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The common values of fundamental rights, democracy and the rule of law lie at the heart of the European 
integration process and are central to the values of the European Union (EU). In practice, however, more needs to 
be done to complete the legal framework to combat discrimination and strengthen internal mechanisms for 
upholding fundamental rights. Moreover, whether in theatres of war or in the political arena, human rights are 
now often rejected on ideological grounds. The EU itself has not been spared by the current backlash. In its Member 
States, a populist wave has empowered some political forces that increasingly question the significance of core 
human rights, such as the right to freedom of expression. In these troubled times for human rights, opinion polls 
show that European citizens perceive human rights as one of the most important values for them personally and 
one of the values that best represent the EU itself. 
 
Protecting EU shared values: How the European Parliament is responding to citizens' expectations 
Briefing by Maria Diaz Crego, Rafał Mańko, April 2022. 
The briefing focuses on citizens' proposals in the framework of the recent Conference on the Future of Europe 
relating to EU common values, especially the rule of law. Citizens place EU values, including democracy, the rule 
of law and the protection of human rights, at the core of a common European identity, and discussed ways to 
enhance and protect these values. They highlighted the need to deepen people's awareness and understanding 
of these values, and encourage dialogue on them. They believe that democratic culture and respect for 
fundamental rights and the rule of law should be strengthened, and that Member States' performance should 
be monitored closely against the benchmark of EU values. Parliament's resolutions and input to the legislative 
process leading to the adoption of the General Conditionality Regulation are largely in tune with citizens' 
sentiments. 
 
Legal and policy framework for the protection of fundamental rights in the EU 
 
EU policies – Delivering for citizens: Human Rights 
Briefing by Rosamund Shreeves, Martina Prpic and Ionel Zamfir, June 2019 
Having emerged from World War II and its atrocities, European countries were determined to secure lasting 
peace, and the Union they created is founded on respect for democracy, the rule of law and human rights, 
which guide and shape its legislation and policies. Within the EU, recent action has included new legislation on 
data protection and access to justice, the European Pillar of Social Rights, and initiatives to combat inequality, 
discrimination and hate speech. There is also an acknowledgement that more needs to be done to complete 
the legal framework to combat discrimination and strengthen internal mechanisms for upholding the rule of 
law. Human rights are additionally a general objective of EU external action. The EU is deeply committed to 
promoting human rights, as enshrined in international treaties, in its relations with third countries and with 
other multilateral regional and global institutions. During Parliament's last mandate, the EU consistently applied 
and deepened a range of policy approaches that strengthen its role and image as a normative power that 
inspires others through its example. Maintaining and consolidating this policy remains vital for preserving the 
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EU's image and credibility as a normative power based on values, and one that has the capacity to act at a time 
when the principle of multilateralism is increasingly questioned. (Related podcast)  
 
EU measures against discrimination 
'At a glance' note by Martina Prpic, April 2017 
Equality and respect for human dignity and human rights are among the core values of the EU. This is reflected 
in several EU directives targeting various types of discrimination. However, not all grounds and areas of 
discrimination are covered by EU law, and work on better protection against discrimination is ongoing. 
 
New strategy to reinforce application of the Charter of Fundamental Rights: Local and regional 
perspective 
Briefing by Anja Radjenovic, February 2021 
The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU enshrines the civil, political, economic and social rights and 
principles of everyone covered by its scope. Despite evidence of it having resulted in positive outcomes since 
it became legally binding in 2009, European Commission reports and findings by the Fundamental Rights 
Agency show that the Charter has not been used to its full potential at national level. In this context, a new 
strategy for effective application of the Charter has been adopted and will guide action for the next 10 years, 
to raise awareness and promote its effective use. This briefing provides guidance and tools to help local and 
regional authorities inform citizens of their rights under the Charter. It also presents best practice from selected 
EU Member States on promoting the principles underpinning the Charter at regional and local level. 
 
EU Fundamental Rights Agency 
'At a glance' note by Anja Radjenovic, March 2018 
The European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights is an independent body which contributes to ensuring full 
respect of fundamental rights in the EU in accordance with the European Convention on Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms, and the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. The Agency addresses various topics, 
including discrimination of minorities, hate crime, data protection, access to justice, gender-based violence and 
fundamental rights of asylum-seekers and migrants.  
 
