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EP hearing on period of reflection on European integration 25 April 2006 
on behalf of HRDN 

Nicolas Beger 
 
I would like to thank the Committee on Constitutional Affairs and its chairman Jo 
Leinen for the initiative and the opportunity to speak here on behalf of the Human 
Rights and Democracy Network. We are a loose network of human rights, 
democracy and peacebuilding organizations, over 40 by now, who work together 
in many fields and on many issues. HRDN was very active during the Convention 
time and we have produced a sizable number of inputs and analysis, individually 
and obviously also as part of the Civil Society Contact Group. I personally work 
for EPLO, the platform of peacebuilding and conflict prevention organizations and 
think tanks in Europe, and we are a member of HRDN. 
 
We welcome the EP resolution. As my colleague Patrick De Bucquois already 
stated, it is pointing in the right direction, making critical remarks and suggestions 
that we can wholeheartedly support (Mr De Bucquois listed them well). We also 
fully agree with the points he reflected on what is needed to have an inclusive 
constitutional debate that brings citizens on board. 
 
However, we are missing an important reference in the EP resolution: the 
reference to rights, the Charter and the accession to European Convention on 
Human Rights. This omission is reflected in the request about what you asked 
our feedback on today: the social and economic model. No doubt a crucial topic 
and human rights organizations have a number of things to contribute, however, 
the resolution also lists 3 points which we find equally important: the EU’s role in 
the world, freedom, security and justice, and finally the debate on how to finance 
the EU and make it able to deliver. 
 
Let me fall into the house with the proverbial door in hand: if you want to reflect 
on thematic issues at the heart of citizens’ concerns, which we fully believe you 
do, then the rights component of the debate needs to be at the core of the 
reflection. People will connect domestic concerns with their impression of the EU 
as a deliverer of protection (or the lack thereof). In fact insightful analysis has it 
that the No of the referenda was to a large extent aiming at the “donkey” of 
globalization and by chance of opportunity hitting the ”sack” of the constitution. 
The EU is seen as a project of globalization, there is a fear of lack of control (and 
the perception of a weak EP is one element of this) and also a fear of 
militarization and global action that is even less controllable through voters than 
at national level. 
 
The EU is essentially a peace project aimed at preventing human rights 
violations and at integrating Europe. The EU has a lot of good language on 
human rights, its ambition of values to provide freedom, security and justice at 
home and advancing human rights and peace worldwide is already visible, yet 
not known enough in Member States. However, there are two major gaps: an 



 2

implementation gap (the EU is a global actor with many tools for human rights, 
but implementation remains insufficient) and a credibility gap (promoting human 
rights worldwide, but neglecting them at home).  The EU’s most effective tools 
are its diplomacy, its civilian capabilities, its economic power. Its weakest points 
are in implementation: in delivering a coherent result that does not die in 
interinstitutional haggling at Brussels level, in the [over bureaucratic dispersion of 
too little money for huge human rights issues, or worse in the plain contradictions 
that arise through a less than consistent foreign policy lacking democratic control 
and needing guidance through the parameters of security, development and 
human rights that have been articulated in the context of UN reform. 
 
At the core of what we think needs to happen as a result of the period of 
reflection is, thus, a process that leads to a coherent legal system which 
links the values to effective delivery. Let me repeat this: without an effective 
and visible delivery made possible by a review of the legal and institutional 
settings, EU citizens are never even going to notice that the EU has a role to play 
on their rights and the rights of those suffering under extreme poverty, massive 
human rights abuses, and violent conflicts, i.e. on the enjoyment of fundamental 
rights within and outside the EU. The Charter and accession to ECHR, as the 
recent Juncker report on EU-Council of Europe relations suggests, are a crucial 
signal that cannot be forgotten and any recent talk to drop them is taking a risk 
with losing EU credibility. But both are not all that is needed. Whatever legal 
revision it takes to achieve a clear link between values and effective delivery, will 
be welcomed and has in our mind chances for success with citizens. Achieving 
this link has to be a core focus of any period of reflection on the Future of the 
European Union. 
 
Let me briefly give a bit more substance to this claim and what issues the 
reflection should incorporate to “match words with deeds”. 
 
