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Excellencies, ladies and gentleman, distinguished panellists; 
 
A few weeks ago the High Commissioner expressed deep concern about current 
or recent moves to curtail the freedom of non-governmental organisations and 
other civil society actors to operate independently and effectively. In this 
context, she further pointed to the fact that women activists in a number of 
countries are particularly vulnerable. In the light of these developments efforts 
aimed at promoting and protecting the work and rights of HRDs and women, are 
more relevant than ever. And I am pleased that we could gather here today to 
discuss these challenges, listen to the voices of civil society and identify ways to 
further strengthen our action.  
 
  
Promoting and protecting HRDs lies at the core of the EU's HR policy. We 
believe that an active and independent civil society is essential to “help mobilise 
people to become involved in the decisions that affect their lives.” (quoting the 
High Commissioner). The EU's Guidelines on Human Rights Defenders – of 
which a first version was adopted in 2004 - form the basis of its action in this 
area. The Guidelines translate the EU's commitment to HRDefenders into a set 
of concrete measures; they support the principles enshrined in the UN 
Declaration on HRDs. (copies of the guidelines are available in the room).  
 
The EU Guidelines on HRDs provide a framework for action to strengthen on-
going efforts by the EU and its Member States to promote and encourage respect 
for the right to defend human rights. The Guidelines mandate EU diplomatic 
missions to regularly monitor, report and assess the situation of HRDs. 
Guidelines encourage a proactive approach and include measures such as 
coordinating and sharing information on HRDs, maintaining regular contact 
with them, providing HRDs with visible recognition through appropriate visits 
and publicity, and observing trials of HRDs. They also seek to promote respect 
for HRDs in relations with third countries. EU diplomats are expected to raise 
the issue during political dialogues and in the multilateral fora. In the context of 
the Human Rights Council, the Guidelines seek to support UN Special 
Procedures, including the SR on HRDs, and now also the SR on Freedom of 
association. GLs acknowledge the vital role UN Special procedures play in 
protecting defenders. Finally, they facilitate means for HRDs to access practical 
support, especially in the area of capacity building in order to effectively 
advance in their work. 



 
In the past few years we have witnessed an increasing targeting of HRDs, 
violating their human rights and impeding the important work they undertake. 
His Excellency Mr. Kiai has illustrated how the violation of the rights to 
freedom of peaceful assembly and of association hinders the ability for 
defenders not only to fully enjoy these rights, but also to effectively defend the 
rights of others. In this regard, the EU places great importance to ensuring the 
safety of HRDs and in protecting their rights. Exploring ways to strengthen 
support to HRDs at risk, efforts have been made to prepare the ground for a 
European initiative to provide temporary shelter to human rights defenders in 
need of urgent relocation form their countries of origin. This is expected to 
complement already existing shelter schemes currently run by NGOs, 
universities, regions and cities as well as some EU Member states governments. 
The aim of this initiative would be to enhance synergies between existing 
schemes, to coordinate support, provide legal advice, facilitate exchange of best 
practices and solve difficult cases. Hence, it would not be an entirely new 
initiative, but rather a flexible though stable interface between existing 
initiatives. 
 
In the context of increasing violence against HRDs, women defenders have been 
identified as those at most risk. In her report in 2010, the SR on HRDs stated, 
“WHRDs are more at risk of suffering certain forms of violence and other 
violations, prejudice, exclusion and repudiation then their male counterparts”. 
This growing phenomenon is of grave concern as we witness women’s role and 
defending women’s rights become highly visible in political transitions and 
post-conflict situations and the crucial contribution they have made in bringing 
about change. This has certainly made apparent the need to better understand the 
specific challenges and obstacles faced by WHRDs in order to better address the 
risks they are confronted with and the double discrimination they must 
overcome not only for being defenders, but for being women. 
 
The issue of WHRDs has multiple dimensions. To begin with, we must 
recognise women and their right to defend human rights, thereby acknowledging 
that WHRDs are not necessarily women working exclusively on women’s 
issues. In this line, we must acknowledge that the term “WHRD” is all-
encompassing, thereby recognising the broad array of actors included in this 
group. We must further consider the “gender-specific” nature of the violence 
that WHRDs can face. I have only touched upon the surface of the multiplicity 
of the context which WHRDs work here. 
 
