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Human rights: activities of the European Union in 1996. Annual memorandum

OBJECTIVE: the annual memorandum to the European Parliament summarises all the activities of the European Union in the field of human
rights throughout the world in 1996. CONTENT: in addition to participating at various international human rights fora, such as the General
Assembly of the United Nations, the OSCE or the Council of Europe, at which numerous declarations or resolutions on the observance of
human rights have been adopted, the memorandum lists over 40 declarations and 80 measures in which the European Union has taken an
official position on human rights violations throughout the world in 1996. Of these main positions taken, note should be made in particular of
those relating to: - south-east Europe, especially Albania (with the call for new elections following those held in May 1996), Cyprus (where the
violent acts perpetrated there have been criticised) and Turkey (where the European Union has emphasised its insistence on the observance
of human rights); - central and eastern Europe, especially the countries of the former USSR (where the European Union has taken a position
with respect to Russia and Chechnya and support for humanitarian organisations on the ground); - Asia, with numerous positions taken on the
People's Republic of Korea (following the violation of the armistice agreement), Eastern Timor and Burma. In addition, human rights clauses
have been included as a fundamental element in cooperation agreements signed with Vietnam, Cambodia et Laos; - the Middle East, with the
establishment of the Barcelona process, which places human rights at the centre of the Euro-Mediterranean partnership. The Union has also
continued to apply a policy of "critical dialogue" with Iran with a view to influencing its policy in certain areas affecting human rights; - Latin
America, with the implementation of a new 1996-2000 partnership focusing on the consolidation of democracy and the rule of law. In addition,
a process of rapprochement has been initiated with Cuba; - Africa, where dialogue continued with all the states affected by the Great Lakes
crisis and a European mediator was sent to the region. Several joint declarations were made condemning the atrocities committed in the
region and a number of humanitarian initiatives were taken (release of ECU 169 million in addition to the ECU 500 million already granted in
emergency aid). Other initiatives have also been taken, especially in Burundi (following the military coup) and Rwanda. In addition, the Union
officially called for a regional peace conference for the region. Finally, as far as dialogue with the European Parliament was concerned, the
Council had replied to some 120 written or verbal questions raised by members in 1996, a quarter of which referred to the human rights
situation in Turkey and Cyprus.?
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This was one of the conclusions reached by José BARROS MOURA (PES, P), whose report on human rights in the world (1997/98) was
adopted unanimously by the Committee. Mr Barros Moura placed particular emphasis on this new dimension of the problem and on the need
to go beyond the usual approach of simply evaluating whether or not human rights were being observed. He believed the issue needed to be
raised not only with states and the EU institutions but also with all economic and social actors as well as the international institutions. The
effects of globalisation meant that action was needed more urgently than ever in various fields. Civil and political rights, although still essential,
were not in themselves enough to ensure respect for human dignity. The committee deplored "the devastating social consequences of Third
World debt" and called on international financial institutions "to integrate the respect of fundamental social, economic, civil, political and cultural
rights in their activities". It called on the Commission and Council to actively promote a reform of the international financial institutions to
achieve greater transparency in market movements and stronger supervision of financial markets. The business community also needed to
face up to its responsibilities. New voluntary codes of conduct should be encouraged and MEPs rejected the contention that the introduction of
a code of conduct obliging EU-based companies to observe human rights norms in their operations in third countries was not possible within
Community law as it stood. They also reaffirmed support for the creation of a "social label", to ensure observance of human rights by
companies operating in developing countries. In addition, the report not only highlights the difficulty of exercising rights which could be
described as "traditional", by denouncing violations of such rights (e.g. of refugees, minorities and women), it also emphasises "new" rights
(economic, social and sexual), which are violated particularly often in the case of women and children. In this connection, the committee
regrets that three Member States have not yet signed ILO Convention 138 on Child Labour. The report also reaffirms its belief that an
International Criminal Court is needed to deal with genocide, crimes against humanity and war crimes. Lastly, Mr Barros Moura's report says
loud and clear that Parliament will not hesitate to withhold its assent from international agreements which do not contain appropriate human
rights provisions.?

Human rights: activities of the European Union in 1996. Annual memorandum

The European Parliament adopted its tenth report on human rights in the world and the EU's human rights policy, drafted by Mr. José
BARROS MOURA (PES, E). The report recalls a number of principles and positions adopted by the Parliament. These include : - respect for
freedom of expression; - the complete abolition of the death penalty; - equitable and humane policies with respect to asyslum seekers and
refugees in the EU; - improved recognition and protection of the rights of communities, minorities and indigenous populations; - need for
actions to combat sex tourism and to pursue persons involved in the sexual exploitation of children; - elimination of children labour and
introduction of just social standards; - recognition that rape in time of war should constitute a war crime; - introduction of legal reforms with
respect to inheritance and rights of succession. The Parliament called for a reform of the international financial institutions and the adoption of
a code of conduct for companies working in developing countries. It also reaffirmed its support for the creation of a 'Social Label'. It also called
for the speedy adoption of the Council Regulation concerning the legal basis for the promotion of human rights and democracy by the
European Union and the establishment of a Human Rights Forum. The Forum would be empowered to make recommendations on the human
rights dimension of EU policies and to evaluate the EU's human rights related activities; the Forum should include experts from international
organisations, NGOs and the academic world, as well as representative of the Parliament, Commission and Council. Another important plea
from the Parliament's point of view was to the Council, Commission and Member States to withhold assistance to regimes which devote
excessive resources to military hardware.?
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