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SUMMARY 
Twenty years after the UN General Assembly adopted its Declaration on Human Rights Defenders 
(HRDs) to enhance recognition of their role and encourage states to create a more protective 
environment, many human rights defenders still face significant threats, and the situation of those 
working in certain areas has even deteriorated. 

Support for human rights defenders is a long established component of the EU's external human 
rights policy and one of its major priorities. The EU guidelines on HRDs adopted in 2004 outline 
concrete measures for protecting HRDs at risk, including the provision of emergency aid, and 
encourage EU diplomats to take a more proactive approach towards HRDs. The European 
Commission manages a financial instrument in support of HRDs working in the world's most 
dangerous situations. 

The European Parliament is a long-standing advocate of a comprehensive EU policy on HRDs and 
has actively contributed to its shaping. Its urgency resolutions on human rights breaches around 
the world, some of which have focused on individual HRDs and the particular threats they face, have 
drawn attention to the difficulties facing HRDs in many countries. Parliament has also organised 
hearings with HRDs, issued statements about cases of HRDs at risk, and highlighted the plight of 
HRDs during visits by its delegations to the countries concerned. The Parliament's Sakharov Prize is 
the EU's most visible action in favour of HRDs. It has a significant impact on laureates, providing 
them with recognition and, in many cases, indirect protection. 

This a further updated version of a briefing from December 2017: PE 614.626. 
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Glossary 
Human rights defenders (HRDs): 'Human rights defenders are those individuals, groups and organs of 
society that promote and protect universally recognised human rights and fundamental freedoms. 
Human rights defenders seek to promote and protect civil and political rights as well as to promote, 
protect and bring about economic, social and cultural rights. Human rights defenders also promote 
and protect the rights of members of groups such as indigenous communities. The definition does not 
include those individuals or groups who commit or propagate violence'.  

(EU Guidelines on HRDs). 

Establishment of an EU policy on human rights defenders 
The EU is committed to the protection of human rights in its external policy, in line with Article 21 
of the Treaty on European Union, which states that EU action on the international stage should be 
guided by the principles of universality and indivisibility of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms, and that the Union should act to consolidate and support human rights in international 
relations. Protecting HRDs in the world contributes to fulfilling this objective, as acknowledged by 
the EU Guidelines on human rights defenders, adopted by the Council of the EU in 2004 and 
updated in 2008. The guidelines recognise that HRDs play a key role in defending fundamental 
rights and in protecting victims, by documenting human rights violations, providing victims of such 
violations with legal, psychological, medical or other support, combating the impunity of those 
responsible, and raising awareness of human rights and their defenders at national, regional and 
international levels. Although HRDs have enjoyed growing recognition over the years, they have 
also increasingly become the target of attacks and rights violations, and therefore need protection. 

The guidelines define HRDs by reference to the UN Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of 
Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Promote and Protect Universally Recognised Human 
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, adopted by the UN General Assembly in December 1998 with 
active EU support. Article 1 of the declaration sets out the right of each person, 'individually and in 
association with others, to promote and to strive for the protection and realization of human rights 
and fundamental freedoms at the national and international levels'. The declaration outlines a set 
of concrete and specific rights inspired by internationally recognised human rights that are of 
particular importance to the work of HRDs, and calls on states to take all necessary measures for 
their enforcement and protection. 

Based on the broad concept defined in the UN Declaration, HRDs can range from inter-
governmental organisations based in the world's largest cities, to individuals working within their 
local communities. They are identified above all by what they do in the interest of human rights. 
According to the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), there are certain 
minimum standards that one must meet to be considered an HRD: 

 HRDs must accept the universality of human rights as defined in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. 

 It is not essential for an HRD to be correct in his or her arguments in order to be a genuine 
defender, as long as he or she defends a human right. 

 HRDs have to be peaceful in their actions. 

HRDs can operate in various fields, such as freedom of expression, women's rights, LGBTI rights, 
labour rights, land rights and fighting slavery. 

