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Ladies and gentlemen, 
Thank you very much for your invitation to speak to you in the course of  this prestigious series of lectures. With your permission, I will divide my presentation into two parts. First, I will give you a brief sketch of what the Council of Europe is and what it does. In the second part I will speak about the principle of the universality of human rights, which is clearly a common concern to both the Council of Europe and the Organisation of American States. 

In one sentence, the Council of Europe is an intergovernmental organisation created in 1949 to defend and extend democracy, human rights and the rule of law. The Council of Europe – which is completely separate from the European Union – and has 47 members compared with the EU 27 – is the guardian of the European Convention on Human Rights, enforced through the European Court of Human Rights. 
We are organised around four interrelated and mutually reinforcing pillars. 

The first pillar is the European legal space.

The European legal space is the term used to describe the list of Council of Europe conventions – more than 200 of them.  Originally, these conventions were restricted to our member states, but the new generation of Council of Europe conventions, such as our Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings and our Cybercrime Convention, not only combine strong human rights safeguards with innovative approaches in international legal cooperation, but also are open to non-European countries.  These treaties have a real potential to help to deal with global problems, and we are encouraged by the interest in our work shown by countries from other continents, including the Americas.  

The second pillar is the Council of Europe monitoring system.  Most of our conventions, especially the more recent ones, have a monitoring body, which significantly improves compliance with the agreed rules. 
An example of such a convention and monitoring body is the European Convention for the Prevention of Torture and its Committee composed of lawyers, forensic specialists, medical doctors, psychologists and other experts, who are all acting in an individual and independent capacity. The Committee, known as the CPT, has the right to enter and inspect any place of detention in any of our member states. Its findings – which remain confidential unless the government agrees to publication – are accompanied by specific recommendations. Over the years, these reports and recommendations have helped to improve the detention conditions in many of the member states of the Council of Europe. 

The results of our monitoring systems feed directly into our assistance programmes – some of them undertaken jointly with the European Union or other international partners – and these assistance programmes represent the third pillar of the Council of Europe.

The fourth and final pillar is communication and campaigning.  Personally I attach great importance to this dimension of our work, and I have invested a great deal of effort to establish the Council of Europe as the public advocate of European values. Our motivation is not institutional vanity, but the fact that the effectiveness of our work depends on public awareness of our activities.  Our mechanisms for the protection of human rights, for example, can only work if people know about their rights and about the possibilities which the Council of Europe has created to protect those rights. 

The four pillars taken together constitute what I call the Council of Europe spiral of change.  Standard-setting produces commonly agreed and legally binding rules. The observance of these standards is monitored, and the results of the monitoring are fed into assistance programmes and back into standard-setting.  All this is accompanied with reinforced communication about what we are doing and how we are doing it - which is an indispensable aspect of our work to defend and extend democracy, human rights and the rule of law.
The Council of Europe is not a club of perfect democracies.  Rather it is a place of work, where governments accept legally binding obligations and voluntarily submit themselves to rigorous monitoring of their compliance with those obligations.  Some countries have more difficulties than others, but the fact is that we are achieving progress across Europe.  

Allow me now to move to the second part of my remarks, which will focus on the principle of the universality of human rights. 

The question whether human rights are universal is almost as old as the concept of human rights itself.  One could argue that, formally speaking, the matter has been resolved.  Sixty years ago, when the Universal Declaration on Human Rights was adopted in the General Assembly of the United Nations, an overwhelming majority of the members at the time voted in favour, only a few abstained and not a single delegation voted against. 
Today, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights which are the legally binding treaties based on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, have been ratified by around 150 countries in the world.  Yet, and in spite of this, the principle of the universality of human rights continues to be challenged – in theory and in practice. 
From this assessment we can draw two conclusions.  The first is that human rights are universal.  The second is that their universality is not yet universally accepted. 
Traditionally, the divide between advocates of the universality of human rights and those who challenge this principle is seen as an argument between the West and the East. 

