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I thank Mr Jean-Claude Mignon, President of the Parliamentary Assembly, for the invitation to address the Assembly. I would like to begin my statement in French in order to underscore my deepest respect for France – for its great culture and history, for the inhabitants of this city, and for the Strasbourg-based Organisation. 

Colleagues, as you know, one year ago my proposed visit here did not take place, but the reasons for postponing it then have now become even more serious reasons for us to meet. I see there is a renewed attempt to disrupt the work of the Assembly and to distract its attention away from addressing the more essential issues, such as the need for a profound reform of the parliamentary monitoring system. I shall return to that important issue.

In my meetings in Moscow with Mr Jagland and Mr Mignon, whom respect greatly, I became even more convinced that the burden of responsibility that has been bestowed on European Parliaments is growing. It is unprecedentedly high today. We meet in a dramatic moment of our history. Even though it may seem that events in Syria are taking place far from Europe, their origin and development highlight that threats to the world order are related to defiance of the law and of the fundamental principles of the world order, which were laid down here on the European continent in the aftermath of the worst possible scenario. That can affect all our countries, which is why the most dangerous thing to do is remain a passive and silent onlooker.

We in Europe know only too well what acquiescence and indifference can lead to. When Europe slid into the First World War the loss of human life reached millions, and in the Second World War tens of millions. 

The firm position of certain European countries has been noticed. I am thinking in particular of the famous vote by the British Parliament forbidding its government from taking part in air strikes against Syria. The Russian President’s initiative on a peaceful resolution in Syria has gained broad support and is now being implemented. We all know the result of the vote on the UN Security Council resolution a few days ago.

The centuries-old European commitment to humanist values that underpin the legal systems and the very course of development of this continent has played a vital role. Why am I dwelling on this point? I do so because the events of World War Two are slowly being forgotten, and lessons are being rewritten to the point of distorting the causes of the worst tragedy of the 20th century.

Back then the Nazis proclaimed their superiority and uniqueness and cynically mapped out the total elimination of certain ethnic groups across Europe. Being indifferent to such a dangerous ideology became extremely costly and I want to read a quote: “indifference can be tempting - more than that, seductive” but indifference to others’ “suffering is what makes the human being inhuman” and benefits the aggressor. That was said by humanist Nobel peace prize laureate Elie Wiesel. 

Next year we will be marking the 100th anniversary of the outbreak of the First World War which resulted in the devastation of all of Europe. In Russia it led to chaos: the disbanding of the first newly created Parliament, the 1917 revolution and a civil war. Meanwhile, the aggression that took place then was not suppressed but lay in wait, and it re-emerged just 20 years later. That led to another conflagration, this time global, and millions of victims. The Nazis’ crimes against humanity were denounced at Nuremberg, and the decisions of that tribunal are unchallengeable, yet some of today’s politicians seem to be forgetting that. They also seem to be forgetting that both world wars were unleashed against the backdrop of the acquiescence of those who, for a time, felt unaffected by the forces that were already claiming freedom and lives in other countries.

As chairman of the Russian Historical Society and head of the national committee preparing for the 100th anniversary of the First World War, I believe that these lessons should not be forgotten and that the protection of historical truth should be a matter of concern in national education policy and European youth policy. With that in mind, I propose that the Nuremberg tribunal documents should be studied in secondary schools, not just in universities. The tribunal’s most important documents should be available in all European languages and posted on the websites of the Council of Europe, the United Nations, the OSCE and other organisations.

As in the past, people around the world are tentatively following events in Europe, its social, economic and political processes and our parliamentary debates, because it was on European soil that great discoveries and technological breakthroughs were made and legal and socio-political theories emerged, leading to progress, freedom and the dignity of human life. 
This distinguished audience is fully aware that there can be no general rule of law without morality. We cannot turn a blind eye to behaviour that falls outside legal and, more importantly, ethical norms. That is why in early September Russian parliamentarians initiated the idea of meeting their American counterparts to discuss the situation in Syria. However, as you probably know, the invitation was declined. In other words, they prefer to make decisions without listening to different arguments. That is unprecedented in parliamentary practice. 