The EU has reaffirmed its commitment to protecting HRDs through its key human rights documents 
adopted in recent years. The 2012 EU strategic framework and action plan on human rights and 
democracy pledged to extend political and financial support for HRDs, and to step up EU efforts 
against all forms of reprisal against them. Responding to recommendations from civil society 
organisations, the 2014 Council conclusions on the 10th anniversary of the EU Guidelines on HRDs 
emphasised the important role of women HRDs and HRDs from vulnerable and marginalised 

https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/eu_guidelines_hrd_en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2010.083.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2010:083:TOC#C_2010083EN.01001301
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=URISERV:l33601
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/RightAndResponsibility.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/SRHRDefenders/Pages/Defender.aspx
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/sites/antitrafficking/files/action-plan-on-human-rights-and-democracy-2015-2019_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/sites/antitrafficking/files/action-plan-on-human-rights-and-democracy-2015-2019_en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/28043/143313.pdf
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groups. They also urged that all states create a safe and enabling environment for all HRDs. The 
revised EU action plan on human rights and democracy 2015-2019, adopted in July 2015, 
recommended stepping up support for HRDs, especially those working on women's rights (point 8), 
LGBTI rights and the rights and inclusion of persons from marginalised groups and stressed the 
importance of outreach in rural areas (point 9). The action plan also called for increased support for 
HRDs working on labour rights, land rights and indigenous issues (point 17c). 

EU support for human rights defenders 
The EU's proposed actions in favour of HRDs 
The EU is arguably the world's most prominent supporter of HRDs, a role it accomplishes by 
providing them with a wide range of assistance measures and financial aid. The European 
Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR) – the largest pro-HRDs programme 
worldwide – can provide aid directly to HRDs without informing the government of the country in 
question or demanding its prior consent. 

The EU guidelines on HRDs provide practical steps for EU action in bilateral relations at all levels and 
in multilateral fora, as well as measures for the protection of HRDs at risk. EU missions (EU 
delegations and Member States' embassies) are the primary interface between the EU and HRDs and 
play an important role in practice. That said, action in favour of HRDs should also be taken at EU 
level. When acting to protect HRDs facing particular threats, EU missions should use caution, since 
'in certain cases EU action could lead to threats and attacks against HRDs'. In such situations, the 
HRDs must be consulted on the actions to be taken. 

More specifically, the guidelines advise that EU actions should include the following: 

 EU missions should be encouraged to adopt a pro-active approach towards HRDs. This 
includes establishing contacts with the HRDs, receiving them in the mission premises, visiting 
them on the ground, and increasing their public recognition through the media or through 
invitations and visits. 

 EU missions should send observers to trials of HRDs and visit HRDs in custody. 
 The EU should issue démarches and/or public statements (this can be done, for example, by 

the EU delegation based in the relevant country, the EU High Representative, the EU Special 
Representative for Human Rights or the EEAS spokesperson); cases of HRDs should be raised 
during political or human rights dialogues with the countries concerned or during high-level 
visits. When visiting a country, high-ranking EU officials should include meetings with human 
rights defenders in their programmes. 

 EU delegations are expected to report periodically on the situation of HRDs, including on the 
relevant institutional and legislative framework. They should organise an annual meeting 
between HRDs and EU diplomats in order to coordinate and share HRD-related information. 
Heads of delegations should make recommendations to the Council of the EU's Working Party 
on Human Rights (COHOM) for possible EU action, especially concerning HRDs at immediate 
risk. 

 The EU should support the Special Procedures of the UN Human Rights Council, including the 
Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders. It should also promote the 
strengthening of existing regional mechanisms for the protection of HRDs. EU missions should 
promote the use of UN thematic mechanisms by local human rights defenders. 

 As an overarching objective, the EU should encourage third countries to create an 
environment in which HRDs can operate freely.  

In cases of emergency, visas should be issued and temporary shelter for HRDs provided in EU 
Member States or in their region.  

https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/sites/antitrafficking/files/council_conclusions_on_the_action_plan_on_human_rights_and_democracy_2015_-_2019.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/council-eu/preparatory-bodies/working-party-human-rights/
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/SP/Pages/Welcomepage.aspx
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/SRHRDefenders/Pages/SRHRDefendersIndex.aspx
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Increasing hardships facing HRDs 
It has become increasingly difficult for HRDs to operate in various parts of the world, which makes 
EU support for them all the more important. HRDs face numerous restrictions resulting from 
intensified crack-downs on civil society. Furthermore, many authoritarian regimes have raised 
substantial barriers before foreign assistance to human rights defenders and civil society 
organisations in more general terms. According to the EU Annual report on human rights and 
democracy in the world in 2016, 'Restrictions on civil society and repression of human rights 
defenders have taken multiple forms, ranging from administrative and judicial harassment to smear 
campaigns, travel bans, criminalisation, stigmatisation, arbitrary arrest and detention, extrajudicial 
executions, and blocking of access to funding, especially from external sources. Both state and non-
state actors, including armed and fundamentalist groups, pose offline and online threats to 
freedoms for civil society'. 

