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EXPLANATORY STATEMENT

Objectives of the working document The Union has had no hesitation in repeatedly issuing 
communications, performing audits and carrying out assessments of its own instruments with 
a view to achieving progress in the area of human rights and the promotion of democracy1. 
The aim of this working document is not to duplicate those communications or add to the 
acres of print on the subject of democracy and human rights. Its aim is, rather, a very specific 
one: to prevent the errors of judgment, double standards and inconsistencies which undermine 
European discourse on democracy and consolidate, by introducing monitoring and scrutiny 
arrangements, the expanded role Parliament now plays in keeping with its new powers under
the Lisbon Treaty. The argument is split into three parts: the need for a paradigm shift, the 
need to develop a political approach, and, finally, the need to support grassroots movements.

A paradigm shift Human rights must be central to all EU policies, whether external or 
internal, and consistency is the key to the success of those policies. However, the recent 
revolutions which have rocked the Arab world raise a question: have we, as Europeans, 
always consciously chosen to support democracy? Have we not too often preferred regional 
stability, or energy security, even at the price of backing repressive and notoriously corrupt 
regimes? Have we not believed that European interests, in particular as regards the control of 
migratory flows, would be better served as a result? Although the countries we have 
supported have experienced economic growth, the benefits have not been shared out fairly. 
The unbelievable fortunes amassed by dictators are indicative of the scale on which public 
funds have been misappropriated. We have always been aware of this ransacking of the public 
coffers, just as we have always been aware of the political prisoners, torture, harassment of 
human rights defenders, tax havens, electoral fraud or failures to hold promised elections. The 
stability which we, as Europeans, sought to maintain is not the same thing as democracy. If 
there is a lesson to be drawn from the Arab spring, it is that the aspiration for democracy is 
universal. In fact, it is not so much a lesson as a reminder: independence movements, the fall 
of the Berlin Wall and a host of other revolutions should have been engraved on European 
memories, but amnesia is a recurring affliction.

If we genuinely wish to promote democracy, and I would argue that thus far we have failed to 
do so, we need a change of approach, a paradigm shift. The paradigm of stability must give 
way to the paradigm of democracy and inconsistency, or even double standards, Must give 
way to policy coherence. What follows are a few examples which highlight our shortcomings 
and the vital need for greater consistency.

– Development and migratory flows. The paradigm of stability prompted the EU to seek to 
control illegal migratory flows by policing its borders and, with that aim in view, it had no 
compunction in concluding alliances with many different kinds of regime – even dictatorial 
ones. One single example will suffice, that of the agreement which was being negotiated with 
Libya and which is now on hold following the events in that country. Alongside trade 
provisions – Libya is Europe’s fourth-largest oil supplier – the negotiations also focused on 
migration. The EU was asking Libya to detain or even send back would-be illegal immigrants, 

                                               
1 Joint Paper Commission /Council General Secretariat on Democracy Building in EU External Relations 
SEC(2009)1095 final ; European Parliament resolution of 22 October 2009 on democracy building in the EU’s 
external relations P7_TA-PROV(2009)0056 ;The round table on Democracy Support in EU External Relations ; 
Brussels 8 March 2011 COM(2011)200 FINAL.
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including those in transit from sub-Saharan Africa. It was doing so in complete disregard of 
all the warnings given by humanitarian NGOs2 and by Parliament3, since there could be no 
doubt as to the cruel nature of the Libyan regime and its leader. If illegal immigration is to be 
curbed, the only alternative to repression is a genuine development policy which incorporates 
measures to boost the economy, to the benefit of local people, effective measures to combat 
the tax havens which are driving those countries to ruin4 and assistance to mitigate the impact 
of the financial crisis and climate change. That development policy must focus on people’s 
day-to-day lives and employment and it must be accompanied by a common European 
immigration policy and measures which demonstrate Europe’s solidarity with refugees and 
asylum seekers. This is what has to be done if we are to put behind us the methods of the 
police state and the disastrous image of a fortress Europe.

– The human rights clause in association agreements and double standards. The 
implementation of partnership agreements is contingent on human rights being respected, a 
condition which is all too frequently flouted. Breaches of the human rights clause are 
penalised only very rarely and the selective nature of these penalties reveals just how 
ingrained our double standards are. Changing this approach will require us to rethink the 
substance of association agreements, the way in which their implementation is monitored and 
the way in which advances in terms of democracy and human rights are scrutinised. Hitherto, 
except when asked to give its assent, Parliament has always been out of the loop. It is not 
even represented at meetings of the association councils held under neighbourhood policy 
agreements. It was surprised, therefore, to discover in February 2011 that steps had been taken 
to establish significantly closer relations between the EU and Israel, with no concessions 
being demanded of the Israelis in return, at a time when the EU is condemning violations of 
international law such as the illegal settlements, the colonisation of East Jerusalem and the 
Gaza blockade, and when memories of the human dramas of Operation Cast Lead and the 
attack on the humanitarian flotilla are still vivid.

