
 

ENNHRI 
European Network of  

National Human Rights Institutions 

 
Strengthening fundamental rights protection together 

in a changing human rights landscape 
A meeting on cooperation between FRA, the Council of Europe, Equality Bodies, 

National Human Rights Institutions and Ombudsperson institutions  
 

Vienna, 7-8 October 2013 
 

MEETING REPORT 
Compiled by FRA, CoE, Equinet and ENNHRI1 

 

OBJECTIVES OF THE MEETING 

• Discuss the impact of the current economic situation on National Human Rights 
Institutions, Equality Bodies and Ombudsperson Institutions, and on fundamental   
rights protection in general. The discussions also covered how to facilitate the 
implementation of human rights obligations nationally. 

• Discuss how to enhance and develop strategic cooperation nationally, as well as    
across Europe. 

• Come up with concrete cooperation activities related to, among others, the exchange of 
information, monitoring, establishing thematic cooperation schemes, and training to 
address current challenges in promoting and protecting fundamental rights. 

• Create networking opportunities for participating organisations.  

1 DISCLAIMER: Please note that this report is a compilation of the outcomes of the meeting including views and opinions of the 
participants.  Thus, the views or opinions expressed therein are not the official opinions of the FRA, the CoE, Equinet or 
ENNHRI. 
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PARTICIPANTS 

• FRA – European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 
• Council of Europe 
• OSCE 
• Equinet 
• Secretariat of the European Network of National Human Rights Institutions 
• 63 national level bodies (National Human Rights Institutions, Equality Bodies and 

Ombudsperson Institutions) from 36 countries 
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WELCOME BY ALL ORGANISING PARTNERS 

Maija Sakslin, Chair of the FRA 
Management Board: 
“In the current economic situation, our 
organisations are under pressure and we 
face a lot of challenges. We need to 
improve cooperation and implementation on 
all levels; we need to find new ways of 
cooperation in order to make Europe a 
better place for all.” 
 
Christos Giakoumopoulos, Director, 
Human Rights Directorate, Council of 
Europe: 
“Human rights are under pressure, we are living in hard times for human rights. It is 
equally difficult for international and national structures – we need to join forces. We 
care about functioning human rights structures. The Council of Europe is here to 
support national bodies in their work.” 

Jozef De Witte, Chair of Equinet: 
“Governments tend to claim that equality can only come after tackling the economic crisis 
and the culture of rights is fading in Europe. It is, however, first and foremost the role of 
governments to safeguard human rights. ‘We need standards for independence and 

effectiveness to hold Member States 
responsible for what and how they deal with 
their national bodies.” 
 
Alan Miller, Chair of the ENNHRI:  
“There is a necessity of solidarity. The 
human rights landscape in Europe is busy, 
and this is a particularly important time for 
our solidarity to be effective and 
coordinated in order to achieve the 
outcomes needed for individuals. Face to 
face, we can get things done.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 
 



 

ENNHRI 
European Network of  

National Human Rights Institutions 

EUROPE’S CHANGING HUMAN RIGHTS LANDSCAPE 

 

Nils Muižnieks, Council of Europe 
Commissioner for Human Rights 

 
“The progress achieved in establishing independent 
NHRSs has been one of the most important human 
rights developments in Europe in recent decades. 
Nearly all Council of Europe member states now 
have an ombudsman, a human rights commission, 
an equality body or any combination of them.”   
  
“The economic crisis and austerity are the big context for implementing human rights today. 
The European social model has suffered a major blow.” 
  
“NHRSs have an essential role to play in times of economic crisis. As accessible low-
threshold complaints bodies, they can protect people from infringements of their rights and 
advise governments on human rights compliant responses. There is a need to develop skills 
on economic and social rights and deal with discrimination based on socio-economic status.” 
  
“We need to learn how to communicate effectively through new media and make human 
rights interesting. We have to celebrate our victories, even though in human rights we lose 
some battles.”  
  
“I’ll be coming to your country soon.” 
 
Morten Kjaerum, FRA Director 
 
“In the last 25 years, we have seen tremendous momentum at the EU, UN and national 
levels. However, there are important deficits too, so there is a lot to do in the next 25 years as 
well – thinking in particular of under-reporting and lack of awareness about the institutions. 
We need a comprehensive and holistic implementation of human rights and equality 
standards.” 
 