We have recently seen positive intentions and indeed certain results in steps 
taken both with regard to the EU itself (Group of Commissioners on Fundamental 
Rights, proposal for a Fundamental Rights Agency) and in the sphere of external 
relations and CFSP (strengthening the rights dimension in external assistance, 
establishment of the EP Subcommittee on Human Rights and of the High 
Representative for CFSP’s Personal Representative for Human Rights, 
implementation of the human rights guidelines). And yet, seemingly 
paradoxically, the overall goal of a more coherent and effective EU human rights 
policy appears more elusive than ever. 
 
On the domestic front, the concept of “fundamental rights” as reflected in the 
formal EU agenda – essentially excluding human rights compliance by Member 
States – no longer bears any relation to the reality of the problematic human 
rights impact of counter-terrorism and the outright abuse in the fight against 
“illegal immigration”, a reality that is aggravated by the unmistakeable rise in 
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racism and xenophobia. This affects the EU’s credibility and risks undermining 
the effectiveness of its overall human rights policy. 
 
The EU’s external human rights and peacebuilding effort, notwithstanding 
progress in certain areas, remains too fragmented in the face of the major human 
rights challenges of violent conflict, extreme poverty and gross violations of 
human rights in many countries. The need for more coherence and consistency 
across a range of external policies and instruments is greater than ever if the EU 
is to realize its potential for change in the world. That presents not only a 
challenge but also an opportunity since it is precisely the latter objective which 
enjoys the widest support among European citizens. 
 
Significantly, this year’s Austrian and Finnish Presidencies in their joint 
operational programme have stated their intention to “work to improve the 
coherence and consistency of the EU’s human rights policy in its internal matters 
as well as in external affairs”. The question is: what is the EU’s human rights 
policy today? How can it be shaped and sharpened to address the major 
challenges in a way that matches not only its ambitions but also its potential and, 
most importantly, the pressing needs?  
 
We note that, against these questions, a vacuum has developed in the way the 
EU shapes, monitors and evaluates its policies, which also relates to the 
stalemate in the Constitutional debate. This year marks the fifth anniversary of 
the last major EU human rights policy document, the May 2001 Commission 
Communication on the EU’s Role in Promoting Human Rights and 
Democratisation in Third Countries. Designed specifically to underpin the 
operation of the European Initiative for Democray and Human Rights, it was 
acknowledged at the time as a valuable conceptual framework for the EU’s 
human rights policy generally. This year also marks the 5th year of the Council’s 
Gothenborg Programme on the Prevention of Violent Conflict, designed 
specifically to reflect the political and moral responsibility to act against human 
suffering and the destruction of resources caused by violent conflict. Though we 
have seen conflict prevention programmes and the increase of crisis 
management capabilities, we have yet not seen any policy framework for the EU 
on the priority of prevention. 
 
Both were before September 11. Since then, the landscape has changed 
dramatically with major consequences for human rights and conflict prevention: 
 
 the impact of the ‘war on terror’ on international human rights protection; 
 the dominant domestic agenda of fighting terrorism and “illegal immigration”; 
 the sharpened human rights dimension in enlargement and neighbourhood 

policies; 
 the growing interdependence between human rights in external relations and 

within the EU;  
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 the increasing operational engagement in conflict prevention and crisis 
management; 

 the search to effectively link security, development and human rights; 
 the UN reform agenda. 

 
We believe that the moment has come for the EU not just to evaluate the 2001 
Communication on human rights and the Gothenborg Programme, but to engage 
in a thorough and comprehensive review of its overall human rights, democracy 
and peacebuilding policy. Such a review should be guided by the new dimension 
of human security and be geared to addressing the external and internal 
dimensions in all their interconnections. Both in terms of substance and process 
this would provide much-needed focus and dynamism, as well as improving the 
coherence and consistency with which the EU handles the broader rights 
agenda. The broader political and human rights discourse offers interesting 
perspectives on injecting and strengthening a human rights dimension in major 
policy domains such as development, trade, conflict prevention/crisis 
management, arms control, corporate responsibility. Discussion on UN reform, 
with the EU in a leading and constructive role, underlined the inextricable links 
between development, security and human rights.  
 
The question is how to make such conceptional insights operational. The 
reflection on the debate on the Future of Europe is one way to think about ways 
to do this. And it is also a way of starting information work about the impact of EU 
policies and the need to create systems that can deliver effectively.  
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