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INTRODUCTION

The profound human rights and democracy dimensions to the ongoing global health crisis have
become increasingly evident. The COVID-19 pandemic has perpetuated and exacerbated existing
inequalities and vulnerabilities worldwide. The humanitarian, health and socioeconomic
consequences have had a disproportionate impact on the rights of persons in vulnerable situations.
In 2020, in line with its commitment to contribute to the global response to the pandemic, the EU
has promoted a human rights-based approach, stressing that human rights are universal,

interdependent and indivisible and must be fully respected in the response to the pandemic.

In a geopolitical and COVID-19 context in which challenges to human rights, democracy and the
rule of law have become more widespread, the EU has increased its efforts to consolidate its role as
a principled and reliable global actor for human rights. In November 2020, the Foreign Affairs
Council adopted the EU Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy (2020-2024),! which sets

out the EU’s ambitions and priorities for action in external relations for the next five years.

The Action Plan demonstrates the EU’s renewed commitment to protecting and promoting human
rights, empowering people, and building more resilient democracies across the world. The EU
annual report on human rights and democracy monitors the implementation of the new EU Action

Plan by presenting the progress achieved to date.

Throughout the year, the EU continued to raise its profile and demonstrate global leadership on the
human rights and democracy agenda. The new EU Action Plan on Gender Equality and Women’s
Empowerment in EU External Action 2021-2025 (GAP III)2, adopted by the Commission in
November and welcomed through presidency conclusions by 24 Member States, outlines specific
priorities and actions. It sends a clear message on the importance of mainstreaming gender equality

and women’s empowerment into all areas of EU external action.

Council conclusions on the Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy 2020-2024,
12848/20, 18 November 2020

EU Action Plan on Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in EU External Action
2021-2025 (GAP III): https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-
homepage/89112/gender-action-plan-iii-towards-gender-equal-world_en
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In December, the Council adopted a landmark decision® and a regulation* establishing the first-ever
EU global human rights sanctions regime. This is a milestone achievement. It allows targeting
individuals, entities and bodies — including state and non-state actors — responsible for, involved in
or associated with serious human rights violations and abuses worldwide. The restrictive measures

provide for travel bans for individuals and the freezing of the assets of individuals and entities.

The 22" EU-NGO Human Rights Forum, held in Brussels on 9-10 December 2020, focused on the
impact of new technologies on human rights. This is one of the new Action Plan’s key strands of
action and the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the relevance of digital technologies in

managing the opportunities and risks for human rights both online and offline.

Implementing the EU Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy is more important than ever.
The urgency to address the COVID-19 crisis opens up new opportunities to strengthen EU
leadership and global collective action. Human rights and democracy are, and should continue to
be, at the centre of EU external relations, from Russia and Turkey to Colombia and Hong Kong. EU
delegations on the ground are on the frontline of this work and the EU Special Representative for

Human Rights will guide the implementation of the new EU Action Plan.

Council Decision (CFSP) 2020/1999 of 7 December 2020 concerning restrictive measures
against serious human rights violations and abuses: https://eur-lex.europa.cu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3A0J.L1.2020.410.01.0013.01. ENG&toc=0J%3AL%3A20
20%3A4101%3ATOC

Council Regulation (EU) 2020/1998 concerning restrictive measures against serious human
rights violations and abuses: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/ EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32020R1998&qid=1615449257978
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EU SPECIAL REPRESENTATIVE FOR HUMAN RIGHTS

The EU Special Representative (EUSR) for Human Rights, Eamon Gilmore, continued to work
under the authority of the High Representative/Vice-President (HR/VP) Josep Borrell, and placed
increased emphasis on promoting the coherence, visibility and effectiveness of the EU’s human
rights engagement as a core element of the EUSR’s mandate. Both internally, through institutional
coordination and discussions, and externally, in collaboration with non-EU countries, the EUSR
explored the best ways to strengthen and preserve the EU’s leading role in supporting human rights

in the world.

The EUSR has been closely involved in the EU Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy
(2020-2024). The EUSR has a central role in guiding the implementation of the Action Plan, which
will be the basis of the efforts to address long-standing EU priorities and new human rights

challenges in non-EU countries.

The EUSR continued to strengthen the EU’s high-level bilateral engagement with countries facing
critical human rights challenges, through bilateral visits, virtual meetings and human rights
dialogues. Constructive and regular consultations were held, including with Colombia, Egypt, India,
Mexico, Pakistan, Qatar, countries in the Sahel, Saudi Arabia, Ukraine, the United States (US) and

Uzbekistan, on a broad range of issues of mutual concern linked to human rights.

The EUSR further strengthened constructive relations with the US through bilateral visits in
February 2020. Prominent issues on the agenda included developments following the death of
George Floyd, the EU Action Plan, the US Commission on Unalienable Rights, as well as
developments in China, Hong Kong Special Administrative Region and the US withdrawal from the
World Health Organization (WHO). Following the US announcement of restrictive measures on
staff of the International Criminal Court (ICC), the EUSR reiterated the EU’s firm support for the

judicial independence and impartiality of the Court.
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On his first visit to the Middle East, the EUSR held a series of meetings in Qatar with senior
officials, representatives of the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). Discussions focused on labour rights, women’s rights
and freedom of expression. This visit, combined with EUSR’s work with Saudi Arabia to advance
the proposal for the first-ever EU-Saudi Arabia human rights dialogue, were significant steps

paving the way for new avenues of EU engagement with the Gulf countries.

The EUSR followed up on the 15 EU-India Summit held in July 2020, where it was agreed to
relaunch the local EU-India human rights dialogue which had been suspended since 2013. Regular
dialogue will enable the parties to explore ways to enhance collaboration in bilateral and
multilateral fora and pave the way for the first EUSR visit to the country. The EUSR’s continued
high-level political engagement with Pakistan resulted in regular discussions on a broader human

rights agenda.

Another priority for the EUSR was the situation in Belarus, where the political and human rights
situation deteriorated in the context of the presidential election of 9 August 2020. The EUSR
engaged actively with Belarusian civil society and in regional and multilateral fora to address the

issue.

In Africa, the EUSR for Human Rights worked closely with the EUSR for the Sahel on the
promotion of human rights and international humanitarian law in the region. In a similar vein, the
EUSR collaborated closely with the EUSR for the Horn of Africa to address human rights and IHL
concerns about the human rights and international humanitarian law situation in Ethiopia and

Eritrea in the context of the crisis in Tigray.

In order to adapt to the new COVID-19 reality, the EUSR substituted bilateral country visits and
dialogues with virtual meetings with key international partners and interlocutors in non-EU
countries, which broadened the reach of the EUSR’s geographic and thematic consultations. The
EUSR called on governments in partner countries to put human rights at the heart of their crisis
responses and uphold the dignity and human rights of all without discrimination of any kind. His

engagement seeks to ensure that no one is left behind and no human right is ignored.
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In line with the call from UN High Commissioner, Michelle Bachelet, to draw attention to the
situation of prisoners, particular emphasis was placed on encouraging several partner countries in
Africa, the Americas, Asia, including Central Asia, Eastern Europe and the Middle East to ensure
that the human rights of people deprived of their liberty were protected. The EUSR called for the
humanitarian release of prisoners and detainees, including human rights defenders, journalists, and

political and vulnerable prisoners.

The EUSR continued to highlight EU priorities by chairing several human rights dialogues,
including with Myanmar, Mexico, Colombia, Brazil and the African Union, as well as by opening
dialogues with Azerbaijan and Ukraine. To encourage more sustained engagement between the
dialogues, the EUSR initiated further technical follow-up discussions to identify specific areas for

cooperation.

The EUSR continued to step up work at regional and multilateral levels, especially with the UN
system, the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights and the UN Special Procedures. He
represented the EU at the high-level segment of the 43" session of the UN Human Rights Council
(HRC) in Geneva in February and held consultations with relevant UN bodies. He participated in
the event held by the Good Human Rights Stories Initiative,> which focused on women’s
empowerment and gender equality. At the 75" UN General Assembly (UNGA) session in
September, the EUSR represented the EU at several virtual high level events on the death penalty,
the rights of LGBTI persons and the ICC. The EUSR also worked closely with regional
organisations, including the Council of Europe (CoE), the Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (OSCE)/Office of Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), the
African Union (AU), the African Commission on Human and People’s Rights and the Inter-
American Commission on Human Rights. The EUSR collaborated with relevant civil society
organisations. Public diplomacy and media outreach have been central to addressing all major
human rights challenges, as well as the implications of the COVID-19 pandemic for human rights,

democracy and the rule of law.

Good Human Rights Stories Initiative: https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-
homepage/51241/good-human-rights-stories-coalition-launched _en
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Major efforts were dedicated to further promoting compliance with international humanitarian law
in armed conflicts, addressing the lack of accountability, and enhancing the coherence and visibility
of the EU’s engagement in this area. Through joint efforts with the EUSR for the Sahel, substantial
discussions were held with the UN and the G5 Sahel Executive Secretariat on protecting human

rights and promoting compliance with international humanitarian law in the Sahel.

In order to address the continued attacks on the ICC, the EU indicated its strong support for the
Court through the active participation of the EUSR at the 75" UN General Assembly and in bilateral
meetings with the US administration. Regular consultations were held with the ICC Principals and
key actors, reaffirming the EU’s steadfast support for the Court’s independence and impartiality.
Significant work was conducted to ensure that international humanitarian law and international
criminal justice/the ICC remain high on the EU’s policy agenda and are reflected in relevant human
rights consultations and dialogues with partner countries, e.g. Colombia, Myanmar and Ukraine.

This included advocating the ratification of the Rome Statute by the remaining 46 countries.

The EUSR has underlined that human rights can only be respected, protected and fulfilled in
settings where there is strong local ownership. A recurring theme of the EUSR’s bilateral
engagement has therefore been the empowerment of independent human rights voices and
institutions and the protection of the space in which they operate. The EUSR has met and engaged
with local civil society, parliamentarians, members of the judiciary, ombudspersons, and
representatives of national human rights institutions and pursued coordinated follow-up actions to
support their work. He increased the participation of local and international civil society in the
human rights dialogues which he conducted with key partner countries and regional organisations.
Despite the global pandemic, the EUSR continued to regularly engage with local and international
civil society organisations and human rights defenders in 2020. The virtual meetings held by the
EUSR enabled him to widen the geographic range of his work and engage with a broader scope of

civil society and human rights actors, including religious leaders and the private sector.
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In order to increase the visibility and reach of the EU human rights policy, the EUSR conducted
regular bilateral meetings, speaking engagements and academic interactions and attended
international conferences. In particular, the EUSR focused on several key EU thematic priorities,
which are reflected in the relevant EU human rights guidelines. These include political prisoners
and human rights defenders, racial discrimination, the death penalty, torture and ill-treatment, the
full enjoyment of all human rights by women, children and LGBTI persons, freedom of religion or
belief, economic, social and cultural rights, business and human rights, as well as the human rights

implications of digital technologies and artificial intelligence (Al).

Throughout the year, the EUSR continued to raise the EU’s profile and demonstrate global
leadership in human rights by representing the EU and the HR/VP at high level events and
international conferences. He participated for example in ‘Social Media: Challenges and Ways to
Promote Freedoms and Protect Activists’ in Qatar, the Ministerial to Advance Freedom of Religion
or Belief, the webinar ‘Ten years of protecting freedom of assembly and association’, ‘Political
prisoners in Belarus: the perspective of civil society’ in New York, and in several high-level events

at the 75™ UNGA session.

The EUSR continued to actively engage in public diplomacy and media outreach through public
lectures, interviews with leading European and international media organisations, e.g. ‘Le Monde’,
‘Deutsche Welle’, the Republic of Korea’s daily newspaper ‘Kyunghyang Shinmun’, and video
messages in support of democracy, human rights and the rule of law. Major efforts centred on
promoting the visibility of the new EU Action Plan. The EUSR hosted the formal launch of the

Action Plan in November and participated in several high-level events, including with the CoE.

9838/21 0z 8
RELEX 2 B EN



1. PROTECTING AND EMPOWERING INDIVIDUALS

1.1 PROTECTING PEOPLE, ELIMINATING INEQUALITIES, DISCRIMINATION AND EXCLUSION

The death penalty

In 2020, working towards the global abolition of the death penalty remained at the heart of the EU’s
human rights priorities. Throughout the year, the EU continued to voice its strong opposition to
the use, in any circumstances, of the death penalty, which is a cruel, inhuman and degrading
punishment, violating the right to life. The death penalty has no established deterrent effect and it

makes judicial errors irreversible.

