGOs 
named in resolutions or contacted during delegation visits, and by key human rights promoters, 
including international NGOs. Follow-up activities are often left to the discretion of actors with a 
particular interest: typically MEPs or groups having promoted a given cause. DROI increasingly 
identifies follow-up as part of its mandate, but such activities remain rather incidental and rely 
heavily on information that happens to be brought to the awareness of the secretariat or MEPs. 
 
 
C. Political scrutiny and inter-institutional cooperation 
 
Findings of the study confirm that impact in the field of human rights is maximised when EU 
institutions coordinate their actions, and furthermore that the specificities of the EU inter-
institutional configuration are not well understood by external actors. Impact resulting from the 
activities of any of the EU institutions is thus generally perceived as being generated by the EU 
as a whole. This clearly indicates a need for further development of synergies between the EU 
institutions, or at least for the highest possible degree of consistency of actions. 
 
 
To exercise political control is a primary function of all democratically elected parliamentarians, 
and the EP’s function of exercising democratic control vis-à-vis the other EU institutions has 
accordingly increased in significance: having pushed for an enhanced level of commitment in the 
field of human rights, the EP now is legitimately concerned to verify that such commitments are 
in fact reflected in EU practice. The power to check consistency of action with commitments is 
fundamental. It entails the right to be fully informed, and the competence to assess policy options 
taken by other EU institutions. As failure to act may also constitute a breach of the human rights 
commitments of the EU, the option of exhorting the Council and the Commission to act can 
likewise be seen as part of the accountability function of the EP. 
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D. Coordination with other international actors 
 
The European Parliament is one international actor amongst many in the field of promoting 
human rights. Coordinated international campaigns and pressure from a variety of entities 
increases the likelihood of impact. The EP can be an important player in the international arena 
by following and reinforcing such campaigns. It can also function as a trigger for interventions 
by other international entities with more coercive powers in the field of human rights. All 
international actors in the field of human rights underline the need to cross-refer to each others’ 
activities, to create synergies, and to avoid unproductive duplication of efforts. This requires a 
concerted effort. 
 
In all of the above respects, impact analysis underlines the importance of having a single entity 
coordinating a sequence of activities as well as overall policy lines. External actors, furthermore, 
repeatedly emphasise the value of localising within the Parliament a clearly identifiable 
interlocutor on human rights issues. Leadership is needed within the EP to prioritise concerns, 
develop policies, and systematically monitor activities in the field of human rights. This function 
is to a certain extent being exercised by DROI but could be undertaken all the more effectively 
by a full Committee on Human Rights. 
 

1.2. Limitations in the current architectural setting and procedures within the 
European Parliament 

 
As a point of departure it must be clearly acknowledged that the Sub-Committee on Human 
Rights has been active on virtually all of the abovementioned issues since its re-establishment in 
2004. It has, notably: 

• proved competent to plan and co-ordinate EP human rights activities on specific 
issues/regions such as, e.g., Cambodia/Laos/Vietnam; 

• upgraded accountability functions vis-à-vis the Commission and the Council, with 
priority given to dialogue and identification of human rights interlocutors in other 
institutions, upholding of the EU Guidelines on Human Rights, insistence on the human 
rights and democracy clauses, and shift of focus in Annual Report on Human Rights 
towards closer scrutiny of relevant EU activities and policies; 

• organised follow-up to some EP activities and recognised the importance of so doing; 
• endeavoured to incorporate human rights concerns into other activities of the Parliament, 

starting with the delegations. 
 