The Monitoring platform, managed by the Human Rights Defenders Mechanism (a mechanism 
financed by the EU and managed by civil society organisations, which helps human rights defenders 
in difficult situations – as explained below), tracks cases of alerts and attacks against HRDs and 
documents violations committed against them in the course of their work. Since the beginning of 
2016 to date, the platform has registered more than 2 200 violations against HRDs, among them 
judicial abuses, intimidation and physical violence, and has reported over 630 killings of HRDs. Over 
70 % of the targeted defenders were active in the field of civil political rights. The Americas emerge 
as the region with the highest number of violations, accounting for around a third of total violations 
worldwide. 

EU action in practice 
This new reality makes EU action all the more urgent. It also requires that the EU adapt its methods 
to the increasingly difficult environment in which civil society operates. In practice, the EU has been 
addressing the HRDs' situation through a wide and complex array of measures in line with the 
guidelines described above. The EU annual reports on human rights and democracy describe action 
undertaken on behalf of HRDs, such as. 

Statements and démarches: at central and delegation level, the EU has issued numerous statements 
and delivered various demarches, both via formal and informal channels, on behalf of HRDs. It has 
asked for the release of imprisoned HRDs, has condemned reprisals and attacks against them, 
including killings, and has urged third countries to create or uphold an enabling environment. The 
EU has also issued numerous statements in international organisations, such as the UN Human 
Rights Council (UNHRC) and the Council of Europe, and has supported resolutions in favour of HRDs.  

Providing visibility and reaching out to HDRs. EU diplomats have reached out to HRDs in many ways, 
for example by making field visits to meet with those at risk. EU delegations also make efforts to 
draw public attention to the important activity of HRDs.  

Protecting HRDs who have been imprisoned or are facing charges. EU diplomatic staff have attended 
trials of opposition members, civil society and human rights activists, have tracked their legal cases 
and have sometimes visited them in prison or accompanied them when they have been summoned 
by the police. The EU has also provided legal assistance to HRDs on various occasions. 

Working for an appropriate environment. The EU has systematically reacted to legal restrictions in 
place and to a climate of intimidation and fear, expressing its concern about the misuse of law to 
prosecute human rights defenders and journalists in order to silence freedom of expression. 
Furthermore, it has worked together with the authorities and civil society to improve the regulatory 
and financial framework for civil society in a number of countries (e.g. in Brazil).The EU country 
roadmaps for engagement with civil society include the promotion of an enabling environment for 
civil society organisations as one of their priorities. 

https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/annual_report_on_human_rights_and_democracy_in_the_world_2016_0.pdf
https://protectdefenders.eu/en/stats.php?yearFilter=all&regionFilter=&countryFilter=#mf
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/csoreport080517.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/roadmapcs_0.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/roadmapcs_0.pdf
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Meeting regularly with HRDs. Many EU delegations have continued to hold meetings with HRDs all 
over the world, at least once a year, to encourage swifter coordination among them, provide useful 
information to strengthen their capacity and listen to their concerns, as well as to raise their profile. 
Member States' embassies have also been involved in these meetings. In some cases, authorities 
have placed obstacles in the way of EU delegations organising such meetings. The EU has also held 
consultations with civil society and HRDs in Brussels and in third countries prior to a number of 
human rights dialogues with third countries and has organised ad hoc consultations in the 
framework of these dialogues.  

Setting up human rights focal points and liaison officers in EU delegations. The completion of 'a 
network of focal points on human rights and democracy in EU delegations', as provided for in the 
EU strategic framework and action plan on human rights, is helping to develop the EU's capacity to 
engage with HRDs. Most EU delegations have nominated people to act as 'focal points' and have 
published their contact details online. The focal points often also act as liaison officers for local HRDs, 
as set out in the guidelines. Sometimes these tasks are shared with Member States' embassies. In 
March 2017, a guidance note on human rights defenders was distributed to EU diplomatic staff to 
guide them in the implementation of the guidelines on the ground. 

