Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on the Annual report on Human Rights in the World in 2014 and the European Union's policy on the matter, adopted by the Commission on 23 March 2016
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6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The resolution sets out to examine, evaluate and offer constructive criticism of the human rights activities of the Commission, the Council, the High Representative and the European External Action Service with a view to scrutinising EU action and to provide input for improvement.
It does this by presenting comments and recommendations mainly under thematic headings, including a thorough analysis of all instruments available to the EU to defend human rights, as well as topic by topic (including all fundamental rights covered by the EU policies).
On the basis of the Framework Agreement, the Commission is committed to "provide information in writing on action taken in response to specific requests addressed to it in Parliament’s resolutions". It should be noted, however, that many of the Parliament's recommendations are either declamatory in nature or fall within the competence of Member States or in the realm of the CFSP.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

The following actions may be identified in correspondence with the headings of the resolution:

Human rights dialogues and consultations

The Commission subscribes to the role of civil society, including social partners, in support to human rights dialogues and consultations, in particular with regard to core labour standards, as illustrated by the dialogues established with Myanmar, Neighbourhood and trade partner countries.

With regards to civil society seminars organised in the framework of human rights dialogues, the European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR) continues to provide support for such seminars, with an allocation of EUR 1.5 million in 2014 and EUR 1 million in 2015. The EIDHR Annual Action Programmes 2014 and 2015 clearly indicate the aim of ensuring qualitative seminars, strengthening civil society involvement in the preparation and follow-up of these seminars. The seminars are designed to be results-oriented: civil society recommendations should feed into the official dialogue and be taken into account in preparing the next dialogue, in order to improve the sustainability of the process. Moreover, the seminars should focus in-depth on a couple of human rights topics in line with EU human rights priorities, including EU Guidelines.

The Commission regularly includes disability among the subjects discussed in the Human Rights Dialogue and addresses disability issues in line with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities to which the EU is a party.

EU human rights guidelines

The Commission has promoted the Guidelines on Freedom of Expression Online and Offline in all EU Delegations, with the aim to inform all future programming. In order to further stimulate the implementation of the Guidelines at the Delegation level, a 2015 programme (EUR 4.55 million, EIDHR financed) has been adopted for "EU support to media and freedom of expression in democracy pilot countries" which aims at assisting both the Delegations and the media actors in third countries in applying the Guidelines in their policy actions and operations. The Guidelines have also informed all DEVCO quality-support reviews of new development cooperation projects in the area of freedom of expression.

During 2015, the Commission financially supported organisations disseminating International Humanitarian Law (IHL) to state and non-state actors, in particular the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) project to provide IHL training and dissemination for military/ security forces and armed non-state actors in key conflict affected countries: Iraq, Colombia and the Democratic Republic of Congo; as well as a Swiss Foundation for Mine Action and Geneva Call project, under which trainings of armed non-state actors on IHL took place in Sudan and a meeting of signatories of the Deeds of Commitment was supported in order to review and promote the implementation of the Deeds.

Human rights and democracy in EU external policies and instruments

In line with EU commitment to decent work, the Commission aims at promoting core labour standards and social dialogue in all external policies and instruments.

The incentive-based approach ("More for More") has been successful in supporting reforms in the fields of good governance, democracy, the rule of law and human rights, where there is a commitment by partners to such reforms. However, it has not proven a sufficiently strong incentive to create a commitment to reform where there is not the political will. In these cases, the EU will explore more effective ways to make its case for fundamental reforms with partners, including through engagement with civil, economic and social actors. The reviewed European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) introduces a more differentiated approach, which means that the Commission will work more pragmatically and effectively with each partner according to its aspirations and the EU's own interests. The expectation is that different patterns of relations will emerge, allowing a greater sense of ownership by both sides. The EU is ready to discuss the possibility to jointly set new partnership priorities, which would focus each relationship more clearly on commonly identified shared interests.

The promotion of rule of law and independent and effective justice systems which guarantee equal access to justice, protection of human rights, gender equality and non-discrimination will continue to be a goal of the Commission with all its Neighbourhood partners. The Commission will continue to engage with all partners in an inclusive dialogue on human rights and democracy issues, including gender, covering also areas where experiences may differ. Human rights and democracy will remain an agenda item in the political dialogue with all partners in mutually agreed formats. The Commission will continue working with partner governments, civil society and citizens on human rights and democracy related issues, including electoral processes, as laid down in the Treaty on European Union and the EU’s Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy.

