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Excellences, experts of United Nations and regional human rights mechanisms and organisations, members of national institutions, civil society, academia, ladies and gentlemen,

It is a great pleasure for me to welcome you to this regional consultation in Europe. This is an excellent opportunity to discuss how to enhance cooperation between the UN and the European human rights system, NGOs and human rights defenders, in the context of the Human Dimension Implementation Meeting.
The United Nations Human Rights Council has, on several occasions, recognized the important role played by regional, sub-regional and inter-regional human rights arrangements in promoting and protecting human rights. Regional mechanisms have a crucial role in complementing universal human rights standards contained in international human rights instruments.

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) has been requested to hold, every two years, international workshops to put forward concrete proposals on ways and means to strengthen cooperation between the United Nations and regional arrangements in the field of human rights.

The first such workshop in November 2008 discussed the general theme of good practices, added value and challenges for regional arrangements. The next one, in May 2010, reflected on how to overcome obstacles to human rights promotion and protection at the regional level. The third event, in December 2012, focused on three specific themes: prevention of torture, women’s rights and children’s rights. The latest workshop, in October 2014, discussed strengthening cooperation in the field of economic and social rights.

What have we learned at these events? Participants consistently stressed the need to strengthen our cooperation, including through sharing of lessons learned and best practices. This can be done by establishing focal points; improving information-sharing; and making sure that we cross-reference jurisprudence and recommendations of human rights mechanisms. It is also essential that we enhance cooperation with other relevant stakeholders, including national human rights institutions and civil society actors.

There are a range of joint activities by UN and regional human rights mechanisms currently taking place, including: joint country visits, reports and publications, joint press releases, as well as awareness-raising and capacity-building activities. I also wish to highlight the work by focal points appointed by the individual human rights mechanisms - an important avenue for enhanced cooperation. One of the interesting events organized by this network, under the leadership of OHCHR and the European Court for Human Rights, was a workshop of Regional and Sub-Regional Courts held in Strasbourg in October 2015. This created a diverse and vibrant forum for the Courts to discuss and share jurisprudence, working methods and initiatives for joint cooperation.

Ladies and gentlemen,

So what has brought us here today? As you may know, resolution 30/3 of the Human Rights Council requested OHCHR to hold a workshop on regional arrangements for the promotion and protection of human rights, in order to take stock of developments since the 2014 workshop and discuss cooperation with civil society and human rights defenders. OHCHR will organise this next workshop on 4-5 October 2016. Participants will include representatives from the UN treaty bodies and special procedures, and regional mechanisms such as: the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR), the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, the Council of Europe, the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), the Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights among others.
In preparation of the October workshop, OHCHR is organizing regional consultations with civil society and human rights defenders. Our meeting today in Europe, is the third of such consultations, and we look forward to an informal and frank discussion n with you. What are the main human rights challenges in the region? What are the opportunities for engagement? What are your ideas for concrete regional strategies of cooperation between UN, regional and national actors? What are your recommendations for the agenda of the international workshop in October 2016?

Ladies and gentlemen,

Human rights defenders play a fundamental role in monitoring the application of international human rights standards and in following-up on the implementation of judgments, decisions and recommendations by UN and regional human rights mechanisms. They also actively contribute to the strengthening of States’ capacity to ensure implementation of international human rights standards. In view of this, how can we further increase the existing cooperation between civil society and mechanisms? How can we improve our joint efforts to tackle the many human rights challenges we face? 

