
A BRIEF EVALUATION 
of the implementation of the EU Guidelines on Human Rights Defenders in 2010

This short paper summarises how Front Line, the International Foundation for the Protection of 
Human Rights Defenders (HRDs), sees the implementation of the EU Guidelines in 2010 on the 
basis  of  general  information  received from the  EU and feedbacks  on cases.  This  exercise  is 
therefore limited and does not offer a comprehensive overview of actions taken by the EU and the 
Member States on behalf of HRDs.

Major structural steps forward in 2010

Since the adoption of the EU Guidelines on HRDs in 2004, the successive Presidencies of the EU 
have undertaken steps for raising awareness and promoting the implementation of the Guidelines, 
mainly amongst EU Missions.

Under the Spanish Presidency and the presidency of Belgium (“Joint Team”, acting on behalf of 
HR/VP Ashton), 2010 saw major structural progress with the appointment of 'liaison officers' for 
human rights defenders in over 80 countries and the holding of annual meetings gathering human 
rights  defenders  and  EU  diplomats  in  over  70  countries  with  a  view  to  adopt/review  local 
implementation strategies. These new developments have the potential to improve the capacity of 
the EU to take action on behalf of human rights defenders at risk and contribute to their safety. 
However limitations and uncertainties remain:

• The fact that liaison officers are appointed for a short period of time, i.e. one year according 
to  information  received,  can  undermine their  ability  to  develop  sustained  contacts  with 
HRDs. It is nevertheless a first step to be welcomed.

• No job description was drafted to ensure that all actions on HRDs are not concentrated on 
liaison officers' shoulders. Although Front Line can understand the argument - that other 
EU diplomats  and Missions  should  not  forget  their  own commitment  in  this  field  -,  we 
believe that job descriptions – even basic – can help define the major actions expected, 
conduct appraisal adequately, and identify liaison officer's training needs.

• Lack  of  public  information  about  the  countries  where  local  strategies  have  been 
adopted/reviewed limits the advocacy capacity of HRDs and the organisations that support 
them.

• As the names of HRDs who attend the annual meetings are not centrally disseminated for 
obvious security reasons, there is a need that the EU makes sure 'Governmental NGOs' 
(GONGOs) are not invited to such meetings, for instance by asking genuine HRDs and 
national/international human rights NGOs to suggest names.

• It is difficult to assess to what extent the EU applied a participative methodology for the 
annual meetings, as strongly recommended by Front Line in its proposal dated September 
2009.  Without  such  a  methodology,  annual  meetings  can  easily  look  like  cosmetic 
consultation and the drafting of strategies, a simple paper exercise...

• The content of the local implementation strategies should be systematically shared with the 
HRDs at national level, in order to ensure a thorough evaluation of their implementation.
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Feedback / Best practices

Over 2010, Front Line has raised more than 100 cases of human rights defenders at risk with the 
EU and  Member  States.  We got  positive  feedback  (demarches,  statements,  trial  observation, 
meetings with HRDs and their lawyers, etc.) for around one third of those cases. This is good but 
far from being enough. Systematic feedback should be provided to human rights defenders and 
the source of information.

Front Line received meaningful feedbacks from the EU. As illustrative examples:

• In the case of criminal proceedings against Russian human rights defender, Ms Anastasia 
Denisova, the EU replied that they were following this case, that they had raised it during 
meetings of European Embassies' human rights experts, and that Ms Denisova had been 
invited to a meeting at the EU Delegation. On 31 March, the public prosecutor withdrew the 
case against Anastasia Denisova from court, acknowledging serious discrepancies in the 
investigation relating to dates, locations, and evidence against her.

• In Swaziland, in September, after the police broke up civil  society meeting and arrested 
human rights defenders, including Mr Musa Hlophe, coordinator of the Swaziland Coalition 
of Concerned Civic Organisations (SCCCO), Front Line was informed that EU embassies in 
Pretoria closely followed the situation, responding both bilaterally and with EU colleagues. 
The HRDs  arrested  were  all  released  without  charge,  including  Mr  Hlophe,  whom  EU 
embassies met with after his release.

• In Cambodia, in late September, human rights defenders Tola Moeun, Ath Thorn, Morm 
Nhim were believed to be served with warrants following strike actions. A few days after 
the sending of the Front Line appeal, the case was discussed by the EU Missions, and an 
EU high-level  diplomat  called  the Ministry  of  Interior.  On 1 October,  Cambodian  Prime 
Minister made a statement ordering the Court not to arrest anyone for being on strike.

Although it is difficult to measure to what extent positive developments in the cases of HRDs were 
the result of EU action, these few examples show that the EU can contribute to make a difference, 
provided that political will is there and the EU response is rapid and targeted. 