In 2020, the US provided a good example of the continuous progress towards abolition: Colorado
became the 22" abolitionist state in law in the US and the 10™ over the last 13 years. Louisiana and
Utah reached 10 years without executions, bringing the number of US states without executions for
ten or more years to 34 out of 50 states. Moreover, in 2020, Chad extended the abolition of the

death penalty in law from ordinary crimes to all crimes with no exception.

The year was also marked by an unsuccessful call to reintroduce the death penalty in the Philippines
and the resumption of executions in the US at federal level, where a de facto moratorium on

executions had prevailed since 2003.
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The EU consistently raised the issue of capital punishment with countries that still use it, and this
topic featured on the agendas of EU political dialogues and human rights dialogues. Based on the
minimum standards defined by international law and the EU guidelines on the death penalty, the EU
issued a number of public statements deploring the use of the death penalty, and called on those
countries that still apply it to consider introducing a moratorium as a first step towards abolition.
This was done for instance in the case of Belarus, the only country in Europe and Central Asia that
still applies the death penalty. The EU continued to raise its opposition to the death penalty in all
relevant multilateral fora, in particular at the UN, the OSCE and the Council of Europe. To mark the
European Day against the Death Penalty and the World Day against the Death Penalty on 10
October 2020, the EU and the Council of Europe issued a joint statement reaffirming their
opposition to the use of capital punishment in all circumstances, and their commitment to the
abolition of the death penalty worldwide. Numerous EU delegations marked this significant date by

organising debates, publishing op-eds, and conducting other public awareness activities.

The EU participated actively in the work of the interregional task force that presented in the UN
General Assembly the 8" resolution for a global moratorium of the death penalty, which was

adopted on 16 December 2020 with a record tally of 123 votes in favour.

The abolition of the death penalty is a thematic priority under the European Instrument for
Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR). Funds channelled through civil society organisations
(CSOs) worldwide contribute to training within the judiciary, public awareness raising, the creation
of national networks, the monitoring of the use of the death penalty, advocacy for legal reform and
dialogue on specific issues such as counter-terrorism and the fight against drugs. In 2020, projects
of this kind continued to be implemented in the following partners: Niger, the Philippines, Taiwan,
Uganda, the US, Cameroon, Democratic Republic of Congo, Indonesia, Malaysia, Bahrain, Egypt,
Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, the United Arab Emirates, China and India. Funds from
the 2018 global call for proposals amounted to EUR 8.1 million.
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Advocacy against the death penalty in Sierra Leone

Sierra Leone retains the death penalty for aggravated robbery, murder, treason and mutiny.
Although a de facto moratorium is in place with the last executions taking place in October 1998,
death sentences are still routinely pronounced. At the end of 2020, there were 78 persons on death
row, an increase of over 50% from August 2019. Recent sentences from the Kabala High Court
Criminal session in September 2020 saw one woman sentenced to death. The EU, together with
AdvocAid and like-minded partners, is committed to the abolition of the death penalty by
advocating improved access to legal representation and effective right to appeal for prisoners on
death row, as well as by promoting legal reforms in view of the in law abolition of the mandatory

death penalty sentence.

Torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment

In line with the revised guidelines on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or
punishment adopted in September 2019, the EU stepped up its efforts to achieve a torture-free
world. Although the prohibition of torture and other ill-treatment is absolute under international

law, it continued to be practiced in many parts of the world in 2020.

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated some of the world’s major challenges, including
violence. It has disproportionately affected the most vulnerable, including people deprived of their

liberty. The EU closely monitored the situation of prisoners and other people in places of detention.

On the International Day in Support of Victims of Torture on 26 June 2020, the HR/VP issued a
statement reaffirming the EU’s strong commitment to combating torture worldwide through a
comprehensive approach encompassing prohibition, prevention, accountability and redress for the

victims.

9838/21 0z 11
RELEX 2 B EN



The HR/VP recalled that eradicating torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or
punishment is a global challenge and should be our global ambition. He stressed the importance of
continuously engaging with our partners at international, regional and bilateral level, along with
civil society, in order to make a real difference. The HR/VP also called for the universal ratification

and effective implementation of the UN Convention against Torture and its Optional Protocol.

The EU continued to make use of all political and financial tools at its disposal. This ranged from
the protection of victims and speaking out against abuses through statements and démarches, to
urging States to comply with their obligations under international law to investigate allegations of

torture and bring perpetrators to justice.

In most human rights dialogues, the EU raised torture and/or other ill-treatment, in particular urging
countries to ratify and fully implement the Convention against Torture and its Optional Protocol, to
comply with recommendations from monitoring mechanisms, and to ensure that all reports of
torture and other ill-treatment are properly and impartially investigated, perpetrators are brought to

justice, and victims are afforded redress.

The EU continued to promote judicial reform in several countries, seeking to secure an independent
justice sector, access to justice and improved prison conditions both through political dialogue and
financial support, as well as through the training of law enforcement officials in relevant

international standards (such as the Nelson Mandela Rules on the treatment of prisoners).

In November 2020, the EU endorsed the Declaration against the use of arbitrary detention in state-

to-state relations, promoted by Canada.

At multilateral level, the EU further supported the Global Alliance for Torture-Free Trade, a cross-
regional effort bringing together more than 60 countries committed to ending trade in goods used

for torture and capital punishment across the globe, inspired by the EU Regulation.®

6 Regulation (EU) 2019/125 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 16 January
2019 concerning trade in certain goods which could be used for capital punishment, torture
or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment (OJ L 30, 31.1.2019)
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The EU supported the OHCHR in following up on the EU-led UN General Assembly resolution
73/304 on torture-free trade, adopted in June 2019, which paves the way for future work at UN
level to establish common international standards in this field. On Human Rights Day, an online
event was co-hosted by the EU and Argentina, entitled ‘Towards torture-free trade: opportunities
and challenges’ in order to take stock of progress achieved and add further impetus ahead of the UN
governmental experts’ work. Powerful presentations by civil society representatives as well as by
the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights and the EUSR for Human Rights demonstrated the

urgency to move forward.

In 2020, the EU continued to support projects worldwide aimed at eradicating torture and other ill-
treatment. Through the EIDHR, 13 new torture and detention-related projects were contracted, for a
total amount of EUR 11.1 million. Six of these derived from a global call for proposals targeting
single countries or small clusters of countries around the world, while one global project will link
the COVID-19 crisis to detention conditions in more than 20 countries. Six more projects provide a
tailored response to countries’ needs related to torture and detention (some of these are also linked

to the COVID-19 crisis), through the country-based support schemes implemented at local level.

The EIDHR used a range of approaches to focus on the fight against torture, supporting actions to
prevent or counter torture in various forms or settings and projects with a focus on torture risks
exacerbated by discriminatory practices. For example, in Bolivia and Honduras, the EU supported a
new project focusing on women and young people in detention, while in Malaysia, the Philippines
and Thailand, a prevention project aimed at reducing practices that lead to torture and ill-treatment
in police custody. COVID-19-related projects sought to reduce the spread of the virus in places of
detention, to improve prisoners’ rights (legal counsel, visits and medical care), which were further

limited by the crisis response, and to capitalise on the crisis context to push for needed reforms.
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Regional cooperation in the fight against torture and the promotion of human rights in

Latin American prisons during the COVID-19 pandemic

In the context of COVID-19 pandemic, the project ‘Regional cooperation in the fight against
torture’ contributed to transforming 57 Associations for Protection and Assistance of Convicts
(APAC:s), an alternative prison model in Brazil, into mass producers of face masks. From July to
December 2020, 500 inmates serving custody sentence in APAC prisons produced 1.7 million
face masks that have been distributed in APAC units, elderly people’s homes, hospitals and

regular prisons.

In addition to learning a new skill, the inmates collaborated to reduce the spread of COVID-19 by
allowing more people to have access to prevention through the use of face masks. This work has
improved the socialisation of inmates and will remain a new area of professional formation for
them in the future. According to inmate Wellington Nunes, of Minas Gerais State: ‘My effort will

benefit all society. I need this work; it makes me feel valued and motivated to help others’.

Along with the production of the masks, the campaign ‘Humanise the penalty, promote life’
publicised the APAC method, a proven model in the recovery of convicts by the penal system,
and denounced the mistreatment to which persons deprived of their liberty in the common prison

system are subjected.

Human rights defenders

Throughout 2020, the EU continued to support human rights defenders and to denounce the
shrinking space for civil society. The EU used its political and financial tools, in line with the EU
Guidelines on human rights defenders (HRDs), to support those fighting for human rights.
Activities to protect and support human rights defenders were intensified with particular focus on

HRDs at risk.
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The situation for human rights defenders across the world remained extremely difficult. The number
of killings increased. Specific groups such as women human rights defenders, LGBTI human rights
defenders, labour human rights defenders (in particular trade unionists), environmental, land and
indigenous human rights defenders were targeted, and new threats proliferated (arbitrary digital
surveillance, cyber-harassment, reprisals). In order to reverse this critical trend, the EU called upon
non-EU countries to implement preventive measures, duly investigate killings and bring

perpetrators to justice.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, specific risks for human rights defenders increased, such as
the prolongation of incommunicado detentions, the slow-down in judicial processes or the
downscaling of state protection measures, as well as a higher degree of digital surveillance. Due to
the increased danger for human rights defenders in detention during the pandemic, the EU asked

several governments to release human rights defenders who were arbitrarily detained.

Issues relating to human rights defenders were raised in all human rights dialogues, subcommittee
meetings and consultations. Lists of individual cases were given prominence in EU human rights
dialogues. Human rights defenders issues were also discussed in EU-supported civil society
seminars in the context of these human rights dialogues. The EU also continued to make its voice

heard with public statements and declarations.

EU delegations and Member States’ embassies engaged and met with human rights defenders,
monitored trials, and visited human rights defenders in detention. Annual meetings between EU
diplomats and human rights defenders have become an established practice in non-EU countries,
increasing the visibility of human rights defenders where appropriate and allowing for in-depth

analysis of the challenges they face.

To tackle the increasing link between digital issues and human rights defenders, the EU, together
with a network of civil society organisations, organised the 22" EU-NGO Human Rights Forum.
The Forum was held between 9 and 10 December in a virtual format for the first time, which
enabled hundreds of human rights defenders from across the world to participate and provided a
discussion platform for civil society, UN experts and EU civil servants. Specific recommendations

and training on how to improve digital security measures for human rights defenders were provided.
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The EU also supported protecting human rights defenders in multilateral fora, in particular at
the Human Rights Council, including by supporting the renewal of the mandate of the UN Special
Rapporteur (UNSR), and at the UN General Assembly. The EU actively collaborated with Mary
Lawlor, the new UNSR on the situation of human rights defenders, and regularly exchanged
information on cases and thematic priorities. In November 2020, the EU, together with the UNSR,
organised training on human rights defenders protection for 200 diplomats posted in EU
delegations. The EU encouraged partner countries to cooperate with the UNSR on the situation of
human rights defenders and to respond to issues raised in her annual report. The EU advocated for

the recognition of human rights defenders in several UN General Assembly resolutions.

The EU also supported the Assistant Secretary-General for Human Rights, Ilze Brands Kehris, in
addressing reprisals against those who cooperate with the UN, its representatives and mechanisms,
including by organising several events with her office in New York, and by speaking at the

Interactive Dialogue at the HRC in September 2020.

The EU remained a major donor in supporting and protection of human rights defenders,
most notably under the EIDHR. The instrument funds the EU Human Rights Defenders mechanism
ProtectDefenders.eu (EUR 35 million for 2015-2022). The latter has provided support to around

45 000 human rights defenders at risk and their families since 2015, through multifaceted assistance
and the combination of short, medium and long-term action. Its activities range from direct support
for individuals, groups and organisations, temporary relocation programmes, training, capacity
building and outreach to the most vulnerable and marginalised, to advocacy at global, regional and
local levels. In the unprecedented situation created by the pandemic, ProtectDefenders.eu continued
to provide vital, swift, flexible and practical support to thousands of human rights defenders, local

grassroots organisations and groups working in most-at-risk contexts.

Strengthening the EU’s position as a key actor in protecting human rights defenders,
ProtectDefenders.eu launched a new, mainly regional programme aimed at supporting new
relocation and shelter structures for human rights defenders at risk. In 2020, the EU Human Rights
Defenders mechanism consolidated its focus on women human rights defenders through a
comprehensive gender strategy implemented across all its programmes. Women Human Rights

Defenders or LGBTI Human Rights defenders represent 55% of the beneficiaries.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated the extraordinary resilience of human rights defenders.
Requests for material support from defenders and communities have increased significantly, and
ProtectDefenders.eu has mobilised flexible, direct assistance for a greater number of human rights

defenders, while some activities had to be rescheduled.