HRDs in human rights dialogues and other bilateral contacts with third countries. Human rights 
defenders feature among the priorities to be addressed in the framework of human rights dialogues 
with third countries, as envisaged in the EU Guidelines on such dialogues. The EU holds formal 
human rights dialogues and consultations with many partner countries and regional groupings. In 
addition, the 79 African, Caribbean and Pacific countries that are party to the Cotonou Agreement 
conduct a political dialogue with the EU, including on human rights issues. A regular but not uniform 
practice is to hand over 'an individual cases list' of human rights violations committed against HRDs 
or other individuals in the course of these dialogues. To protect HRDs, the EU has also contacted 
national human rights institutions. For example, on the occasion of the EU-Vietnam Human Rights 
Dialogue held in December 2017, the EU called for the release of environmental activists detained 
for denouncing an environmental disaster. 

The EU Special Representative (EUSR) for human rights, Stavros Lambrinidis, plays a central role in 
addressing HRD concerns in dialogues with third countries. The EUSR for human rights has focused 
on addressing new restrictive laws that are increasingly affecting the work of HRDs and on working 
with third countries' authorities for the release of imprisoned HRDs. 

Confidentiality of assistance. EU help to HRDs, especially in the form of financial and other emergency 
support, often remains confidential, to protect its beneficiaries. In countries where the context is 
particularly difficult and human rights defenders have to conduct discreet activities, visible support 
is counterproductive. In such cases, the EU may finance projects for enhancing HRD protection, 
implemented by international NGOs in partnership with local civil society organisations. 

  

https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/eu_guidelines_on_human_rights_dialogues_with_third_countries.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/35383/st09122-en18.pdf
http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/eusr/docs/stravos_lambrinidis/european_union_special_representative_(eusr)_for_human_rights_en.pdf
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Financial support 
The 2014-2020 European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR) covers several 
priority actions on human rights and democracy, among them support for HRDs. According to 
recital 18 of the regulation establishing the instrument, 'The Union should pay particular attention 
to countries and urgency situations where human rights and fundamental freedoms are most at risk 
and where disrespect for those rights and freedoms is particularly pronounced and systematic'. In 
line with this principle, the EIDHR's Objective 1, entitled 'Support to human rights and human rights 
defenders in situations where they are most at risk', aims to respond to HRDs' urgent needs and to 
provide medium and long-term support to HRDs and civil society, enabling them to carry out their 
work. The following two main types of direct financial support for HRDs have been provided. 

1. Direct grants for HRDs operating in dangerous situations 
An emergency fund, established in 2010 and managed under the EIDHR, provides direct small grants 
of up to €10 000 per grant to HRDs (individuals or organisations) in need of urgent support. The 
grant is used for covering fees for legal representation or medical expenses, purchasing security 
material for offices or homes, paying for the evacuation of an HRD to another country, supporting 
the operations of a human rights organisation in a difficult financial situation, and other similar 
events. Such support usually remains confidential. Between 2010 and January 2017 more than 500 
HRDs and organisations in over 50 countries received this type of direct support to pay for legal fees, 
medical care, installation of security equipment, emergency relocation and other protective measures. 

The second type of funding takes the form of grants of up to €1 million to civil society for the 
promotion of human rights and fundamental freedoms in some of the world's most difficult and 
dangerous situations, or where they are most vulnerable and threatened. This funding is granted 
under the EIDHR Human Rights Crises Facility, endowed with an annual amount of €3.5 million. 

2. Funding for projects selected through calls for proposals 
Apart from these direct grants, the Commission also selects projects through global and local calls 
for proposals designed to reinforce the capacities of HRDs both as individuals and organisations. For 
example, in 2017 a specific lot under the EIDHR global call for proposals was dedicated to supporting 
HRDs in the area of land-related rights and indigenous peoples, considering that their situation had 

A recent study drafted for the Parliament makes an overall assessment of EU efforts to protect and promote 
civil society organisations and human rights defenders in the increasingly harsh conditions they face in 
many parts of the world. The study has found that the 'most effective part of these EU responses has been 
the protection offered to human rights defenders', which speaks of the fact that the EU has stepped up its 
efforts to the capacity building of civil society and made its aid modalities more flexible. However, the EU 
has not been so effective in dealing with the 'deeper, structural aspects' of the problem involving the 
'shrinking space for civil society'. More efforts would be needed to implement concrete measures and 
benchmarks to respond to the narrowing civic space. Consideration should also be given to the fact that EU 
high-level diplomacy is sometimes too cautious in confronting regimes engaged in brutal civil society 
crackdowns. What the EU needs is a clearer strategic approach to the shrinking space. 