Under the EIDHR, the Commission has stepped up its efforts to support independent National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs), including in the EU's neighbourhood. A targeted global capacity building programme to support NHRIs in meeting their mandate under the UN Paris principles was included in the EIDHR Annual Action Programme 2014 (EUR 5 million), with activities starting in 2015. Moreover, under the instrument's Multi-Annual Action Programme 2016-17, the Commission will provide support for the European Network of National Human Rights Institutions (ENNHRI) addressing notably the role of NHRIs in conflict and post-conflict situations (1 million EUR). NHRIs in Europe's eastern neighbourhood will benefit from this programme.

Human rights through trade

The Commission agrees on the importance to keep human rights, including fundamental principles and rights at work, high on the trade agenda and to promote social dialogue in its relations with partner countries. Recent Free Trade Agreements include binding commitments to respect human rights and core labour standards under a Trade and Sustainable Development Chapter. Such chapters establish dedicated institutions, involving civil society, including social partners, to reinforce transparency and dialogue on labour and environmental issues. The International Labour Organisation (ILO) is carrying out a study on the "Assessment of labour provisions in trade agreements" with Commission support.

Through the EIDHR, the Commission launched a call for proposals dedicated to supporting civil society and social partners in the monitoring and implementation of the 15 human rights and core labour standards conventions included in the Annex VIII of Regulation (EU) No 978/2012 of 31 October 2012. The call for proposals will select projects for a total amount of up to five million euros with actions covering all nine General System of Preferences (GSP+) beneficiary countries in 2016. The projects should start their activities in 2016.

In parallel, the EIDHR supports the improvement of the capacities and knowledge of governments of six selected EU trading partners' countries in contributing to the implementation of the eight fundamental ILO Conventions, with a view to reducing and progressively eliminating discrimination, forced labour, child labour, and violations of the freedom of association. This is reflected in a grant to the International Labour Organisation for a total amount of EUR 1million.

These two-fold parallel EIDHR initiatives supporting on one side the governments and on the other side civil society and social partners should create a unique opportunity for the EIDHR to accompany the GSP+ process, and hopefully will induce a momentum on GSP+ implementation in 2016.

Business and human rights

The Commission adopted on 14 July 2015 a Commission Staff Working Document
 on Implementing the UN Guiding Principles on Business (UNGPs) and Human Rights The document presents the EU's activities in implementing the UNGPs and promoting progress in business and human rights.

The Commission hosts a High-Level Group of EU Member States representatives on Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). With this group, the Commission organised a peer review during 2013-2014 of Member States' policies and practices on CSR, which included business and human rights. The peer review was composed of seven information exchange meetings of four Member States each, followed by the compilation of a compendium of practices. The work on the compendium enabled a monitoring of the state of play in relation to the preparation of national action plans on CSR and on business and human rights by Member States to be undertaken. To date, approximately 20 EU Member States have completed or are currently completing National Action Plans on CSR, with another seven EU Member States having completed National Action Plans on Business and Human Rights. In September 2015, a meeting with EU Member States was held on CSR policy coherence. It provided a platform for Member States to share how they operationalise responsible business policies across ministries and public bodies. Promoting decent work in global supply chains is high on the EU's agenda, in close cooperation with the ILO, through the active involvement in and support to UN, G7, G0 and OECD initiatives, through regional dialogues with Asian, African and Latin American countries and through dialogue and cooperation with specific partner countries such as Bangladesh, Myanmar and Thailand. The Commission services and the EEAS are further preparing the EU contribution to the ILO discussion on decent work in global supply chains at the 105th International Labour Conference in 2016.

In 2016, the global EIDHR call for proposals will be launched with one lot devoted to supporting civil society and social partners in implementing the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human rights. The dedicated lot will have a total amount of EUR 5 million. Moreover, under the EIDHR, a targeted capacity building programme to support National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs) started in 2015, with the aim to inter alia strengthen NHRI capacity in dealing with violations of human rights in the context of business and human rights.

Human rights and development

The European Commission started to progressively integrate the rights-based approach (RBA) in its development programmes. In 2015, the Commission has taken the following steps:

· The RBA has been integrated in key documents such as the DEVCO companion, the new Action Document, the template for the assessment of cross-cutting issues. The Commission is now working on integrating the RBA in the other phases of the project management cycle templates.

· A specific sectorial guidance has been developed on EU external cooperation actions addressing Terrorism, Organised Crime and Cybersecurity. The objective is to expand this work into other policy areas in the near future.

