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As we celebrate today the 20th anniversary of the VDPA, let us recall that the 

basic power of human rights resides in their universal nature. They affirm our 

common humanity and put us all on equal footing. They remind us that the 

struggle of a single far-away individual is our own struggle as well. The human 

rights movement provides us with the legal underpinnings and the language to 

wage battle on every individual’s behalf. It is a language that allows us to speak 

truth to power in a way that resonates with every human being—and is thus 

able to rally to its cause people across party lines, across borders, across faith 

and gender. 

Indeed the Vienna declaration underlines this exact point: The promotion and 

the protection of human rights is a legitimate concern of the international 

community as a whole, not the internal business of any individual state.  

What Europe brought to this work more than 60 years ago was above all the 

traumatic experience of being the continent where two world conflicts had 

originated in the span of a generation, and where the world’s largest genocide 

had been perpetrated, and the commitment to ensure that “never again” 

would any part of the world experience similar atrocities. 

What Europe brings today, is the clear notion that the universality of human 

rights starts at home. This entails the candid acknowledgement of Europe’s 

own human rights challenges and its willingness to tackle them through a 

wealth of mechanisms, with no room for complacency:  

• National Human Rights Institutions and Equality Bodies, the latter 

required by EU legislation implementing international human rights 

standards; 

• Internal scrutiny by the EUs own mechanism, the Commission as 

guardian of the Treaties and through its Charter of Fundamental Rights, 

now binding on Member States and EU Institutions; 



• External scrutiny through the pan- European human watchdog; the 

Council of Europe and its Human Rights Court. All 27 EU Member States 

are subject to its control, as well as twenty non-EU European states. 

• Beyond the European human rights mechanisms, EU Member States 

interact and cooperate off course with the UN mechanisms- all 

important: Treaty Monitoring Bodies, Special Procedures, Universal 

Periodic Review, OHCHR-as well as with the OSCE and its Human 

Dimension. 

• And,  at the centre of its human rights review mechanism, at national at 

EU at regional and at multilateral level, lies in the EUs view and daily 

practice, a vibrant civil society that plays its indispensable role of 

counterweight to public authorities and empowerment of people to 

know and claim their rights.  

 

And, again, the Vienna Declaration recognizes the pivotal role of NGOs and 

the obligation of states to protect the space in which they can play their 

vital part. 

And yet, today we experience around the world attempts to silence and to 

intimidate NGOs, to shrink the space of a vibrant and independent civil 

society. The EU and the HRC should re-commit ourselves to protecting and 

defending this NGO space.  

Finally, Dear friends, the Vienna Declaration emphasizes that, while 

historical, cultural, religious and other differences must be taken into 

account, the states are obligated to promote and protect equally and 

regardless of their cultural or religious underpinnings.  Culture must be 

used to reinforce the universal application of Human Right, not to water it 

down. 

In fact, human rights and cultural diversity cannot be opposed but must be 

seen as mutually reinforcing. It is thanks to human rights- notably the right 

of opinion, expression and association as enablers of other rights including 

the economic, social and cultural rights- that everyone is empowered to 



bring his contribution to the fabric of society, reflecting his or her beliefs, 

culture and traditions, in understanding and tolerance in those of others. 

Universal human rights as prescribed in treaties do not eliminate cultural 

differences. But they may, one hopes, eliminate cultural clashes.  

In reality, the real struggles over human rights are not waged between 

different cultural families. Human Rights are indeed – and first of all- the 

“universal interests of the powerless” versus the “relativism of the 

powerful”. The universality of human rights is rarely challenged by victims 

of human rights violations, but rather by representatives or stakeholders of 

actors that are responsible for those violations. You’ll never hear a woman 

being abused by her husband say “please don’t help me under human rights 

law, its values are not universal and they do not apply to me”. But you will 

often hear a husband invoke “traditional values” to make that argument.  

And so, today as we celebrate the Vienna Declaration let us use this 

opportunity to celebrate, above all else the fundamental principles that 

have brought us all in this room in the first place. Let us join hands to 

protect and defend together the “powerless” against the “powerful” and 

the universal language of human rights that makes this happen every day.  

 

 