On a broader level and intrinsic in the EU’s HR policy in general, is the 
application of a gender perspective. A cross-cutting issue, the Guidelines go a 
long way to ensure that a gender perspective is integrated when approaching the 



topic of HRDs, including by paying particular attention to the specific risks 
faced by WHRDs. However, consideration of the risks and violence that 
WHRDs face can also be found in the EU Guidelines on Violence against 
Women and girls and combating all forms of discrimination against them, 
thereby allowing for a more targeted approach. These Guidelines incorporate 
measures to combat VAW by supporting WHRDs, particularly those who are 
threatened or who are victims of specific or targeted repression or harassment. 
Measures are further taken to address individual cases of exceptional gravity 
where there is a clear infringement of HR, including cases of violence, threats, 
harassment and repression of WHRDs. They focus as well on strengthening the 
capacities of WHRDs to combating VAW. A similar approach can also be found 
in the EU Toolkit to Promote and Protect the Enjoyment of all Human Rights by 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) People.  
 
 
The EU Guidelines on HRDs and their implementation have evolved since 2004, 
efforts to raise awareness and improve the interaction between EU Delegations 
and HRDefenders have been progressively strengthened, and the financial 
support to human rights defenders integrated into the European Instrument for 
Human Rights and Democracy – a budget line specifically devoted to support 
efforts in the area of human rights and democracy. Today annual meetings with 
HRDs take place on a regular basis in 84 countries and we can count on 97 EU 
Liaison Officers on Human Rights Defenders. There is no one size fits all 
solution. Measures aimed at implementing the guidelines need to take into 
account the specific context, and challenges in each situation. The EU 
Guidelines on HRDSs have further been translated into tailor-made actions 
through the identification of country-specific priority issues. In this sense a 
number of good practice shave been developed, including the creation of a 
virtual network of HRDs in Sierra Leone in order to facilitate an exchange of 
information, the provision of technical assistance in Afghanistan to establish an 
effective witness protection programme, etc. We can count on the wide 
dissemination of the Guidelines through translation into minority languages in 
India for example.  
 
In the HRC, the EU has been actively supporting relevant resolutions, as well as 
Special Procedures who have addressed the issue. Relevant stakeholders and 
civil society in general have recognised that the EU Guidelines are an instrument 
that has led to concrete results on the ground by providing much needed support 
and assistance to individuals and organisations working on HR issues.  
 
But let us not be complacent. There is always room for improvement and a need 
to adapt the Guidelines to the current context that HRDs are working in. In this 
regard, the EU carries out regular reviews to measure progress and identify 



shortcomings in its strategy, welcoming the sharing of information on existing 
strategies, as well as the exchange with defenders themselves. Beyond our own 
Guidelines, the EU looks to see where the issue of HRD and specifically, 
WHRDs, can be carried forward, especially here in the HRC. 
 
As a way of conclusion and in order to look ahead at what can be done, it would 
be worth pointing out some of the challenges and shortcomings which have 
become apparent to me in my own reflections on the topic and during this panel 
discussion with our distinguished defenders. A first step would be to better 
identify how the HRC can be used as a framework to address the challenges that 
WHRDs are facing and what concrete actions can be taken in this regard. In the 
same line, we must also consider what the UN-system wide, especially UN 
Women, can do to promote and protect the HR of WHRDs. Such efforts require 
that we recognise and better understand the specific context and differing needs 
of WHRDs; such efforts need to be "gender sensitive". Further monitoring and 
documentation needs to be done. We must also recognise that in addressing 
WHRDs, women are not the only agents of change but we should look at the 
role that men can or are playing. Finally, whilst protection is crucial to any 
approach we take to addressing the issue, we must not forget the equal 
importance of promoting and giving visibility and recognition to the valuable 
work carried out by WHRDs.  
 
I thank you for your attention.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