An earlier 2013 study, commissioned by the Parliament on the EU's policy on HRDs, acknowledged the good 
practices of ensuring their security, monitoring trials, providing support in emergency situations and 
challenging laws that criminalise HRDs. It also indicated several areas where improvement was needed, with 
a particular focus on raising awareness of the EU Guidelines on HRDs both among diplomatic staff and HRDs 
themselves. While many of the polled HRDs suggested the need for a more proactive approach by EU staff, 
others noted that in some cases direct contact with EU country representatives was not the best approach 
because of the possibility of reprisals by state or non-state actors, or of language and cultural barriers. EU 
diplomats should observe the rule of only intervening with the agreement of HRDs or their family. Public 
declarations made in connection with acts issued to condemn HRDs should be less reactive (that is, 
occurring after they have been condemned), and more pre-emptive. 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32014R0235
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/application-eidhr-human-rights-defenders-small-grant_en
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sectors/human-rights-and-governance/democracy-and-human-rights/human-rights-defenders_en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/578039/EXPO_STU(2017)578039_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2013/410221/EXPO-DROI_ET(2013)410221_EN.pdf
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deteriorated. The 2018 lot for HDRs under the global call for proposal focuses on LGBTI rights 
defenders. It is endowed with a budget of €10 million. 

Comprehensive HRD mechanism 
To better address the urgent need for protection of HRDs facing imminent risks but also to provide 
them with longer-term assistance, including shelter, a comprehensive HRD mechanism was 
established in October 2015, following a call for proposals. It complements the support already 
provided directly under the EIDHR and is managed by a consortium of 12 international NGOs.1 It is 
funded with €15 million over three years and covers the entire world, including remote areas. Its 
broad range of support measures include: urgent support (physical/digital protection, legal 
support, medical support, trial and prison monitoring, urgent advocacy, urgent relocation, support 
for families, urgent monitoring and reporting, a permanent, 24/7 helpline for human rights 
defenders); medium-term support (monitoring of the situation of HRDs, early warning, 
reinforcement of capacities, training on risk prevention and security, international, regional and 
national advocacy on both individual cases and the legislative framework, temporary relocation and 
legal support for lengthy judicial procedures); and long-term support (support for national 
networks, advocacy, lobbying and the development of strategies to counter restrictions and 
sanctions imposed on human rights defenders by states, including defamation, laws on foreign 
funding and criminalisation of HRDs). 

A platform for relocation of HRDs at risk, featuring numerous organisations (cities, universities, 
NGOs, professional organisations/associations ready to help HRDs to relocate) has been launched 
on the Commission's initiative and is now managed by the Human Rights Defenders Mechanism. All 
stakeholders involved in relocation activities, including cities and universities, are eligible for 
funding. 

What is the European Parliament doing? 
The European Parliament is a strong supporter of the HRDs cause. It has constantly urged the EU to 
step up its efforts on behalf of HRDs and has systematically addressed the situation of HRDs in the 
world through the various tools at its disposal. The Parliament has followed the EU's policy on HRDs 
closely and has on occasion made recommendations for improving it, including in its annual human 
rights reports. In its 2010 resolution on EU HRD policy, the EP made numerous proposals for making 
the policy more effective. These included strengthening the implementation of the guidelines by 
EU delegations; increasing public recognition and visibility of HRDs as a way to protect them; 
enhancing the transparency of EU actions (e.g. making the list of names of HRDs whose cases are 
being addressed available to the EU public, except when this would put the HRDs at risk); and 
facilitating the protection of HRDs at risks – through stronger involvement and coordination of 
Member States, including through the issuance of emergency visas, and by providing temporary 
protection and shelter for such HRDs. 