· The RBA has been progressively mainstreamed in in the different methodological trainings proposed to colleagues in headquarters and in Delegations.

· Several trainings and information sessions have already been held in 2015 (i.e. human rights and gender focal points, Civil Society Organisations and local authorities, justice sector focal points in EU Delegations).

· In addition, a dedicated support programme for the implementation of the RBA has been launched through a service contract due to start on 1 January 2016. The programme will enable 25 Delegations to receive specific RBA training and technical assistance by the end of 2017.

Rights of indigenous peoples

Concerning specific challenges on monitoring, evaluating and improving the implementation of the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), the Commission finances the development of the Indigenous Navigator. This is prepared by indigenous peoples' organisations under the coordination of the International Labour Organization. The Indigenous Navigator aims at consolidating dispersed and uncoordinated monitoring efforts into a strategic intervention to improve indigenous peoples’ access to justice and development. The Navigator uses strategic monitoring to enable indigenous peoples to overcome exclusion and human rights violations. The tool is based on UNDRIP and links to the full range of human rights instruments.

The Indigenous Navigator will serve the 2030 Agenda by contributing to the inclusion of marginalised/ discriminated peoples.

EU action on migration and refugees

During 2015 the EU faced unprecedented migration and asylum flows. The European Commission adopted in May a European Agenda on Migration which not only provided an immediate response to the crisis situation in the Mediterranean but set a new medium/ long term policy framework, looking at the complex interactions between the migratory flows in a holistic manner, aligning internal and external policy instruments in close cooperation with High Representative/ Vice-President Mogherini, in order to achieve the four objectives set forth by President Juncker in his Political Guidelines, namely an effective asylum policy based on the Common European Asylum System in place; well-managed regular migration, based on respect to migrant's human and social rights; fight against and prevention of irregular migration; and securing the external borders.

Since the adoption of the Agenda in May, the Commission has introduced a number of measures, including measures to strengthen cooperation with third countries to tackle the root causes of irregular migration and forced displacement, to combat smuggling of migrants and trafficking in human beings, to reinforce the EU return and readmission policy, and to effectively address the external dimension of the refugee crisis. The protection of the human rights of migrants is at the heart of all those measures, reflected in the numerous projects that are implemented in third countries under the EU’s external migration policy – the Global Approach Migration and Mobility. The latter focusses on protecting migrants from abuse and human rights violations. The EU supports projects to improve detention conditions, activities to improve the treatment of unaccompanied minor migrants, capacity building projects to support the development of better refugee protection systems, and projects to improve access to justice for migrants, as well as numerous activities in the fight against trafficking in human beings. The EU encourages partner countries to adopt and implement reforms ensuring a set of human rights standards for migrants. In this regard, the Migration and Mobility Dialogues, the Mobility Partnerships and Common agendas on Migration and Mobility are examples of how human rights issues can be addressed in a systematic manner in policy dialogues with third countries. Eight
 Mobility Partnerships have now been established and two new ones with Lebanon and Belarus are in the pipeline. Moreover, two Common Agendas have been concluded with Nigeria and Ethiopia.

A Communication on Forced Displacement and Development, to be presented in 2016, should set out a development-oriented policy approach to support protracted refugees, Internally Displaced Peoples, returnees and host populations in partner countries. Since the beginning of the crisis in 2011, the EU has spearheaded the international response with more than EUR 5 billion of total budget mobilised collectively so far. Out of these EUR 5 billion, the EU has provided more than EUR 3.5 billion in humanitarian assistance to the Syria crisis; EUR 2.5 billion came from EU Member States and more than EUR 1 billion (EUR 1,059.44 million) from the EU budget. Out of this Commission funding, over EUR 400 million was allocated in 2015.

Protection of human rights is also a cross cutting issue of the Valetta Action Plan, adopted at the EU-Africa Summit on Migration on 11-12 November in Valetta. Likewise, it is at the heart of the Declaration of the High Level Meeting on the Eastern Mediterranean and Western Balkan route, adopted on 8 October in Luxembourg and the operative objectives agreed at the Western Balkan Leaders' Summit, held in Brussels on 25 October 2015. It also inspires the renewed European Neighbourhood Policy which places migration and asylum at the centre of the renewed policy.

In addition, in line with the mandate of the European Council of June and October 2015, the High Representative/ Vice-President and the European Commission will set up High Level Dialogues on Migration with key third countries in order to promote cooperation in this field, including the return of irregular migrants.

