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Geneva, 19 March 2012 

 

UNITED NATIONS HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL 

19
th

 Session 

 

EU Statement  

General Debate 

Item 8 

Follow-up and implementation of the  

Vienna Declaration and Program of Action 

 

I have the honour to speak on behalf of the European Union.  

The Acceding state Croatia*, the Candidate Countries, the former Yugoslav Republic of 

Macedonia, Montenegro
* 

Iceland
†
 and Serbia, the Country of the Stabilisation and Association 

Process and potential candidate Albania, as well as Ukraine, Armenia and Georgia align themselves 

with this declaration.  

  

We are approaching the 20
th

 anniversary of the 1993 Vienna Declaration and Program of Action. 

Covering all human rights, civil, political, economic, social, and cultural, the declaration has 

provided guidance for the continuous development of human rights in a number of fora, including 

the Human Rights Council. It stood the test of time because it reaffirmed the principle of 

universality that is so fundamental to human rights. The European Union attaches great importance 

to this principle, but is concerned that it is sometimes misunderstood or even questioned. Let me 

quote Paragraph 5 of the VDPA:  “All human rights are universal, indivisible and interdependent 

and interrelated. The international community must treat human rights globally in a fair and equal 

manner, on the same footing, and with the same emphasis. While the significance of national and 

regional particularities and various historical, cultural and religious backgrounds must be borne in 

mind, it is the duty of States, regardless of their political, economic and cultural systems, to 

promote and protect all human rights and fundamental freedoms.” 

 

The VDPA calls upon States not to create a hierarchy of rights and reminds States not to justify 

human rights violations with cultural peculiarities. While different cultural traditions and values 

                                                 
*
 Croatia, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and Montenegro and Serbia continue to be part of the 

Stabilisation and Association Process 

 
†
 Iceland continues to be a member of the EFTA and of the European Economic Area. 
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undoubtedly exist, there is no common understanding which of them are shared by humanity as a 

whole and which are not. To quote the High Commissioner herself: “No society, regardless of its 

geographic location or level of economic development, can be said to be represented by a single 

and comprehensive set of shared values covering all social matters.” What is universal are the 

rights enshrined in international instruments. The European Union is committed to strengthening 

the universality of human rights and rejects the use of cultural relativism as a pretext to divert from 

the standards the international community has set itself in the VDPA, the Human Rights Covenants 

and the UDHR. Putting human rights in the context of moral obligations only is of no value to a 

person whose human rights have been violated. A human right is a statutory right that is enforceable 

under international law. Otherwise there is no effective protection for the individual.  

 

Madam President, 

The VDPA reminds us of our collective responsibility to stand against all forms of discrimination. 

The European Union has repeatedly demonstrated its commitment to fight the scourge of 

discrimination in all its aspects. In this respect, the panel discussion on ending violence and 

discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender identity was an important step for the 

Council. There are no special entitlements to be conferred on victims of such violence and 

discrimination. On the contrary, it is our duty to protect the LGBT community. As expressed by 

Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon, and I quote, “Personal disapproval, even society’s disapproval is 

no excuse to arrest, detain, imprison, harass or torture anyone - ever.” 

 

Madam President, 

Since Vienna, the international community has marked considerable progress, not least through the 

activities of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, conceived at the World 

Conference. However, the progress achieved in the establishment of new mechanisms for the 

protection and promotion of human rights and in the elaboration of new of human rights 

instruments cannot substitute for the continuing lack of universal ratification of the core human 

rights treaties. Neither can normative measures be sufficient, when provisions for the promotion and 

protection of human rights are not being implemented at the national level and remedies to redress 

human rights violations are not available. A strong and independent system of administration of 

justice and strict adherence to the rule of law within states, coupled with effective review 

mechanisms at the international level remain essential to the full realisation of human rights on a 

non-discriminatory basis. The European Union remains committed to foster and advance these 

goals as enshrined in the Vienna Declaration and Program of Action, and to co-operate with all 

other states in this regard. 

 



 

4 

I thank you. 

 


