EU Roundtable on Women Human Rights Defenders, 
Royal Park  Hotel, 30th April 2006

Opening Statement, H.E. Dr Stefan Frowein, Head of the Delegation of the European Commission to Bangladesh.

It is my great pleasure to be present at this event, which draws together women who further human rights in Bangladesh through a wide variety of roles, including the legal profession, civil society and the media. May I first express my deepest condolences to the family, friends and colleagues of Nasreen Haq, the Country Director of ActionAid. As a tireless campaigner on so many fronts, she has left an indelible mark on this country and will be sorely missed as a leading human rights defender.
The EU has identified the promotion of human rights and democracy as one of the key planks of its Common Foreign and Security Policy. That translates into tangible action in international human rights fora such as the UN Commission on Human Rights, active representation of human rights concerns to governments across the world and substantial funding of human rights programmes, including through the European Initiative on Democracy and Human Rights or EIDHR. As an aside, the EC Delegation has just launched an EIDHR call for proposals to select smaller scale human rights projects in Bangladesh for funding: further details are available on our website. 
The defence of human rights is, of course, not just about the pressure that States or bodies such as the EU can bring to bear. It is the daily grassroots endeavours of human rights defenders, often in the most difficult circumstances, which carry the potential for long-term change. It was Thomas Jefferson who memorably asserted that the “price of freedom is eternal vigilance.” Human rights defenders are undoubtedly in the front-line of that vigilance. 
We know that human rights defenders in Bangladesh, including women, face many challenges. The 2006 report of the UN Special Representative on Human Rights Defenders, Hina Jilani, draws specific attention to individual cases of human rights defenders who have faced serious physical and verbal  attacks, including Suresh Halder, Tipu Sultan and Sumi Khan. One heartening aspect of the report is the fact that the Government of Bangladesh has provided detailed responses to the appeals on individual cases made by the Special Representative, though Ms Jilani does note the fact that the perpetrators of the violations mentioned have not yet been brought to justice. 
It is imperative that governments across the world, including Bangladesh, live up to the commitments which they have made in the UN General Assembly Declaration on the rights and responsibilities of individuals, groups and organs of society to promote and protect universally recognized human rights and fundamental freedoms. That Declaration enshrines rights which all democratic societies are enjoined to observe, including the right of peaceful protest and to disseminate human rights values without fear of attack. 

The EU has made human rights defenders an issue of specific attention in its global policy through the adoption in June 2004 of the EU Guidelines on Human Rights Defenders. These commit the EU to more intense political, diplomatic and financial support in this field. In Bangladesh, this has led to an EU troika demarche in November last year. 

The Guidelines also emphasise the importance of incorporating a gender perspective in the EU’s approach which has led to the current EU global campaign on women human rights defenders. This roundtable is principally intended to be a listening exercise, to hear from you what the priority issues should be when taking forward the cause of women human rights defenders in Bangladesh and how we can apply the EU’s global policy most effectively in Bangladesh. May I close by wishing you a fruitful and stimulating event.