Nevertheless, it is also clear that more can be done in the above areas, and that certain 

fundamental difficulties derive from the way in which the institutional configuration of the 

Parliament limits the potential role of the Sub-Committee. The following observations are 

relevant in this regard:  

A. The formal powers of the Sub-Committee are limited in so far as it is intended chiefly to 
provide input to the Committee on Foreign Affairs. The Sub-Committee has limited 
competence, e.g., concerning the Sakharov Prize, resolutions (not able to table urgent 
resolutions under Rule 115 of the EP Rules of Procedures), and the delegations (the 
Chairperson of the Sub-Committee is not a member of the Conference of Delegations 
Chairpersons). This limitation of powers makes it difficult for the Sub-Committee not 
only to mobilise diverse instruments, as may be required in specific situations, but also to 
ensure the overall consistency and strategic planning of EP activities.  
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B. Each committee dealing with human rights issues (AFET, DROI, DEVE, LIBE, FEMM, 

INTA, CULT, PETI, etc.) has its own field of competence. This leads to a certain degree 
of specialisation within and between the committees and makes co-ordination and 
mainstreaming difficult. The Sub-Committee does not systematically follow or address 
issues that fall within the competence of other committees - even if it would in theory be 
entitled to do so. This is notably due to a lack of time and resources. Human rights in 
Sub-Saharan African States, for instance, are left to the Committee on Development, and 
democratisation issues are only marginally touched upon by the Sub-Committee. 

 
C. The Sub-Committee has limited resources to conduct its own activities, whether it relates 

to hearings (e.g. the Sub-Committee had to be sponsored by international NGOs in order 
to invite UN Special Representative on Human Rights Defenders Hina Jilani), 
delegations (very limited budget and competence only to cover candidate countries), or 
staff. 

 
D. Attendance of MEPs in meetings of the Sub-Committee is rather low. The active 

participation by MEPs is essential for the impact of EP activities in the area of human 
rights, as insufficient attendance at meetings, public hearings and debates, sends negative 
signals not only to the invited guests but also to the wider human rights community. One 
possible explanation for the poor attendance in the Sub-Committee on Human Rights is 
that no decisions or votes take place in this organ. 

 
Conceivably, the above shortcomings could be avoided, or at least significantly ameliorated, by 
the establishment of a full Committee dealing with human rights. 
 

1.3. Ensuring political consistency 
 
Establishing a full Committee dealing with human rights could also help to ensure a greater 
degree of political consistency in the following four regards: 
 
A. Consistency with EU policies and instruments 
 

Since the 1990s, a number of important developments have contributed to enriching and defining 
EU commitments in the area of human rights, inter alia: 

• the adoption of the diverse EU Guidelines on Human Rights; 

the adoption of the EU Charter on Fundamental Rights; 

• the establishment of a specific financial instrument to promote projects in the field of 
human rights, namely the European Instrument for Human Rights and Democracy; 

• the standardisation of human rights and democratisation clauses in agreements with third 
countries; 

• the incorporation of human rights concerns in the ESDP area; 
• the creation or upgrading of actors with human rights competence within the Council 

(creation of the position of Personal Representative of the Secretary-General/High 
Representative on Human Rights in the EU Council) and the Commission (group of 
Commissioners with common interest in fundamental rights); 

• the democratic scrutiny right negotiated with the European Commission and Member 
States. 
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As has already been noted, the EP has played a key role in obtaining such commitments from the 
other EU institutions and now needs to verify that they in fact are reflected in actual EU practice. 
Many commentators, however, see the Parliament as lagging behind in terms of organising 
effective political scrutiny in this field. Given the growing complexity of the EU human rights 
policy, the EP would gain efficiency by creating a full-fledged Committee that is adequately 
equipped to exercise democratic control in relation to the work of the Commission and the 
Council. 
 
B. Consistency with EP’s vocation as guardian of human rights 
 
The EP has from the outset construed itself as the guardian of fundamental rights within the EU. 
When the EU has a whole did not have consolidated human rights policy and instruments, the 
Parliament led the way in terms of human rights promotion abroad and logically sought to 
develop its own policy in the field. It played a significant role in the emergence of an EU policy 
in the area and in shaping the above-mentioned developments. In terms of public image and as 
symbol of the Parliament’s strong attachment to the human rights cause, it would therefore be 
highly relevant to create a Committee expressly dealing with human rights. 
 