On 14 June 2018, the European Commission published the proposal for a regulation of the European 
Parliament and of the Council establishing the Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation 
Instrument (NDICI). The Commission proposes to simplify the funding structure for the EU's external budget 
by merging most existing external financing instruments, including the EIDHR, into one single instrument to 
increase flexibility and the capacity to respond to crises. The plan is to expand the EIDHR budget from 
€1.33 billion currently to €1.5 billion under the next financial framework. The specific features of the EIDHR, 
such as its ability to provide aid flexibly to endangered organisations and individual HRDs, independently of 
third country governments' assent, will remain. The proposal recognises the need to protect and empower 
human rights defenders in the light of the shrinking space for their actions. 

https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/key-points-informal-consultation-cso-cfp_en.pdf
https://hrdrelocation.eu/
https://hrdrelocation.eu/en/about
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P7-TA-2010-0226&language=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2018%3A460%3AFIN
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Parliament has also developed its own tools for addressing cases of HRDs in the world. The most 
important one is in the form of 'urgency' resolutions on human rights breaches in the world. Over 
the years, such resolutions have constantly drawn attention to cases where HRDs are at risk. 

2018 resolutions 

In urgency resolutions2 adopted since the start of 2018, the European Parliament has highlighted the 
particularly difficult situation facing HRDs in various countries. It has demanded the immediate and 
unconditional release of the Ukrainian political prisoner Oleg Sentsov detained in Russia. It has called for the 
release of Nabeel Rajab and all those detained because of their peaceful human rights and political activities 
in Bahrain. It has strongly condemned the repression of women rights defenders in Saudi Arabia. It has 
expressed deep concern at the ongoing persecution of HRDs and civil society in Sudan and has called for the 
release of Sudanese Sakharov Laureate Salih Mahmoud Osman. It has called for the release of the Head of the 
Memorial Human Rights Centre in the Chechen Republic, Oyub Titiev, and urged the Russian authorities to 
end the trend of arrests, attacks, intimidations and discreditations of HRDs in Chechnya. It has expressed 
concern at the Chinese government's approach towards HRDs and called for the release of all HRDs in 
detention. It has condemned the arbitrary arrest and sentencing of journalists Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo in 
Myanmar for reporting on the situation in Rakhine State. It has denounced the systematic harassment against 
civil society organisations and HRDs in the Democratic Republic of Congo. It has denounced the intimidation, 
repression, violence and harassment of HRDs in Burundi. It has called on the Cambodian Government to put 
an end to all forms of harassment, abuse and politically motivated criminal charges against HRDs. It has 
condemned the intimidation of HRDs in the Maldives. It has condemned the harassment, persecution and 
detention of human rights defender Ahmed Mansoor and other HRDs in the United Arab Emirates. It has 
called upon the Iranian government to release all imprisoned HRDs. In February 2018, the Parliament held a 
debate on the situation of women human rights defenders and EU support for them. 

In its urgency resolutions, the Parliament has formulated various demands with a view to protecting 
HRDs at risk and to improving the overall environment in which they operate. Most importantly, the 
Parliament has called upon the governments of the countries concerned, amongst others, to: 
release jailed HRDs immediately; ensure that conditions permit HRDs to carry out their work; and to 
guarantee in particular HRDs' right to freedom of expression, association and peaceful assembly, 
and their right to a fair trial. The Parliament has urged the EU to step up the political dialogue on 
human rights with certain countries where there are systematic violations of the human rights of 
HRDs and of human rights in general; to revise its policy towards such countries; and, if needed, to 
reconsider the provision of financial aid. It calls upon the European External Action Service (EEAS) 
and the EU delegations to closely monitor trials of HRDs, undertake prison visits and issue public 
statements. 

In recent years, Parliament resolutions on the EU annual reports on human rights and democracy in 
the world have also addressed the situation of human rights defenders. For example in its December 
2017 resolution on the 2016 report, the Parliament called on the EU and its Member States and 
delegations to use all available means to raise individual cases of HRDs at risk, including those active 
in the environmental sphere, systematically. It also called for the establishment of an effective 
system to monitor civil society space, with clear benchmarks and indicators. 