EU Missions in the world would benefit from an exchange of best practices in protecting HRDs at 
risk. While adapting their actions to the context in which they operate, such an exchange would 
help  EU Missions  determine  the variety  of  actions  at  their  disposal,  and the impact  they can 
expect.

Front Line therefore calls on the External Action Service (EAS) to gather best practices and publish 
a guide for EU Missions, which would  include practical suggestions and pay special attention to 
security issues and specific vulnerabilities, e.g. women HRDs, LGBTI defenders.

Meetings with human rights defenders

Mid-December 2010, HR/VP Ashton said in front of the European Parliament that she had met with 
human  rights  defenders  and  would  continue  to  do  so.  She  added  that  she  fully  expected 
colleagues in Brussels and the Heads of the EU Delegations to do the same. Front Line welcomes 
such a  positive statement and recommendation. However, in 2010, public information to assess 
that commitment remained scarce. For instance, we welcome the fact that HR/VP Ashton met with 
HRDs in Gaza, while regretting that she did not meet HRDs and families of detained HRDs in 
Syria, according to information received.

Front Line calls on HR/VP Ashton, EU high-level officials and MEPs, to systematically meet with 
HRDs and make publicity around it, if deemed appropriate. In most cases - provided that HRDs 
agree with it -, such publicity brings visibility to the HRDs met, and therefore protection.
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Trial observation

All  along  2010,  Front  Line  received  indications  that  observing  trials  of  HRDs  has  become a 
common practice  amongst  EU Missions.  Among other  examples:  several  EU embassies  have 
observed the trial of HRDs in Bahrain, and representatives of the EU Special Representative for 
Central  Asia,  that  of  HRD  Azimjan  Askrarov  in  Kyrgyzstan,  which  led  to  a  HR/VP statement 
condemning  the  life  sentence  against  him.  This  practice  will  be  improved  if  trial  observation 
becomes systematic and again, where appropriate, publicised.

Yet, trials of HRDs taking place outside the capitals are rarely observed by EU representatives. 
More resources should be devoted to observe non-capital based trials, on a burden-sharing basis 
amongst EU Missions, involving the EU Human Rights group and the liaison officer for HRDs, if 
any. Alternatively, EU Missions could send non-diplomats who would act on their behalf and under 
their authority.

Training of EU diplomats

Front  Line  organised  workshops  on  the  implementation  of  the  EU  Guidelines,  gathering  EU 
diplomats and HRDs, in Cairo in December 2009 (regional workshop), in Bahrain in June 2010 
(covering  GCC  countries),  and  in  Cambodia  in  September  2010.  The  2010  workshops  were 
attended by several EU Ambassadors, which shows the interest among high-level diplomats for 
more information and training on that implementation.

Awareness  about  the  EU  Guidelines,  and  more  importantly  on  how  to  implement  them,  still 
remains too uneven. A training approach should be systematised both at capital level and in the 
field, starting with appointed liaison officers for HRDs. The annual meetings held to discuss the 
local  implementation  strategies  are  an opportunity  to  raise  awareness,  get  feedback from the 
HRDs, and share best practices.

Appropriate resources should be made available to EU Delegations and EU Missions to improve 
training of their staff. At central level, training of staff before joining their field post and awareness 
raising on the occasion of annual gatherings of ambassadors will be instrumental in this regard.

Emergency visas and shelter in Europe for human rights defenders in danger

The EU Guidelines read: “Practical supports can include the following: (...) providing measures for 
swift assistance and protection to human rights defenders in  danger in third countries, such as, 
where appropriate, issuing emergency visas and facilitating temporary shelter in the EU Member 
States.” Since there is not specific visa procedure for HRDs in Europe, at the exception of a couple 
of Member States, it is not possible to count the number of HRDs who received 'urgent' visas in 
2010, be they Schengen visas or limited territorial validity visas under humanitarian grounds.

Front Line has been campaigning for years for pushing the EU Member States to consider that 
HRDs at risk deserve specific protection and speedy visa delivery. We regret that the 'Handbook 
for the processing of visa applications', adopted by the European Commission in March 2010, does 
not make any reference to the situations faced by HRDs. The handbook should be revised; in the 
meantime, a reference document on this issue should be disseminated to EU Missions in 2011.

Front Line also regrets that the Shelter Cities Initiative, promoted by the Czech Presidency in 2009, 
has not taken off so far, while hoping that such an initiative could be launched at city level in 2011 
thanks to local partnerships between European cities and NGOs. The EU could usefully help that 
initiative take off by supporting, both politically and financially, a meeting of various stakeholders in 
the first part of 2011.
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