C. Ability to respond to the complexity of human rights issues and need for substantial expertise 
 
Parliamentary committees are typically created when there is a need to explore issues that are 
topical, complex and require thorough examination. The European Parliament has for instance 
done this when establishing the Temporary Committee on the alleged use of European countries 
by the CIA for the transport and illegal detention of prisoners (TDIP). Arguably the nature of 
human rights issues, which are often urgent and highly complex, is such that they cannot easily 
be streamlined in the work of other committees without risk of being subjected to merely 
shallow, residual attention. A full Committee on Human Rights would presumably be better 
equipped to ensure the required degree of internal and/or external expert input. 
 
D. Consistency with EP's own previous recommendations 

The Parliament in fact already expressed its support to the establishment of a full-fledged 
Committee in its resolution on the Communication from the Commission to the Council and the 
European Parliament on the European Union's role in promoting human rights and 
democratisation in third countries, adopted 25 April 2002, where the EP “proposes that the 
Parliament produced by the 2004 elections should establish a Committee on Human Rights 
responsible for problems relating to human rights, democratisation in third countries and 
relations with international organisations active in the sphere of human rights” (para. 24). 
 
2. Policy options and challenges / priorities related to the establishment of a Committee 
 
Different policy options present themselves in connection with the creation of a full-fledged EP 
Committee on Human Rights. These pertain both to substantial and procedural issues and 
concern both the competence of the Committee and the range of tasks that it would have to take 
on if its creation is to add value to the current institutional organisation. 
 

2.1. Policy options for the substantive competence of  the Committee 
 
A number of important choices will have to be made with regard to the specific competences of 
the would-be Committee on Human Rights. The following options in particular will require 
political consideration by the Parliament. 
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Generally the new Committee should be competent for issues relating to the application of article 
11 TEU and articles 177 and 181a TEC, which establish the EU objective to develop and 
consolidate democracy, the rule of law, and respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, 
notably through EU external policies, including the Common Foreign and Security Policy 
(CFSP) and the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP). In terms of EU policies for 
consideration, the competence of the Committee can therefore include: 

• Human rights - with a possible explicit reference to certain rights such as minority rights; 
• Democratisation and good governance - with a possible explicit reference to election 

observation; 
• EU internal policies with external effects - with possible explicit reference to asylum and 

migration policies. 
 
In terms of EU instruments in the field of human rights, the competence of the Committee may 
refer to: 

• Human rights dialogues between the EU and third states; 
• Participation in the evaluation of human rights and democracy records in the negotiation 

of international agreements with third countries, and participation in the assent procedure 
and monitoring of the implementation of the human rights and democracy clauses; 

• Human Rights aspects of accession processes (Copenhagen criteria); 

Election Observation Missions; 

• Budgetary matters, notably the European Initiative for Democracy and Human Rights 
and mainstreaming of human rights in the other financial instruments for external 
assistance; 

• Monitoring the implementation of the EU instruments in the field of human rights, 
notably the EU Guidelines on Human Rights; 

• Relations between human rights and humanitarian issues. 
 
As regards EP internal policies and instruments, the Committee could be responsible for: 

• The Sakharov Prize (preparation, coordination of the choice and follow-up); 
• The Annual Report on EU policies on Human Rights and Democratisation; 
• The cooperation on resolutions with an exclusive or strong human rights components, 

such as resolutions under Rules 91 and 115 of the EP Rules of Procedures. 
 
Given that democratisation issues have recently gained increased attention, that the EU is in the 
process of consolidating its policy on the matter, and that democracy and human rights are 
widely recognised to be intrinsically linked,1 the new Committee could be identified as 
“Committee on Human Rights and Democracy” or an equivalent description.2

                                                 
1 See notably European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the Council and the European 
Parliament - The European Union's role in promoting human rights and democratisation in third countries, 
COM(2001) 252 final, 8 May 2001. 
2 This would be in line with calls made from within the Parliament. The Annual Report on human rights for 2006 
noted "proposals, still under discussion, to strengthen the role of the Parliament in democracy promotion, which 
could support the work of key committees and delegations" (para. 114) and "to establish a European Endowment for 
Democracy, which would work with other organisations committed to the democratic process, such as the Council 
of Europe and the OSCE, and consider how to develop a democracy and human rights promotion entity available to 
the EU" (para. 115).