I am convinced that parliamentary democracy is playing an increasingly important role in today’s world. Representative democracy, which emerged in Europe thousands of years ago, is a time-tested and necessary institution, and not only for preserving hard-earned global security, but for the functioning of modern States in general. The second half of the 20th century saw an unprecedented growth in a sense of common European unity and responsibility. That is what made it possible in 1945 to create the United Nations, followed four years later by the Council of Europe and its Parliamentary Assembly. This institution can and must attend to the most challenging and important issues facing Europe and the world as a whole. They cannot be glossed over. They should be included in the main agenda and due consideration should be paid to differences of opinion and the diverse approaches voiced in this Assembly. That is the only way to find solutions that can be acceptable to 800 million Europeans. 

With regard to criticism of Russia, or any other country, that is inevitable. In our national parliaments we are used to being criticised even more harshly. However, a biased approach can devalue even the loftiest of common goals and undermine all constructive efforts. That impression inevitably arises as a result of attempts to impose on Russia and several other countries endless lists of new obligations, such as those relating to the Parliamentary Assembly’s monitoring procedure and its possible transfer to the Council of Ministers. 

Another issue for which consideration is long overdue is that of replacing the current model of country-specific monitoring with one of subject-specific monitoring. The current practice of focusing on so-called “emerging democracies” is outdated. It essentially divides the Parliamentary Assembly into the elite and the outcasts, with the former always being above reproach and the latter inevitably being found to be at fault. That approach might have been justified in the early stages of a member State’s membership, in view of its tentative steps on the path towards democracy, but now it looks unfair and anachronistic. I would even say that it is politically discriminatory. As a result, we think that it is necessary to revise fundamentally the existing monitoring procedure, a view shared by other delegations. We will insist on that and make concrete proposals. There are other issues relating to work of the Council of Europe, and we are not the only ones to speak about that in the Parliamentary Assembly. Sometimes these problems are very real, but the issue is how we can jettison the deadweight we are lugging around without passing it on to future generations.

Allow me to outline some of the main challenges that I think determine the degree of our mutual understanding and the main contents of our agenda. They concern us as legislators. The first challenge is the general state of law and rights around the world, its evolution and the role of parliamentarians in protecting the law and legal rights. Above all, the law should be protected from being hijacked by non-legal considerations, including the politicisation of procedures that are of a purely legal nature. Amid the crisis and other global processes, such tendencies are becoming increasingly evident. Our duty as legislators is to safeguard the law. The same can be said of standards of international law. Developing these standards requires a joint will, but destroying them requires the will of only a few individuals. 

The Council of Europe, with its unique legal basis, can play a key role in that regard. Furthermore, we know that the modern legislative process cannot be conducted behind closed doors, access to which is no longer confined to the chosen few. The process should be made transparent to the public, and it should be subjected to dialogue throughout the deliberation of the various legal initiatives. Based on our own recent experience, it is the lack of feedback that leads people to question the legitimacy of government decisions and the fairness of the courts. On certain internet portals, people are inculcated with the idea of the absolute character of their individual freedoms, against the total absence of any legal obligations. Voltaire warned that true freedom means being dependent only on the law. 

That leads me to the third relevant challenge. New communication technologies have an important influence on the political agenda. We are witnessing a virtual world, with its own public opinion technologies that transcend national borders, building strength in parallel with traditional parliamentary and other institutions of democracy. It has formed numerous interest groups, and even highly trendy debate forums. Some people even consider the onset of the internet age to signify the demise of classic parliamentary democracy, since social networks are now considered the mouthpiece of the people. Their influence is undoubted, but I insist that in these circumstances the responsibility of parliaments has become even more important. That situation is likely to continue until a new electronic democracy and its attendant procedures acquire their own unequivocal legal forms, and until then they have to pass the test of time and be proven free of error. Otherwise, that might prove detrimental to future generations. At the same time, growing civic activism must be welcomed, rather than seen as a threat. It offers unexplored opportunities for democratic development. Since the vast majority of internet users are young people, these technologies not only provide a direct link to their leaders, but make it possible to respond to innovative ideas and demands. 