Responding to fundamental rights violations 
 
Addressing violations of democracy, the rule of law and fundamental rights 
Briefing by Wouter Van Ballegooij, September 2020 
The EU's response to democracy, the rule of law and fundamental rights violations has so far not 
comprehensively tackled the problem. The status quo can result in impunity for criminal activities, as 
prosecutors are unwilling or unable to take on certain cases, as well as violations of human dignity and 
fundamental rights. It also denies opportunities for individuals to live out their human potential, and take 
advantage of economic opportunities, as well as eroding the basis for mutual trust among national 
administrative and judicial authorities. This briefing puts forward a set of proposals aimed at enhancing the 
EU's resilience to DRF violations. It focuses in particular on possibilities for the European Parliament and national 
parliaments, with their dual mandate from EU citizens, to jointly strengthen their monitoring and investigative 
capabilities. In particular, they could build on their general resources to evaluate the implementation of (EU) 
law and further coordinate their tools to ensure the democratic accountability of Member State governments. 
 
An EU mechanism on democracy, the rule of law and fundamental rights 
'At a glance' note by Maria Diaz Crego. October 2020 
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Article 2 of the Treaty on European Union (TEU) enshrines the Union's founding values. As these shared values 
are binding on Member States and the European Union institutions, several mechanisms have been created to 
promote them and ensure they are respected. EU institutions have made several proposals to strengthen the 
mechanisms. On 7 October 2020, Parliament adopted a resolution proposing to integrate and reinforce them 
through an EU mechanism on democracy, the rule of law and fundamental rights. 
 
Covid-19 pandemic 
 
Upholding human rights in Europe during the pandemic 
Briefing by Anja Radjenovic, September 2020 
This briefing explains the functioning of Article 15 of the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) and 
its application to the current health emergency. Furthermore, it lists some fundamental rights and freedoms 
that have been affected by the coronavirus emergency measures, while also showcasing how Member States 
have sought to reconcile measures to protect public health with the fundamental rights principles enshrined in 
the ordinary framework of the ECHR. The briefing also stresses that it is key to protect the human rights of 
vulnerable persons, including during the implementation of recovery strategies. 
 
LGBTI+ 
 
The rights of LGBTI people in the European Union 
Briefing by David De Groot, May 2022 
The prohibition of discrimination and the protection of human rights are important elements of the EU legal 
order. Nevertheless, discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex (LGBTI) people 
persists throughout the EU and takes various forms, including verbal abuse and physical violence. Sexual 
orientation is now recognised in EU law as grounds of discrimination. However, the scope of the provisions 
dealing with this issue is limited and does not cover social protection, health care, education or access to goods 
and services, leaving LGBTI people particularly vulnerable in these areas. Moreover, EU competence does not 
extend to recognition of marital or family status. In this area, national regulations vary, with some Member 
States offering same-sex couples the right to marry, others allowing alternative forms of registration, and yet 
others not providing any legal status for same-sex couples. Same-sex couples may or may not have the right 
to adopt children and to access assisted reproduction. These divergent legal statuses have implications, for 
instance, for partners from two Member States with different standards who want to formalise/legalise their 
relationship, or for same-sex couples and their families wishing to move to another Member State. Combating 
discrimination has become part of EU internal and external policies, and is the subject of numerous resolutions 
of the European Parliament. However, action in this area remains problematic when it touches on issues 
pertaining to areas traditionally the preserve of Member States, such as marital status and family law. 
 
Russia's war on Ukraine: The situation of LGBTI people 
'At a glance' note by David De Groot, May 2022 
More than two months into the Russian aggression against Ukraine, there is no sign of it ending – on the 
contrary, the news show the conflict and the atrocities committed on Ukrainian soil intensifying. The war has 
pushed millions of people to flee the country, or they have been displaced within Ukraine's borders, resulting 
in one of the largest European humanitarian crises in recent times. With each passing day, the chaos 
engendered by the war increases the risk of violence and exploitation exponentially, in particular for the most 
vulnerable, including women, children, Roma people, and members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender 
and intersexual (LGBTI) community. 
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Roma 
 
Understanding EU action on Roma inclusion 
Briefing by Marie Lecerf, 1 April 2022 
The Roma are Europe's largest ethnic minority. Out of an estimated total of 10 to12 million Roma in Europe as 
a whole, some 6 million live in the European Union. A significant number of Roma people live in very poor 
socio-economic conditions. The social exclusion, discrimination and segregation they face are mutually 
reinforcing. Since the mid-1990s, the European Union has stressed the need for better Roma inclusion. 
 