“We at FRA see your national bodies as key actors to promote and protect human rights. We 
need more strategic thinking into how we link the different institutions and activities, both at 

the national level as well as horizontal interaction with CoE, 
OSCE, FRA etc”.  
 
“We are talking about real people.” 
 
“We do not have a problem of overlap – there is enough 
work for all of us. But how do we cooperate and 
complement each other most effectively? We need a 
comprehensive and holistic implementation. We need 
national, European, international action plans.” 
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Panel discussion on Europe’s changing human rights landscape 
 

 
• Vladlen Stefanov, National Institutions and Regional Mechanisms Section, OHCHR 
• Evelyn Collins, the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland  
• Sophia Koukoulis-Spiliotopoulos, Greek National Commission for Human Rights 
• Jasminka Dzumhur, Human Rights Ombudsman of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

 
Key messages: 

 We need clearer and stronger standards for National Human Rights Institutions, 
Equality Bodies and Ombudsperson Institutions. 

 The work and resources of human rights bodies are impacted negatively by the 
economic crisis. However, they work to mitigate the effects of the crisis. 

 We need more hard evidence on the societal benefits of equality and human rights 
to be able to make a better case for them. 

 Cooperation between national level bodies is needed, but merger is not the only or 
necessarily the best answer. Whatever cooperation is put in place, it needs to be 
done in an adequate, strategic and planned way. 

 There is a human rights crisis in the EU that needs to be tackled. More solidarity is 
needed.   

 Economic and social rights should be focused on more. 
 We need to gain (back) public support and change values in society. 

 

“Solidarity means to share 
responsibility for human beings. 
(but not to give more money to 
Greece to build new camps.)” 

“We don’t need more 
seminars to discuss 

human rights for 
ourselves – we need to 
involve ‘the other side’.” 

“Rights do not flow 
from a passport. This is 

why they are called 
‘human rights’. 
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WORKING GROUP SESSION 1: IMPLEMENTATION OF INTERNATIONAL HUMAN 
RIGHTS INSTRUMENTS 

 
Introduction 
 
Beate Rudolf (German Institute for HR): “The implementation of human rights is the goal of 
all our institutions. There are different ways of implementing human rights: through law-
making; through policy-making; through judgments and courts. Our different bodies can play 
a role in each of them. It is suggested to focus on the strengths of the different institutions to 
see how they could best cooperate. UN human rights treaties are currently underused, so we 
should use them more often to give teeth to the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. We also 
need more human rights education for policy-makers and their staff, for administration, for 
judges, and public prosecutors.”  
 
Pavel Chacuk (OSCE-ODIHR): “OSCE-ODIHR is also a (national) human rights institution of 
sorts.  Although we don’t take individual cases, we share the same purpose. We look at you 
as partners – we have become partners and you have become much stronger than you used 
to be. This also puts pressure and responsibility onto you. Anger is growing in Europe among 
citizens and this causes a loss of faith in democracy and in human rights. ODIHR is 
supporting ENNHRI’s strategy meeting taking place in Budapest in November. Use ODIHR – 
we are here to support your work. We need innovative ways of networking, working, and 
cooperating – including with bodies outside our region.” 
 
Panel discussion on outcomes from working group session 1 

• Carmen Comas-Mata, Defensor del Pueblo, Spain  
• Christos Giakoumopoulos, Directorate General Human Rights and Rule of Law, CoE 
• Laurien Koster, Netherlands Institute for Human Rights  
• Sami Kurteshi, Ombudsperson Institution of Kosovo  
• Miroslaw Wroblewski, Human Rights Defender, Poland  
• Lora Vidović, Ombudsman, Croatia  
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Key messages 
 It is the governments who are directly responsible for implementation; the role of the 

national level bodies is to be watchdogs – by engagement, by soft law, etc. 
 We need a communication strategy to reach people and duty bearers. 
 Focus on the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) and the implementation of 

ECtHR judgments. 
 We need to show the link to ordinary problems, such as healthcare. 
 We need to increase training of authorities and Equality Bodies, National Human Rights 

Institutions and Ombudsperson institutions. 
 We need to provide technical & political support (legislative advice, good practice 

exchange). 
 We need to increase tailor-made cooperation, strategic litigation, strategic alliances. 
 International standards for national level bodies are needed. 
 International bodies need to ensure political as well as technical support for national 

level bodies. 
 Positive action and positive duties need to be used. 
 Indicators to measure impact and success need to be developed. 
 Cooperation and use of complementarity by international bodies. 