The fourth challenge is the urgent need to focus on a truly relevant, pertinent agenda. For example, we should consider the phenomenon of large-scale non-citizenship. For many people in the European Union, that is no longer considered as undemocratic. Is this not a substitution of the meaning of modern democracy, something that goes back hundreds of years? That is just one of the most flagrant examples in the contemporary world, but there are other common threats and challenges, such as terrorism, ethnic conflicts, drug trafficking, cross-border crimes, illicit trafficking in human organs and, once again, a neo-Nazism that erodes, both in its open and latent forms, historical memory.

The fifth challenge is closely connected to the issues I have already mentioned. There is a clear lack of qualitative breakthroughs in inter-parliamentary work. It is particularly important to mention that from this podium. Indeed, the Parliamentary Assembly provides a unique platform to address common issues, and serves as a model for other associations and integration. In dealing with Euro-Asian economic integration, we are, to a large extent, guided and inspired by the European model. I stress that our current interaction not only needs new formats, but deeper strategic content. For example, democracy, human rights and the rule of law are intertwined with many other development priorities. However, when pseudo-relevant or disputed topics overshadow the issues relating to the development of culture, education, science or public health, this narrows the scope of the work of the Parliamentary Assembly. Many areas of work that are important to our citizens are then undermined and they deserve our constant collective attention. 

I thank my counterparts from many other countries for their participation last year in the international parliamentary forum that took place in Moscow. We discussed pressing issues, such as parliamentarianism, new threats to democracy and new legislative trends. This year, in mid-November, a second forum will take place in Moscow and I would be happy to see you there once again. This is a landmark year for Russia. December will mark the 20th anniversary of the Russian constitution and the first elections to our modern Parliament. This was a turning point and the anniversary represents a milestone for us, enabling us to examine modern issues relating to parliamentarianism. 

Russia has been a member of the Council of Europe for most of the past 20 years. This period has been marked by the development of new legislation, the accession to dozens of Council of Europe conventions, the right of our citizens to apply to the European Court and many other developments. The accession of the largest country on the continent to the Council of Europe was not just a landmark event for Russian citizens: we bring many meaningful topics for discussion to the Parliamentary Assembly. I support the efforts of the Secretary-General, Mr Jagland, and his colleagues, to overhaul the Council of Europe. I believe that all areas of activity of this Organisation in Strasbourg should be considered equally important, because each seeks to strengthen human rights and pluralistic democracy. Russia will continue to apply the principles of the Council of Europe in its European affairs. 

I will briefly outline some of the issues relating to modern Russian policy that are of most concern to our foreign partners, and sometimes to ourselves. Of course, I will not be able to cover all aspects due to limited time. 

The first issue of concern is the so-called law on foreign agents. Our main aim was to ensure financial transparency in organisations and that is what we have done. However, we have always examined thoroughly the application of this law, as well as other laws, and, judging by the results, we may introduce certain changes. There are ongoing discussions about a more precise definition of “political activities”. The Russian ombudsman, Vladimir Lukin, has filed a complaint with the constitutional court with regard to this law, and our Parliament has always treated the position of the constitutional court with respect. Some people believe that the term “foreign agent” has a negative connotation. I do not want to get into linguistics, but we are all well aware that there are similar terms in other countries.

On the law relating to demonstrations and mass events, Russia, like other countries before it, has made the responsibility for committing offences during demonstrations clearer. I emphasise that we speak about the responsibility for committing specific offences, not participation in demonstrations – the law has nothing to do with restricting the constitutional right to freedom of assembly. Various demonstrations, rallies and protests continue to be held and we support this. The adopted law has not influenced civic engagement; it has dampened the zeal of instigators and troublemakers. 