Russia’s war on Ukraine: The situation of Roma people fleeing Ukraine 
'At a glance' note by Marie Lecerf, May 2022 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has forced millions of people, amongst which Ukrainian Roma people, to seek 
shelter in neighbouring countries. Roma people often face discrimination, segregation, deprivation and 
prejudices in Europe when fleeing Ukraine.  
 
The impact of the coronavirus crisis on Roma and Travellers 
'At a glance' note by Marie Lecerf, March 2021 
The EU's Roma and Traveller communities are among those most at risk of contracting Covid-19. This only adds 
to the multiple difficulties they face as regards employment, education, housing and health, compounded by 
discrimination and anti-Gypsyism. To tackle this situation, the European Commission has introduced targeted 
measures and provided financial support. The European Parliament has repeatedly expressed its deep concern 
about the conditions of the Roma and people of other backgrounds during the ongoing pandemic. 
 
Racial and ethnic discrimination 
 
EU legislation and policies to address racial and ethnic discrimination 
Briefing by David De Groot, May 2022 
Racial and ethnic minorities face discrimination and its consequences on a daily basis. The exact scale of the 
problem is hard to gauge due to a lack of data and general under-reporting of racist incidents. The coronavirus 
pandemic has seen a major increase in reports of racist and xenophobic incidents, and the crisis it triggered has 
had a disproportionately large negative effect on racial and ethnic minority groups, in the form of higher death 
and infection rates. Although since 2000 the European Union has introduced legislation to combat racial and 
xenophobic discrimination, the problem persists, with the need for new measures recently highlighted by the 
global Black Lives Matter protests. To address racial discrimination and the inequalities it engenders, the 
European Commission has put forward a number of equality strategies and actions. The European Parliament, 
meanwhile, has long been demanding an end to racial discrimination. In recent resolutions, the Parliament has 
called for putting an end to structural racism, discrimination, racial profiling and police brutality; for asserting 
the right to protest peacefully; and for boosting the role of culture, education, media and sport in the fight 
against racism. 
 
Equality and the fight against racism and xenophobia  
Study by Wouter van Ballegooij, March 2018 
This study specifically focuses on EU action and cooperation concerning equality and the fight against racism 
and xenophobia. Despite existing EU legislation and action it argues that there are still significant gaps and 
barriers to equal treatment and to adequate prevention and prosecution of, and compensation for, hate crimes 
within the European Union. The impact of the gaps and barriers identified – in action and cooperation – at EU 
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level are assessed both in terms of economic impact and their impacts on economic rights and freedoms. To 
address these gaps and barriers, the study provides some options for EU action in the field. 
 
The role of culture, education, media and sport in the fight against racism 
'At a glance' note by Ivana Katsarova, March 2022 
Discrimination based on racial and ethnic origin is still widespread in the EU. Action to combat racism, 
xenophobia, antisemitism and related intolerance rests on an established legal framework dating back more 
than two decades. This includes the Racial Equality Directive and the Council Framework Decision on Racism 
and Xenophobia.  
 
Women’s rights and gender equality 
 
Russia's war on Ukraine: A gender-sensitive humanitarian response 
'At a glance' note by Rosamund Shreeves, March 2022 
Even – or especially – in complex, emergency situations, a gender perspective is vital in order to take into 
account the specific needs of women and men and the different risks to which they are exposed. Humanitarian 
actors are calling for a gender-sensitive response to the Ukraine crisis, to help tackle barriers to accessing vital 
services, address increased risks of gender-based violence and facilitate the reception and integration of 
refugees. 
 
Gender equality 
Topical Digest, February 2022 
Gender equality is one of the EU's core values and the Union has committed to 'gender mainstreaming', 
meaning that, in principle, all EU policies must take both women's and men's perspectives into consideration. 
In the face of the negative impact of the pandemic on gender equality, a key challenge facing the EU and its 
Member States is the need to ensure a gender-sensitive approach to the recovery that does not exacerbate 
inequalities. This Topical Digest provides links to a broad collection of EPRS publications on the subject. 
 
Religion and belief 
 
Article 17 TFEU: Dialogue with churches, and religious and philosophical organisations 
Briefing by Magdalena Pasikowska-Schnass, April 2022 
The EU institutions engage in regular structured dialogue with representatives of churches, and religious, non-
confessional and philosophical organisations, on the basis of Article 17 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union (TFEU). The European Parliament has stressed the importance of this constant dialogue among, 
and with the communities. Following the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty, it sought to give substance to 
the provisions of Article 17 TFEU, primarily through organising dialogue on subjects of interest for the EU and 
its citizens. The European Commission and the Council also hold regular Article 17 TFEU dialogue sessions and 
high-level meetings.  
 