The EU emergency fund for human rights defenders at risk, directly managed by the EU since 2010,
continued to operate in 2020. The fund has supported over 1 200 human rights defenders and their
family members since 2014. This direct financial support contributes to effectively implementing
the EU guidelines on human rights defenders and is complementary to political action in protection
of human rights defenders. Crucial assistance was provided through small grants, which served to
cover costs related to temporary relocation, subsistence, medical and legal support, prison visits,
security (increasingly digital), equipment and training. An increasing share of supported human
rights defenders work on freedom of expression and the media, governance and anti-corruption
issues, the rights of LGBTI persons, and environmental, land and indigenous peoples’ rights as set

out in the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and in Human Rights Law.

One of the most effective grants that the emergency fund provided in 2020 supported family
members of indigenous land and environmental rights activists who were assassinated because of
their work to defend land rights. Through this grant, 21 human rights defenders family members
were urgently relocated to protect their lives. In addition to the legal costs of seeking justice and
protection, their subsistence, education and medical expenses were covered. In the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic, human rights defenders and their families remained safe from the virus in an

area with deficient access to health and sanitation services.

The EIDHR Human Rights Crises Facility provides flexible grants to civil society and human rights
defenders working in extremely difficult conditions and/or where the publication of a call for
proposals would be inappropriate. In 2020, seven facility projects provided support to human rights
defenders through re-granting, direct support, capacity building and networking. These actions
enabled the work of various human rights defenders groups, such as investigative journalists,
indigenous human rights defenders and those defending the rights of persons belonging to

minorities.
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Tackling multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination

The principle of equality is integrated into the planning, design, implementation, and monitoring of
the EU’s external policies and programmes. Equality is a core value of the EU and guided the EU’s
internal and external policy development in 2020, embracing the notion that preserving and
protecting diversity in line with the EU Treaties and with the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the
European Union’ is an essential part of protecting people. The European Commission took steps
to renew its policy framework on equality, through the Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025,
LGBTIQ Equality Strategy 2020-2025, and subsequently the Strategy for the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030 and the Strategy on the Rights of the Child, also covering
external action. The EU human rights guidelines on non-discrimination in external action also
continued to guide all external action, with increased focus on multiple and intersecting forms of

discrimination across all actions.

In its COVID-19 response, the EU stressed that ensuring the inclusion of people in vulnerable
situations requires both systematic mainstreaming of inclusion and accessibility, and targeted action
enabling equality and non-discrimination. For instance, with regard to respecting and protecting the
rights of persons with disabilities, it was stressed that healthcare needs to be delivered based on
non-discrimination and free and equal consent in line with the standards of the Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Furthermore, the systematic use and collection of, for example,
sex and age-disaggregated data, as well as data disaggregated based on disability, was further
underlined to ensure that response efforts are inclusive and gender sensitive and encompass

intersectionality while highlighting the centrality of discriminatory social norms.

7 In accordance with Article 51(1) of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European
Union its provisions are addressed to the institutions, bodies, offices and agencies of the
Union with due regard for the principle of subsidiarity and to the Member States only when
they are implementing EU law: https://ec.europa.eu/info/aid-development-cooperation-
fundamental-rights/your-rights-eu/eu-charter-fundamental-rights/when-does-charter-

apply_en
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EU funds such as the European Social Fund and the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived
were redirected in 2020 and additional budgets were made available to support persons in
vulnerable situations. In its ‘Team Europe’ global response to COVID-19, launched in April
2020, the EU took a human rights-based approach aimed at ‘building back better’ and
supporting fairer, more inclusive and more sustainable societies, and at implementing the 2030
Agenda, anchored on the principle of leaving no one behind. The EU prioritised health and
socioeconomic measures, ensuring that support services and shelters remained available to all, and
will continue to promote and uphold human rights, equality and non-discrimination and decent
work conditions in this context. The package was designed to help the most vulnerable countries,
with a focus on the people who are most at risk, including persons with disabilities. It was a
meaningful contribution to the international aid system to promote a coordinated multilateral
response in partnership with the UN and the international financial institutions, advancing the EU’s

values of equality and non-discrimination.

The death of George Floyd at the hands of law enforcement officials in the early summer of 2020 in
the US brought to light once again the persistence of racism and discrimination in our societies
and the specific challenges related to the law enforcement agencies’ approach and the relevant
legislative framework. The EU expressed serious concerns over these events and joined the call for

a prompt and effective investigation encompassing all forms of discrimination.

EU action in this area builds on a solid legal framework to address discrimination, racism,
xenophobia and hate crimes in all EU Member States in line with the International Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD). Throughout 2020, the EU
continued to stress that the ICERD is and should remain the basis of all efforts to prevent, combat
and eradicate racism. The priority remains the full and effective implementation of the ICERD as it

stands.

9838/21 0z 19
RELEX 2 B EN



On 18 September 2020, the EU published its anti-racism action plan 2020-2025% to step up action
against racism and racial discrimination in the EU. The action plan helped to improve internal-
external coherence and recognised that not only individuals can perpetrate racist acts, but that

racism can also be structural.

At the UN, the EU continued to engage constructively in the work of the HRC in combating racism,
racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance worldwide by delivering statements
during the general debates under item 9 and during the interactive dialogues with the UN Special
Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism and the UN Working Group of Experts on People of

African Descent.

The EU actively participated in discussions on the follow-up to the Durban Declaration and
Programme of Action, in particular in the context of the upcoming 20" anniversary of its adoption.
It also actively participated in the negotiations on related resolutions of the HRC and the UNGA,

and engaged in the meetings of the Durban follow-up mechanisms.’

In June 2020, the EU also participated in the urgent debate on ‘current racially inspired human
rights violations, systemic racism, police brutality and violence against peaceful protests,” organised
at the request of the African Group during the 43™ session of the HRC in the aftermath of the death

of George Floyd.

8 EU anti-racism action plan 2020-2025: https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-
fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/racism-and-xenophobia/eu-anti-racism-
action-plan-2020-2025_en

? In October, Commissioner Helena Dalli participated via video link in the 18" session of the
Intergovernmental Working Group on the Effective Implementation of the Durban
Declaration and Programme of Action, to present the EU anti-racism action plan 2020-2025.
Also speaking was a representative of the EU Fundamental Rights Agency who presented
the findings and the recommendations included in the Agency’s 2019 report ‘Being black in
the EU’. In November the EU intervened during the 27™ session of the Working Group of
Experts on People of African Descent which focused on the group’s report on COVID-19,
systemic racism and global protests.
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Freedom of religion or belief

Freedom of religion or belief (FORB) remained a key priority of the EU’s external human rights

policy in 2020.

Since the emergence of the pandemic, States have increased restrictions which have had an impact
on the full enjoyment of the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and to freedom of religion or
belief. The EU monitored closely such restrictions and expressed concern when not in line with
international law. The EU condemned in particular the exacerbation of discrimination, hate speech,
hate crime and the scapegoating of religious minorities during the spread of the pandemic. Public
manifestations of freedom of religion or belief have become more difficult due to the lockdown

measures across the world.

The EU consistently raised concerns about violations of freedom of religion or belief in political
dialogues with partner countries, including in more than 15 virtual human rights dialogues and
consultations with countries of the Middle East and North Africa, South Asia, Central Asia and
South-East Asia. In particular, the EU consistently raised concerns about the situation of the

Uighurs in Xinjiang with the Chinese authorities.

The EU paid specific attention to acts of violence and discrimination against religious individuals as
well as humanists and atheists. Concerns were raised about the criminalisation of apostasy and
blasphemy and undue restrictions to freedom of expression based on religious grounds, as well as
about legislation that hinders official registration for religious groups. Ahead of the human rights
dialogues, the EU systematically consulted civil society organisations in order to receive

information on the most severe freedom of religion or belief violations in non-EU countries.
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The EU unequivocally condemned all acts of violence based on religion or belief including acts
committed in the name of religion. The HR/VP paid tribute to the victims of violence on the
International Day Commemorating the Victims of Acts of Violence Based on Religion or Belief.
The EU promoted and supported the right of all individuals to have a religion, to hold a belief, or
not to believe, as well as the right to manifest and to change or leave one’s religion or belief without

fear of violence, persecution, or discrimination.

To identify violations and abuses of freedom of religion or belief worldwide, the EU continued to
engage regularly with religious or non-confessional actors, humanists, and human rights NGOs
working on freedom of religion or belief through meetings in Brussels and through the EU

delegations.

The EU’s commitment to protecting and promoting freedom of religion or belief is anchored
in multilateralism and in particular in its engagement in the UN human rights fora and UN-led

initiatives and is based on the principles of equality, non-discrimination and universality.

The EU once again presented a freedom of religion or belief resolution in the HRC and the UNGA
Third Committee. Both resolutions were adopted by consensus. The FoRB resolutions urge states to
respect, protect and promote the right to freedom of religion or belief, while expressing concern
about violations thereof and calling on states to step up their efforts to implement the commitments
undertaken. The EU continued to work closely with the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation on its
resolution on ‘combating intolerance, negative stereotyping and stigmatisation of, and
discrimination, incitement to violence and violence against, persons based on religion or belief” to
ensure the complementarity of the EU and OIC resolutions and universal ownership. The EU also
raised concerns about FORB violations together with other international partners through statements
at the HRC, highlighting shortcomings in China, Russia, the illegally annexed Autonomous
Republic of Crimea and the city of Sevastopol, Saudi Arabia, Cambodia, the Philippines, Pakistan,
Myanmar, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), Syria, Iran and elsewhere, as well

as abuses committed by the Da'esh terrorist organisation.
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On 3 March 2020, during the 43™ session of the HRC, the EU and Canada hosted a side event with
the UN Special Rapporteur at which he presented his latest report on freedom of religion or belief
and gender equality. During the interactive dialogue with the Special Rapporteur, the EU
emphasised that while remaining fully committed to robustly protecting and promoting freedom of
religion or belief in all parts of the world, it firmly opposes using FoRB as a pretext to justify
human rights violations, including violations affecting women and girls, persons belonging to
religious minorities or non-believers, and persons based on their sexual orientation or gender
identity. During the interactive dialogue at UNGA on 20 October, the EU welcomed the importance
of safeguarding the right to freedom of religion or belief for all for the successful implementation of
the 2030 Agenda. Moreover, the EU welcomed a proposed set of indicators to operationalise
international standards on freedom of religion or belief as a useful tool to identify protection gaps

and formulate steps to close such gaps in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

The EU underlined its support for the mandate of the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion
or belief, engaged actively with him during interactive dialogues, and called upon non-EU countries

to issue standing invitations to the mandate holder.

The EU engaged actively with like-minded states during regular meetings of the International
Contact Group on Freedom of Religion or Belief (co-chaired by Canada and the US). The EUSR for
Human Rights participated in the 3™ Ministerial to Advance Freedom of Religion or Belief, held by
Poland on 16-17 November.

The EU continued to engage with the UN Alliance of Civilizations within the UN fora, including
through the UN Alliance of Civilizations Group of Friends Ministerial Meeting on 29 September
2020. On the 15™ anniversary of the UN Alliance of Civilizations, the EU reassured the Alliance of

its staunch support for dialogue aimed at increasing mutual understanding and respect.

The EEAS conducted two diplomatic training sessions on human rights, including on freedom of
religion or belief. In June, the focus was on state, citizenship and religious belonging. This session
explored the links between active, participatory and inclusive citizenship and religion and faith, in
order to reflect on the norms, principles, strategies and actors that are involved in the EU’s dealings
with religious and faith-based actors alongside other civil society actors in the pursuit of its foreign

policy goals.
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In September, the EEAS and the Swiss Ministry of Foreign Affairs co-facilitated a pilot training on
the challenges of navigating the field of religion and conflict in mediation. Focusing on specific
challenges in Southern Thailand, Afghanistan, Yemen, Syria and Iraq, it provided a set of
conceptual tools to analyse dynamics at the local level, as well as methods to deal with different
aspects of religion in mediation. Understanding the place of religion and different worldviews is

key to building peaceful and inclusive societies that are resilient to conflict.

Building inclusive and resilient societies is one of the core challenges reflected in the current
multilateral agenda (Agenda 2030 and the Istanbul Process) and continues to guide many EU
initiatives as well. In 2020, the EU started to unroll its ‘Global Exchange on Religion in Society’
project. It provides a platform where religious or faith-based actors and other civil society actors
can connect, enabling them to work together to preserve their own societies as inclusive and
respectful places for everyone, where shared citizenship underpins a truly inclusive and resilient

society.

On the programming side, the EU continues to finance three regional projects in the Middle
East and Africa with more than EUR 5 million from 2018 to 2022. The projects aim to improve

cultural pluralism and intercultural understanding related to religion or belief.