EU readmission agreements are technical instruments bringing procedural improvements to cooperation between administrations. The situation of the person subject to readmission is not regulated by those agreements, leaving those issues to relevant international, EU and national applicable law. EU readmission agreements by no means waive the obligations of the Member States to respect the rights guaranteed by other instruments, both internal and international, such as the 1951 Refugee Convention, the UN Convention Against Torture, and the European Convention of Human Rights. Those instruments guarantee that no person may be removed from a Member State if it would be against the principle of non-refoulement, meaning that a removal should not be carried on if, in the recipient country, the third country national subject to return could be subject to torture or to inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. It should be duly noted that all readmission agreements contain a special "non-affection clause" confirming the applicability of and respect for instruments on human rights.

In 2014, the Commission has launched a pilot project which introduces a post-return monitoring mechanism in Ukraine and Pakistan, which also concerns the question whether the human rights of the returnees have been respected. The project is implemented by IOM together with UNHCR and local partners.

The Commission supports the establishment of such partnerships within the European Asylum Support Office's (EASO) mandate to support the external dimension of the EU's asylum policy. The inclusion of international protection and the external dimension of asylum as a specific thematic priority of the revised Global Approach to Migration and Mobility in 2012 has allowed these issues to be addressed in a more systematic and strategic manner through dialogues and cooperation frameworks with third countries. It is a priority for the Commission to support partner countries' efforts to ensure improved protection and reception capacities with a view to helping these countries fulfil their international obligations. In line with this, in agreement with the Commission, EASO seeks the cooperation with third countries in technical matters in order to improve asylum and reception capacities in partner countries, including within the framework of Mobility Partnerships. In particular EASO is (already) engaged in actions aimed at supporting third countries in building their capacities to deal with refugee flows, within the bounds and in line with the priorities defined in the EASO External Action Strategy
. Further actions, for example as part of support to the development and implementation of Regional Development and Protection Programmes, are considered.

As stated above, respect of human rights remains a cross-cutting priority in the EU's cooperation and dialogues with third countries. In particular, the respect of human rights is already a key criterion when accessing the progress made by third countries in implementing the Visa Liberalisation Action Plan. In addition to migration related dialogues, issues related to the human rights of migrants are regularly addressed in the EU's Human Rights dialogues as well as in other formal bilateral meetings, including subcommittees on justice, liberty and security, and subcommittees on migration and social affairs.

As underlined in the EU Action Plan on return of September 2015, the EU return policy is an essential tool to address the challenge of irregular migration, and conducted in full respect of the fundamental rights and dignity of the individuals concerned such as the principle of non-refoulement, in line with the safeguards provided in the Return Directive 2008/115/EC, the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, the European Convention on Human Rights and all other relevant international human rights conventions. The Directive 2009/52 prohibits the employment of irregularly staying third-country workers and provides for sanctions for those who employ them. The employment of victims of trafficking – knowing that they are victims of trafficking – falls within the scope of the Directive. To supplement the complaint mechanisms of the Directive, Member States should be free to grant residence permits of limited duration to third-country nationals who have been subjected to particularly exploitative working conditions, or who were illegally employed minors, and who cooperate in criminal proceedings against the employer (this condition is not applied to child victims). In line with the Commission Communication on the work of the Task Force Mediterranean adopted in December 2013, the EU is already stepping up its effort to address migrant smuggling, including through the adoption of the EU Action Plan against migrant smuggling in May 2015, as part of which the proposals for revised EU legislation on migrant smuggling will be put forward before the end of 2016.

The European Union has built a comprehensive and far-seeing legal and policy framework, guided by the Anti- Trafficking Directive and the European Union Strategy towards the Eradication of Trafficking in Human Beings 2012-2016, and coordinated by the EU Anti-Trafficking Coordinator. Moreover, the European Union continues to promote globally higher standards in addressing trafficking in human beings including through regional dialogue processes such as the Khartoum Process with the countries along the East African migratory route.

Actions addressing trafficking in human beings form part of the newly adopted European Migration Agenda, the European Agenda on Security and also of the new Human Rights and Democracy Action Plan, as well as the new framework for the EU's activities on gender equality and women's empowerment in the EU's external relations for 2016-2020. It sets the elimination of trafficking of girls and women for all forms of exploitation as one of its priorities.