– Trade agreements, a possible source of leverage? However, by virtue of its new powers 
under the Lisbon Treaty, Parliament – and, in particular, the INTA committee – will be 
required to give its opinion on future trade agreements. In each case the decision will be a 
complicated one, which must be based on a new philosophy and an evaluation procedure in 
which Parliament has a role. Take the example of Colombia: should we be establishing closer 
trade relations with that country at a time when murders of trade unionists are less frequent, 
but still commonplace? What should our approach be, then? Should we try to obtain 
guarantees from Colombia? How do we know that once the agreement has been signed the 
promises will be kept? What arrangements for exercising parliamentary scrutiny should we 
establish? Apart from anything else, is it not dangerous to isolate a country, even if its human 
rights record is not perfect? A series of reports adopted by the INTA committee in 2010 point 
the way forward. These reports propose arrangements for exercising parliamentary scrutiny of 
the degree to which undertakings given by a partner country regarding human rights are being 
honoured5. Although we are not there yet, Lisbon has cleared the way for a new approach 

                                               
2 Human Rights Watch report, dated 21 September 2009, entitled ‘Pushed back, pushed around’.
3 Report accompanied by a proposal for a recommendation to the Council on the negotiations on the EU-Libya 
framework agreement (2010/2268(INI)).
4 Report on taxation and development – cooperating with the developing countries with a view to encouraging 
good tax governance (2010/2101(INI)).
5 Report on corporate social responsibility in the context of international trade agreements.
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which would seek to make trade agreements a means of exerting pressure on countries to 
improve social, civil and political rights. It would also make Parliament the guardian of 
democratic progress. It would be up to Parliament to guarantee consistency between the 
approaches taken by the DEVE, INTA, AFET and LIBE committees, all of which play a role 
in promoting democracy beyond the EU’s borders. It would be up to Parliament to find 
innovative ways of assessing our policies on the basis of their impact, on the basis of a culture 
of results.

In short, the EU needs to shift from a stability to a democracy paradigm and, in the area of 
human rights and democracy, establish greater consistency between its values and democracy 
as it is actually practised, between internal and external policies, and among the institutions. 
In Parliament itself, therefore, responsibility for any report focusing on a horizontal matter 
which has a bearing on democracy should be split between several committees. Parliament 
should ask the Council to grant it observer status on association councils.

Although it is in the EU’s interests not to isolate a country economically, even if that country 
has an authoritarian regime, it must then at all costs avoid double standards in its dealings 
with that country; ensure that ordinary people genuinely share in the benefits of cooperation 
with the EU; and impose intelligent conditionality. The agreements must therefore set 
objectives relating to democracy, provide for parliamentary monitoring and scrutiny of the 
progress achieved, and lay down mechanisms for freezing implementation, or even imposing 
penalties, should a country fail to honour its undertakings, with a formal role for Parliament at 
each stage.  

Further developing the political dimension Two different approaches to promoting 
democracy are often identified, one developmental and the other political6.

The developmental approach, associated with the EU, is slow, has a structural focus and 
encompasses a social dimension. It holds that socio-economic measures designed to 
strengthen a country’s structures (by enhancing education, health, access to water, road 
networks and so on), coupled with support for institutional and administrative reforms 
(capacity building), foster the eventual development of democracy. It is a primarily bottom-up 
approach.

The political approach is associated with the United States. It seeks to create the necessary 
political conditions for a democratic transition (and in some cases even to influence such a 
transition according to its own interests as well). It supports the political actors involved in the 
transition, and emphasises political conditions and crucial moments in the process. It 
concentrates on key mechanisms, such as elections. This approach supports dissidents and 
human rights defenders under authoritarian regimes, along with independent media, political 
pluralism and so on.

This dichotomy is something of a caricature: neither the EU nor the United States confines 
itself to a single approach. Moreover, each approach has its advantages and disadvantages. It 

                                               
6 See the distinction made in ‘Getting acquainted: setting the stage for democracy assistance’, http://www.agora-
parl.org/sites/default/files/getting%20acquainted-corr.original.pdf, p. 13.
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is clear, however, that the EU – possibly as a result of its political weakness – has focused 
more on the development approach with a view to upholding its image as a soft power. It has, 
as it were, worked on the assumption that democratic processes will spontaneously emerge as 
soon as a country reaches a certain socio-economic level. The limitations of that view are now 
becoming apparent: the lack of good governance or the rule of law in countries governed by 
authoritarian regimes has hobbled the democratic aspirations of their peoples. On the strength 
of this observation and of the Lisbon Treaty, the EU is now endeavouring to strengthen its 
political dimension, in terms of both structures and instruments. The EIDHR is one such 
development in the area of instruments. Its first objective is to help associations and NGOs 
which promote democracy and human rights, without the EU requiring the agreement of the 
governments of the countries concerned7; its second objective concerns election assistance, 
election observation missions and follow-up to such missions, in an effort to establish 
democratic pluralism through free elections. This is consequently a highly political objective. 
Has it actually received sufficient political support, however, or have we been playing the 
sorcerer’s apprentice in some cases?