Six civil society projects are being implemented because of the dedicated 2017 global call for
proposals on freedom of religion or belief under the EIDHR. The final EU contribution is EUR 5.18
million. The projects address key strategic areas of the 2013 EU guidelines, including the fight

against different forms of discrimination and violence on grounds of religion or belief.

Human rights of persons belonging to minorities

The EU continued to call on all states to respect, protect and fulfil the human rights of persons
belonging to minorities, such as national, ethnic, religious, and linguistic minorities, including in

international fora.
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On 7 October 2020, the Commission adopted a renewed and strengthened EU Roma!® Strategic
Framework for Equality, Inclusion and Participation!! until 2030. As part of this new initiative, the
EU committed to promote Roma equality, inclusion and participation in its external action, in
particular as part of its enlargement, neighbourhood, development and humanitarian policies. The
EU continued to support the implementation of the Declaration on Roma integration in the EU
enlargement process adopted by the leaders of the countries in the region in July 2019. The
implementation focused on data collection, Roma-responsive budgeting and the mapping of Roma
housing in Western Balkans countries. It will continue to promote the inclusion of Roma through
the 2021-2027 Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance (IPA III) — once adopted — and other
relevant EU funds, such as those related to COVID-19 recovery or the Neighbourhood,
Development and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI). The EU continued to raise
concerns over protecting persons belonging to minorities across the globe, for example through

statements and political and human rights dialogues.

The 13% session of the Forum on Minority Issues convened virtually on 18-19 November 2020 on
‘Hate Speech, Social Media and Minorities’. The Forum discussed challenges, opportunities and
potential solutions to effectively tackle online hate speech against persons belonging to minorities,
in line with the principles and rights enshrined in the UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons
Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities and other relevant
international instruments. The EU actively engaged in the discussion and offered substantive
perspectives focusing on good practice and highlighting different activities, in particular those
undertaken and financed by the European Commission and the EU Agency for Fundamental Rights
(FRA).

10 In line with the terminology of European institutions, the umbrella term ‘Roma’ is used here

to refer to a number of different groups (e.g. Roma, Sinti, Kale, Gypsies, Romanichels,
Boyash, Ashkali, Egyptians, Yenish, Dom, Lom, Rom, Abdal...) without denying the
specificities of these groups.

EU Roma Strategic Framework for Equality, Inclusion and Participation, 7 October 2020
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/new-eu-roma-strategic-framework-equality-inclusion-
and-participation-full-package en

11
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Gender equality, sexual orientation and gender identity, eliminating sexual and gender-based
violence and continued commitment to sexual and reproductive health and rights as per the New

European Consensus on Development

The year 2020 was an important yet challenging year globally for gender equality. The EU’s
commitment to gender equality was demonstrated through a variety of undertakings, in particular by
assuming a higher profile at the multilateral level and in international decision-making fora,
developing joint initiatives, and endorsing gender mainstreaming as a key strategy for achieving

gender equality.

In 2020, at a critical juncture marked by the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on gender equality
and the growing opposition to women’s and girls’ enjoyment of human rights globally, the
European Commission renewed its policy framework on gender equality. In this context, the
Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025 for a gender equal Europe and the Gender Action Plan
111 2021-2025 for a gender equal world (GAP III) were adopted by the European Commission.
The new GAP III, adopted by the Commission in November and welcomed through presidency
conclusions by 24 Member States, outlines specific priorities and actions. It sends a clear message
on the importance of mainstreaming gender equality and women’s empowerment into all areas of
EU external action and is based on a gender-responsive, human rights-based and intersectional

approach.!?

The 2021-2027 framework programme for Research and Innovation, Horizon Europe, will
contribute to joint solutions for global challenges through international cooperation, by supporting
gender studies and intersectional research, women’s access to research funding and their
participation in research careers.!® The integration of a gender perspective in research and

innovation content is especially relevant in the context of COVID-19 preparedness.

12 Joint communication on EU Gender Action Plan III, JOIN(2020) 17 final, 25 November
2020: https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/join-2020-17-final_en.pdf
A Horizon 2020 - funded project, Gender STI, addresses the challenge of integrating a
gender perspective in science, technology and innovation (STI) bilateral and multilateral
dialogues between Europe and third countries.

13
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This new policy framework is also part of the EU’s contribution to international frameworks such

as the full implementation of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW), alongside the Beijing Declaration and Platform of Action, the
Programme of Action on the International Conference on Population and Development and the
outcomes of their review conferences. Furthermore, it contributes to implementing the 2030 Agenda
and achieving all SDGs. The 2017 European Consensus on Development is part of the EU’s overall
response to the 2030 Agenda, reaffirming the EU’s commitment to promote gender equality and
women’s and girls’ rights and their empowerment as a priority across all its policies, initiatives and

areas of action.

The year 2020 marked the 25" anniversary of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for
Action and the 20 anniversary of UNSCR/1325. The EU took every opportunity to ensure that
the international community remains united and increases efforts to make the promises of Beijing a
reality, especially in light of the COVID-19 pandemic, given that the pandemic has worsened pre-
existing gender inequalities and challenges that women and girls face, including those related to

political participation, domestic violence and sexual and reproductive health and rights.

The 64" session of the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) took place in March. The CSW
session, the high-level meeting at the UN General Assembly in October to celebrate the 25™
anniversary of the Beijing Women’s Conference, and the High-Level Panel at the 43" session of the
HRC', gave the EU the opportunity to reaffirm the validity of the Beijing+25 agenda as the most
progressive blueprint for advancing women’s rights ever agreed at the global level. These meetings
took place in virtual or hybrid format due to COVID-19, negatively impacting civil society
participation and planned side events. The launch events of the Generation Equality Forum in
Mexico and France were postponed due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The Commission, together
with the other co-leaders of the Action Coalition on Gender-Based Violence, presented a high-level
statement in the UN General Assembly on the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on gender-based

violence.

14 https://www.ohchr.ore/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25611&LangID=E
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The EU’s work on gender equality and women’s protection and empowerment in conflict situations
also forms part of the EU’s implementation of the WPS Agenda. The EU’s policy is based on
relevant UN resolutions and is formulated in the 2008 Comprehensive Approach to the EU
implementation of the UNSCRs 1325 and 1820 on Women, Peace and Security. The WPS Agenda
has gradually become a prominent area of cooperation with partners. In the EU-UN strategic
partnership, the WPS Agenda remained a priority for peace operations and crisis management. It is
also part of the cooperation with NATO and the OSCE and is increasingly included in security

dialogues with non-EU countries.

Gender equality, women’s and girl’s full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and their
empowerment were consistently raised in bilateral political and human rights dialogues and sub-
committees, informal working groups and human rights-related discussions and consultations with
partner countries, often based on the human rights situation on the ground, and identifying specific
actions and deliverables. EU delegations carried out ad hoc activities across the world to promote
the full enjoyment of human rights by women and girls, consistent with the human rights and
democracy country strategies for 2016-2020, which included gender equality as a main or
underlying priority. These activities included, inter alia, political démarches, public statements,
regular consultations with local civil society actors, in particular women’s organisations, private
foundations, the private sector, awareness-raising campaigns and advocacy events. Furthermore,
specific initiatives were undertaken to address existing inequalities and multiple and intersecting
forms of discrimination against women and girls, which are often entrenched and systemic, to
eliminate all forms of sexual and gender-based violence, and to promote women’s and girls’ full
and equal enjoyment of all human rights and their empowerment, active, full, effective, free and

meaningful participation.
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The Colombian government adopts the EU-sponsored school to unlearn ... machismo!

Traditionally, schools are places to learn... but what if we need to be re-educated about

something we learnt incorrectly?

The EU in Colombia launched the National School for Unlearning Sexism, a successful digital
campaign to promote gender equality. This National School for Unlearning Sexism was part of a
larger campaign called #lgualdadEs (Spanish for #Equality is), that has been running on EU
social media in Colombia since January 2019. This campaign promotes thoughts and discussions
about sex stereotypes and gender roles, and at the same time invites people to question
themselves about how equality is — or should be experienced — in daily life. This was the major
challenge: make people think about equality in daily life and recognise that in many situations,

although unconsciously, very many may have sexist attitudes.

For this campaign, the EU collaborated with Colombian celebrities, as Good Will Ambassadors
for Gender Equality, who have promoted the campaign by posting their pictures, videos and

thoughts on their own social media accounts.

In November 2020, the Colombian Government launched a national strategy against machismo,
with the intention of transforming it into a real training programme to be delivered on the ground
in cooperation with local authorities. This offers an example of how inspiring the EU can be

when it promotes human rights.

Moreover, in March 2020, on the eve of Women’s Day, the EU delegation to Montenegro, in
collaboration with the EU Info Centre in Podgorica and the Women’s Rights Centre, organised a
series of educational workshops on women'’s activism in Montenegrin high schools to raise

awareness of key issues related to women’s rights.
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The Pacific Partnership is a five-year programme (2018-2022) that supports individuals,
communities, CSOs and governments to address inequality and prevent violence against women
and girls through a transformational, multi-sectoral approach. It focuses on three key areas of
work: challenging negative social norms and practices (in formal and informal education);
enhancing awareness and practice of respectful relationships and gender equality among women,

men, girls and boys; and increasing access to essential services for survivors of violence.

The Pacific Partnership aims to transform the social norms that allow violence against women
and girls to ensure survivors have access to quality response service and to support national and
regional institutions to meet their commitments to gender equality and prevention of violence
against women and girls. Working through partners, it seeks to promote equal rights and
opportunities for all Pacific people through innovative approaches to education, access to

essential services and policy development.

Some key achievements in 2020 are the adoption of a set of best practice principles to engage
men and boys in primary prevention and programming across the region; continued support to
sports organisations on how to handle and facilitate the reporting of abuse among young players;
and support to the development of the Fiji National Action Plan to Prevent Violence Against

Women and Girls (2021-2026).

The Pacific Partnership targets Pacific Island countries and territories, amongst others, Fiji,
Kiribati, Republic of the Marshall Islands, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Timor Leste, Tonga, Tuvalu

and Vanuatu.
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Preventing and eliminating all forms of violence against women and girls is a prerequisite for the
promotion of respect, protection and fulfilment of human rights and the achievement of gender
equality in order to create peaceful, just and more resilient societies. Eliminating sexual and
gender-based violence (SGBV) remains a key focus of action for the EU. Its importance has
grown due to the unprecedented increase of sexual and gender-based violence during the COVID-
19 pandemic including domestic violence. It is a global phenomenon which remains widespread,
under-reported, under-addressed and overlooked, including inside the EU. The EU is committed to
using all its resources to prevent and combat sexual and gender-based violence, support and protect
survivors of such crimes, and hold perpetrators accountable for crime and abusive behaviour. The
EU continues to work with its partners across the globe to strengthen legal frameworks and
institutions, support development and education, improve services for survivors and access to
justice for victims, support women’s rights organisations, networks and CSOs, address the root
causes of violence and promote women’s empowerment. In May 2020, the EU issued a joint
statement by HR/VP Borrell and Commissioners Urpilainen and Lenar¢i¢ on safeguarding women’s

rights during the pandemic.

The EU works to strengthen the legal framework, developing comprehensive and integrated
implementation policies, introducing practical measures, and allocating gender-responsive
resources. The EU also actively engages in various multilateral fora, such as the Human Rights
Council and the Commission on the Status of Women, to improve guidance and political
commitments related to eliminating all forms of violence against women and girls and to ensure that
the human rights mechanisms of the UN mainstream gender equality and eliminating sexual and

gender-based violence in their mandates.

As part of the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM), the EU supported participating UfM Members in
mainstreaming gender in employment and labour policy. In November 2020, the
Women4Mediterranean Conference took stock of the achievements over the past 25 years, as it

coincided with the 25" Anniversary of the Barcelona Process.
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Foundation for Human Rights unveils the first billboard sign on Masibambisane Gender-

Based Violence Free Zones at Tsolo, Tambo District in South Africa

Tsolo village is one of the first sites to unveil a billboard sign on Masibambisane Gender-Based

Violence and Femicide (GBVF) Free Zones programme of the Foundation for Human Rights. In
2020, a 15-year-old woman was gang-raped by 11 men in Tsolo. In response, the Foundation for
Human Rights formed a partnership with a youth-led women organisation ‘Indlezana Yezwe’, to

create a GBVF Free Zone.

The Foundation for Human Rights designed a programme in 2019 called Masibambisane to build
the capacity of local stakeholders to deliver on their mandate around Gender-Based Violence and
Femicide in South Africa. The programme is currently implemented in 20 sites located in rural
and peripheral urban areas of South Africa. Some of the sites are reported as hot spots for GBVF.
The model, supported by the EU, uses a multi-sectoral approach that is gender-sensitive and led

by those affected by GBVF.

