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Introduction

The purpose of the present Joint Communication by the European Commission and the High
Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy is to contribute to the
elaboration of a new Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy for the period 2015-2019.

Human rights and democracy as EU's guiding principles

Today's world is unstable and fast changing one, a world in which human rights and democratic
values are often questioned and in many places ignored. Human rights violations have increased in
volume and intensity, civil society sees its action curtailed, conflicts have become multi-faceted and
authoritarian regimes have become bolder. Globalisation entails new challenges which make the
protection of human rights even more complex.

In these circumstances, international attention is naturally focused on stability. However, lasting
stability cannot be achieved through security and economic prosperity alone. Citizens' loyalty
towards their state and their reliance on peaceful means depend on whether they feel that they are
protected against arbitrary decisions and that their views can influence political decision making. This
can only be achieved in a democratic society, based on respect for human rights and fundamental
freedoms, in which the government is not corrupt and is accountable, the parliament is able to
reflect the variety of views and interests of its population, civil society is vibrant, the media is free
and the justice system is independent.

Discussions around the post-2015 sustainable development goals, with their emphasis on human
rights and women's rights as self-standing goals reflect this objective.

This is why the Union must keep human rights at the heart of its external action. Article 21 of the
Treaty on European Union (TEU) guides the Union's action externally and reaffirms the EU's role in
promoting, inter alia, democracy, the rule of law, the universality and indivisibility of human rights
and respect for the principles of the United Nations Charter and international law. The Charter of
Fundamental Rights of the European Union is binding on the EU institutions and on the Member
States when they implement Union law. In addition, the EU is a party to some instruments of the
United Nations and the Council of Europe, such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (UNCRPD). The Union's credibility as a global advocate of human rights rests on these
pillars.

The 2012 Human Rights and Democracy Package

In 2012 the EU adopted an ambitious programme — the Strategic Framework on Human Rights and
Democracy® — which sets out how it intended to honour its Treaty obligation to advance democracy,
the rule of law, as well as the universality and indivisibility of human rights.

Almost three years after its adoption, the Strategic Framework, with its priorities and guiding
principles continues to provide the framework for the Union's action.

! Council Document of 25 June 2012, ST 11855/12.
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Another milestone in the EU's Human Rights policy was the 2012 decision to establish the post of the
EU Special Representative (EUSR) on Human Rights. The EUSR has enhanced the visibility and
effectiveness of the EU Human Rights policy, elevated the level of interaction with our partners and
helped us advance specific priorities. The decision? taken by the Council to extend the mandate of
the EUSR by another two years recognises this important role.

The third essential element of the Human Rights package adopted in 2012 was the Action Plan on
Human Rights and Democracy (2012-2014) 3, which helped to implement the commitments made in
the Strategic Framework.

This Action Plan contained a set of 97 actions covering a broad range of human rights and democracy
issues, to be implemented both by the EU and at the national level by the Member States. It
committed all stakeholders to clear objectives within well-defined timeframes.

Achievements of the 2012-2014 Action Plan

The 2012-2014 Action Plan provided an important leverage to secure the engagement of all relevant
stakeholders and ensured that they stayed focused on a number of key objectives. The work done
under this Action Plan led to a number of important achievements.

The Action Plan increased the mainstreaming of human rights considerations into the full range of
EU external policies and their implementing operations, leading to concrete changes on the ground.
The steps taken towards integrating human rights considerations in the impact assessments carried
out for legislative and non-legislative proposals, the inclusion of human rights assessments as an
overarching element in the deployment of EU aid are only a few examples.

The Action Plan also helped the EU develop the tools and resources needed to formulate and
implement a more coherent policy. The establishment of a Brussels-based Council Working Group on
Human Rights (COHOM), the adoption of a set of detailed EU guidelines on key human rights issues
(freedom of religion or belief*, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Intersex (LGBTI) rightss,
freedom of expression online and offline®), the adoption of a toolbox for a rights-based approach to
development, the adoption of local Human Rights Country Strategies based on the cooperative work
of EU Delegations and Member States' Embassies, the setting up of human rights focal points in EU
Delegations, the improvement of a targeted training programme for EU staff and Member States'
diplomats, have all contributed to this goal.

The Action Plan also advanced effective multilateralism through the development of annual
strategies and priorities of the EU in UN human rights fora, in particular the UN Human Rights
Council. In addition it focused EU action on a number of key priorities, including rights of women and
girls, children's rights, and LGBTI rights, and called for further work in the area of economic, social
and cultural (ESC) rights, in line with the Union's commitment to the indivisibility of human rights.

2 Council Document of 12 February 2015, ST 5716/15
® Council Document of 25 June 2012, ST 11855/12

* Council Document of 24 June 2013,ST 11491/13

® Council Document of 24 June 2013, ST 11492/13

® Council Document of 12 May 2014, ST 9647/14
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Furthermore, the Action Plan devoted attention to disability matters in line with the obligations
enshrined in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD).

The Action Plan strengthened the EU's cooperation with and support to civil society worldwide. It
mainstreamed the practice of consulting Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) ahead of human rights
dialogues or in relation to key policy documents, promoted CSOs' involvement in the design of
financial assistance, and enhanced EU support to CSOs facing restrictive measures.

Finally, the Action Plan enhanced the Union's visibility of action in the field of human rights and
democracy and its accountability in relation to its partners, especially towards civil society.