 8

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/smartapi/cgi/sga_doc?smartapi!celexplus!prod!DocNumber&lg=en&type_doc=COMfinal&an_doc=2001&nu_doc=252


 
2.2. Challenges and priorities 

 
Based on the experience of the existing Sub-Committee, a number of central challenges and 
priorities for the new Committee on Human Rights can be identified. These are: 
 
A. To enhance relations with other parliamentary organs (committees, delegations, Presidency) 
and mainstream human rights 
 
The creation of a new Committee will necessarily cast fresh light on the work of all committees. 
It must be developed in such a way that it is both consistent with and complementary to other 
committees, such as FEMM, LIBE, AFET, DEVE and INTA.  
 

While a Committee on Human Rights would naturally take the lead on certain issues that now 
fall under the competence of other committees, notably the Committee on Foreign Affairs 
(which currently is in charge, e.g., of the Sakharov Prize and the Annual Report on Human 
Rights), it should be avoided that human rights become the exclusive domain of the new 
Committee. Human rights issues are inherently cross-cutting, and it is therefore important that 
other committees also be mandated and encouraged to continually take the human rights aspects 
of their activities into consideration. 
As any parliamentary committee, a Committee on Human Rights would be able to enter into 
reinforced cooperation with and submit opinions to other parliamentary committees. However, as 
is seen by the experience of similar committees at the national level, such as the Bundestag 
Committee on Human Rights and Humanitarian Aid (see 3.2 below), the articulation of opinions 
is not always a sufficient means to mainstream human rights.  
 
The new Committee therefore needs to find ways to truly reflect the transversal and cross-cutting 
aspect of human rights. One possibility would be to set up a “horizontal mechanism” to ensure 
that human rights aspects are taken into consideration in all EP policy areas, for instance – 
following the example of the Committee on Budgets’ financial sheets – by providing a human 
rights sheet for all activities which may have an impact on human rights situations. Joint 
hearings should be also encouraged, including with such committees as INTA and BUDG. 
 
B. To ensure effective follow-up, coordination and monitoring of EP activities 
 
In order to rise to the challenge of enhancing coordination and follow-up, the new Committee 
must be fully informed about all EP activities undertaken in the field of human rights and must 
find ways to record and centralise such information. To this end, the Committee could usefully 
establish a system of rapporteurs and/or focal points on particular issues among its Members. 
Suitable ways of conveying information about the activities of the EP President should also be 
devised. 
 
C. To reinforce inter-institutional dialogue on human rights issues and democratic scrutiny 
 
Enhanced inter-institutional dialogue is of one of main accomplishments of the newly (re-
)established EU actors in the area of human rights, i.e. the Personal Representative of the 
Secretary-General/High Representative on Human Rights in the EU Council and the Sub-
Committee on Human Rights in the EP. However, despite positive developments, there still 
appear to be difficulties in the process of institutionalising the exchange between the EP and 
COHOM as well as between the EP and the Commission. Ad hoc dialogue tends to take 
precedence over institutionalised channels of communication.  
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This presents a problem notably when interlocutors change. Thus, although the “structured 
dialogue on human rights” with EC Commissioners was much welcomed by both sides, no 
Commissioner has come to DROI sessions since the first meeting with Commissioner Patten. 
 
The inter-institutional dialogue on human rights could be better developed. Aside from the 
dialogue with the Commissioners themselves, it is essential that the EU Presidency should be 
represented at all major human rights events and discussions in the Parliament and that the 
Commission be represented not only by its Human Rights and Democratisation Unit but also by 
relevant geographical desks, when appropriate. The Sub-Committee on Human Rights has not 
always been successful in bringing Council and Commission to its meetings, probably due to its 
relatively inferior status (Commissioners do, for instance, regularly attend the main AFET 
meetings). 

Reinforced political scrutiny and monitoring of the most important EU policy instruments related 
to human rights, as well as the implementation of the inter-institutional cooperation agreements, 
should also be flagged as priorities for the new Committee. The creation of a Committee on 
Human Rights could in this regard give impetus to the devising of a mechanism for the Chair and 
selected Members to be informed about confidential activities, notably demarches, undertaken by 
the Council.  
 