The International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women on 25 November was marked
in various ways in Brussels, as well as in EU and Member States missions globally. For instance, in
Pristina, the Head of Office/EU Special Representative launched the campaign for 16 Days of
Activism against Gender-Based Violence and visited a shelter for victims of domestic and gender-
based violence financed by the EU. The EU and the Council of Europe organised a joint event on

this occasion.

The CoE Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence
— the Istanbul Convention — which has been ratified by 21 EU Member States, defines a set of
standards for preventing violence, protecting victims and ensuring accountability for perpetrators,

towards a life free from violence for all women and girls.

9838/21 0z 32
RELEX 2 B EN



The EU continued to prevent and address all forms of violence and threats facing women human
rights defenders. In 2020, there was an increased focus on preventing and addressing violence and
threats to all women both online and offline, including those working for gender equality and peace

and justice, such as politicians, community leaders and women peacebuilders.

During 2020, the EU supported more than 1.5 million women and girls by providing services for
protection and care related to female genital mutilation (FGM). Prevention efforts are showing a
positive impact; communities in a number of countries have publicly announced that they are

abandoning this practice.

EU supporting key legal reforms in Sudan such as the criminalisation of female genital

mutilation

In 2020, the Transitional Government of Sudan adopted several important legal reforms such as
the criminalisation of female genital mutilation. HR/VP Borrell and Commissioner Urpilainen
praised ‘the Government of Sudan in its entirety for taking this bold and historic step towards the
full realisation of women's and girls’ rights’ and stated that ‘The European Union stands ready to

support Sudan to implement this decision’.

Sudan also approved wide-ranging amendments to its criminal law, including repealing the death
penalty for apostasy as well as the movement restrictions on women travelling with children that

required them to obtain consent from a male guardian.

The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights in Sudan became operational in
2020. It plays a key role in strengthening the capacity of the Transitional Government to advance
with the political reform agenda, including legal reforms, transitional justice, ratification of core
human rights treaties, as well as in supporting the work of Sudan’s civil society actors. In

December 2020, the EU committed core funding to the OHCHR for 2021-2022.

9838/21 0z 33
RELEX 2 B EN



The strategic EU-UN partnership on the Spotlight Initiative continued in 2020. The initiative
aims at eliminating all forms of violence against women in partner countries in the broadest sense
possible. It covers physical, psychological, sexual, economic and other types of violence and
discrimination, harmful practices and exclusion that women suffer in the different areas of their
private and public lives: from making decisions freely and independently about their sexual and
reproductive life, to participating effectively in the economic and political processes in their
countries. There has been a particular focus on domestic and family violence, sexual and gender-
based violence, harmful practices, femicide, trafficking in human beings and sexual and economic
(labour) exploitation. The Spotlight Initiative is being implemented in five regions: Asia, Africa,

Latin America, the Caribbean and the Pacific (with funding totalling over EUR 400 million)"°.

The EU deploys continuous efforts to eradicate trafficking in human beings, in cooperation with a
wide range of partners, including the United Nations. The EU continues to uphold the standards and
principles of the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime and the Protocol to
Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children as the
primary international legal instruments to address the crime and contributes to the process of review

of the implementation of the Convention and its Protocols.

15 An allocation of EUR 32 million was managed separately by the EU through a call for
proposals dedicated to CSOs. The call targeted countries ‘in forgotten crises’.
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In 2019 and 2020, the EU allocated approximately EUR 56 million in humanitarian aid to prevent
and respond to sexual and gender-based violence. In 2020, the EU continued to implement its
relevant humanitarian policies and tools related to gender and humanitarian aid, including its 2013
Gender policy and the 2014 Gender-Age Marker. In June 2020, the EU published its second
assessment report on its Gender-Age Marker, which revealed that for projects starting in 2016 and
2017, 89% of all EU humanitarian aid integrated gender and age considerations ‘strongly’ or ‘to a
certain extent’. Throughout the year, the EU also continued to be an active member of the global
initiative entitled ‘Call to Action on Protection from Gender-Based Violence in Emergencies’ and
participated in its annual meeting in June 2020. The new Call to Action Roadmap 2021-2025 was
officially launched at the UNGA in September 2020, at an event hosted by Canada, the global lead
of the initiative from 2019 to 2020, and attended by Commissioner Lenarc¢i¢. The EU subsequently
sent its commitments to the Call to Action Roadmap 2021-2025 to Denmark, the global lead of the
initiative from 2021 to 2022.

Ending discrimination and violence against women is the focus of a regional programme in the
Western Balkans and Turkey, as well as regional and bilateral programmes in the Eastern and

Southern Neighbourhood. For example:

J the programme ‘Ending Violence against Women in the Western Balkans and Turkey:
Implementing Norms, Changing Minds’, implemented by UN Women, aims at reducing
discrimination and violence against women and girls and supporting alignment with

international legal frameworks;

o the programme in the Eastern region, ‘EU4Gender Equality: Together against Gender
Stereotypes and Gender-Based Violence’, implemented jointly by UN Women and the
UN Population Fund, aims at combating violence against women and domestic violence
through awareness raising and sharing knowledge and good practices on how to conduct
evidence-based violence prevention programmes targeting perpetrators of domestic

violence; and
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J the regional campaign on ‘Zero Tolerance to Violence against Women in the Southern
region’, launched by the Euromed Feminist Initiative in the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) region, which has set up a regional observatory on gender-based

violence.

The EU remains fully committed to the respect, protection and fulfilment of all human rights and to
the full and effective implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action and the Programme of
Action on the International Conference on Population and Development and the outcomes of their
review conferences, and to sexual and reproductive health and rights in this context. In 2020, the
EU reaffirmed its commitment to the promotion, protection and fulfilment of the right of every
individual to have full control over and decide freely and responsibly on matters related to their

sexuality and sexual and reproductive health, free from discrimination, coercion and violence.

Universal access to quality and affordable comprehensive sexual and reproductive health
information and education and services, including comprehensive sexuality education and
healthcare services, remained a focus of the EU’s external action and development cooperation. In
October 2020, the EU launched a call for proposals totalling EUR 30.5 million for countries with
universal coverage of sexual and reproductive health and rights for adolescents in Africa, especially
adolescent girls and other adolescents in vulnerable situations. The objective is to improve demand
for and access to comprehensive, integrated, affordable, quality, discrimination-free, age-

appropriate sexual and reproductive health and rights information and services in African countries.

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly affected family planning globally. In April 2020, it was
estimated that 47 million women in low and middle-income countries could lose access to
contraception if the lockdown lasted 6 months, leading to an additional 7 million unplanned
pregnancies.!® In the countries participating in the UN Population Fund Supplies programme,
domestic resources were diverted to the COVID-19 pandemic response, leaving a gap in family

planning and reproductive health services in 26 countries.

16 UN Population Fund, Avenir Health, Johns Hopkins University, Victoria University.
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Through the UN Population Fund, the European Commission contributed to further strengthening
the capacity of national health systems to manage supplies and to provide family planning, maternal
health and HIV-prevention services in 46 countries with high maternal death rates, low rates of
contraceptive use and a growing unmet need for family planning. The supply of medicines for
maternal health and contraceptives had the potential to avert an estimated 8 million unintended
pregnancies, 152 000 child deaths, 24 000 maternal deaths and 2.3 million unsafe abortions.
Emergency reproductive health kits were deployed in communities affected by humanitarian crises in

18 countries, reaching 2.84 million women and adolescent girls already facing perilous conditions.

On 27 April, the African Regional programme was signed in Addis Ababa with an overall envelope

of EUR 30 million. It consists of two different streams:

. Stream 1 will support the overall regional response to addressing SGBV, harmful
traditional practices, and SRHR (focusing on support for the AU Commission towards

its member states and other stakeholders);

. Stream 2 will support the regional response to prevention of harmful practices focusing
on female genital mutilation and child marriage; this programme is the continuation of
the two joint programmes with the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the UN

Population Fund.
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The EU continues to stand up for the rights of LGBTI persons and LGBTI rights defenders
around the world and is committed to protecting them and enabling them to enjoy all human rights.
The EU conducts political dialogues with partner countries to address discrimination against
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, non-binary, intersex and queer (LGBTIQ) persons and
decriminalise same-gender relations and transgender expression. The EU will lead by example,
showing solidarity and building resilience in protecting and advancing the human rights of lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender, non-binary, intersex and queer persons around the world. The LGBTIQ
Equality Strategy!” adopted by the Commission in November 2020 has a prominent chapter on the
EU’s external action. It refers to EU activities, the EU Action Plan on Human Rights and
Democracy, and cross-references the EU Gender Action Plan III. The EU has also supported UN

work in this regard.

In 2020, EU delegations supported initiatives to promote the rights of LGBTI persons. Delegations
also marked the International Day Against Homophobia, Transphobia and Biphobia on 17 May by
raising the rainbow flag and conducting communication campaigns. In March, the EU delegation to
Montenegro and the Council of Europe, in partnership with the Parliamentary Committee on
Human Rights and Freedoms, held a consultative session at the Parliament of Montenegro to
support the discussion and adoption of the Draft Law on Civil Partnerships. The Law was
eventually adopted in July 2020. The country is the 32" UN member to recognise civil partnership

for same-sex couples.

The EU delegation to Argentina organised a virtual discussion to mark the International Day
Against Homophobia, Transphobia and Biphobia with government officials, health experts, civil
society leaders and representatives of EU Member States’ embassies and other countries to discuss
the rights of LGBTI persons in Argentina, with a special focus on the transgender community. The
EU delegation also used social media to share messages supporting the rights of the LGBTI

community.

17 LGBTIQ Equality Strategy 2020-25 https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-
fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/lesbian-gay-bi-trans-and-intersex-
equality/lgbtig-equality-strategy-2020-2025_en
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In Nigeria, the EU delegation hosted a videoconference discussion with interlocutors from the
LGBTI community in the country. The representatives presented the impact of COVID-19 on the
LGBTI community and project activities. As part of the EU-funded regional programme
‘Out&Proud: LGBTI Equality and Rights in Southern Africa’, implemented in Zimbabwe, Eswatini
and Malawi, a conference on the rights of LGBTI persons in the Southern Africa Development
Community was held in December. It focused on decriminalisation, including country meetings
involving all 11 Southern Africa Development Community countries, as well as a panel discussion

on donors’ funding priorities.

Activities on the rights of LGBTI persons were also carried out by some EU delegations on other
occasions throughout the year. The EU participated in the Taiwan Pride Week in October 2020. The
EU Office coordinated the participation of EU Member States and like-minded countries in the
Taiwan Pride parade, which was attended by over 100 000 people. In the same month, the EU
Office to Taiwan took part in a panel discussion on LGBTI policies and diplomacy organised by
Workplace Pride, discussing how the EU and Member States’ diplomatic services are promoting
LGBTI inclusion in the workplace and through public diplomacy. The week of celebration was a
highlight in the context of the COVID-19 global pandemic: Taiwan was one of the few places

where the parade did not take place in a virtual format in 2020.

9838/21 0z 39
RELEX 2 B EN



Advocates in Timor-Leste bring persons in vulnerable situations to the frontlines of the

COVID-19 response.

Despite progress made on the rights of LGBTI persons in Timor-Leste, discrimination is still
extremely high against LGBTI persons in family, societal and institutional settings. To address
this situation, CSOs and human rights activists persistently advocate to ensure that this

marginalised group is not left behind.

Human rights activist Laura Afonso de Jesus is a frontline advocate for the rights of LGBTI
persons. She is the Executive Director for CODIVA (the LGBTI umbrella network in Timor-
Leste) and an active member of EU-UN Spotlight Initiative Civil Society National Reference
Group. She has mobilised community activism through her lead role in the Buimau advocacy
movement in Timor-Leste and serves as aldeia (hamlet) chief, a role that only a few women

across the country have.

In the midst of the COVID-19 crisis, the LGBTI community is much more vulnerable
psychologically and financially. “The pandemic has brought on financial issues and affected the
ability of LGBTI persons to afford their basic needs, especially for those who live alone and are
dependent on others. Those who are isolated and live with their family at home may face
increased violence if their identity is not fully accepted. They might be forced to behave in a way

that their family expects them to, and if they are against this, it may cause tension and violence.”

Responding to the increased risk of domestic violence as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the
EU-UN Spotlight Initiative with the Civil Society National Reference Group developed messages
to acknowledge the violence being faced by the LGBTI community and to promote inclusive
responses that will not leave behind LGBTI persons who face abuse by their family and
community members. The International Day Against Homophobia, Transphobia and Biphobia is
providing additional opportunities to strengthen social norms that promote equality and leaving

stigma behind.
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Rights of the child

In external action, the EU continued to implement the Guidelines for the Promotion and Protection
of the Rights of the Child'®, which underline, inter alia, the importance of developing quality
alternative care for children and providing them with appropriate support to participate in
community life and to access mainstream services. In addition, EU delegations identified ways to

strengthen child protection systems in countries of operation.

