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Dear Chair,
Dear Vice-President Reding,
Dear Members of the European Parliament,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

Thank you for the invitation to this public hearing. This is a very timely event,
since the Lisbon Treaty system is still in the making. It is important, therefore, to 
put emphasis on fundamental rights issues now, while discussions are being held 
on the implementation of the new Treaty. Certainly, ensuring full respect of the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights is one of the more challenging tasks in this context. 
A recent Eurobarometer1 has shown that 62% of European citizens rank the 
protection of human rights the most important value to be defended by the 
European Parliament. 

                                                  
1 European Parliament Eurobarometer (EB Parlemètre 73.1), 12 May 2010.
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I am therefore happy to share with you some of our thoughts on how to make the 
Charter work in practice. I will highlight three ways to ensure that the Charter can 
make a difference for people in the EU. 

1) My first point is that: RIGHTS ON PAPER MUST BECOME KNOWN 
RIGHTS.

The EU can rightly take pride in its Charter; in its simplicity, its clarity, and its 
comprehensiveness. The Charter gives Europeans something like a “bill of rights”. 
It is also the most modern compilation of human rights we have. It contains so 
called ‘third generation’ rights – rights which protect issues of global concern, 
such as the right to a clean environment. It is also the first human rights document 
making data protection a standalone right, rather than just an aspect of the right to 
privacy, to name just a few examples. 

We must ensure that these rights on paper become known rights. Because rights 
that are not known, or that are not accessible, remain ambition rather than reality.

This is true for every single right enshrined in the Charter, but maybe most evident 
when it comes to the right not to be discriminated against. Evidence shows that 
rights awareness among the public is low. And what is even more worrying, is the 
extremely low level of rights awareness among those groups that are more liable to 
discrimination, such as ethnic minorities and LGBT persons. The FRA’s EU-wide 
survey of immigrant and ethnic minority groups found that only a quarter of 
respondents were aware that legislation exists, to prohibit discrimination on the 
grounds of race and ethnicity in relation to housing, employment and goods and 
services. This, coupled with the low levels of trust in the police and the lack of 
knowledge about other institutions, leads to the following result: 82% of those 
who had been a victim of discrimination in the past 12 months did not report the 
incident, neither to the police nor to an equality body or any other competent 
authority. A similar picture prevails in the report on homophobia that the Agency 
submitted to the Parliament last year.
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Obviously, without recognising an experience of discrimination as illegal, an 
individual will neither report the incident nor seek redress. This leads to a situation 
where perpetrators get away with impunity and victims remain invisible.

What needs to be done?

Firstly, it must be ensured that every person must have has access to effective
redress mechanisms in every EU Member State, whenever they need them. And 
secondly, there should be more efforts in telling people, including those who are 
most vulnerable or marginalized, what their rights are and who to turn to if their 
rights are violated.

This certainly will be a long process and everyone – from the European 
Commission, legislators, governments, courts, civil society to national human 
rights institutions - will have to contribute to this process. Yet, the starting point 
must be the citizen. 

The importance of communicating with EU citizens about how they can benefit 
from the new tools and legal frameworks has been recognised in the EU’s 
Stockholm Programme.

2) I come to my second point: FUNDAMENTAL RIGHTS MUST BE PUT 
AT THE HEART OF LAW-MAKING IN THE EU.

The Lisbon Treaty requires EU action to comply with fundamental rights. For 
example, the EU is now obliged to combat exclusion and discrimination actively 
in ALL contexts of EU policy and legislation. The EU will accede to the European 
Convention of Human Rights and other international Human Rights Treaties –
such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

This emphasises that the laws need to be fundamental rights-proof. The European 
Commission is developing a solid procedure to ensure that fundamental rights are 
taken into consideration throughout the legislative process. The Parliament’s Rules 
of Procedure have been amended in light of the Treaty, to ensure the effective 
scrutiny of legislative proposals for full compliance with the Charter.
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It should also be recalled that the Stockholm Programme has called on the EU 
institutions to “make full use of the expertise” of the Fundamental Rights Agency 
and “to consult the Agency, where appropriate, on the development of policies and 
legislation with implications for fundamental rights”. The Agency increasingly 
uses, and is further building up, its capacity to deliver on this - to deliver analysis,
comparable and reliable data on the key fundamental rights challenges in the 
Member States, in order to assist with the development of proper evidence-based 
law-making and policy-making.

3) Now, my third and last point: WE MUST MAKE THE 
IMPLEMENTATION OF THE CHARTER A JOINED-UP 
GOVERNANCE PROJECT

The implementation is not just a project at EU level, but one that must involve 
everyone – from EU and national lawmakers, to the health care worker or school 
inspector - if we are to ensure that the rights enshrined in the Charter are to really 
make a difference to everyday lives.

EU law has to be implemented at national level. It is the national level that brings 
fundamental rights provisions to life. And it is here where the challenges become 
visible. In 2009, 16,000 applications were lodged against the 27 EU Member 
States before the European Court of Human Rights. There is a need for a more 
concerted effort to address fundamental rights before they start ‘travelling to 
Strasbourg’. To achieve this, we must strengthen those who are mandated to 
protect and fulfil fundamental rights at the national level. However, for the time 
being, equality bodies, national human rights institutions and data protection 
authorities often lack the resources, independence and mandate to function 
effectively. This needs to be addressed effectively.

The strengthened role of the national parliaments in the Lisbon treaty system is an 
opportunity to promote a coherent push for fundamental rights. An assessment of 
fundamental rights issues could be a regular item on the agenda of the joint 
debates between the European Parliament and national parliaments. This co-
operation could include national human rights institutions.
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With the financial crisis, there is a real risk that the very important work of civil 
society organisations is hampered due to severe budget cuts. We have to do the 
utmost to ensure the continuation of financial support to these key actors in human 
rights protection. It is particularly in times of crisis that there is a need for a 
vibrant civil society, to ensure a continued high level of human rights protection.

A final element in this equation is the local level. Local authorities play a key role 
as service providers. And they exert competence over areas that impact heavily on 
people’s ability to realise their fundamental rights. To engage regional and local 
level actors in the common project of implementing the Charter, we only have to 
literally look across the street - to the EU Committee of the Regions that engages 
in this important endeavour. 

All of these different actors each play a key role; but better coordination, 
complementarity and dialogue are needed to improve joined-up governance.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Let me summarise. We have come a long way in fundamental rights protection in 
the EU. However, there is no room for complacency. If we want to make 
fundamental rights a reality for everyone, we must now work to give life to the 
new tools and legislative framework we have in our hands. I hope I was able to 
give some examples for the way forward.

Thank you for your attention.
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