D. To ensure a high degree of participation in activities and decision-making 
 
As was the case for the Sub-Committee, an important factor of success for the new Committee 
will be the ability to ensure adequate attendance to activities and participation in decision-
making. This in turn presupposes effective programming of activities and debates. More use 
could be made of enlarged bureaus in this regard, so as to better involve coordinators and vice-
presidents in the programming of activities. A general difficulty is that the urgency 
characterising many the human rights issues and the fast-moving international environment often 
leads to rapidly changing agendas and topics under scrutiny. The transformation of the Sub-
Committee into a full Committee, however, would change some of the working methods now in 
place and would conceivably add regularity and predictability to the work programme of the 
Committee. 
 
E. To enhance the cooperation with external experts and international organisations 
 
It is important that the new Committee stays on the track followed by the Sub-Committee since 
its re-establishment to enter into closer cooperation with all relevant international or regional 
organisations, notably the United Nations, the Council of Europe and the OSCE. 
 

2.3. Procedural adaptations 
 
It is not for the authors of this study to comment on internal procedural adaptations that will be 
needed. It suffices to say that the creation of a new Committee will need the revision of Annex 
VI of the EP Rules of Procedures and that the Committee should then be able to make use of a 
wide range of Rules now inaccessible to the Sub-Committee on Human Rights, notably: 

• Rule 45 (own-initiative reports) 
• Rule 47 (enhanced cooperation) 
• Rule 75 (assent procedure) 
• Rule 82 (accession treaties) 
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• Rule 83 (international agreements) 
• Rule 84 (suspension of international agreements) 
• Rule 89 (consultation within the CFSP) 
• Rule 93 (recommendations with the CFSP) 
• Rule 91 (breach of human rights) 
• Rule 108 (question to Council or Commission with debate) 
• Rule 114 (recommendation to Council) 
• Rule 115 (urgent resolutions) 
 
 

3. Comparative information on parliamentary human rights activities at the national level 
 

3.1. Specialisation vs. mainstreaming? 
 
A central question related to human rights policies within any large and complex organisation 
has to do with whether to define human rights as a delimited area of expertise handled by a 
particular body within the organisation, or whether rather to mainstream human rights 
considerations in the work of all bodies of the organisation. Both options carry risks, as human 
rights concerns may become isolated and easy to neglect when confined in too a narrow setting 
or they may become diluted if excessively scattered throughout the organisation and not 
anchored in any body in particular. Ideally, the organisational configuration should therefore aim 
to strike a balance, the crucial premise being that the function of any specialised human rights 
body should not only be to develop specific activities in the area of human rights but also, at the 
same time, to facilitate general human rights attention and compliance within all sectors of the 
organisation. 
 
This premise fully applies to parliaments and helps to define the role and function of 
parliamentary committees on human rights. It has been observed that “[t]he way that human 
rights are integrated into daily parliamentary work has a strong influence on the extent to which 
parliaments live up to their roles as guardians of human rights”.3 While other organs come into 
the picture (presidency, delegations, political groups, inter-groups and so forth), parliamentary 
committees are the core structure making chambers proficient and effective in specific policy 
areas.  
 
The establishment of a parliamentary committee with an exclusive human rights mandate sends a 
strong political signal both internally and externally. It provides an effective means of ensuring 
that human rights are indeed taken into account by all other parliamentary organs and that 
specific human rights expertise exists within the institution. Aligning itself with this general line 
of reasoning, the Canadian Senate Standing Committee on Human Rights, e.g., notes that 
“because Parliament as a whole is a generalist body and must address a variety of policy 
imperatives, it is vital that any enhanced role for Parliament in human rights be structured so as 
to ensure that human rights do not get lost in the shuffle, but are instead the subject of focused 
attention”.4

 
 
 
                                                 