The EU remains committed to addressing social norms and harmful practices. The Commission’s
new GAP III adopted in November and welcomed through presidency conclusions by 24 Member
States addresses girls’ rights, particularly by calling for the elimination of harmful practices such
as female genital mutilation, child, early and forced marriage, and gender-biased sex
selection. In April, the Spotlight Africa Regional Programme was signed in Addis Ababa with an
overall budget of EUR 30 million. One of the two streams consists in supporting the regional
response to prevent harmful practices, focusing specifically on female genital mutilation and child
marriage. This component constitutes the continuation of the two joint programmes with UNICEF
and the UN Population Fund which were implemented to eliminate female genital mutilation and
child marriages. In August, the Commission adopted a decision to support the continuation of the
Global Programme to Prevent Son Preference and Gender-biased Sex Selection: Improving the sex
ratio at birth in the Caucasus (EUR 2 million). The action will strengthen efforts for evidence-based
national policies and programmes to address son preference and gender inequalities resulting in
gender-biased sex selection in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia. Under the operating grant (2017-
2020) of the Rights, Equality and Citizenship Programme, the EU funded activities to end female
genital mutilation. These aim to strengthen engagement and capacity of policy and decision-makers,
professionals and other stakeholders to tackle female genital mutilation, to support the
implementation of international commitments, and to sustain the EU’s role as a key actor in the
global movement against female genital mutilation in the context of the 2030 Agenda. The EU
developed a EUR 13 million programme for ‘Quality alternative care for children and
‘deinstitutionalisation” which implements five projects in Armenia, Burundi, Cambodia, Georgia

and Myanmar.

18 https://eeas.europa.cu/sites/eeas/files/eu_guidelines rights of child 2017.pdf
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In 2020, the EU worked with UNICEF in Egypt to implement the EUR 30 million ‘Expanding
Access to Education and Protection for Children at Risk’ programme, which aims to improve access
to community schools for children in vulnerable situations and to primary schools for children with

disabilities, as well as to strengthen the child protection mechanism in general.

In the Republic of Albania, the EU funded the project ‘Strengthening civil society to prevent and
protect children from abuse and violence’. Implemented in 7 municipalities, the project supported
15 CSOs through a sub-granting scheme to implement projects related to child protection. The close
collaboration between beneficiary organisations and child protection units at local level
strengthened local child protection mechanisms, contributing to the monitoring process of the

recently approved Law on the Rights and Protection of the Child.

Together with UNICEF, the EU launched a joint programme targeting children on the move entitled
‘EU global promotion of best practices for children in migration’, which aims at strengthening child
protection systems in order to provide alternative care options, emphasising community and family-
based alternatives in Mexico, El Salvador, South Africa and Zambia. The action will also document
and share lessons learned and best practices with a view to using these alternative care options to

replace immigration detention, based on empirical evidence and data.

The EU strived to mitigate the harmful impact of COVID-19 on children. In August, the EU signed
a EUR 10 million project to address the child protection issues arising from and exacerbated by
COVID-19 in Ethiopia, Kenya, Mali, Senegal and Uganda through a programme of the Joining
Forces Initiative, a coalition of NGOs. The actions seek to address the immediate protection needs
of children by strengthening local protection and response systems; improving the protection of
children living in resilient families, communities and institutions; increasing the capacity of
children to prevent and respond to violence against them; and increasing the learning and sharing of

knowledge related to child protection approaches during the COVID-19 crisis and recovery phase.
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In 2020, the Commission allocated approximately EUR 93 million to activities on child protection
in humanitarian settings. In addition to general protection activities such as advocacy, capacity
building and information sharing, activities included support for child-friendly spaces, psychosocial
support, the prevention of and response to violence, support for unaccompanied and separated

children or to children associated with armed forces and groups.

The quest of a child left behind in Kyrgyzstan

Aibek is only 15 but has already overcome many challenges in his life. He is one of the 120 000
children left behind by migrating parents. A life without parental care had a huge impact on him: he
distanced himself from other people, felt anxious, frustrated and frightened. The COVID-19 crisis
put Aibek at further risk. The Centre for the Development and Protection of Vulnerable
Populations, supported by UNICEF as part of the EU project ‘Protecting children affected by
migration’ stepped in to help Aibek to secure his rights. His status as a child without parental care
was identified in communication and cooperation with the Family and Child Support Department
and adequate remedies were set in place. In the words of a psychologist working for the project:
“When I started working with Aibek, he felt alone, uncertain and bewildered. It took me several
calls for him to open up and start talking about his fears and the support he needs. My efforts paid
off and Aibek started to trust me and we have recently met in person. Through our support, Aibek

became more confident in himself and learned to start trusting people.”

The psychologists were trained to listen, offer support and counselling to children and adolescents
like Aibek, help them overcome COVID-19 related difficulties and better integrate into their
communities. The guardians and temporary caregivers received guidance on how to engage with
children without parental care, recognise possible signs of depression or anxiety, properly respond
to such cases and build the right communication channels. The project referred Aibek’s case to the
District Department of Social Development to provide him with the help he needed beyond the
pandemic, including the registration of official guardianship and access to all services. Thanks to
the support of the EU, UNICEF extended its much-needed support to more than 1 200 children to
make sure that each of them will have an accountable and responsible adult person ready to stand

up for them and protect their best interests.
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Migration and mobility — migrants, refugees and asylum seekers

Protecting and upholding human rights and fundamental freedoms remained at the core of EU
asylum and migration policies in 2020. The EU continued to advocate for a human rights-based
approach that focuses on persons in vulnerable situations in line with the Council conclusions
on Team Europe Global Response to COVID-19.' The EU promotes compliance with the EU
Charter of Fundamental Rights, international human rights obligations under international law and

existing policy and legislative frameworks, including during the COVID-19 pandemic.

In close collaboration with its Member States, partner countries, international organisations, civil
society and local communities, the EU continued its work to protect the rights of refugees and
internally displaced persons both within and beyond its borders. The EU particularly addressed
human rights challenges associated with migrant smuggling, human rights violations related to
trafficking in human beings, and the root causes that force persons to leave their homes in the first
place. In particular, a regional programme titled ‘Dismantling Human Trafficking and Migrant
Smuggling Criminal Networks in North Africa’ implemented by the United Nations Office on
Drugs and Crime (UNODC) includes important components on identifying victims of trafficking
and on training judges in protecting victims’ rights in adjudicating cases of trafficking in human

beings.

A key element of EU migration policy remained the building of strong partnerships with countries
of origin, transit and destination as well as working towards a comprehensive and balanced
framework for engagement with partners. Based on this comprehensive approach, on 23 September
2020 the Commission put forward a proposal for a New Pact on Migration and Asylum, as a

‘fresh start’ for the EU.

19 Council conclusions on Team Europe Global Response to COVID-19, 8 June 2020:

https://www.consilium.europa.cu/media/44347/team-europe-ccs-200608.pdf
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The proposed pact addresses both the internal and external dimensions of EU migration policy.
Externally, the pact proposes to consolidate and strengthen cooperation with non-EU countries,
based on tailor-made partnerships with countries of origin and transit, to engage at regional and
multilateral levels, as well as to work closely with international organisations and civil society. The
pact emphasises that safeguarding fundamental rights is an imperative that calls for an effective

migration policy. This implies the need to combat discrimination and labour exploitation.

The pact acknowledges that the risks of trafficking along migration routes are high, notably the risk
for women and girls to become victims of trafficking for sexual exploitation or other forms of
gender-based violence. Children in migration, in particular unaccompanied migrant children, are
also at higher risk of trafficking and exploitation along migration routes towards and within the
EU?. Trafficking networks abuse asylum procedures, and use reception centres to identify potential
victims. In this respect, the new Pact on Migration and Asylum highlights the need to focus on the

early identification of potential non-EU victims.

The EU’s continued commitment to providing international protection is deeply rooted in
international law and European values. Since 2015, more than 70 000 people in need of
international protection have been resettled in the EU under EU-sponsored voluntary resettlement
schemes. In response to the Commission’s call, EU Member States pledged almost 30 000
resettlement places for 2020. Given the disruptions linked to the COVID-19 pandemic, the
Commission extended the implementation period of the pledge from 2020 to 2021.

During 2020, the EU assisted countries hosting large numbers of refugees and displaced persons by
promoting protection and access to basic services and improving access to the jobs market. The
2016 EU-Turkey Statement reflected a deeper engagement and dialogue with Turkey, including
supporting its efforts to host around 4 million refugees. The Facility for Refugees in Turkey (EUR 6
billion) continued to respond to the essential needs of millions of refugees. In July 2020, the EU
agreed to extend the Facility, with EUR 485 million dedicated to continuing to provide
humanitarian support in 2021, helping to meet the basic needs of over 1.7 million refugees and

enabling over 600 000 children to attend school.

20 European Commission, Third (2020) Report on the progress made in the fight against
trafficking in human beings, COM(2020) 661 final, and SWD/2020/226 final.
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Since its establishment in 2014, the EU Regional Trust Fund in response to the Syrian crisis (the
‘Madad’ Fund) has reached EUR 2.2 billion. It covers programmes on education, livelihoods,
health, socioeconomic support, water and waste infrastructure — benefiting both refugees and their
host communities. More than EUR 2 billion of this fund was allocated to more than 90 projects to
the Trust Fund’s implementing partners on the ground, now reaching more than 7 million

beneficiaries.

The EU has continued to support migrants, forcibly displaced persons and host communities in Asia
and the Middle East. In August 2020, the EU became a member of the Core Group of the Support
Platform for the Solution Strategy for Afghan Refugees, launched by Pakistan, Iran, Afghanistan
and the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees. The EU will chair this platform in
2021. The platform aims to mobilise resources and political support for durable solutions to the
Afghan displacement crisis. Since 2017, the EU has mobilised over EUR 600 million for
humanitarian and development aid specifically aimed at addressing fundamental needs and finding
durable solutions to the 40-year-long Afghan displacement crisis in Afghanistan, Iran and Pakistan.
EU support includes child protection, the sustainable reintegration of internally displaced persons
and returnees, equal access to basic services, opportunities for individuals, and community

empowerment.

Under the protection component of the Regional Development and Protection programme for North
Africa and the Horn of Africa, over 50 projects have been approved since 2016 as part of the
Asylum and Migration Fund (EUR 94.5 million). Main activities include registration, refugee status
determination, identification of durable solutions and direct assistance to asylum seekers and
refugees, protection for children on the move, as well as capacity building initiatives in support of
national governments, NGOs and civil society organisations. It focuses particularly on human rights

standards, international protection and services for vulnerable migrants and refugees.
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The project ‘Inclusive Cities, Communities of Solidarity’ started on 6 September 2019 in the cities
of Barranquilla and Cucuta/ Villa del Rosario in Colombia, Lima in Peru, Quito in Ecuador and
Santo Domingo in the Dominican Republic, which served as pilot territories. The project’s
implementation was entrusted to UNHCR, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and
UN Habitat, in alliance with the EU. Among its activities were implementing migrant information

centres, actions against xenophobia and strengthening social organisations.

Struggle during COVID-19: Farhad Ahmad’s story

Farhad Ahmad (28) had been living in Iran as a refugee for 19 years. In February 2020, when Iran
went into lockdown because of the COVID-19 pandemic, Farhad lost his job and was forced to
return to Afghanistan with his family. After registering at the Islam Qala border, he was referred
to the IOM’s protection programme, and received financial assistance to buy food and medication
to satisfy the family’s immediate needs. He was also informed about the International
Organization for Migration’s EU-funded Reintegration Assistance and Development in
Afghanistan project. The project’s field staff in Mazar Sharief introduced him to the Bashir
Ahmad Sidiqi Shoe Production Company. Farhad, who had only worked as a labourer in Iran,
learned the art of shoemaking here: ‘I am happy with the employment opportunity, especially the

skills I am learning through the job’. Now Farhad hopes to start his own business.

The Reintegration Assistance and Development in Afghanistan project is being implemented in
eight Afghanistan provinces of high return (Baghlan, Balkh, Herat, Kabul, Kandahar, Kunar,
Laghman and Nangarhar). It takes into account the economic, social and psychosocial aspects of

reintegration at both individual and community levels.

