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Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen:
A very warm welcome to this event which is dedicated to the EU Guidelines on Human Rights.
The discussions today should serve two purposes: on the one hand, they will help us to present EU human rights policy in specific areas – torture, capital punishment, and human rights defenders; on the other hand, they will give us an opportunity to assess the Bangladesh situation in these areas, and to exchange views on possible ways forward. 
Human rights are, as you know, one of the fundamental values of the EU; a value which we promote both inside and outside of our borders. Our commitment to human rights at home is obviously indispensable to our credibility in advocating respect for human rights overseas. 

In recent years the EU has taken a number of initiatives to boost this commitment. I would mention in particular in this regard the establishment earlier this year of an EU Agency for Fundamental Rights, based in Vienna. The Agency is mandated to monitor and disseminate information about human rights across the EU, including through awareness-raising. It also advises EU institutions and national governments on human rights matters. Another promising development is the 2000 EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, which is set to be upgraded from a political declaration to a legally binding instrument through an amendment to the EU Treaty.

While these initiatives primarily benefit human rights for citizens and third-country residents in Europe, human rights are, of course, universal. The promotion of human rights is thus an essential part of the EU’s common foreign policy. To this end, the European Commission ensures that all its agreements with third countries include a human rights clause, which defines respect for human rights and democracy as “essential elements” of the relationship. This provides the basis for dialogue on human rights between the European Commission and the third country; a dialogue which may include general themes as well as specific cases of, for instance, alleged breaches of human rights. 
The EU and the European Commission do not only talk about human rights – we provide financial support too. In Bangladesh, the European Commission plans to spend 130 million EUR on governance and human rights for the period 2007-2013; this represents 25% of total EC assistance to Bangladesh. Projects that are currently being funded include anti-trafficking, birth registration, preventing violence against women, and confidence-building in the Chittagong Hill Tracts. You may also be aware that the EC and several EU Member States intend to provide substantial funding for the preparation of a voter list with photographs: a good example of our commitment to supporting the democratic process in Bangladesh.
We hope of course that our financial assistance can make a difference to the human rights situation in Bangladesh, and hopefully also to the country’s development broadly speaking. The main rationale for supporting human rights is unquestionably their importance per se, in terms of protecting the dignity of human beings. But I also think a strong case can be made that respect for human rights is part and parcel of good governance and, as such, conducive to the peaceful and democratic evolution of society.

I know that Bangladesh shares the EU’s aspiration to human rights. The Bangladesh Constitution and the fact that Bangladesh has ratified – in part or in full – the principal international human rights instruments, including the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the Convention against Torture, provides a firm legal basis for further efforts to achieve higher human rights standards. The long-promised establishment of a human rights commission would be one valuable contribution to this end.  
Rigorous investigation of human rights abuses – and appropriate punishment for those responsible - is a key litmus test of a commitment to combating impunity and advancing respect for human rights. The protection of media freedoms and avoidance of intimidation and harassment of journalists is also an important benchmark for human rights values. We should never forget that journalists are also human rights defenders. They are often in the front line when it comes to voicing support for democratic values and reflecting an accurate picture of developments in a given country.

It is heartening to note that human rights enjoy strong support from Bangladesh civil society, which is working tirelessly to promote the implementation of human rights on the ground through awareness-raising, advocacy, and development projects. As the tragic killing in Afghanistan of one BRAC worker and the kidnapping of another demonstrate, the contributions of Bangladesh human rights activists are sometimes made at great personal expense not only in Bangladesh but abroad too. 

The guidelines that we are here to discuss today are tools that support the EU’s policy of promoting human rights in third countries. They set out the EU’s basic position on particular human rights causes and provide guidance on how we can advance these in our host country. 
I look forward to a stimulating discussion around these guidelines and the specific context in Bangladesh. Thank you for your attention.
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