3 National Democratic Institute for International Affairs, Parliamentary Human Rights Mechanisms, Series paper 
presented at the Inter-Parliamentary Union seminar ‘Seminar for Chairpersons and Members of Parliamentary 
Human Rights Bodies’, 15-17 March 2004, p. 8. 
4 Report of the Standing Senate Committee on Human Rights, “Promises to keep: Implementing Canada’s Human 
Rights Obligations”, December 2001. 
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In practice one can observe that many parliaments have opted for intermediate solutions which 
entail adding human rights to another issue, such as justice and home affairs, foreign affairs, or 
humanitarian aid. Some combine human rights considerations internally and in external relations, 
whereas other parliaments keep the two domains separate. There is no unique model and much 
depends on the national contexts. By way of comparative reference for the European Parliament 
and in order to illustrate various policy options, the following section outlines recent 
developments and practices within the EU Member States with regard to the establishment of 
human rights committees.  
 

3.2. Status and experience of EU Member States’ parliamentary chambers 
 
A. Status 
 
The situation in the 27 EU Members State is extremely diverse. Nine Member States have at 
least one chamber with a parliamentary committee competent to monitor human rights abroad,5 
but such competence is generally combined with a broader agenda, such as human rights 
monitoring at the national level, humanitarian aid, gender equality, or minority issues. Some 
bodies can receive petitions and others not, and they can be committees or sub-committees. 
 
Seven other Member States have a least one chamber with a specific committee on human rights 
focusing specifically on internal fundamental rights protection.6

 
Caucus model: Many chambers without a dedicated committee dealing with human rights in 
third countries have nonetheless recognised the need for internal coordination and for having 
focal points devoted to the issue. In some chambers groups of MPs have thus organised 
themselves to ameliorate this coordination gap. Such is the case of the UK All-Party 
Parliamentary Human Rights Group, which gathers Members of both UK chambers. 
 
B. Reasons for specific configurations 
 
The preference for one or another institutional configuration is the outcome of political but also 
practical considerations. Reasons for establishing parliamentary committees on human rights 
include: 

• Prioritisation of the work: Chambers create parliamentary committees first and foremost 
to consider pieces of legislation placed before them. They also engage in political 
oversight, subjecting the policies and actions of the executive to scrutiny. For this reason, 
it is common to establish committees that parallel government departments. 
Political signal to governments and the people: Independently from formal powers, 
chambers might create specialised organs to accentuate their commitment to certain 
issues. Doing so the chamber can stimulate public interest and support for the underlying 
concerns. Lord Norton of Louth7 notes that there exist two possible options for 
parliaments regarding the promotion of human rights: detachment or engagement. The 
stance chosen will stem from a political assessment and understanding of the role of the 

                                                 
5 Germany, Irland, Greece, Austria, Poland, Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovakia, Bulgaria. 
6 Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Portugal, United Kingdom, Slovenia, Romania. 
7 Lord Norton of Louth, “Parliaments and Human Rights”, Paper prepared for the International Conference on 
Poland in the European Union: The Social Dimension, being held at the Andrzej Frycz Modrzewski Cracow 
College, Cracow, Poland, on 28-30 October 2005. 
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Parliament in the context of existing national and international human rights organs. Lord 
Norton of Louth notes that engaged parliaments usually set up dedicated committees. 

• Characteristics of the specific national context: New EU Member States, for instance, are 
more likely to have human rights committees addressing both external and internal 
matters. As explained by Lord Norton of Louth, “the difference between old and new 
democracy is striking. It is also intuitive. […] For nations keen to establish themselves as 
members of the international community of democratic polities, and especially for those 
seeking membership of bodies such as the European Union, … there is a powerful 
incentive to generate such a [liberal-democratic] culture and to be seen to be working 
towards achieving such a culture”.8 Another example of committees being shaped by the 
given specific context is the establishment by the Orszaggyules (Hungarian Parliament) 
of a Committee on Human Rights, Minorities and Religious Affairs; in this case the 
monitoring of human rights in external relations is mainly focused on the human rights 
situation of the numerous Hungarian minorities abroad. 

• Expertise and seriousness: Committees are created, sometimes on a temporary basis, to 
explore issues which are topical and particularly complex, and require thorough 
examination. 