The Rohingya crisis is another case where human rights considerations played an important role in
the decision to prioritise EU intervention for forcibly displaced persons. The EU also provided
human rights-sensitive technical assistance to governments of partner countries throughout the
region on topics such as migration policies and the prevention of and fight against trafficking in
human beings and the smuggling of migrants. The EU also supported regional coordination efforts.
For example, the EU participated in the interregional dialogue on migration, known as the

‘Budapest Process’.
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In March 2020, the Commission’s Communication ‘Towards a Comprehensive Strategy with
Africa’ highlighted the significance of partnering with Africa to ensure a balanced, coherent and
comprehensive approach to migration and mobility. It recommended that the EU and Africa build
on the implementation of actions under the five strands of the Joint Valletta Action Plan (2015),

cooperate within the Khartoum and Rabat processes, and expand cooperation with the AU on

migration. Africa and the EU need a balanced, coherent and comprehensive approach to migration

and mobility, guided by the principles of solidarity, partnership and shared responsibility in
accordance with EU and national competences and based on the respect for human rights and

international law.

The EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa, amounting to over EUR 5 billion, allowed the EU and
African partners to work together faster and with more flexibility in the Sahel and Lake Chad, the
Horn of Africa and in the North African regions, where the human rights of migrants and forcibly
displaced people are particularly challenged. By the end of 2020, 256 actions consisting of 689

individual projects had been implemented under the Fund.

EU-IOM Joint Initiative for Migrant Protection and Reintegration

Launched in December 2016 with funding from the EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa, the
EU-IOM Joint Initiative for Migrant Protection and Reintegration is the first comprehensive
programme to save lives, protect and assist migrants along key migration routes in Africa.
Since taking up its activities in April 2017, the EU-IOM Joint Initiative has assisted more
than 86 600 migrants, rescued over 26 400 migrants stranded in the Sahara desert and
provided reintegration assistance to over 100 400 migrants who have decided to return to
their countries of origin, helping them to reintegrate in a safe and dignified way. Co-funded by
the EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa, in its first phase the Better Migration Management
programme in the Horn of Africa supported over 18 200 trafficked victims and migrants in
vulnerable situations, providing them with protection services such as accommodation, basic

services, and counselling.
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The EU continued to advocate and work for the support of migrants and refugees stranded in Libya,

including in the context of the trilateral African Union-European Union-United Nations Task Force.

Thanks to the work of the Task Force and the support of the EU Trust Fund for Africa, around 53

000 voluntary humanitarian returns have taken place and over 5 800 people in need of international

protection have been evacuated since 2017, including through the Emergency Transit Mechanisms

in Niger and Rwanda. Assistance continued to be provided at disembarkation points and in
detention centres if access was possible, host communities were supported and alternatives to

detention were promoted.

Safe and Fair: Realizing women migrant workers’ rights and opportunities in the

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) region

In Asia, the project ‘Safe and Fair: Realizing women migrant workers’ rights and opportunities
in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) region’, part of the EU-UN Spotlight
Initiative?! to eliminate violence against women and girls, has been advocating strongly since
2017 for a human rights-based and gender-sensitive approach to labour migration in the
ASEAN region. This EUR 25 million project is implemented through a partnership between the
International Labour Organization and UN Women and aims to ensure that labour migration is
safe and fair for all women in the ASEAN region. Key results for 2020 included capacity
building for 3 200 stakeholders in women migrant workers’ rights and the provision of
psychological, legal, health and social services to 30 350 women migrant workers throughout

the region.

A Spotlight Initiative: https://spotlightinitiative.org/
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The EU has been at the forefront of the response to the Venezuelan migration crisis. Since 2018, the
EU has mobilised over EUR 319 million for humanitarian, peace and development actions
addressing the regional impacts of the Venezuelan crisis. On 26 May 2020, the virtual International
Donors Conference in Solidarity with Venezuelan Refugees and Migrants in the Countries of the
Region raised more than EUR 2.53 billion, including EUR 144.2 million in grants from EU funds
and EUR 400 million in loans from the European Investment Bank. The funds are directed towards
food security, livelihoods, health, water and sanitation, and the socioeconomic integration of
Venezuelan refugees and migrants (including combating xenophobia). In Venezuela, part of the

funds will be used to protect human rights and human rights defenders.

The 2014-2020 EU framework programme for research and innovation, Horizon 2020, has also
devoted significant resources through a multiannual call which aims to produce evidence-based
recommendations for the global and European migration policy of non-EU nationals as well as
innovative (including information and communication technological) solutions for the successful
integration of migrants into European host societies while fully respecting EU and national
competences. The ongoing projects will also foster improved responses for the international
protection of refugees, addressing forced displacement, and the promotion of more fact-based and
accurate discourses and adapted strategies to address concerns in host communities. More than EUR

100 million was allocated to 34 projects mobilising over 400 participants?2.

The EU aims to mitigate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on migration as part of its internal
and external responses to the pandemic. In this context, the EU remains committed to international
cooperation and multilateral solutions, and supports the UN Secretary-General’s efforts to
coordinate the UN-wide response. As part of the EU’s global response, amounting to EUR 40.5
billion and implemented through the Team Europe approach, the EU focuses its efforts on already

vulnerable populations.

22 All relevant details are available in CORDIS.
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1.2 EMPOWERING PEOPLE

Empowering women

It is important to ensure that all women have access to appropriate and adequate social protection on
an equal basis with men, including those in non-standard employment and self-employment, for
example by promoting the establishment of rights (such as pension rights) over the course of their
lives. The EU continued to underline that in order to facilitate women’s access to the labour market,
discriminatory legislation, negative social norms, and gender stereotypes (e.g. in the choice of
education, occupation and sector) must be abolished, along with economic and sociocultural
disincentives for women to work, such as the culturally anchored distribution of care and domestic
work between men and women. Moreover, the concept of a work-life balance must be promoted.
Together with international partners, the EU has also promoted the effective implementation of the
ILO Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (No. 100) in line with the principle of equal

remuneration for men and women workers for work of equal value.

For example, the EU awarded grants to women’s CSOs in the Republic of Serbia for empowering

women in the labour market, supporting rural women, and promoting women’s entrepreneurship.

Empowering children and youth

The EU is committed to ensuring that children and young people meaningfully participate in
decision-making processes on issues that directly affect them. In 2020, the EU involved children in
the consultation process to prepare the strategy on the rights of the child, due to be adopted in
spring 2021. More than 10 000 children aged 11-18 replied to a dedicated online questionnaire. The
2020 European Forum on the rights of the child, that took place between 29 September and 1
October, contributed to this process. Children from 18 countries around the world contributed and
participated in the Forum as moderators, speakers and rapporteurs. Recommendations formulated

during the Forum will be taken into account when drafting the strategy.
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In 2020, the Erasmus+ programme played a significant role in supporting capacity building,
empowerment projects and learning mobility opportunities for young people worldwide, as well as

virtual exchanges between youth in Europe and, for instance, in the Southern Mediterranean.

The EU and UNICEF implemented the U-Report online tool a social messaging tool and data
collection system to improve public engagement, inform leaders and encourage positive change.
Currently, the programme benefits 3 million participants in 41 countries, including in a number of

Spotlight countries.

Children and young people were also involved in designing policies related to their safety and well-
being online. On Safer Internet Day 2020, a group of youth ambassadors prepared a ‘Youth Pledge
for a Better Internet’.2® This aimed to make online platforms and services more age-appropriate and
inclusive for children and young people. A range of consultation processes took place during the
year with the active participation of young people and resulted in the implementation of six
industry-led projects under the ‘Alliance to better protect minors online’?4. Intermediary results
were presented at the Safer Internet Forum 202025, in which children with disabilities actively
participated, sharing their experiences and recommendations on how to create an inclusive digital
environment for children and young people. Final results of the projects were presented on Safer

Internet Day 2021.

23 Youth Pledge for a Better Internet: https://www.betterinternetforkids.eu/policy/youth-

pledge-for-a-better-internet.

The ‘Alliance to better protect minors online’ is a self-regulatory initiative designed to
improve the online environment for children and young people: https://ec.europa.eu/digital-
single-market/en/alliance-better-protect-minors-online.

Safer Internet Forum:
https://www.betterinternetforkids.eu/en/practice/articles/article?id=6759566

24

25
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The EU has been promoting digital literacy to empower children to find reliable information online.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the EU-funded network of safer internet centres ran an
awareness-raising campaign?® through the EU-funded betterinternetforkids.eu platform and
continued to provide helplines to support young internet users facing online risks and hotline
services for reporting material involving child sexual abuse. The EU-funded project ‘Bridging the
digital divide in Serbia for the most vulnerable children’ (EUR 2 million) aims to support the
education system in urgently adapting to facilitate distance learning, required due to COVID-19. It
includes the development of a distance-learning platform and the legal framework to regulate an
inclusive distance learning system and establish a monitoring and quality assurance system. It

focuses on Roma children and other children in vulnerable situations.

Since the COVID-19 crisis has brought unprecedented challenges for education, exacerbated
inequalities and increased the risk of school dropouts and violence, the EU has continued its key
commitment to providing education in emergencies and protracted crises. The EU focused its
efforts on keeping children in learning in a protected environment, providing flexible and
innovative distance learning opportunities and advocating for integrated and coordinated support for
education. In 2020, the EU maintained its target of dedicating 10% of its humanitarian budget to

education in emergencies, which translated into an investment of over EUR 109 million.

26 https://www.betterinternetforkids.eu/en-GB/practice/articles/article?1d=5882569
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Rights of persons with disabilities

The Commission continued to implement the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (CRPD) through the European Disability Strategy 2010-2020. A key achievement in
2020 was the adoption of the first European standard for ‘accessibility to the built environment’.
The strategy was effective in raising disability issues at EU policy level. During 2020, extensive
consultations took place with civil society, experts on the rights of persons with disabilities,
Member States authorities and other stakeholders to prepare a new strategy after 2020. Under the
Web Accessibility Directive?’, from 23 September 2020 onwards, all public sector websites in the
EU Member States should be perceivable, operable, understandable and robust, an important

milestone in digital accessibility.

The 13 session of the Conference of State Parties to the Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities (CRPD) was held between 30 November and 3 December 2020. Chaired by
Ecuador, it featured a mix of in-person meetings (high-level opening and elections to the CRPD
Committee) and virtual events with participation from all corners of the world. The three virtual
roundtable discussions and an interactive dialogue provided a platform for civil society, UN
agencies and UN Member States to engage constructively on key disability issues, with the impact

of COVID-19 as an underlying theme.

2 Directive (EU) 2016/2102 on the accessibility of the websites and mobile applications of
public sector bodies
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The EU submitted a written statement, as there was no general debate due to COVID-19, and
intervened during the roundtables. The roundtables dealt with the following topics: 1) disability and
business: ensure persons with disabilities can exercise their right to work in open, inclusive and
accessible environments; ii) addressing the rights and needs of older persons with disabilities:
ageing and demographic trends; and iii) promoting inclusive environments to fully implement the
CRPD. In its interventions, the EU focused on the increased risk of poverty for persons with
disabilities, and the need to guarantee the right to live independently, including for older persons.
The age gap in technology use was emphasised, especially in assistive technologies, and
information and communication technologies, and it was noted that older persons have been left

behind in that regard in the COVID-19 pandemic.28

The EU sponsored and participated in the following side events in partnership with the organisers:
1) data driven advocacy for policy change; ii) using arts and culture to promote the inclusion of
persons with disabilities; and iii) taking into account the rights of persons with disabilities in the

COVID-19 pandemic recovery plan.

A webinar on persons with disabilities and COVID-19 was organised in April 2020, which focused
on how to ensure their inclusion and participation during and after COVID-19. Several webinars on
different topics, such as women with disabilities, inclusive communication, and procurement, were
also organised by the EU-funded ‘Bridging the Gap’ project. An online side event during the
Conference of State Parties to the CRPD was organised to exchange best practices between the
countries participating in the project. Furthermore, the EU supported the Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights in finalising the development of indicators to help implement the
SDGs in line with the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. An online event was

held in December 2020 to launch the SDG-CRPD resource package.

28 Conference of State Parties documents / EU statements can be found at:

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/conference-of-states-parties-to-the-
convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities-2/cosp13.html
https://journal.un.org/en/meeting/officials/7021bb42-9d12-eb11-9117-0050569e8b67/2020-
12-01

https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/89715/european-union-
statement-%E2%80%93 -united-nations-conference-states-parties-convention-disabilities_en
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The EU continued to promote the use of the cross-cutting policy marker of the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), which tracks development aid for activities that
promote the inclusion and empowerment of persons with disabilities. The EU delegations continued
to be very active in promoting and protecting the rights of persons with disabilities, such as
improving their access to justice. In Montenegro, a roundtable on ‘Access to justice for persons
with disabilities and equal recognition before the law’ was organised in March 2020 by the
Association of Youth with Disabilities of Montenegro, in which the EU delegation and the Ministry
of Public Administration participated.