In the Europe, the human rights movement is particularly vibrant and engages actively with the universal and regional human rights systems, contributing to their development. However, let me highlight one particularly worrying global trend: that of shrinking space for civil society and human rights defenders. In a recent report by the UN Special Rapporteur for Human Rights Defenders
 (2015) he noted the difficulties and challenges faced by national human rights institutions (NHRIs) including major budget cuts or political attacks that have affected a number of NHRIs in specific countries. It is worth recalling that NHRIs are sometimes themselves defenders and, as such, threatened by the government of their country. 
The same report also indicated that consultations held by the Special Rapporteur in 2015 with human rights defenders in west European and other countries highlighted the fact that many defenders are now engaged in problems relating to the situation of migrants, the consequences of economic crises and a rekindling of various forms of discrimination against minorities. He further noted that daily threats and barriers faced by defenders are not unrelated to the context of the “war against terrorism” being waged by all the countries. A number of counter-terrorism policies and strategies being pursued by States have posed and continue to pose a threat to defenders, since certain governments use counter-terrorism as a means to target defenders and sometimes lead to radicalisation in societies. Such policies entail restrictions on individual freedoms and actions by civil society under the pretext that this affords better protection of the general interest. Thus, numerous States have adopted opaque and complex sets of laws, certain provisions of which have been used to silence all forms of social and political protest and to engage in counter-terrorist activities that violate international human rights norms. 
Ladies and gentlemen,

In various regions, civil society voices are silenced through the enactment and use of overly restrictive legislation that limits the exercise of public freedoms and the work by civil society organizations. Minority rights defenders and women human rights defenders are particularly at risk of being targeted. We see obstructive regulation of the democratic space online, including by the blocking of websites and mass surveillance. 
It is very timely that this meeting is held just a few months after the adoption of the latest Human Rights Council resolution on human rights defenders. The resolution expressed grave concern at the situation of defenders addressing environmental and land issues and corporate responsibility. Among those most at risk are defenders who expose discrimination, corruption and violence at the hands of States, business enterprises and other non-State actors. The Working Group of the Human Rights Council on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearance, for instance, found that the practice of enforced disappearance is often used to repress and intimidate human rights defenders, and to prevent others from claiming and exercising their economic, social and cultural rights. The Human Rights Council resolution also expressed particular concern about systemic discrimination and violence faced by women human rights defenders, and called upon all States to protect them.

We need to reverse this negative trend of closing civil society space. As requested by Human Rights Council resolution 27/31, the High Commissioner presented June 2016 session a compilation of practical recommendations for the creation and maintenance of a safe and enabling environment for civil society, based on good practices and lessons learned. 

In this regard, your reflections today on ways to improve information-sharing and protection could also be very useful. 

We commend the European Union’s Guidelines on human rights defenders as a good initiative to protect defenders, however during consultations held by the UNSR on Human Rights Defenders, it must be said that only one third of the defenders said they were familiar with them. Those that were familiar with them perceived a lack of training and information among the representatives of the Member States of the European Union. They also alluded to a lack of clarity of the selection criteria used by the European Union to support defenders in certain countries, and to the lack of familiarity with European Union procedures on the part of certain embassies, along with the reluctance of some ambassadors to make use of the means at their disposal for protecting defenders, for fear of offending the Government of the country to which they have been posted
. 
How could we better support civil society and human rights defenders to translate of certain significant instruments such as the European Union Guidelines on Human Rights Defenders and their dissemination in all countries and to disseminate   the UN Declaration on human rights Defenders.
Another area that we need to consider is how to carry out effective joint activities of UN and European human rights mechanism. In September 2013, OHCHR and the Council of Europe signed a Joint Declaration, which amongst others encourages joint activities, and exchange of information. A similar Joint Declaration was signed in June 2014 between OHCHR and OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights. This is indeed a good practice and should be utilized.

Implementation and follow up to decisions and recommendations resulting from European and UN human rights mechanisms still remains a challenge. How can we increase our joint efforts to ensure that Member States implement the recommendations by our bodies and mechanisms?

In this regard, I invite you to reflect on the following questions: how can we improve complementarity of the UN and European human rights system to strengthen follow-up? How can we better benefit from other mechanisms’ recommendations to develop a more strategic approach?  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

In conclusion, I would like to thank the Council of Europe for their joint cooperation in the preparation of this meeting, and to express my gratitude to the OSCE/ODHIR for hosting this event. I also very much appreciate the commitment, expertise and experience that all the participants bring to this meeting.

I wish you very fruitful discussions.

Thank you.                                              
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