The Parliament has also responded directly to the phenomenon of the 'shrinking space for civil 
society'. An October 2017 Parliament resolution focusing on developing countries was adopted by 
a vast majority. In it, the Parliament expressed its deep concern that 'the closing down of civil society 
space in developing countries is being carried out in increasingly complex and sophisticated ways, 
which are harder to tackle' and is being implemented through legislation, taxation, funding 
limitations, increased bureaucracy, reporting and banking requirements, the criminalisation and 
stigmatisation of civil society organisation representatives, defamation, all forms of harassment, 
online repression and internet access limitations, censorship, arbitrary detention, gender-based 
violence, torture and assassination, in particular in conflict-stricken states. The Parliament called on 
the EU to put in place monitoring tools for the implementation of the EU Guidelines on Human 
Rights Defenders and to support the creation of a safe and enabling environment for women's rights 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/droi/publications.html?tab=Urgency%20Resolutions
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P8-TA-2018-0259+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P8-TA-2018-0260+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P8-TA-2018-0232+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P8-TA-2018-0080+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P8-TA-2018-0034+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P8-TA-2018-0014+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2018-0345
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2018-0015
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2018-0305
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2018-0346
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P8-TA-2018-0079+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2018-0376
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2018-0231
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+CRE+20180207+ITEMS+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN#creitem29
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+CRE+20180207+ITEMS+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN#creitem29
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2017-0494
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P8-TA-2017-0365+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN&language=EN
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defenders. It called on the Commission, the EEAS and the Member States to promote the effective 
joint implementation of the guidelines in all third countries where civil society is at risk, by adopting 
local strategies. 

Other actions of the Parliament on behalf of HRDs include public hearings of HRDs in the Human 
Rights Subcommittee (DROI) and press statements (by the Parliament president, the DROI chair or 
members of parliamentary delegations after a country visit) on HRDs at risk. The DROI subcommittee 
monitors the follow-up given by the EEAS to urgency resolutions and organises updates on the 
human rights situation in various countries, including addressing cases of HRDs. The DROI 
delegations raise cases of HRDs during their visits to third countries, and so should all parliamentary 
standing delegations whenever relevant. According to the Guidelines for European Parliament 
inter-parliamentary delegations on promoting human rights and democracy in their visits to non-
EU countries, Parliament delegations should raise cases of HRDs in meetings with the authorities of 
third countries, asking for authorisation for prison visits where possible. 

The Sakharov Prize 
The Parliament's best known action in the area of human rights defenders is the Sakharov Prize for 
freedom of thought. The prize was created in December 1985, and bears the name of one of the 
best known Soviet dissidents, Andrei Sakharov – the joint inventor of the Soviet hydrogen bomb, a 
physics Nobel Prize winner in 1975 and a campaigner for human rights and nuclear disarmament in 
the former Soviet Union. The Parliament closely followed his activities from the 1970s onward. In a 
1980 resolution it condemned his arrest by the Soviet authorities the previous year and adopted 
further resolutions in his support in 1983 and 1984.  

Sakharov's name was chosen for the prize because he was seen as a symbol of freedom of thought 
and expression. Originally, the prize was intended to be granted for the submission of a work or 
study in the field of human rights, but later its scope was extended to also include any notable 
activities or achievements on the subject. According to the new statute adopted in May 2003, the 
prize gets awarded for a particular achievement (meaning any intellectual or artistic composition or 
active work) in one of the following fields: defence of human rights and fundamental freedoms, 
particularly the right to freedom of expression; safeguarding the rights of minorities; respect for 
international law; and the development of democracy and implementation of the rule of law. 

The first prize was awarded in 1988 to Nelson Mandela and, posthumously, to Soviet dissident 
Anatoli Marchenko. Other famous winners of the prize include then leading Burmese dissident, 
Aung San Suu Kyi, Kofi Annan and the UN staff, Reporters without Borders, Chinese democracy 
activist, Hu Jia, and Mala Yousafazi, an advocate for the rights of women and girls in Pakistan. Three 
Sakharov Prize winners were subsequently awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. 

