[image: image2.jpg]Amnesty
International

EU Office






Amnesty International  EU Association

[image: image1]

Speech by Dick Oosting, Director

On the occasion of the official opening of Amnesty International's new EU office by European Parliament President Pat Cox 7 May 2002

Dear Mr. Cox, dear guests, colleagues, friends,

It is 17 years since Amnesty International first opened an office in Brussels - in those days a lonely outpost in what was still predominantly an economic landscape. Today, as we move into yet another new office, that landscape has changed dramatically. Today, the European Union has developed into an entity, a power that no human rights organization can afford not to take very seriously. I want to talk briefly about why that is so, what we as NGOs hope to achieve at the EU, and how that relates to you who represent the EU in one form or another. And in particular how that relates to the European Parliament.

Why is the EU so important for human rights? As a union based on values, it set itself a strong human rights mandate with very high standards to fulfil internally, and with equally high ambitions to be a positive force for change in the world at large. This, in combination with its ever growing economic and political force, makes the EU into a major human rights actor. And for us as a human rights movement a very important partner to whom we submit our information and analysis, and with whom we work together in many different ways. 

But at the same time it makes the EU a prime target. For it is precisely the very high level of the EU's ambitions that makes us extra critical of the wide gap between the intentions and the reality, critical of the EU's failure to use its potential to the full and to deliver on its promises more effectively. We try to direct that criticism where it is due. These days, that is primarily to the Council and to the Commission, when we feel implementation falls short, when the balance tilts too much towards dialogue without pressure, or when there is no coherence between policies or between the institutions. We have quite frankly been shocked by the ease with which rights were put at risk on different fronts after 11 September, also by the EU. 

We are also and increasingly critical of the EU's complacency when it comes to its own human rights performance. Our concerns over the ever more restrictive asylum policies are well known. Only a few weeks ago Amnesty published a hefty report on race-related torture and ill-treatment of minorities and immigrants by state agents in Spain. Clearly, such a situation is not just a matter for the country in question, it must be a concern for the EU as a whole. The prospect of enlargement adds new significance to these concerns.

The now standard EU rhetoric: "human rights at the heart of all EU policies" is far from a reality. We see a growing need for accountability by the Council and the Commission for the way in which they carry out their human rights mandate. Therefore we look very specifically to the European Parliament to fulfil what we believe is its prime role and responsibility. 

We do this as Amnesty International but at the same time as citizens, nearly one million in Europe, who want the EU to do better. We do this also as a broader human rights and democracy movement that is increasingly working together and linking up to other NGO networks in conflict prevention, development, social and environmental spheres, in Brussels and elsewhere. This reflects the growing awareness of the interdependence and indivisibility of all human rights, and of the need for a more comprehensive rights-based perspective to tackle "the world's heartrending injustices", to quote the Laeken Declaration.

We look to the EU to take a lead in that debate. And it is urgent. We are witnessing a drift across Europe towards simplified thinking about security, immigration and asylum We see an upsurge of populism that gives a voice to those concerns but does not offer solutions while at the same time providing a fresh breeding ground for divisiveness, racism and xenophobia. And now with a shocking twist of fate, the ultimate violence that strikes at the heart of our democratic system, not just in my own country but affecting Europe more widely. Yes, we look to the EU to take a lead. But as importantly, we look to the EU to stick to its principles and affirm absolute respect for the standards of international law when confronting threats to security. 

Much of this will hopefully find its focus in the debate about the future of Europe. You can be assured that we will engage with that debate as civil society, from different angles, but I can see some clear pointers:

· the need for the EU to reaffirm and revitalize its value base and its overall goals;

· the need for the EU to improve on its delivery of those goals;

· and the need for proper accountability.

Accountability is key, both for purposes of effectiveness and of democratic legitimacy. We very much look to the European Parliament to take up that challenge. As you know, from the human rights perspective we have been disappointed by the Parliament's failure so far to assert its accountability role. A concern that is shared by many of your members, and I have no doubt that includes yourself. 

Curiously, there has been no structural response to this concern. Therefore if anything more lasting is to come of today's occasion, I would hope that you could mark it by signaling your intention as President of the European Parliament that there should be a more direct engagement with us as a human rights movement on this question of how to shape and sharpen the Parliament's role on human rights. 

To strengthen the Parliament's proper authority in the field of human rights is very necessary not just in the larger scheme of things, but also with a view to the day-to-day grind of dealing with the larger and smaller human rights crises around the world. In that daily struggle we will continue to push you, push all the institutions and the member states simply because the EU needs to do more and better. To be even more vociferous in condemning the US' latest insult to the International Criminal Court. To put all its force behind democratic forces not only in Burma but also in Tunisia. Not to relent on Zimbabwe, but also not on Chechnya, or on Colombia.

Notwithstanding the differences in roles and responsibilities between us, we see ourselves at the same time and essentially also as partners - and that includes all of you assembled here. I thank you all for coming to reflect that, and I especially thank you Mr. Cox for taking time to convey that sense of partnership as President of the European Parliament.
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