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EU Intervention 

 
 

Madam President, 
 
The promotion and protection of the rights of persons belonging to minorities and the 

promotion and protection of freedom of religion and belief are key features of the 

European Union's human rights policies, and we are pleased that this forum will be 

addressing both today and tomorrow. 

 

As regards the legal framework for the protection of religious minorities, the EU fully 

supports the UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or 

Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities, which we consider to be the key reference 

text on the rights of persons belonging to minorities at the global level. We therefore 

welcome draft recommendations no. 17 and 18. 

 

The EU itself is founded on the value of respect for human rights, including the rights 

of persons belonging to minorities, and the prohibition of discrimination on the ground 

of religion of belief is enshrined in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 

European Union. We have put in place a legal framework to fight discrimination, 

racism and xenophobia, and have contributed financially to programmes in support of 

activities aimed at combating these phenomena. Furthermore, all EU Member States 

have set up independent equality bodies to help people who have been discriminated 

against pursue their complaints. 

 



Complementing internal EU legislation are various legally and politically binding 

instruments and mechanisms adopted under the auspices of the Council of Europe 

and of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, which all EU 

Member States subscribe to. 

 

This past June, the EU Foreign Affairs Council adopted EU Guidelines on the 

promotion and protection of freedom of religion or belief. With these guidelines, the 

EU reaffirms its determination to promote, in its external human rights policy, freedom 

of religion or belief as a right to be exercised by everyone everywhere, based on the 

principles of equality, non-discrimination and universality. The guidelines explain the 

applicable international human rights standards, and give clear political lines to 

officials of EU institutions and EU Member States, providing them with a practical 

guidance on how to seek to prevent violations, analyse cases and react effectively to 

them. 

 

Building on general comments no.22 and 23 of the Human Rights Committee, the 

guidelines stress that the terms religion or belief are to be broadly construed. The 

freedom of religion of belief should not be limited to traditional religions or to religions 

and beliefs with institutional characteristics or practices analogous to those of 

traditional religions. The freedom also covers the right to adopt, change or abandon 

one's religion or belief, of one's own free will. Coercion to change, recant or reveal 

one's religion or belief is prohibited. 

 

Freedom of religion or belief applies to individuals, as right-holders, who may 

exercise this right either individually or in community with others, in public or in 

private, and includes the right to manifest one's religion or belief. The exercise of 

freedom of religion or belief may thus also have a collective aspect. This includes 

rights for communities to perform acts integral to the conduct by religious groups of 

their basic affairs, including the right to establish and maintain freely accessible 

places of worship or assembly, the freedom to select and train leaders or the right to 

carry out social, cultural, educational and charitable activities. 

 



The freedom and the protection required in its exercise applies also to persons who 

change or leave their religion or belief, as well as to persons holding non-theistic or 

atheistic beliefs, as wells as to people who do not profess any religion or belief. 

 

Let me also stress that freedom of religion or belief and the freedom of expression 

are mutually reinforcing rights, protecting all persons – not religions or beliefs in 

themselves – and protecting also the right to express opinions on any or all religions 

and beliefs. Censorship and restrictions on the publications and distribution of 

literature or of websites related to religion or belief are common violations of both 

these freedoms, and impair the ability of individuals and communities to practice their 

religion or belief. Limitations to the right to express opinions on religion or belief are a 

source of great vulnerability for people belonging to religion or belief minorities, but 

also affect majorities, not least persons holding non-traditional religious views.  

 

Madam President, 

 

We wish to stress the primary role of states in ensuring that their legal systems 

effectively guarantee these rights, without exclusion or discrimination, and that 

applicable provisions are properly enforced. We believe that this includes the 

responsibility to prohibit any public advocacy of religious hatred that constitutes 

incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence. In this connection, we welcome in 

particular draft recommendations no. 20 and 23. 

 

Any attempts to make the exercise of the rights to freedom of religion or belief 

conditional upon state permission, for example by compulsory registration of religious 

or belief groups, and/or the banning of unregistered religious activity, should be 

challenged. We further agree with draft recommendation no. 21 in the sense that any 

legislation that provides for discriminatory treatment of persons or groups belonging 

to different religions or beliefs, or for discriminatory application of nominally neutral 

legislation, should be condemned. 

 

The EU also encourages States to respect the right to conscientious objection to 

military service, based on one's religion or belief, and allow for an alternative service 

of a non-combatant or civilian character. 



 

Finally, Madam President, I'd like to reiterate the EU's pledge to fight against all 

forms of intolerance on the grounds of religion or belief. 

 

Thank you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