Religion and human rights 
Briefing by Martina Prpic, November 2018 
Although on the EU agenda for decades, recent events, such as the migration crisis and the issues with the rule 
of law in some Member States, have brought the issue of values back into focus. EU values are those of inclusion, 
freedom and respect for diversity, including religion. Freedom of religion and belief has significant protections 
in the EU and under the international legal framework. 
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Combating anti-Muslim hatred in the EU  
'At a glance' note by Martina Prpic, December 2018 
Discrimination against minorities is against EU values and principles. However, research shows that 
discrimination against Muslims is becoming more common, and that it is increasingly supported by some 
political parties. EU secondary legislation on the issue is limited, and even grounds and areas of discrimination 
that are already covered need more work to ensure comprehensive protection. Nonetheless, several key 
legislative proposals are not making any progress, much to the regret of the European Parliament. 
 
Jewish communities in the European Union  
'At a glance' note by Magdalena Pasikowska-Schnass, January 2020  
The Jewish population in the EU has been diminishing in recent decades, and has witnessed an increase in acts 
of antisemitism and anti-Jewish violence in recent years. In defence of its values, including respect for minorities, 
the EU undertakes and funds actions to counter antisemitism.  
 
Digital technologies, artificial intelligence and social media 
 
Multilateral initiatives for upholding human rights in digital technologies: A task for the UN or for liberal 
democracies? 
Briefing by Ionel Zamfir, April 2022 
With their rapid advancement in recent times, digital technologies have undeniably had major positive and also 
negative impacts on human rights. They have offered people better opportunities to communicate and 
exchange information, thereby empowering them to exercise their right to freedom of expression and 
association, among others, and to draw public attention to human rights violations. On the other hand, they 
have enabled disinformation, cyber-surveillance and abusive behaviour, such as hate speech, cyber-crime and 
misuse of personal data. There is a broad consensus that the same human rights and human rights obligations 
that apply offline also apply in the digital environment. However, new technologies are creating a fundamentally 
different paradigm for human interaction, and the current international human rights framework has conceptual 
gaps. The main question for the international debate is how to fill these gaps. The EU is involved in the 
discussions on this issue, both in the UN and in coalitions of liberal democracies. In parallel, the EU is working 
on developing guidance and binding norms on how human rights obligations apply at EU and national level 
with respect to the digital environment. 
 
Regulating facial recognition in the EU 
In-depth analysis by Tambiama Madiega and Hendrik Mildebrath, September 2021 
Artificial intelligence has powered the use of biometric technologies, including facial recognition applications, 
which are increasingly used for verification, identification and categorisation purposes. This paper: (i) provides 
an overview of the technologies, economics and different uses of facial recognition technologies; (ii) highlights 
concerns arising from the technology's specific characteristics and from its potential impacts on people's 
fundamental rights; (iii) takes stock of the legal framework, especially the data protection and non-
discrimination rules currently applicable to facial recognition in the European Union; and (iv) examines the 
recent proposal for an EU artificial intelligence act, regulating facial recognition technologies. Finally, (v) the 
paper briefly looks at the approaches taken to facial recognition regulation outside the EU and at an 
international level. 
 
Democratic scrutiny of social media platforms and protection of fundamental rights 
'At a glance' note by Tambiama Madiega, February 2021 

https://www.linkedin.com/company/european-parliamentary-research-service
http://epthinktank.eu/
https://www.pinterest.com/epinfographics/eprs/
https://twitter.com/EP_ThinkTank
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCpBeaEkpytvBHzHzcck0VyQ
http://epthinktank.eu/
https://twitter.com/EP_ThinkTank
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2018/630305/EPRS_ATA(2018)630305_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_ATA(2018)614659
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2022)729376
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2022)729376
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2021/698021/EPRS_IDA(2021)698021_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_ATA(2021)679073
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/research/advanced-search?authors=16569


 

  

FOLLOW EPRS european parliamentary research service 

http://epthinktank.eu EPINFOGRAPHICS/EPRS 

@EP_thinktank european parliamentary research service 

 

The power and role of social media platforms to moderate the content put online by their users is increasingly 
coming under scrutiny. A debate is raging among policy-makers, and more widely among the population, on 
whether social media platforms should be subject to more stringent measures and public oversight. During the 
February 2021 plenary session, the Council and the Commission were expected to make statements on 
democratic scrutiny of social media platforms and protection of fundamental rights, in particular on freedom 
of expression. 
 