 

“Use international law for 
national purposes, ‘exploit’ 

international 
organisations.” 

  
“It’s all about 

communication.” 

 “As countries are 
often allergic to 

outside criticism, we 
need new methods to 

convince them.” 
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Concrete suggestions 

 
 Use comparative reports, international law at national level. 
 Training for public officials, judiciary. 
 Revise reports submitted by national level bodies to parliaments. 
 Strengthen international cooperation with colleagues. 
 Establish a joint working group on asylum and migration. 
 Increase training of authorities and support national bodies in doing so. 
 Provide technical & political support (legislative advice, good practice exchange). 
 Increase tailor-made cooperation, strategic litigation, strategic alliances. 
 Develop best practices in implementing EU secondary law. 
 Organise a training course on EU law for national level bodies (possibly by FRA) 
 Make a cooperation award. 
 FRA to assess real needs with national bodies before starting research. 
 Set up common web platform for all bodies. 
 An EU Directive on National Human Rights Institutions is needed. 
 Participation by international organisations in standard-setting for national bodies. 
 Provide political support to equality bodies, national human rights institutions and ombuds 

institutions when they advocate for correct implementation of human rights and equality 
standards, and when they see their position, independence and effectiveness challenged. 

 

DAY 2 
 

WORKING GROUP SESSION 2: HOW CAN WE ENHANCE AND DEVELOP STRATEGIC 
COOPERATION AMONG NATIONAL INSTITUTIONS, AND BETWEEN NATIONAL AND 
EUROPEAN INSTITUTIONS? 

 
Introduction: 
 
Niall Crowley (Equinet): “There are different reasons for making links: operational and strategic. 
While there is an overlap between equality, human rights and maladministration, they are not the 
same things. Linking and cooperation will allow us to do our jobs in a different and better way. We 
should however be careful not to link for the wrong purposes, and to avoid an unhealthy contest 
between different fields. After mergers, what we usually see is two distinct silos but no integrated 
approach. We need a shared model of change to agree on what we all seek to achieve – such as 
human dignity and the empowerment of individuals and communities. Standards for equality 
bodies, human rights institutions and ombuds institutions are key, and so is the coherence of legal 
bases, resources, stakeholders. Together we can do more, do it better and with more impact. We 
also need the European level to infuse national conversations, and the national level to invent new 
ideas. Linking and cooperation might enable us to do it differently.”  
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Panel discussion on outcomes from working group session 2 
 

 
 

• Louise Holck, Danish Institute for Human Rights 
• Renee Dempsey, Irish Equality Authority 
• Tatiana Termacic, Human rights capacity building Unit, Directorate General of Human 

Rights and Rule of Law, Council of Europe 
• Nevena Petrusic and Kosana Beker, Commissioner for Protection of Equality, Serbia  
• Paata Beltadze, Public Defender’s Office of Georgia 
• Jane Bevan, Equality and Human Rights Commission, UK 

 
Key messages 
 Both cooperation and coordination are needed. 
 Work with Memorandums of Understanding. 
 Country visits by international actors are helpful. 
 Too many requests come from too many different international organisations (i.e. 

asking data in differing formats) – they should coordinate. 
 A joint working group on communication would be helpful. 
 There is a need for one platform, a website for all national bodies. Who is to do this? 
 International organisations should work in close cooperation. 

 

 

WG 1: Cooperation on national implementation 
and monitoring, and also in relation to article 33 of 
the Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (CRPD) and the Optional Protocol to the 
Convention against Torture (OPCAT).  

• Cooperation +/vs. Coordination 
• Share information & experience (informally) 
• Use new technology/platform/chats 
• Right format, right time 

WG 2: Cooperation related to the rights of 
particularly vulnerable groups, such as 
migrants, Roma and LGBT people, including 
links to work on hate crime, hate speech and 
cyber hate. 

