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Hearing of the Candidates for the Post of the European Ombudsman-
Mr Nils Muižnieks speech

Distinguished Members of the Petitions Committee, ladies and gentlemen!

Thank you for this opportunity to address you, discuss my candidacy and learn more about your
expectations for this important post.  I am Latvian, though my accent is suspiciously American.
This is because I was born the child of refugees and moved to Latvia more than 26 years ago.
I am a political scientist by training, and a human rights expert through on-the-ground
experience – in civil society, in the government, in academic life, and in several positions in the
Council of Europe. I am running for this post because I firmly believe in the values of the
European Union and I want to make European institutions work better.

I am well prepared for this challenge. As Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights
from 2012 to 2018, I engaged with all stakeholders – governments, parliaments, judiciaries,
ombudsman institutions, and civil society - to promote human rights and good governance.
This is not a job one can do from an ivory tower.  I visited some of the toughest places across
Europe. I went to all 47 member states at least once, and to 40 at least twice.  The most common
issues I dealt with were the impact of austerity on human rights, the rights of Roma, the rights
of children, the rights of persons with disabilities, media freedom, LGBTI rights, women’s
rights and migration. Allow me to deal with the last two issues in slightly greater detail, as they
were my priorities in the last several years of my mandate.

I am quite proud of my record on women’ s rights and gender equality – I believe you should
ask each candidate, regardless of their gender, about their work in this issue area. I was the first
Commissioner to prioritize these issues. I published a large report on women’s sexual and
reproductive health and rights, laying out the human rights standards on access to safe abortion
care, access to contraception, and access to sexuality education. I raised these issues in country
visits, reports and letters in all the countries with the most restrictive legislation.  I was a
champion for ratifying and implementing the Istanbul Convention to combat domestic violence.
I also did much work on women’s political participation and discrimination in all spheres of
life, including the gender pay gap. The ombudsman’s office can help ensure that all EU
institutions have an environment free of harassment and discrimination.

Regarding migration, I have much experience at national and European level, as the migration
policy crisis of 2015 and 2016 struck in the middle of my mandate.  This is an issue that will
be more and more on the agenda of the ombudsman, as FRONTEX and EASO take over more
and more functions from national governments. There are a number of fundamental rights risks
in this trend, as the EU will then be responsible if there are instances of refoulement, if asylum
decisions are faulty, if returns are not carried out in line with fundamental rights standards, and
if the implementation of migration control agreements with third countries impinges on
fundamental rights in a negative way.

Before becoming Commissioner, I acquired European-level experience as Latvia’s expert on
the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI).  After five years as an
expert, in 2010, my 46 colleagues elected me chair of this body, whose work combatting
discrimination and hate crime across Europe I had the honour to lead for several years.
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I have a good knowledge of European institutions.  I addressed the plenary of the European
Parliament, the LIBE committee, the AFET committee, as well as various Council working
groups.  I also cooperated with the Commission, EU agencies and the ombudsman’s office. In
Latvia I was involved in the process of EU accession, as I was a minister in the government
before and during accession.

I have much experience in cooperating with national ombudsman institutions and I sought to
support them and magnify their messages when I was Commissioner.  In Latvia, I advised the
government on the creation of the ombudsman institution.

I have good managerial and inter-personal skills.  The Commissioner’ s office was voted the
best place to work in the Council of Europe in staff surveys during my mandate. Throughout
my career, I have demonstrated independence, integrity, accountability and courage.  I have
also made a point in every position to prioritize communications work. As ombudsman, I would
promote staff training within the office so that all members of the team could communicate and
do outreach work in a professional manner.

My vision for the office is to continue the intense cooperation with you and other members of
the European Parliament to make European institutions more transparent, accountable, more
comprehensible to citizens and responsive to their concerns. Access to information and
documentation will continue to be the core of the work.  One area in which it will grow more
topical is issues pertaining to climate change and the environment. Here, the ombudsman can
help meet the growing demand for access to information and public participation in decision-
making.

I will prioritize work on complaints and intend to be more proactive on relations with national
ombudsman institutions and strengthening the fundamental rights component of the
ombudsman’s work. I already mentioned migration as an issue where there are fundamental
rights risks.  I would also mention here the use of artificial intelligence by EU institutions in
recruitment, hiring, funding, as well as border control and justice. The fundamental rights risks
here – to non-discrimination, to data protection - should be monitored, explored, and mitigated
by timely action.

I intend to continue the work of promoting best administrative practices and will cooperate with
the EU’s Fundamental Rights Agency in deepening understanding and raising awareness about
good administration as a fundamental right. Finally, I would prioritize making the office better
known and used across Europe through systematic promotional work in the member states,
engagement with national ombudsmen, MEPs, European Parliament liaison offices,
Commission representations and others.

If you need further information about me and my record, please see my website
www.muiznieks.eu, which has interfaces not only in English and French, but also in German,
Spanish and Italian.  Thank you for your attention and I would be happy to address any
questions you may have.


