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Follow-up and implementation of the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action 

 

 
Madam President, 

 

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

 

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

Macedonia*, Montenegro*, Iceland† and Serbia*, the Countries of the Stabilisation and 

Association Process and potential candidates Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina as well as 

Ukraine, the Republic of Moldova, Armenia and Georgia, align themselves with this 

declaration. 

 
In 2013 we will celebrate the 20th anniversary of the Vienna Declaration and Program of 

Action. Twenty years after its adoption, it remains as relevant as ever in guiding decision 

makers and practitioners in their efforts to respond to today’s global human rights challenges. 

The European Union looks forward to celebrating this event by taking stock of the advances 

– and, where necessary, the setbacks – in the promotion and protection of all human rights. 

Covering all human rights, civil, political, economic, social, and cultural, including the right 

to development, the declaration has provided guidance for the continuous evolvement 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 

                                                 
* Croatia, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, 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. 



 

 3

rights. The European Union attaches the utmost 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 undoubtedly exist, there is no common understanding which of them are shared 

by humanity as a whole and which are not. 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. 

 

The VDPA reminds us that (I quote) Special emphasis should be given to(...) strengthening 

of a pluralistic civil society. In addition, the General Assembly underscored that the VDPA 

had to be translated into action inter alia by non-governmental organizations. The European 

Union fully endorses the VDPA’s emphasis on the important and indispensible role played 

by NGOs to remind governments of their human rights obligations and to support them in 

their implementation.  

 

Civil society reflects the plurality of voices that is the bedrock for any democratic society. 

States have the responsibility to ensure that those that speak up for human rights are 

protected. The European Union is concerned about persistent cases of persecution of human 

rights defenders and condemns all acts of intimidation and violence against them. We 

particularly condemn reprisals by some states of civil society representatives for attending 

activities in the Human Rights Council. 

 

Mme President, 
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The European Union is looking forward to reflect on the VDPA’s achievements and to 

continue to work for the global promotion and protection of all human rights. 

I thank you. 
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