Human rights of older persons

Population ageing constitutes one of the most significant demographic transformations of the 21
century. The EU is fully committed to the human rights of older persons worldwide. The year 2020
marked the 30" anniversary of the International Day of Older Persons. Considering the higher risks
faced by older persons during the COVID-19 pandemic, policy and programmatic interventions

should take full account of their special needs.

On 9 October 2020, the EU adopted Council conclusions on ‘Human rights, participation and
well-being of older persons in the era of digitalisation’.?® Specific threats such as those against
the right to privacy were underlined and the importance of digital literacy was highlighted. Notably,
all human rights and fundamental freedoms must be guaranteed without exception to older persons,
including in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, during which access to affordable, good

quality healthcare is paramount.

2 Council conclusions on Human Rights, Participation and Well-Being of Older Persons in the

Era of Digitalisation, 9 October 2020. https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-
11717-2020-REV-2/en/pdf
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The situation for older persons is high on the EU’s agenda, and its support for the UN’s Madrid
International Plan for Action on Ageing continued in 2020. This is a resource to help policymakers,
NGOs, and CSOs to change the ways in which communities perceive, interact with and care for all
older persons. The UN’s Decade of Healthy Ageing (2020-2030) is an opportunity to bring together
governments, civil society, international organisations, professionals, academia, the media, and the
private sector for 10 years of concerted and collaborative action to improve the lives of older people
and the communities in which they live. The UN’s 2020 observance — the international day of older
persons on 1 October — allowed governments, UN experts, civil society and health professionals to
discuss the five strategic objectives of the WHO’s global strategy and action plan on ageing and

health and take stock of the progress made and challenges in implementing them.

The 11% session of the UN Open-Ended Working Group on Ageing, planned for 6-9 April 2020 in
New York, was postponed due to COVID-19. The EU actively participated in developing a set of
recommendations identifying possible gaps in the international instruments safeguarding the human
rights of older persons and helped to have them applied more effectively. The EU was also active in
the UNGA Third Committee, the HRC, and the Commission on Social Development. These fora
offered important opportunities to discuss measures and actions devised to improve the situation of

older persons.

The EU continued to cooperate with the UN human rights special procedure mandate holders and
treaty bodies, ensuring that due attention is given to the rights of older persons within their
mandates. Moreover, the Universal Periodic Review process was in some cases used to highlight
the human rights challenges faced by older persons. The EU remains committed to addressing the
recommendations and exchanging best practices for the promotion in multilateral fora and bilateral

dialogues of the human rights of older persons.
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Rights of indigenous peoples

The EU policies on support for indigenous peoples date back many decades. Through its policies
and financing instruments, the EU is committed to the international advancement and recognition of
the rights of indigenous peoples, as confirmed by the EU’s support for the UN Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). In 2020, the EU supported the implementation of the
UNDRIP at country level, through its programming activities, but also through its political and
human rights dialogues. The EU has been advocating for the realisation of indigenous peoples’
rights and for indigenous peoples to fully and meaningfully participate in implementing and
reviewing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Securing full participation and free, prior

and informed consent (FPIC) in a meaningful way is a core principle of EU policy.

In February 2020, the EU hosted a roundtable with indigenous peoples’ representatives and
experts from the seven indigenous socio-cultural regions of the world.*° The roundtable’s
objective was to identify the most prevalent as well as emerging threats to the enjoyment of human
rights by indigenous peoples, in line with recommendations of the UN Permanent Forum. It was an
opportunity to gather perspectives on advancing indigenous peoples’ rights through EU policy and
action. The roundtable gave further recommendations on how EU policy can best protect the rights
and interests of indigenous peoples, including FPIC, whether in development cooperation, climate
action and biodiversity protection, trade agreements, or political and policy dialogue at national and
international levels. The outcome of the roundtable refers to the state of play of EU support for
indigenous peoples and contains recommendations on how to improve dialogue and consultation

with indigenous peoples and make EU actions more coherent and consistent.

30 The seven socio-cultural regions are Africa, Asia, Central and South America and the
Caribbean, The Arctic, Central and Eastern Europe, Russian Federation, Central Asia and
Transcaucasia, North America and The Pacific.
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In 2020, the EU extended its contribution (EUR 1 million) to the flagship project, the Indigenous
Navigator, an open-source, community-based data collection system and mapping tool led by
indigenous peoples for indigenous peoples. This grant was used for worldwide action in support of
international advocacy and the building of alliances with strategic partners within the human rights
fora. The Indigenous Navigator builds on international human rights instruments, including the
UNDRIP. It provides timely global reports on the situation of indigenous peoples, including on the

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the status of indigenous women.

For the EU, it is very important to reverse the deterioration in human rights experienced by
indigenous peoples caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. During the 13" meeting of the Expert
Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples held between 30 November and 4 December 2020,
the EU welcomed the focus on COVID-19’s impact on indigenous peoples’ rights, and raised
concerns about the deteriorating situation for many indigenous peoples. Through the EIDHR human
rights crisis facility, the EU mobilised special funds to address COVID-19’s effect on indigenous
peoples, in particular, in Latin America, to 1) address the lack of high quality, trustworthy and
culturally relevant information on the pandemic (EUR 1 million), and ii) help protect indigenous
human rights defenders against the new threats that emerged following the pandemic, such as land

grabbing and the seizure of natural resources (EUR 530 000).

The EU continues to address indigenous peoples’ rights in its human rights dialogues with non-EU
countries. In Africa, EU delegations launched calls for proposals to help indigenous peoples
establish FPIC protocols in the protected area of Messok Dja in the Republic of Congo, and
improve access to quality healthcare and education for indigenous minority communities in Kenya.
In Argentina, Brazil and Uruguay, calls were launched to support indigenous peoples and
environmental defenders in becoming key actors in promoting social and environmental policies

leading to sustainable development.

The EU worked closely with the ILO on promoting indigenous peoples’ rights, including in the
countries that have not ratified the ILO’s Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention No. 169. The
most recent free trade agreements require indigenous peoples to be consulted as part of the impact

assessments.
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The voices of indigenous peoples are important in informing the EU funding programmes and
projects. Securing their full participation and FPIC in a meaningful way is a core principle of EU
policy. In December 2020, the EU co-hosted with the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) its
second technical meeting on the principle of FPIC. The meeting served to share best practices and
deal with obstacles encountered in implementation but also to strengthen collaboration on capacity

building.

The EU’s ProtectDefenders.eu mechanism provides significant support to defenders of indigenous
peoples’ rights, in particular through the EU’s capacity-building programmes and through its
fieldwork and accompanying programmes. Defenders of indigenous peoples’ rights represent a
consistent 7% of the total number of beneficiaries across all programmes — an estimated 2 000
HRDs every year and around 8 000 since the mechanism was launched. However, overlaps
exist with support provided to other groups of defenders, such as land and environmental rights

defenders, or defenders working in isolated areas, who also receive considerable support as a

priority group.

1.3 PROMOTING FUNDAMENTAL FREEDOMS AND STRENGTHENING CIVIC AND POLITICAL SPACE

Freedom of expression

In 2020, the COVID-19 crisis highlighted the importance of freedom of expression and access
to information. In times of uncertainty, access to reliable, fact-based information is crucial and

contributes to a more resilient society.

Emergency legislation imposed in countries around the world restricted the rights to freedom of

expression and of association and raised doubts about the respect of the right to privacy.

Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic brought about an onslaught of disinformation and
misinformation causing disorientation among the public and in some cases inhibiting effective

responsces.
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The spread of disinformation and misinformation on social media has relaunched the debate about
the role of private companies and institutions in fighting disinformation. However, the fight against
disinformation is used in some cases as a pretext to attack journalists, artists and critical voices in

general and to limit their freedom of expression both online and offline.

Upholding the freedom of expression, the EU’s response has also focused on promoting trustworthy
sources, encouraging social media platforms to take effective measures against disinformation, and
tackling illegal content disseminated through their services. The European Commission proposed
new rules in its internal market with the Digital Services Act,3! to clarify the appropriate obligations
on online intermediary services and to set out a balanced governance, with the rule of law and

fundamental rights at its centre.

Media freedom and pluralism were significantly prominent in the European Commission’s 2020

Rule of Law Report.?

HR/VP Borrell has been vocal in public statements, high-level meetings and on social media in
highlighting the importance of EU engagement on freedom of expression, journalists’ safety and the
fight against disinformation. A declaration by the High Representative on behalf of the EU was

issued on World Press Freedom Day.33

Freedom of expression has remained a key point on the agenda in most political and human rights
dialogues such as those with China, Algeria, Iraq, the Republic of Moldova, Vietnam and Belarus.
The EU emphasised that countries were obliged to uphold, protect and promote the rights to

freedom of opinion and expression, including academic and artistic freedom.

31 Proposal for a Regulation on a Single Market For Digital Services (Digital Services Act) for

ensuring a safe and accountable online environment), 15 December 2020:

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/digital-

services-act-ensuring-safe-and-accountable-online-environment_en
32 Commission Communication on 2020 Rule of Law Report (COM (2020) 580 final) of 30
September 2020:
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/communication_2020_rule of law_report_en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/05/02/declaration-by-the-
high-representative-josep-borrell-on-behalf-of-the-european-union-on-the-occasion-of-the-
world-press-freedom-day-3-may-2020/

33
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https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/05/02/declaration-by-the-high-representative-josep-borrell-on-behalf-of-the-european-union-on-the-occasion-of-the-world-press-freedom-day-3-may-2020/

The EU continued to support the work of the UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion and
protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression and to collaborate with the CoE, the

OSCE, the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and relevant CSOs.

The EU supported the resolution on freedom of expression presented by the Netherlands, Sweden,
Canada and others at the HRC. The resolution recalled that access to information is a critical tool to
prevent and combat corruption and ensure democratic participation, by enabling the public to have
an impact on decision-making and influence legislation. Access to information is central to the

work of journalists, media workers, civil society and human rights defenders.

The EU welcomed the statement by international experts on freedom of expression3* in March 2020
on access to and the free flow of information during the pandemic. It called upon governments to

1) provide reliable and accessible information about the nature of the threat posed by COVID-19,

i1) address disinformation, iii) refrain from blocking internet access and iv) take exceptional
measures to protect the work of journalists. The use of surveillance technology to track the spread
of the coronavirus should comply with strict limitations and be consistent with international human

rights standards.

The EUSR for Human Rights raised issues concerning freedom of expression at political level
during 1) human rights dialogues (e.g. with Myanmar, Cuba, ASEAN, Azerbaijan), i1) country
visits, such as in Qatar (international conference on social media), iii) exchanges with high-level
interlocutors, or iv) high-level events and conferences. The EUSR met a number of persecuted
journalists and media workers and intervened in specific cases in countries such as Saudi Arabia,

Egypt, the Philippines, Ukraine, Bangladesh and Nigeria.

One of the main topics of the 2020 EU-NGO Forum was ‘Fundamental Rights and Freedoms in the
Digital Sphere’. The use of technology to improve freedom of expression, fight against internet

restrictions and share lessons learned on political activism online were discussed.

34 https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25729
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Safety of journalists

Across the world, journalists and media workers are facing intimidation, violence or abuse, which
often threaten their life and security. The COVID-19 pandemic has aggravated the situation, further
endangering the work of journalists and restricting space for civil society. Impunity for abuses and
crimes against journalists and media workers remained widespread worldwide, reaching 90% of

cases of impunity in some countries, according to a 2019 UNESCO report.

During 2020, the EU followed with concern reports of journalists being placed in detention without
trial, the closure of media stations, and internet shutdowns in many countries. The EU stepped up its
action with other countries and issued clear messages on the key role of independent media and
civil society, as well as on the need to protect human rights defenders, many of whom are

journalists.

The safety of journalists was at the centre of EU advocacy for media freedom in international
fora and bilateral dialogues, such as those with China, Algeria, Vietnam and Belarus. The EU
recalled the obligation to protect and promote freedom of opinion and expression, and offered to
collaborate. The EU supported the resolution on safety of journalists presented at the 45" session of
the HRC. Several statements were published, including on the International Day to End Impunity

for Crimes against Journalists on 2 November.33

A handbook on journalists’ safety was distributed to all EU delegations. It helped inform the EU
response to attacks against journalists and enabled EU delegations to prepare or coordinate public
statements and social media interventions, observe court cases and identify cases requiring special
protection. In 2020, the EU supported over 425 journalists with emergency grants, temporary

relocation, or support for their respective media outlets.

Dedicated programmes continued to operate in many regions, for example, the ‘Safejournalists’

programme, run by journalist associations in the Western Balkans.

35 https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/87896/journalists-joint-

statement-high-representativevice-president-josep-borrell-and-vice-president_en

9838/21 0z 63
RELEX 2 B EN


https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/87896/jo