During the recent Valletta Summit on Migration, the EU and Member States' political leaders committed to scale up joint efforts in eradicating trafficking in human beings and combat those who exploit vulnerable people. The Action Plan that was adopted includes the prevention of and fight against irregular migration, migrant smuggling and trafficking in human beings as one of its five priorities. The political leaders have committed to provide protection, support and assistance to victims of trafficking with special attention to vulnerable groups, such as women and children.

The Commission is committed to ensuring implementation of the EU Directive on preventing and combating trafficking in human beings and protecting its victims and to ensuring that a post-2016 anti-trafficking strategy will be developed.

Finally, the EIDHR global call for proposals, launched in August 2015, devoted one lot (EUR 5 million) to "support migrants, including asylum seekers in third countries, internally displaced persons and stateless persons". The selection procedure will be concluded in the spring of 2016.

The Commission promotes the swift ratification of the Protocol of 2014 to the ILO Forced Labour Convention, and promotes international cooperation in this regard
, thus contributing to fighting trafficking of human beings for the purpose of labour exploitation.

International cultural and sports events and human rights

The European Union and its Member States speak up with one voice when the non-observance by Qatar of the Forced Labour Convention and the Labour Inspection Convention is brought before the Governing Body and the Conference Committee on the Application of Standards of the ILO. The Commission, in collaboration with the Member States and observer organisations from the world of sport, is also developing guiding principles on democracy, human rights and labour rights in the context of the awarding procedure of major sport events.
EU action in multilateral organisations

Regarding violations of core labour standards, the Commission and EEAS action aims at ensuring that the European Union and its Member States speak up with one voice when cases are brought before the Governing Body and the Conference Committee on the Application of Standards of the ILO.

The EU is strongly engaged in promoting core labour standards through cooperation with the ILO. The EU and its Member States have a clear and strong voice at the ILO, in particular in promoting respect for core labour standards and supporting ILO's unique standard supervisory mechanism.

Freedom of thought, conscience and religion or belief
Implementation of the 2013 EU Guidelines on the promotion and protection of freedom of religion or belief continued during the reporting period. The Guidelines define this fundamental freedom in line with international human rights standards and set priority areas for action, by addressing, inter alia, violence on grounds of religion or belief, changing or leaving one's religion or belief and manifestation of religion or belief.

By supporting selected projects issued under the 2013 global call for proposal of the EIDHR on fighting discrimination on grounds of religion or belief, the EU has stepped up its efforts in contributing to the eradication of such discrimination and in promoting dialogue and an enabling environment for freedom of religion or belief. Following this global call alone, EIDHR support for the promotion of freedom of religion or belief now amounts to more than EUR 5 million and covers all regions of the world. In 2015, the EU has also taken concrete action for the effective implementation of the EU Guidelines. It has also continued offering regular training on these matters to EU staff, at headquarters and in Delegations.

EU Action against the death penalty

In 2015, the fight against the death penalty was one of the targets of the EIDHR Global Call for proposals, with a 6.8 MEUR lot dedicated to this topic. That will allow the Commission to fund between 6 and 12 projects (depending on the individual amount of projects). In line with the EU Guidelines on the abolition of death penalty, the following activities were promoted under this Call:

· Support for legal reform to abolish the death penalty, to establish a moratorium and to restrict the death penalty.
· Training of legal professionals, administrative authorities for handling capital cases and elected members of parliaments for raising awareness on death penalty.
· Provision of assistance to enhance the right to a fair and impartial trial and to monitoring the respect for minimum standards, in particular concerning non–violent acts, drug related crimes, persons below 18 years of age, pregnant women and person suffering from mental illness or having an intellectual disability.

Fight against torture and ill-treatment

In September 2015, a Special Report from the Court of Auditors on the "EU support for the fight against torture and the death penalty" was published. Its recommendations based on the analysis of 31 EIDHR projects will be taken into account in the future EIDHR calls for proposals.

Also in November 2015, the EIDHR contributed to the preparation and the design of the training course on the fight against torture for colleagues in headquarters and from Delegations, with an important attendance number. For the first time, the EU has given a presentation during an official session of the UN Committee against Torture in November 2015 in an attempt to better coordinate the institutional efforts at international level. Also the contact with the UN sub-committee on the prevention of Torture has been reinforced, as well as with the UN Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture.

Discrimination

Concerning specific challenges, for example in relation to the situation of Roma, the Commission and the Member States have pursued the implementation of the 2011 EU framework for National Roma Integration Strategies up to 2020.
 The Commission has stepped up efforts to ensure the correct application of anti-discrimination legislation towards Roma in EU Member States and in September 2014 launched the first infringement procedure due to discrimination of Roma children in education. Cases concerning discrimination of Roma both in education and in housing are currently being assessed against other Member States.