The critics of universality describe human rights as a purely Western concept, born out of specific social, historic, economic, religious, cultural and other circumstances. They argue that developing countries cannot afford human rights because an authoritarian rule is more effective in the process of nation building, economic development and reinforcement of state structures, and the process has not yet finished. 

Particularly vocal in this respect are the partisans of the concept of specific cultural values based on the virtues of obedience, order and respect for authority.  This is the so-called Singapore argument, which automatically pops up in practically every debate on the relation between democracy, human rights and economic development.  I will immediately concede that the affluence of Singapore is proof that the economy can flourish, at least for some time, in the absence of democracy and human rights. But that, in itself, is not a decisive argument.  It begs the question how much greater would be the economic development if the people of Singapore also had more democracy and human rights.  We will never know, but we do know that for every Singapore in the world, there are ten or more countries which can be used to make the opposite case. 
A more interesting and certainly more convincing argument is the work of the Nobel Prize-winning economist Amartya Sen from India, who has pointed out no independent and democratic country with a relatively free press has ever suffered from widespread famine. But let me return to Europe.
In a global perspective, Europe is clearly seen as being in the pro-universality camp, and it is not surprising. All European countries except Belarus are members of the Council of Europe, and that means that they have all ratified the European Convention on Human Rights which is at the core of the most comprehensive, far reaching and binding international mechanism for the protection of human rights in the world.  
However, it would be wrong to assume that there are no unresolved issues as to the content, the appropriateness and the applicability of some human rights inside the pro-universality camp and within Europe. 

As to the differences within the pro-universality camp, we do not have to look very far. I believe that the  differences which exist between the United States of America and Japan on one side and most other democratic countries in the world about the issue of the death penalty, for example, show that there is no clearly accepted universal interpretation of what the universal principle means - even in relation to such fundamental issue as the right of the state to execute people.  In the recent years, we have also had significant differences with regard to methods used in the fight against terrorism.

While I am on the subject of the fight against terrorism, allow me to make one important point. It is vitally important to dismiss the notion that Europe is soft on terrorism.  It is nonsense.  The fact is that Europe has a long and bloody experience of terrorism. We have learned – the hard way - that the objective should not be to fight terrorists but to defeat them.  At the end of the day, the only effective anti-terrorist policy is one which stops more terrorists than it helps to recruit.  

That is why in Europe we insist on respect for human rights and the rule of law. Contrary to the belief of some people, the European Convention on Human Rights is not a collection of lax, ineffectual and utopian principles. It is a body of international law, which was drafted in difficult and uncertain times and has been tested in courts ever since. The Convention balances the rights and freedoms of individuals against the interest of the larger community. It allows for a robust, effective and fair response to the threats faced by society, including terrorism. In Europe, we reject the bogus choice between security and freedom, and we are delighted that the new US administration has embraced this approach. 
But, to return to the issue of universality, there are differences within Europe as well. What strikes me when I look at the situation in Europe is that the main open questions related to the acceptance and the implementation of the principle of universality are very similar to those which exist at the global level.
Let me explain. 

First, let us look at political arguments. 

In the world, many critics claim that the principle of universality of human rights was invented by the West on the basis of other, far more questionable agendas. 

In Europe, there are no such straightforward ideological dilemmas about the overall legitimacy of human rights.  Those which existed in the past shared the fate of the Berlin Wall. 

But this is not to say that there are no political controversies.  Most often they take the form of criticism of double standards.  Some countries with more recent democratic experience reject outside criticism of human rights misconduct by claiming that the critics do not  practice what they preach. 
Without going into more detail, I would respond to this argument with two brief points. 
The first point is that, in most cases, such rebuttals are nothing but cynical attempts to justify or hide blatant violations of human rights. 
The second point is that, cynicism notwithstanding, allegations of double standards are not always completely unfounded. 
This is a very important issue. I have often said that when it comes to accountability for democracy and the protection of human rights, Europe – or the world - should not be divided into the usual suspects and those who consider themselves automatically above any suspicion.  This does not mean that the problems in some countries with more recent democratic tradition are not more serious, but I believe that the cause of human rights would be greatly helped if older democracies would be more self-critical and more open to outside comment and advice.
The second set of arguments about the principle of universality is  related to culture and religion. 
Generally speaking, in Europe we accept that human rights apply to everyone, regardless of their religious beliefs or the religious beliefs or sensitivities of anyone else. As everywhere in the world, frictions may occur, but when they do - as the former Secretary General of the United Nations Kofi Annan put it - the problem is usually not with the faith, but with the faithful. 