The results of the past years provide a solid basis for the EU's continuous commitment to uphold
respect for human rights and support democratic transition processes worldwide bilaterally, in
partnership with other regional organisations, and at the multilateral level, especially within the
United Nations. Many of the actions set out in the 2012-2014 Action Plan are now part and parcel of
the Union's daily work — they enjoy the support of all stakeholders, they benefit from the existence
of well-established procedures and are covered by an exhaustive set of guidance documents. For
these reasons these actions no longer need to be prioritized in the context of the proposed new
Action Plan. However, they will continue to feature in the Annual report on Human Rights and
Democracy, in order to ensure visibility and accountability also in those areas.

On the other hand, some areas identified in the 2012-2014 Action Plan require renewed political
commitment and additional efforts and thus will feature more prominently in the new Action Plan.
This is the case, inter alia, for democracy support, which is going to be mainstreamed across a
number of objectives; for Economic, Social and Cultural rights; for addressing violation of human
rights and international humanitarian law in crises and conflicts; for fighting discrimination,
particularly against women, children, persons with disabilities and LGBTI but also against members of
religious minorities; for fighting torture and ill-treatment and for increasing the coherence of EU
policies from a Human Rights point of view.

The new Action Plan should address these continuous challenges.
The way ahead

In light of the positive experience, the new Action Plan should cover the 2015-2019 period, in order
to ensure full alignment with the mandate of the HRVP and of the European Commission.

The Action Plan would be subject to a mid-term implementation review in 2017 in order to allow for
an assessment of the progress made and, if required, adjustments in the light of experience and of
the emergence of new challenges. The review would coincide with the mid-term review of the
external financing instruments and could contribute to greater coherence between EU policies and
financial assistance.

The actions proposed under the Action Plan are geographically neutral and should apply to all
regions of the world, taking into consideration local needs and specificities. These actions will be
translated into country specific priorities through local Human Rights Country Strategies.
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As regards candidate countries and potential candidates, the EU will continue to monitor their
commitment to promoting the values of democracy, rule of law and respect for human rights - as laid
out in Article 49 TEU - and to provide guidance and support to ensure tangible and sustained
progress in these key reform areas.

As regards the European Neighbourhood Policy, a strong focus shall be placed on ensuring respect
for fundamental rights and freedoms. The EU will continue to support partner countries with the
implementation of reforms that foster inclusive dialogue, promote good governance, strengthen the
independence of the judiciary and ensure protection of fundamental rights.

Principles

The new Action Plan should not endeavour to cover exhaustively all aspects of the Union's Human
Rights/Democracy support policies. It should rather be strategic and focus on priorities where
additional political momentum and enhanced commitment is needed. The Action Plan should guide
both bilateral work and EU engagement in multilateral and regional fora, in particular the United
Nations and the Council of Europe.

In this spirit, the proposed Action Plan would be guided by the following principles:

1. In an increasingly challenging global environment, the relevance of universal standards is
questioned and the EU's endeavour to promote them meets with growing resistance.
Promoting values through exogenous action alone is often not effective. Therefore, efforts
should be focused on supporting endogenous forces. The EU should empower interlocutors
in third countries (governmental, parliamentary, and quasi-governmental), reinforce the role
of the judiciary, continue to support to civil society including social partners and promote
enabling environments, strengthen the role and impact of regional organisations and
mechanisms and reinforce cooperation with the United Nations which, with its universal
membership, has greater leverage.

2. The EU must lead by example. It is under severe scrutiny for what are perceived as
discrepancies in its approach to human rights issues (double standards and internal/external
inconsistencies). Thus renewed commitment is required to improve coherence in addressing
human rights and integrating human rights considerations in all aspects of EU external action
and in the external aspects of internal policies, building on the approach developed by the
Commission to ensure the effective implementation of the Charter of Fundamental Rights by
the EU.

3. The EU must focus on the most pressing human rights challenges, which must be tackled
both internally and externally. These challenges include in particular combatting
discrimination, the respect for freedom of expression and privacy as well as insuring that
human rights are upheld in migration, trade or counter-terrorism policies.

4. The EU should empower itself - the different instruments, tools and policies at its disposal
need to be used more smartly and in a more strategic way, both in bilateral work and in
engagement in multilateral fora.
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5. Finally the EU should communicate better what it does, improve the capacity to measure
impact and, whenever appropriate, devise alternative and more efficient approaches.

In light of the above, the enclosed Action Plan identifies the following five strategic areas of actions:

(i) Boosting the ownership of local actors: Human rights and democracy can only fully take root
where there is strong local ownership. This chapter of the Action Plan focuses on actions and
activities aimed at improving the way in which we interact with all external stakeholders, both
governmental and non-governmental. Specific emphasis is given to challenges concerning the space
for civil society;

ii) Addressing key human rights challenges: This chapter focuses on targeted thematic human rights
challenges, while maintaining the necessary balance between civil and political rights on the one end
and economic, social and cultural rights on the other. This list of actions complements and underpins
the objectives pursued under the previous chapter;

(iii) Ensuring a comprehensive HR approach to conflict and crises: This chapter proposes a range of
actions to promote and support the development of tools and policies at national, regional and
international level to prevent, address and redress HR violations, with particular emphasis on the
most serious crimes of concern to the international community. The chapter also reflects a clear
need for the EU to adjust its existing tools to the changing nature of conflicts;

(iv) Fostering better coherence and consistency: This chapter addresses the need for the
Commission, together with the HRVP to mainstream further human rights considerations in the
external aspects of EU policies, particularly with regard to trade/investment,
migration/refugee/asylum and development policies as well as counter-terrorism, in order to ensure
better policy coherence;

(v) Deepening the effectiveness and results culture in Human Rights and democracy: In the context
of increasing challenges and limited resources, better use of existing instruments, activities and
policies is the only way to increase the EU impact, on human rights. This chapter proposes actions
which will help the EU develop more result-oriented and strategic approaches.
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