The recent assessment of the National Roma Integration Strategies recognised the worrying rising trend in anti-Gypsyism, hate speech and hate crime, and persisting if not growing segregation. This is why the Commission has stepped up its efforts to ensure the correct implementation of anti-discrimination legislation. The Commission also gives guidance on how to make mainstream policies more inclusive of Roma under the European Semester of Europe 2020.

By supporting selected projects issued under the 2013 global call for proposal of the EIDHR on fighting discrimination, the EU has shown commitment to eradicate discrimination in its various forms (total allocation EUR 20 million). Moreover, the global call of 2016 will dedicate a lot for supporting the rights of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers, persons belonging to minorities and persons affected by caste-based discrimination for an indicative amount of EUR 4.65 million. This lot will explicitly address discrimination and actions helping to prevent and combat it.

LGBTI rights

With regard to LGBTI rights (points 93 and 94), the Commission monitors the implementation and correct transposition by Member States of EU legislation such as the Employment Equality Directive
 and the Victims of Crime Directive.
 In addition, the Commission carries out non-legislative activities in order to promote diversity and combat discrimination and intolerance. The Commission has made explicit its commitment to combat LGBTI discrimination within the EU by publishing the "List of Actions by the Commission to advance LGBTI equality", which is a framework including also activities in enlargement, neighbourhood and third countries for the sake of internal/ external coherency of EU action in this area
.

Caste-based discrimination

With the adoption of Regulation no 235/2014 establishing a financing instrument for democracy and human rights worldwide for 2014-2020 (EIDHR), the EU commits to combat discrimination on any grounds, including caste. With the global call for proposal of 2016 under this instrument, the Commission will dedicate a lot for supporting inter alia persons affected by caste-based discrimination (indicative amount EUR 4.65 million). Moreover, under the Development Cooperation Instrument (DCI), the fight against discrimination, including caste-based discrimination, has been included as a cross-cutting issue and area of cooperation.

Rights of persons with disabilities

The EU as a party to the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities is fully committed to undertake its best endeavour for its implementation, including the recommendations included in the Concluding Observations received in September 2015 after the dialogue with the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. It also continues to promote the Convention in its external action.

The Commission mandate in humanitarian aid includes the provision of needs-based assistance in particular to the most vulnerable, which often includes persons with disabilities. The needs of persons with disabilities are mainstreamed in operations within all sectors of humanitarian aid. In the area of civil protection, the Commission mandate is to support, complement and facilitate coordination of Member States’ actions in disaster management and to increase public awareness and preparedness for disasters. The needs of persons with disabilities are progressively integrated into all aspects of disaster management. In March 2015, the Council adopted, in close consultation with the Commission, Conclusions on disability-inclusive disaster management. People with disabilities and their representative organisations were consulted during preparation of the Conclusions. The needs of people with disabilities are considered among the priorities of the Union Civil Protection Mechanism activities under its Annual Work Programme 2016. The Commission co-finances Civil Protection Mechanism exercises and preparedness projects taking into consideration the needs of persons with disabilities. The Commission has financially supported partners such as Handicap International and HelpAge, which target persons with disabilities in emergencies, by providing direct services and conducting advocacy to raise awareness among other humanitarian agencies.

Rights of women and girls

The Commission is fully dedicated to ending violence against women, as shown in the Strategic engagement for gender equality 2016 – 2019
 and the Women's Charter
. The Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence, also known as the Istanbul Convention, represents a very valuable legal and policy framework to effectively combat violence against women at national and European levels. So far, 25 EU Member States have signed the Convention, of which 12 have also ratified it. The Commission welcomed its entry into force in August 2014, and national ratification processes are progressing noticeably. Last October the Commission took the first step towards a possible accession of the Union to the Istanbul Convention, by publishing a roadmap
.
In 2015, the Commission supported 63 projects that prevented and responded to sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) in humanitarian crises, contributing EUR 18,544,163 in total to SGBV activities. Locations for this support included the Democratic Republic of Congo, the Syrian Crisis, the Central African Republic, Ethiopia and Colombia. The Commission also supported coordination and capacity building efforts in response to gender based violence in humanitarian assistance by funding Regional Gender Based Violence Advisors and the Gender Standby Capacity Project (GenCap). The EU came also to strengthen its policy commitment by including one objective on "protection for all women and men of all ages from sexual and gender based violence in crises situation; through EU supported operations" in its Joint Staff Working Document "Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment: Transforming the Lives of Girls and Women through EU External Relations 2016-2020"
 that was adopted on 22 September 2015. The Commission has been actively involved in the global initiative Call to Action on protection from gender-based violence in emergencies and the development of a global Road Map, by being a member of the Call to Action steering committee, as well as focal point for the working group for states and donors.