 
 
C. Experience of the German Bundestag’s Committee on Human Rights and Humanitarian Aid 
 
The German Bundestag established the Committee on Human Rights and Humanitarian Aid in 
1998. Until then there had been a Sub-Committee on Human Rights and Humanitarian Aid, 
whose remit was limited to advising the Committee on Foreign Affairs on human rights issues. A 
central difference between the previous Sub-Committee and the fully fledged Committee is that 
the responsibilities of the latter have been extended to include domestic political issues. In 
setting up this body as a permanent committee, the Bundestag clearly wished to signal the 
importance it attaches to human rights and reinforce its effectiveness in this area. 
 
One of the immediate challenges of the Committee on Human Rights and Humanitarian Aid was 
to find ways to give horizontal input to the work of other parliamentary committees. As human 
rights and humanitarian issues cut across a variety of policy fields, the Committee is naturally 
involved in parliamentary deliberations on a wide range of subjects. In most cases the Committee 
reacts to requests for an opinion from other committees. Increasingly, however, the Committee 
itself takes initiative to issue recommendations from a human rights perspective and submits 
comments which go beyond simply approving or rejecting an item. 
 
The permanence of the Committee on Human Rights and Humanitarian Aid and the means at its 
disposal enable it to address a large range of issues. During the 16th legislature (October 2005 to 
February 2007), the Committee has held 51 public hearings or exchanges of views with external 
guests and experts. 26% of the hearings had a thematic focus (specific religious minorities, 
terrorism and human rights, death penalty, asylum and migration, women's rights, UN matters, 
munitions). The rest had a geographical focus which can be broken down as follows: 
Mediterranean/Middle East/Gulf - 26,8%; Eastern Europe and Central Asia - 24,4%; 
Asia/Oceania - 22%; Africa (South of Sahara) - 12,2%; Latin and Central America - 12,2%; 
US/Canada/Australia - 2,4%. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
8 Idem, p. 12. 
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Viewed in comparison with the work of the EP Sub-Committee on Human Rights over the same 
period, one can observe that: 

• Some priorities have been similar, e.g. developments in Uzbekistan (the Bundestag 
Committee organised 4 exchanges of views on the human rights situation in Uzbekistan 
from July to December 2006) or the Geneva-based UN activities (together with the EP 
the Bundestag is one of the only Parliaments to send delegations to the Human Rights 
Council, or the former Commission on Human Rights). This indicates that the two bodies 
could mutually benefit from closer exchange and cooperation. 

• the Bundestag Committee has the capacity to analyse a wide range of issues and maintain 
a rather balanced geographical approach. Due to lack of resources or implicit division of 
work within the EP, the Sub-Committee on Human Rights does not, in comparison, 
address as broad a range of regional human rights situations and is less active, e.g., in 
relation to Saudi Arabia, Afghanistan, Sub-Saharan African countries and Latin America. 

 
The Committee on Human Rights and Humanitarian Aid has gained considerable expertise and 
also respect. Drawing on its reputation, it has thus been successful in pushing for the creation of 
the German Institute for Human Rights, founded in 2001 on the basis of a Bundestag resolution. 
 
D. General Trends 
 
It has been noted that new EU Member States (referring to the 2004 and 2007 enlargements) are 
especially likely to have parliamentary chambers with specific human rights committees, 
whether on internal and/or external affairs. Meanwhile, chambers of older Member States also 
demonstrate a tendency to reorganise themselves towards a greater specialisation on human 
rights issues, as is indicated by the example of the Bundestag, but also, for internal matters, by 
the establishment in the UK Parliament in February 2001 of a Joint Committee on Human 
Rights. Whether there will be an explicit trend towards emulating the practice of the newer 
Member States remains to be seen, yet, as observed by Lord Norton of Louth, “there is a clear 
developmental pattern. The likelihood of having human rights committees [or analogous 
structures] increases with the different stages of expansion” of the European Union.9 The 
upgrading of the existing EP Sub-Committee on Human Rights into a full Committee would be 
compatible with this trend and would reinforce the possibilities for cooperation between the 
European Parliament and parliamentary human rights committees at the national level. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
9 Idem, p. 11. 
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