Internet access as a fundamental right: Exploring aspects of connectivity 
Study by Hendrik Mildebrath, July 2021 
With digital technologies permeating all areas of life, and online access becoming a prerequisite for the exercise 
of a number of fundamental rights, the internet plays a crucial role for the individual, during but also looking 
beyond the coronavirus pandemic. As calls for a fundamental right to internet access resurface, it would come 
as no surprise if legislators engaged further with the topic and assessed policy and legislative options. Against 
this backdrop, the present analysis (i) identifies design and operating parameters for a potential fundamental 
right to internet access, (ii) sets out a design option, (iii) reviews benefits and drawbacks of its potential 
recognition and (iv) provides a brief overview of EU legislation and actions that may interact with such a novel 
right. 
 
Key social media risks to democracy: Risks from surveillance, personalisation, disinformation, 
moderation and microtargeting 
In-depth analysis by Costica Dumbrava, December, 2021 
Whereas social media provide individuals with new opportunities to access information, express opinions, and 
participate in democratic processes, they can also undermine democracy by distorting information, promoting 
false stories and facilitating political manipulation. This EPRS paper provides an overview of the key risks social 
media pose to democracy related to surveillance, personalisation, disinformation, moderation and 
microtargeting. It also discusses key approaches to tackling social media risks to democracy in the context of 
EU policy. 
 
EU guidelines on ethnics in artificial intelligence: Context and implementation 
Briefing by Tambiama Madiega, September 2019 
The discussion around artificial intelligence (AI) technologies and their impact on society is increasingly focused 
on the question of whether AI should be regulated. Following the call from the European Parliament to update 
and complement the existing Union legal framework with guiding ethical principles, the EU has carved out a 
'human-centric' approach to AI that is respectful of European values and principles. As part of this approach, 
the EU published its guidelines on ethics in AI in April 2019, and then European Commission President-elect, 
Ursula von der Leyen, announced that the Commission would put forward further legislative proposals for a 
coordinated European approach to the human and ethical implications of AI. Against this background, this 
paper aims to shed some light on the ethical rules that are now recommended when designing, developing, 
deploying, implementing or using AI products and services in the EU. Moreover, it identifies some 
implementation challenges and presents possible further EU action ranging from soft law guidance to 
standardisation to legislation in the field of ethics and AI. 
 
Strengthening media freedom in the EU 
'At a glance' note by Gianluca Sgueo, November 2020 
The EU is actively engaged in protecting the independence and safety of journalists as crucial components of 
the proper democratic functioning of its institutions and Member States. Media freedom, however, has been 
deteriorating in recent years. Threats, harassment, public shaming and even assassinations of media actors are 
on the rise. In plenary session in November 2020, the European Parliament voted on an own-initiative report 
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concerned with strengthening media freedom. The report emphasises that combating media capture, hate 
speech and misinformation is fundamental when it comes to defending the rule of law and democracy in the 
EU. 
 
EU external action on human rights and democracy 
 
Taking stock of EU action on human rights and democracy in the world 
'At a glance' note by Ionel Zamfir, February 2022 
The European Parliament adopted its yearly resolution on the EU's annual report on human rights and 
democracy in the world during its February 2022 plenary session. The report, approved by the Council of the 
EU in June 2021, focuses on the challenges human rights and democracy faced across in the world in 2020, and 
on the EU response, in the context of rising authoritarianism and democratic decline, exacerbated by the 
coronavirus pandemic. 
 
Human Rights report 
'At a glance' note by Eric Pichon, January 2021 
During the January 2021 plenary session, the European Parliament debated the annual EU report on human 
rights and democracy in the world. The latest annual report, adopted by the Council in June 2020, highlights 
the EU's leading role in promoting human rights and democracy in 2019, against the backdrop of negative 
trends globally. The report of Parliament's Committee on Foreign Affairs takes into account more recent 
developments, such as the impact of coronavirus. It points out that the response to the pandemic has caused 
a decline in the respect of democratic and human rights standards in some countries. Based on this report, 
Parliament formulated recommendations for future EU action in favour of human rights and democracy. 
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