2018 Sakharov Prize laureate: Ukrainian film director Oleg Sentsov 

The 2018 Sakharov Prize will be awarded to Oleg Sentsov, a Ukrainian film director from Crimea who is 
imprisoned in Russia on fabricated charges. Before his arrest, he was best known for his debut film Gamer 
(2011). He openly opposed Russia's annexation of Crimea and was arrested in May 2014 by Russia's FSB 
federal security service. After what Amnesty International described as 'an extremely cynical show trial', he 
was convicted of terrorism-related charges based on a witness confession extracted under torture. He is 
currently interned in a penal colony in Labytnangi, a small Siberian town north of the Arctic Circle, where he 
went on a four-month hunger strike in May 2018 to plead for the release of all Ukrainian political prisoners 
in Russian jails. The European Parliament has chosen him for the Sakharov prize for his courage and 
determination in the struggle for the release of political prisoners held in Russia and around the world. 
Announcing the Parliament's decision, President Tajani stated 'By awarding him the Sakharov Prize, the 
European Parliament is expressing its solidarity with him and his cause. We ask that he be released 
immediately. His struggle reminds us that it is our duty to defend human rights everywhere in the world 
and in all circumstances.' 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/cont/201203/20120329ATT42170/20120329ATT42170EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/pdf/cardoc/14402_CARDOC_11_INLAY_EN_7.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/intcoop/sakharov/prize_en.html
https://www.dw.com/en/oleg-sentsov-ukrainian-filmmaker-and-activist-wins-eus-sakharov-prize/a-45030670
https://www.dw.com/en/oleg-sentsov-ukrainian-filmmaker-and-activist-wins-eus-sakharov-prize/a-45030670
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt2217809/plotsummary?ref_=tt_ov_pl
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2018/07/oleg-sentsov/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/eu-affairs/20181018STO16585/sakharov-prize-2018-goes-to-oleg-sentsov
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Impact of the prize on laureates 
The Sakharov Prize has acquired a strong reputation. The annual award receives much attention in 
the international press and has great impact on the laureates themselves.3 It represents major 
recognition, acknowledged as such by the laureates, of their efforts on behalf of human rights. The 
prize provides significant moral and psychological support, boosting the confidence of laureates, 
who often work in very difficult conditions, and encouraging them to continue their work. Through 
the international attention it has attracted, the prize has helped to ensure the physical security of 
laureates. For instance, it may have contributed to the avoidance of imprisonment (in the case of 
Aliaksandr Milinkevich from Belarus), to acquittal (in the case of Oleg Orlov from Russia), and to the 
release from prison (of Nasrin Sotoudeh from Iran). In other cases, however, governments have 
maintained or even intensified pressure on laureates.  

In a number of countries whose governments are not responsive to criticism from outside, open 
defamation campaigns have been launched against laureates, portraying them as 'traitors' because 
they are working on behalf of the enemy (the West). This has happened in Algeria, Belarus, Cuba, 
and Egypt, to give just a few examples.  

As acknowledged by all laureates, the prize has helped them attain visibility and recognition in 
their country and/or abroad. At domestic level, the degree of recognition has varied: some political 
regimes have restricted information on the prize in the media; in other cases, lack of awareness 
about the international significance of the prize has limited recognition. The prize has increased 
laureates' access to the international community, linking them with universities, international 
organisations and high-level politicians, and giving them the possibility to be included in 
consultations on issues of interest for their country. Through its financial award, the prize has 
empowered many laureates to continue and expand their activities defending human rights. 

The Sakharov Prize Network – an initiative aimed at promoting and supporting prize laureates and 
enhancing their contacts with each other and with the Members of the European Parliament and 
civil society – was launched in 2008. The network also aims to focus attention on human rights 
violations in laureates' countries. 

  

In its 2010 resolution on HRDs, Parliament underlined the need to actively support and develop proposals 
on how the Sakharov Prize Network could be used as part of a sustained programme of support for human 
rights defenders. It also expressed its concern over infringements of the human rights of certain Sakharov 
Prize winners. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/intcoop/sakharov/network_en.html
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ENDNOTES

1 The partners in this consortium are 12 independent international NGOs that have practical experience of working in 
support of human rights defenders at risk all over the world: Front Line Defenders, Reporters Without Borders (RSF), 
World Organisation Against Torture (OMCT), International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH), Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights Network (ESCR-Net), International Gay and Lesbian Association (ILGA), Urgent Action Fund for Women 
Human Rights Defenders (UAF), Protection International, Peace Brigades International (PBI), Euro-Mediterranean 
Foundation of Support to Human Rights Defenders (EMHRF), Forum Asia, and East and Horn of Africa Human Rights 
Defenders Project (EHAHRDP). 

2 This list is not exhaustive. 
3 The impact of the prize on laureates was analysed in a 2013 study commissioned by the Parliament. The statements in 

this section are based on the main findings of this study. 
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