The EU will ensure that all its humanitarian assistance systematically tailors its responses to the different and specific needs of women and men of all ages and adhere to the approach to gender and gender-based violence outlined in the Commission Staff Working Document (SWD(2013) 290 final) "Gender in Humanitarian Aid: Different Needs, Adapted Assistance", adopted in 2013. This will be done by using tools such as the ECHO Gender-Age Marker, which assess assesses the extent to which humanitarian actions integrate gender and age considerations. It aims to improve the quality of humanitarian aid actions through assistance that is more sensitive to the differentiated needs of women, girls, boys and men. It also tracks gender and age sensitive actions and financial allocations, allowing performance in integrating gender and age to be monitored.

Children's Rights

In 2015, the EU has further strengthened its commitment to education in emergencies and allocated EUR 11 million to 18 humanitarian projects aiming at helping children affected by conflict and complex emergencies through education, including EUR 1 million dedicated funding for education to children affected by the Ebola epidemic. In recent years, the EU has become increasingly involved in this sector, thanks to the Nobel Peace Prize awarded to the EU in 2012. Since 2012, this initiative has increased every year and so far DG ECHO has allocated over EUR 23 million, and by the end of 2015 reached over 1.5 million boys and girls in 26 countries. The EU has also committed to step up its current 1% allocation for education in emergencies from its Humanitarian Budget to the global target of 4% from 2016.

The 9th European Forum on the rights of the child entitled "Coordination and cooperation on integrated child protection systems" was held on 3-4 June 2015
 in Brussels to facilitate further exchange of best practices on a systems-approach to prevention and responding to violence against children, and to focus on full implementation of existing EU instruments on rights of the child.
 At the Forum, the Commission proposed ten principles for integrated child protection system in a reflection paper.

Children’s rights, rights of the child are a priority for the Commission and, in line with Article 3(3) TEU, the Commission will continue to actively mainstream rights of the child in EU legislative proposals, policy and financial programmes and in coordinating work among services and external stakeholders.

The Commission promotes the ratification and effective application of the ILO Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention in all its policies. With 180 ratifications out of 186 ILO Member States, Convention No. 182 is the most ratified core labour standard. Commission efforts focus on its effective application as well as on the swift ratification of the Protocol of 2014 to the ILO Forced Labour Convention, whose implementation will support achieving the objective of eliminating the worst forms of child labour.

Addressing violence against children remains at the core of EU external action for the comprehensive protection and promotion of the rights of the child. Among the earmarked priorities 2015-2020 under funding instruments to ensure child wellbeing are the support to systems ensuring children's access to an identity as "child first rights", the fight against harmful practices and social norms that affect children (female genital mutilation, child early and forced marriage, witchcraft…), and the establishment of national and local systems and strategies aiming at protecting children from all forms of violence (notably access to justice and reinforcing child protection systems). Moreover, in line with its support to the Children No Soldiers campaign, the EU launched a specific call for proposals (EUR 5 million) at the end of 2015 under the instrument for Democracy and Human Rights dedicated to provide support to children associated and used by armed forces, groups and gangs and impacted by armed violence.

The dissemination of the Child Rights toolkit on integrating child rights in development cooperation was pursued in 2015 with launching events organized in several EU Delegations for a number up-to-date of 20 ceremonies organized in partnership with the local authorities and UNICEF offices, and in presence of the CSOs. Training on child rights also took place in 2015 in Belarus, Moldova, Panama, and Brussels, in partnership between the EU, UNICEF and the German Development Cooperation Agency (GIZ), building capacities on how to mainstream child rights in development projects, programs and policies.

Defending freedom of expression and strengthening civil society

The Commission currently registers ongoing projects worth over EUR 55 million directly relevant to media and freedom of expression financed on a variety of instruments. In 2015, 42 new contracts were signed for a total amount of more than EUR 11 million.
Apart from project support, EIDHR (under the EIDHR Emergency Fund for Human Rights Defenders at Risk) also provides support and protection to journalists and bloggers at risk by temporary relocations outside their countries, financial grants, and legal and medical assistance. For 2015, the Commission has adopted a new programme (EUR 4.55 million) for "EU support to media and freedom of expression in democracy pilot countries", which includes a component on promoting the principles and understanding of the EU Guidelines on Freedom of Expression Online and Offline.

