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Mr President, Excellencies, Members of the Parliamentary Assembly, 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
It is a great pleasure and honour to be here to present to you my first annual report. A specific feature of this report should be kept in mind: it also covers the last three months of the work of my predecessor. I will let that speak for itself – it is in an annexe – and try to keep my remarks to the work that I have done myself.
What have we done over the past year, and particularly in 2012? I defined and began to act on my priorities, and I would like to mention a number of them. First and foremost, we are doing everything possible to assist the European Court of Human Rights by addressing systemic problems in member states, especially high-case-count states, in pushing for implementation of judgments during country visits, in media work, and in meetings with parliamentarians. Most of the work has to do with the administration of justice. The vast number of cases from the high-case-count states results partly from length of proceedings, lack of domestic remedies, and non-implementation of domestic judgments. It is my duty, and the duty of all of us, to do everything we can to help the Court, because it is a centrepiece of our human rights architecture.
The second priority that I have been compelled to act on concerns the consequences of the economic crisis and austerity for human rights. We have seen in stark relief the interdependence between social and economic rights and civil and political rights in the context of the crisis. The post-war acquis of social and economic rights has been eroded for many in Europe, but particularly for the most vulnerable in society, including children, the elderly with small pensions, persons with disabilities and minorities. But the crisis has also had a very strong impact on civil and political rights. We have seen access to justice limited in very many places. We have seen the negative impact on very many national human rights structures and ombudsmen as their budgets have been disproportionately cut in some states. We have also seen how in some states, but not all, the crisis has fed into racism and xenophobia.
Another common priority area that has been the subject of much of the work we do, both in countries and thematically, is the human rights of the Roma, who remain Europe’s most vulnerable and excluded population. I have identified several areas that I would like to focus on during the years of my mandate, the first and foremost of which is access to mainstream education and combating segregation in education. That is essential if we are to overcome the cycle of poverty and exclusion and to ensure access to employment and other rights. Another issue that I have been active in addressing is statelessness. In many countries, Roma lack personal identification documents. That limits their access to citizenship, which has a knock-on effect on their ability to access other rights.
Of course, combating anti-Gypsyism is an important task, as we have seen the rise of anti-Gypsyism in political and media rhetoric. Roma are often the target of not only hate speech, but hate crimes. I have also identified issues pertaining to migration and Roma – how they are treated not only when they arrive in countries to which they move, but at home. We need to consider what happens before they leave and restrictions on their movement.
That takes me on to another priority area, that of migration and human rights more broadly – those of not only Roma, but people from outside Europe coming into it. The focus has been on: promoting alternatives to the detention of migrants; alternatives to the criminalisation of irregular migration writ large; the need for human rights-compliant integration strategies for immigrants; and preventing reform on preserving the right to asylum.
My last priority area that I wish to mention is one that we have begun work on but which I anticipate developing very much in the coming years: the Internet, social media and human rights. That is a new field for many of us. We are just seeing the first cases and judgments by the European Court of Human Rights pertaining to the blocking of access to the Internet and so on. We have to engage strongly in this area if we want to be relevant in the coming years, because this is where our children and young people live, where the media world is developing rapidly and where not only freedom of expression, but freedom of association and freedom of assembly are developing most actively. The focus is on: the safety of those expressing themselves in the public interest – not only journalists, but bloggers and citizens who are reporting; preventing undue restrictions on access to the Internet; preserving the right to privacy in the context of control and surveillance activities by the authorities. We are also actively learning by doing in this area. As you might have noticed, I have a Twitter account and I try to be active on Twitter and Facebook. I have been pleasantly surprised by the impact of these new media on reaching a broader audience and fulfilling that part of my mandate that has to do with raising human rights awareness.
I have tried to address these priorities in country work and country visits. In the nine months of my mandate in 2012, I visited 11 countries, and I have already visited four in 2013. Mine is a very active travelling job, but that is the only way to keep our finger on the pulse of what is going on in countries. That is the core of the mandate – its added value. We also do a lot of thematic work: participation work and conferences; publishing human rights comments; organising thematic round table meetings with human rights defenders; and media work. We have produced several issue papers – slightly longer papers providing guidance on various human rights issues – which should be out by the end of the year. One is on a human rights-compliant response to austerity and the crisis, a second is on the right to free movement and the third relates to the Internet and human rights.
What have I learned in the year since I took office? First, I learned about the complementarity and added value of the Commissioner’s office in the broader context of the Council of Europe. We can be very useful and work well together with the European Court of Human Rights. We have discovered the great value of CEPEJ data and the Venice Commission’s opinions. I have tried to reinforce the message coming from those bodies to the member states. There is good complementarity with our monitoring mechanisms. My background is in one of the monitoring mechanisms, so I am very aware of the need not only to avoid duplication, but to reinforce the good work being done by those mechanisms. I have therefore been urging: the ratification of instruments by states that have not done that; the publication of reports by the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment; and the implementation of recommendations from the monitoring mechanisms.
I have also had good co-operation with political bodies, such as the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe and the various sub-committees, with which I have had a number of exchanges, and the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities. The thing that I have concluded is that everybody wants me and my office to succeed in our work. It is a good feeling to know that we have many friends who want to see our work bear fruit.
I have also learned about the added value of the Council of Europe in the broader European human rights architecture and its complementarity with the work of many of our external partners. I have become convinced of the importance of the legal standards that we have in the Council of Europe. They set us apart from the European Union and the OSCE in many realms, where they do not have the legal standards to stand on when they talk to member states. We have good co-operation with the EU’s Fundamental Rights Agency; it collects a lot of good data that we use in our country reports. We have very good co-operation with the UN, particularly with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, on country visits and with OSCE missions on the ground. We also have good co-operation with the OSCE and UN special mandates dealing with freedom of expression.
I can report that, thus far, all member states have been very good at co-operating with our office. I have excellent access to ministers and to any facilities that I would like to visit. Of course we would like to see more rapid and full implementation of our recommendations, but I have no complaints about access and co-operation. I have learned that we have many good partners in the member states, not only among human rights defenders, ombudsmen and national human rights structures, but among parliamentarians. I have met you in a number of country visits. I have met you in your parliaments and your sub-committees, and that is important because you play a special role in pushing governments to do better in meeting their human rights obligations. You also play a key role in a number of broader human rights policies, for example, national human rights action plans, which have been implemented in a number of countries – a number of others are considering them. Parliamentary ownership of such plans is essential, and you can do great work in that regard. So I look forward to keeping in touch with you on country visits and when you come here to follow up on our reports, because you can help us to push the debate forward and better understand the situations in your countries.
 I will stop there, because I understand that about 30 people want to ask me questions, which gives me about one minute for each reply.
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