• Technical support by CoE & OSCE 
• Pilot project: bringing local councils together 
• Memorandums of Understanding 
• Country visits by externals, CoE, UN 
• National platforms with like-minded bodies                                   

(public+NGO) 
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WG 3: Cooperation in the field of human rights education and training. 
• Take input and knowledge from the national level and share it internationally. 
• National mapping of human rights education (FIN, IRL) is the right way to go. 
• Human rights focal points in ministries should ensure coordination. 
• Work with schools/ministries of education. 
• Pros & cons of Facebook. 
• Work with civil society is key. 
• Platform for information sharing: 

o How to follow up on the UN Declaration on Human Rights Education? 
o Use NHRIs to target competent authorities. 
o We must coordinate ourselves better. 

WG 4: Cooperation on awareness raising, information provision and tackling 
underreporting; striving for a culture of equality and rights.  

• What kind of visibility? Our organisations or rights and non-discrimination principles? 
• Accessibility – internet is not enough. 
• “Emergency call line”: one–stop phone number. 
• One shared entry point at the local level. 
• Basic shared info on human rights; for police officers, schools, etc. (flyer). 
• Hire marketing people to sell human rights  our communications officers. 

WG 5: Cooperation on legal work (complaints handling, case management), 
research and data collection, monitoring and reporting to international bodies.  

• Joint procedures – national, international courts. 
• Keep independence & credibility while cooperating. 
• Shared trainings. 
• Research, reporting, monitoring. 
• Organisations should meet more often and understand each other better. 
• Ensure participation from decision-makers. 
• There is no formalised method of cooperation. 

WG 6: Cooperation for providing policy and legislative advice, and engaging with 
national governments and parliaments, as well as other institutions that create 
European level policy or legislation. 

• Shared platform for exchange. 
• Internal – external coherence. 
• Time for consultation is brief  work together. 
• Joint statements. 
• Work with Members of European Parliament to implement FRA opinions.  
• Country visits can strongly support the national level. 
• Find an entry point to the human rights obligations of financial institutions. 
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CLOSING AND NEXT STEPS BY COUNCIL OF EUROPE, ENNHRI, EQUINET AND FRA 

 
We have a great responsibility.  The culture of 
rights must be defended. We get the same 
message from all bodies despite all the 
different mandates. There is room for 
improved collaboration and coordination. 
Institutions are only secondary to the key aim 
of empowering and protecting the human 
rights of people on the ground. 
National level bodies should receive more 
support when they are implementing 
international human rights provisions.  
Potential areas for structured cooperation 
include: migrants and asylum issues, Roma, 
violence and ill-treatment, economic and 
social rights. 

 

 

 
Coming together is a beginning,  

keeping together is progress,  
working together is success.  

(Henry Ford) 
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JOINT STATEMENT FOLLOWING THE MEETING 

 
Joint statement of  
Equinet, the European Network of NHRIs, the Council of Europe and the FRA:  

On 7-8 October 2013 in Vienna, representatives from national, European and international 
human rights and equality bodies reiterated their commitment to work together to strengthen 
rights protection in Europe. 

It was the first time that National Human Rights Institutions, Equality Bodies and 
Ombudsperson Institutions across Europe had come together in one place with the Council of 
Europe, the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, the UN and the OSCE’s Office for 
Democratic Institutions and Human Rights. While acknowledging the close ties for mutual 
support, communication and cooperation among Europe’s human rights and equality bodies, 
they also recognised that greater efforts are needed to safeguard people’s rights and equality 
in Europe under the current economic crisis. Strong, independent and effective national, 
European and international human rights and equality bodies play a key role in this. 

This landmark meeting has set the scene for closer cooperation among national bodies and 
between national and international bodies. The next steps will focus on establishing platforms 
for collaboration on pressing topics such as asylum and migration, Roma integration, 
combating hate crime, and advancing social and economic rights and socio-economic 
equality. 

FRA and the Council of Europe, as well as the European Network of Equality Bodies (Equinet) 
and the European Network of National Human Rights Institutions, are well placed and 
committed to facilitating enhanced collaboration in the coming years. The aim is to achieve a 
joint thematic approach. This will help reinforce the effectiveness of the standards for national 
bodies and contribute to finding responses to fundamental rights challenges in Europe, 
including coordinated action on regional policies. Pilot projects will be initiated to explore and 
test new ways of inter-institutional collaboration and communication. 

The meeting was an important step for strengthening the European human rights and 
equality architecture and promoting concerted action for individuals’ human rights throughout 
the region. It will also help ensure Europe’s decision makers receive coordinated input to help 
shape the legal framework for fundamental rights in Europe. 
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