On laws relating to so-called blacklists of internet sites, I would like to say straight away that there are no blacklists – that is not the right word. The internet has always been a place of freedom. It is available to everyone, including children, but the state has special services to eliminate security threats, including terrorist threats. Parents are, unfortunately, deprived of such resources. How can they protect their children from pornography, drugs or propaganda on suicide? We believe that the state has a responsibility in these matters and many other countries have followed a similar path. Open and clear standards of behaviour on the internet are much more in line with European values than attempts to combine declarations about the freedom of the internet with the development of a system of total control over electronic communications that are not based in law - a system that, in fact, permits control over freedom of thought. On account of their openness, legal mechanisms can always be improved. That is not the case with technology, which lacks public control. 

Edward Snowden has spoken about this. Russia’s decision not to extradite him to the authorities in the United States is absolutely justified for many reasons. His treatment in the US could be unfair and not in accordance with law. There were no moral grounds to hand over Mr Snowden, who has told the world about the violation of the human rights of hundreds and hundreds of people around the world. 

Another law that is often criticised abroad concerns propaganda about non-traditional sexual relations among minors. Many who comment on this law – whether deliberately or not – omit or forget the words in the title “among minors”. That is a distortion of the content and the motivation for the law’s adoption. Concerns have been voiced that it could become an instrument of discrimination against minorities. I do not share those concerns, not only because there is a lack of relevant examples. People of non-traditional orientation do not face any restrictions on any grounds in their work, education, social or political activities. They are free to shape their life in accordance with their preferences. However, before they come of age, children should not be forced into anything or subjected to propaganda.

My final point is about the law on criminal liability for offending religious feelings. I underline that people in Russia have not yet forgotten the persecution of religion and beliefs during the Soviet era. Many Russian citizens expect a democratic State not only to recognise but to protect their religious feelings and beliefs.

I have a question: is not the equality of all people before the law a common European value, or perhaps some of your countries have few religious people who do not feel indignant when their religion is insulted, their Christian or Orthodox churches or crosses are desecrated or fundamental rights and values are violated? On the whole, I consider it inadmissible to uphold some people’s rights while ignoring those of others, even if the former are overly proactive or sometimes aggressive and the latter remain silent. In a State based on the rule of law and in a civilised society, such a situation should not arise. I repeat our appreciation of the fact that the Parliamentary Assembly makes a substantive contribution to the religious dimension of cross-cultural dialogue, and we hope that that will continue.

I have not been able to cover every topic, and not everyone will be satisfied with my address, especially those used to strictly legal argumentation, with references to well-known resolutions and specific legal texts. However, my colleagues from the State Duma and the Federation Council have repeatedly provided such arguments, including in the Parliamentary Assembly, and today, I wanted to be heard not only by you, my dear and truly respected members of the Parliamentary Assembly, but by European citizens who may not be as familiar with legal fine points and formulas as you legislators, and who may find my plain words easier to understand and more convincing.

Between black and white there is a whole range of colours, but black always remains black and white always remains white. Just like the two eternal moral values of good and evil, people can always distinguish between them. We, who have been elected by our peoples, cannot treat moral values as abstract and unconnected to the law. As the Speaker of the Russian Parliament, I never tire of repeating that point. I again say that what I wanted to do, in all sincerity, was to make some points that are the most important ones for those who wished to listen.

In conclusion, each one of us has a great responsibility for what happens in our common home and for its sustainable development. The people of the nations of Europe have much more in common than the things that divide us. Indeed, European humanist ideals make up our common platform, and in that respect we are unconditional allies, as I believe we should be on all issues relating to the well-being of our peoples. To focus on disagreements and conflicts will only lead to defeat for us all, and I am sure that we will not choose such a path.

I sincerely thank you for your attention, and I invite you all to come to Russia.
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