– A genuine political blueprint behind election observation missions. While there have been 
numerous evaluations of election observation missions8, few or none have covered the impact 
of election results. Has there been genuine democratic progress in the countries concerned? 
How has the EU followed up the election process with a genuine political blueprint for those 
countries? Election observation missions account for 25% of the EIDHR budget. The EU 
now has nearly 100 election observation missions behind it. However, observers’ reports of 
electoral fraud have not always generated a reaction from the EU as regards its policies 
towards the countries concerned (including Ethiopia, Afghanistan and Rwanda). In other 
cases, such as the 2006 parliamentary elections in Palestine, elections have been democratic 
but their results have not been validated by the international community. Conversely, 
although the 2011 elections in Ivory Coast produced a winning candidate, his accession has 
been blocked by the former president, who is refusing to leave. Despite being pilloried by the 
international community, which is supporting the legitimate winner, he is clinging to power at 
the risk of sparking a bloody civil war.

This all goes to show that elections are a tentative step towards political pluralism, but not yet 
a decisive step towards democracy. Should the EU therefore be more selective in its criteria 
for sending such missions? Which criteria should it apply? These are all questions the report 
must answer, even if only partially.

Development of parliamentary democracy Part of the answer lies in the development of 
parliamentary democracy. Many countries in democratic transition have no culture of political 
pluralism whatsoever, and wonder what they need to do. How to go about drafting a 
constitution, legislation on political parties and electoral legislation? How to establish a clear 
separation of powers and democratic supervision of the army, which is at once a factor for 
stability and a liability if it is not subject to democratic supervision? How to run a parliament 
and train parliamentarians, in particular women? How to support parliamentary democracy 
through social dialogue with trade unions, NGOs and the various civil society actors? The 

                                               
7 The EU may therefore be said to be discreetly supporting civil society dissidents.
8 European Parliament resolution of 8 May 2008 on EU election observation missions: objectives, practices and 
future challenges (2007/2217(INI)).
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External Action Service plans to launch a programme on this theme, which is to be welcomed, 
but Parliament should work in synergy with it: the EP’s experience in this area makes it a 
crucial partner. The remit of Parliament’s Election Observation Coordination Group could 
also be broadened to make it a ‘Support for Parliamentary Democracy Group’, provided that 
the Sub-committee on Human Rights is involved in running it, which is not the case at 
present. The parliamentary delegations within the EP also have a greater role to play, 
provided that the paradigm shift is clear, democratic objectives are upheld and the delegations 
resist ever-creeping exploitation by governments seeking to use them as lobbies. The joint 
parliamentary assemblies are still in their infancy, but could play a far more decisive role if 
the reports and opinions they produce – which are the result of intense dialogue – filtered 
through more fully to the respective parliaments. This is not yet the case. Should we now set 
up a European Institute for Democracy, modelled on the American Endowment for 
Democracy? Some people think so, but personally I would hesitate to create new European 
institutions at this point in our process of reflection. It is a subject for discussion, in any case.

The EU must set itself the goal of developing parliamentary democracy in countries in 
transition, particularly those to which election observation missions have been sent, and equip 
itself with the necessary resources to do so. A greater role must be assigned to the 
parliamentary delegations, the EP’s Election Observation Coordination Group – with 
increased responsibilities – and the joint assemblies.

Prior to any election observation mission, the EU ought to analyse the associated political 
blueprint. Two years after each mission, it should – in the High Representative’s annual report 
to Parliament on human rights – take stock of the democratic progress made and those aspects 
that continue to be problematic.

Supporting social movements If the political system is the backbone of democracy, a 
country’s social networks are its lifeblood. The EU’s support for civil society – including 
trade unions, mutual societies, women’s groups, youth associations, farmers’ organisations, 
NGOs, social networks such as Facebook, and human rights activists – must be strengthened 
and revitalised. It is essential to enable these networks to organise themselves and 
communicate via appropriate means. However, it is impossible to identify them without a 
sound understanding of the situation on the ground: the EU is now reaping the benefits of a 
decentralised European External Action Service, which is an asset. Likewise, greater 
emphasis must now be placed on media freedom and protection and on social, cultural and 
political rights in general.

The EU consequently has a duty, through its different programmes, to strengthen its support 
for civil society, social movements – trade unions, mutual societies, women’s networks, youth 
networks and so on – and the way those movements spread. However, it must also take steps 
to reduce the digital divide (in respect of internet installation and use), and to promote the 
expression of independent media and the protection of journalists and human rights defenders.

Conclusions What this report is suggesting is a radical overhaul of our approach to promoting 
democracy, such that values, consistency and a genuine culture of results are once again the 
central focus. This will necessitate a political paradigm shift, an inclusive, more consistent 
discourse bringing together the various strands of external policy, a central role for Parliament 
in monitoring that consistency, and assessments of the different instruments on the basis of 
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their results as well as their operation. Not to mention the primary focus on civil society: 
governments come and go, but peoples remain. Lastly, the report will make 
recommendations, which must not duplicate those already made in other reports on the same 
subject: we will not advance democracy by developing more instruments and bodies or even 
by refining the details of a technical and institutional approach, but by placing democracy at 
the very centre of our policies.


