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Introduction
The Council of Europe has a history of some 60 years. Although its popularity is often overshadowed  in the minds of ordinary citizens and despite of the fact that it is frequently mixed with the European Council, the Council of Europe continues to be of paramount significance for the European institutional architecture. During the sixty years of its existence, this institution has undoubtedly acquired the right to continue to be part and parcel of this architecture, as its characteristics set it apart from all other European institutions.
The political, cultural and social significance of the Council of Europe
Even today, in the XXI century, the Council of Europe continues to occupy its significant place in the political and cultural life of the Old Continent. This is largely due to the specific features of this institution, the majority of which were brought into existence at the time at which it was established, some 60 years ago, while others emerged at a later stage. First and foremost, the Council of Europe is very important as an integration structure within the bounds of the European continent. Being the oldest institutionalized organization working for European integration, it is both a founder of this integration, as well as a model to follow in the course of setting up other organizations. In fact, the Council of Europe is a forerunner of European cooperation and is assigned the difficult task to blaze a trail for the extension of this cooperation. In addition, the Council of Europe is an organization that protects the major ideals on which European cooperation was based following the end of World War II, such as the rule of law, democracy, and respect for human rights and freedoms. From this perspective, the role of the Council of Europe is particularly significant as it is the institution which decides whether a country is democratic or not, whether somebody’s human rights have been infringed upon, whether there is a rule of law in a particular country, etc. This list is far from exhaustive. The Council of Europe also functions as a high-level international forum for cooperation and debates on the urgent problems of the day. Its agenda includes topics, such as terrorism, education, and cyber-crimes, as well as other subject-matter that has been in the focus of attention over the past years. A unique characteristic of the Council of Europe is the fact that it incorporates representatives of almost all European countries. Unlike some other European organizations, the Council of Europe is an institution which covers the whole of Europe and thus secures a much larger scope of the debates and cooperation.
The Council of Europe and European integration
“Never again!” Thus is the motto of the people that laid the beginnings of European integration following the end of World War II and the devastation of Europe. This motto describes in a concise manner the aims and objectives of the Council of Europe. By working for European integration, the Council also works for peace, freedom and prosperity in Europe. Because, as pointed out by the scholars representing the school of pluralism in international relations, “integration, as well as the commitments made by individual states, increase the price of conflicts among these states and thus promotes peace”. Without being a scholar, anybody can recall that there has not been a major war in Europe since the beginning of the process of integration. That comes to show that integration is one of the factors that maintain peace on the Old Continent. In this respect, the role of the Council of Europe is indisputable. This is the oldest organization that has been working for European integration. The fact that the Council of Europe has managed to survive in the course of so many years results from the way in which it was established. on the basis of a consensus. Before the Council was set up, there had been a heated dispute as to whether the representatives of individual states had to be on a government or on a parliamentary level. Eventually, a combination of the two was opted for by setting up a Committee of Ministers and a Parliamentary Assembly. The same approach was used later on when the European Communities and NATO were established. This comes to show that the Council of Europe has been a model to follow in the establishment of some other integration organizations. And this is yet another acknowledgement of its role in the processes of European integration.
The Council of Europe and the pan-European values
The Council of Europe is an organization of countries that share common values. These are the values of democracy, the rule of law, and respect for human rights and freedoms. These are the values that have been adopted by Europe with a view of warding off any disastrous events, similar to the ones of the 1940-ies. The Council of Europe has a major function to perform within the European institutional architecture; it has to protect and promote these values and to contribute to their observation and preservation. This has underlain the development of this organization over the years. It is also the reason why non-democratic countries, such as Belarus, may not become full-fledged members of the organization. The protection of individual persons, and of their fundamental rights, are among the major objectives of the Council of Europe. It was the Council that adopted one of the most significant conventions, the Convention on Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. Following the establishment of the European Court of Human Rights in 1950, the authority that has to interpret and enforce this convention, the Council of Europe definitely won recognition as the champion of pan-European values and ideals. Because this court is often perceived as a last hope and the last resort by the citizens of Europe when they feel that their fundamental rights have been infringed upon. Statistical data attest to the fact that this has been a permanently functioning institution which has adjudicated over 10 000 sentences. The protection of human rights by the Council of Europe, of course, does not stop here. A number of conventions have been adopted during the years on different aspects of human rights, such as torture and trafficking in people, sexual abuses of children, the social rights of European citizens, minority languages and national minorities. The functioning of the Council of Europe is strictly governed by the rule of democracy and freedom, meaning that its member-states do not lose their sovereignty and the decisions are the result of political will. 
The Council of Europe – an open platform for pan-European cooperation 
The Council of Europe functions as a forum for important discussions which seek solutions. This is the place where almost every European country can have a dialogue and exchange important opinions with other European countries. The Council of Europe’s significance as an institution derives from the fact that all the issues that are debated there are connected with the pressing challenges of today, such as terrorism, drugs, medicines and education. This comes to show that this is a dynamic organization which responds to the realities of today. Moreover, the Council of Europe is an institution which is open up for joint work and communication. This is evidenced by the fact that, in addition to the majority of European countries, the Council of Europe incorporates some other countries, such as the United States, Canada, Japan, and Mexico, which have the status of observers. The conventions of the Council of Europe are open for ratification to non-member countries, as well. For example, the United States and South Africa have ratified the Cyber-Crime Convention, and countries, such as Tunisia and Burkina Faso, have ratified the Wild Species Protection Convention. 
With its 47 member-states, which have a population of over 800 million people, the Council of Europe is the largest organization that works for integration and cooperation on the Old Continent. In actual fact, the Council of Europe member-states are twice as many as those of the European Union, another organization that essential for the integration of European states. This is the reason why the two organizations have been depicted as two circles round a common axis which stands for European integration: the big circle representing the Council of Europe, and the small one – the European Union. Quite logically, there is close cooperation between the two institutions and their common objectives and common values contribute to this cooperation. The Council of Europe and the European Union have developed a network of common programs which are designed for particular countries. The aim of these programs is to facilitate European integrations and to advance the reforms in the relevant states. This comes to show that the Council of Europe is open up for cooperation not only with individual countries, but also with international organizations. This further strengthens the role and the flexibility of the Council of Europe in European institutional architecture.
Conclusion 
The Council of Europe is different from the European Union as it incorporates a larger number of states. In addition, economy is not among the main priorities of this organization. On the contrary, it concentrates on the preservation of European values, on respect for human rights, and on the maintenance of democracy. The Council of Europe is also different from NATO: it has no armed forces and does not aim at military protection or cooperation. But, as pointed out by Louis Maria de Puig, chair of the Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly, in his speech on the occasion of the Council’s 60-ies anniversary: “The Council of Europe is first and foremost a moral power”. It is for this reason that this organization has such a solid past. For this same reason it also has a future. For at least another 60 years.
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