There is a general consensus that cultural or religious traditions cannot be invoked to deprive individuals of their fundamental rights. This is particularly important when it comes to the rights of women. Practices amounting to clear abuses of human rights, such as forced marriages, so-called “honour crimes” or genital mutilation, can never be justified by invoking culture, religion, tradition or custom. 
However, the solidity of the consensus described above is put under strain when it is applied, for example, to the rights of gays and lesbians. Religious traditions and sentiments are frequently invoked to prevent gay and lesbians from enjoying their rights as protected by the European Convention on Human Rights, such as freedom of expression and  freedom of association and assembly. 
It is a fact that Europe is more and more a multicultural space, and that multi-culturalism must be properly managed. The starting point must be that human rights are universal and therefore cannot be pushed aside in the name of cultural diversity, but what the Council of Europe is trying to do is to develop an approach in which firm insistence on human rights and intercultural tolerance are not seen as mutually exclusive.  To the contrary.
This is the underlying philosophy of the Council of Europe White Paper on intercultural dialogue, which was launched by the Committee of Ministers in May 2008.  
In different ways, we are all exposed to cultural diversity in our increasingly multicultural societies, and in many ways cultural diversity is as important to mankind as natural diversity is for the environment.  Yet, we are all too often still caught in thinking on the basis of stereotyped identities and thinking along national, ethnic or linguistic lines. 

Continuous intercultural dialogue is the “social glue” that we need in our societies. It is an antidote to intolerance, division and violence. 
Dialogue is not an ideology, and it is not a recipe for blind application in the abstract from particular political contexts. But if we make sure that diversity is valued, that diverse individuals engage with each other as fellow human beings, and that people have the opportunity to engage in dialogue, then there is a chance for all of us and for future generations to live in a better world – with mutual respect, justice and safety. 
A very important added value of the Council of Europe approach to intercultural dialogue is that its strives to be relevant and specific. It is always good if people speak to each other, but intercultural dialogue should not be reduced to exchanges of benevolent platitudes at international seminars. The objective is to encourage dialogue between real people about real problems in real life. The make or break test of our activities is not the number of international conferences or brochures they generate, but their impact on how people live and cope with their problems at home, at school, at work, on the street, in their local mosque, their local church or their local synagogue. 
Against this background, I should like to make some concluding remarks. 

First, I want to make clear that the principle of universality is an indispensable and integral part of the concept of human rights. If we treat human rights as a menu à la carte in which every government, group or individual can pick and choose what they like, there are no human rights at all.

Second, we must acknowledge that the campaign for the universal recognition of the principle of universality is not yet won. There are still some individuals and some governments who reject some aspects or even the whole  concept of human rights as an instrument of Western cultural and political imperialism. 

However, I challenge the established view which perceives this campaign simply and simplistically in terms of “us” versus “them”, of freedom-loving democrats versus authoritarians and human rights offenders. Undeniably, this dimension does exist, and it is also very important.  But the point I am trying to make is that the ultimate battle for the victory of the principle of universality of human rights should be seen as “us” versus “us”. The key is what we do – not only what we preach. 
The fact is that there is nothing more damaging to the cause of human rights than its most vocal advocates acting with inconsistency, double standards, hidden agendas and hypocrisy. 
If we want the principle of universality to prevail, we must unconditionally accept its most essential dimension – that the rules must be the same – for everyone and at all times. 
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