EU support for human rights defenders

The protection of Human Rights Defenders has long been a priority for the EU and will remain so for the coming years. As set up in the EU Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy (2015-2019), the Commission has committed to further strengthen the support for human rights and their defenders in the situation where they are most at risk.

Since the adoption of the EU Guidelines on Human Rights Defenders in 2004, considerable progress has been made on implementation, in particular under the EIDHR. The EIDHR is the largest pro-human rights defenders programme worldwide. Supporting human rights and their defenders where they are most at risk is indeed the first objective of the EIDHR Regulation for the period 2014-2020, with 20-25% of its total budget, corresponding to a maximum amount of EUR 250 million. The decision to earmark 20-25% of the reviewed EIDHR for human rights defenders (HRDs) represents an indicative amount of EUR 150 million over the period 2014-2017, i.e. EUR 37.5 million per year over this period. This is an increase of more than 50% compared to the previous period 2007-2013.

The Commission earmarked EUR 20.5 million for 2014 and EUR 10.5 million for 2015 for global action on HRDs for which implementation has started. More than EUR 10 million has already been implemented through the EIDHR Country Based Support Scheme (CBSS) under the 2014 budget in countries such as Egypt, Syria, Ukraine, Burundi, Belarus, Russia, Thailand and Azerbaijan.

The establishment and the implementation of the first EU comprehensive HRDs mechanism, named ProtectDefenders.eu, under the EIDHR is a major innovation to invigorate support to HRDs. "ProtectDefenders.eu' for an unprecedented amount of EUR 15 million is designed to address the most difficult human rights situations in the world and to provide support to the local actors who strive to promote and defend them. Its establishment is meant to be complementary to the continuous support to HRDs provided by the EIDHR by ways of global and local calls for proposals as well as the emergency fund for HRDs at risk.

Moreover, the number of individual cases positively treated under the EIDHR emergency fund for HRDs at risk, compared to 2012, increased by 17% in 2013 and by 68% in 2014. In 2015, over 258 human rights defenders at risk were supported by the EIDHR, corresponding to a total amount of over EUR 660.000. Furthermore, an EIDHR global call for proposal for a total amount of EUR 5 million was launched in August 2015 aimed at providing support to HRDs organisations working at grassroots level, in particular in most difficult situations and remote areas. The procedure is still on-going.

Finally, in order to respond to the most difficult human rights situations in the world, where space for civil society is shrinking and where human rights defenders are most at risk, since 2014 the EIDHR has put in place a new human rights crises facility with an annual allocation of EUR 3.5 million. This facility is designed to support civil society actions through direct awards in proven situations of short-, mid- to long-term human rights crises, and where standard procedures and calls for proposals are not feasible or appropriate. This allows for more complementary, flexible and reactive responses to support civil society acting in most difficult situations.

Regarding violations of the freedom of association and the right to organise, the Commission and EEAS action aims at ensuring that the European Union and its Member States speak up with one voice when cases are brought before the Governing Body and the Conference Committee on the Application of Standards of the ILO.

Where individual cases of humans rights defenders, in particular trade union members, are linked to violations of international labour standards addressed in ILO standard supervisory bodies, EU statements include a reference to these individual cases.

Supporting electoral processes and enhancing the rule of law, independence of the judiciary and impartial administration in third countries

Throughout 2015, the Commission continued to promote a comprehensive approach of democratisation processes, not focusing only on providing the practical means to organise a given election, but also taking into account, where relevant, the broader context to support democratic reforms. Even though the delivery of electoral assistance to a given country does not depend on the sending of an EU/ OSCE Electoral Observation Mission (EOM), the Commission encourages synergies, taking into account for instance international and domestic (EOM) reports when designing EC electoral assistance projects. The decision to support (or not to support) such reforms cannot directly and automatically be linked to the deployment of an EU/ OSCE Electoral Observation Mission (EOM), as the Commission cannot risk being seen as judge and party to the implementation of these recommendations. One of the keys to the Commission's engagement is the political will demonstrated by the partner country.

In line with this comprehensive approach, a new delivery mechanism has been tested in 2015, when budget support was used as a funding modality in the field of electoral support. Test cases include Burkina Faso and Kyrgyzstan.
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