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Paper on human rights
violations:Multilateralism and Human
Security: the EU’s discourse in Cases of
Human Rights Violations

By Lorenzo Fioramonti with the support of Emmanuel Fanta, Marco
Pinfari and Ruth Hanau Santini

Forum for the Problems of Peace and War, Florence & UNU-CRIS

Executive summary

This Research Report provides an analysis of the EU’s official discourse with respect to four human

rights crises: the humanitarian crisis during and after the conflict in Gaza between Israeli forces and

Hamas in 2008-2009; the crisis caused by the Lebanon war of 2006; the humanitarian disaster of

the Sudanese province of Darfur (2003-2010); and, finally, the political, social and economic crisis

in Zimbabwe (2001-2010). The case studies analyzed in this Research Report reveal a number of

similar trends, as well as some stark differences. In order to systematize the findings of the study,

we have summarized the key elements of each case study according to the overall conceptual

categories driving this research (below):

A comparative analysis of the EU’s involvement in four crisis scenarios

Case study

Sudan-
Darfur

Type of intervention

Public statements;
targeted sanctions;
support to AU mission
(AMIS);

direct military

Multilateral
security
governance

STRONG:

within the UN;
cooperation with
the AU; but ICC
controversy.

Predominant framing
of the EU discourse

Justice vs impunity;
humanitarian aid

Human security focus

STRONG:

Attacks on civilians;
atrocities; genocide;
vulnerable groups
(women and
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operation (Chad); aid children).
policies
Zimbabwe Public statements; WEAK: Rule of law; STRONG:
targeted sanctions; aid democratic
policies Limited participation; Food security;
cooperation with humanitarian aid responsibility to
African region; no protect; social and
cooperation with economic needs of the
other international population.
actors
Lebanon Public statements; aid STRONG: Civilian conflict WEAK
policies management;
with the UN humanitarian aid Economic crisis,
(UNIFIL); environmental
catastrophe
international
donors
Gaza Strip Public statements; aid WEAK: Cease hostilities WEAK
policies (from both parties);
Lack of cooperation | yumanitarian aid Suffering of the local
and common population
positions

In two cases (Gaza and Lebanon), the EU did not intervened directly with a ‘hard’ foreign policy
action, but limited itself to issue a number of declarations and provide humanitarian aid. In
Zimbabwe, by contrast, the EU introduced targeted sanctions aimed at: barring key personalities
within government and security forces from travelling to Europe, freezing their personal assets in
European banks and imposing an embargo on arms trade. In Darfur, which is the case with the most
extensive EU involvement, Brussels also funded a military mission led by the African Union (AU),
the so-called African Mission in Sudan (AMIS) and, in 2009, it directly intervened with an ESDP
military mission deployed along the borders between Sudan and Chad/Central African Republic. In
each case, the scope and scale of the European intervention was evidently dictated by specific
political interests and considerations concerning capabilities. For instance, the EU military
intervention in Chad/Central African Republic was supported (and largely manned) by the French
government in order to support these countries’ response to the refugee crisis in Darfur and, also,
to prevent the conflict from spreading to neighbouring countries. The sanctions against Zimbabwe
were initially supported by the British government as a response to the land grabbing policies
introduced by the Zimbabwean leadership against white farmers, most of which are of British

descent, and met no objections by the other EU Member States. In both cases, the Cotonou
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Agreement, that is the overall framework of cooperation between the EU and the Africa, Caribbean

and Pacific countries, provided the legal context within which to operate.

As regards the Lebanon war and the conflict in the Gaza Strip, the EU’s intervention was more
limited, partly due to political sensitivities mainly concerning the involvement (as an offender) of
Israel. Numerous divisions emerged within the EU, thereby stifling a unitary approach and a more
resolute condemnation of the human rights violations perpetrated. Against this backdrop, the

European strategy focused exclusively on aid policies and humanitarian relief.

As regards the level of cooperation with other international actors (multilateral security
governance), there are several differences and similarities. In Lebanon and Darfur/Sudan, the EU
managed to stimulate or contribute towards a significant multilateral effort. Regarding the Lebanon
war, European countries and representatives of the Commission encouraged and participated in
various international meetings, most notably the G8 summit held in Saint Petersburg on 15-17 July
2006 and the International Conference on Lebanon held in Rome on 26 July 2006, while some EU
Member States were also members of the UN Security Council during the crisis and were
instrumental to the ratification of the UNSC Resolution 1701. Moreover, a number of European
countries directly contributed to the UN Interim Force in Lebanon. In Darfur/Sudan, not only did
the EU collaborate with the AU but was also an enthusiastic supporter of the decision to refer the
leaders of the Sudanese regime to the International Criminal Court in order to be prosecuted for
crimes against humanity. On the contrary, in Zimbabwe the EU was not able to stimulate an
effective multilateral process for the management of the crisis, mainly due to its inability to
effectively interact with the Southern African Development Community against the background of a
latent hostility showed by some African countries. Finally, in Gaza, the multilateral context was
fundamentally flawed (given that one of the parties to the conflict, Hamas) was systematically
excluded from the international talks. In any event, our analysis indicates that the EU acted half-
heartedly during the Gaza conflict and did not play a significant role vis-a-vis other international

actors.

In all crises, the EU discourse was framed by a number of underlying elements. In the case of
Darfur, for instance, the ‘justice’ framework appeared to be rather preponderant as opposed to the
culture of ‘impunity’ promoted by the Khartoum government. Hence, the EU’s commitment to
guaranteeing that international jurisdiction would have prevailed in order to bring those
responsible for human rights violations to justice. In Zimbabwe, the most recurrent theme was the

breach of the ‘rule of law and the fundamental democratic principles’ perpetrated by the Mugabe
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government, while in Lebanon the EU discourse revolved around the importance of ‘civilian conflict
management’. Finally, in the case of Gaza, the EU mainly centred its discourse on the need to ‘cease

hostilities’ by both parties.

In all four scenarios, the EU adopted a ‘human security’ discourse, although to varying degrees. In
Darfur and Zimbabwe, the reference to dimensions and components of human security was rather
strong. In the first crisis, the EU often pointed out the ‘attacks on civilians’, the ‘atrocities’
committed by the paramilitary forces and the army, that were tantamount ‘genocide’, and
continuously stressed the importance to protect ‘vulnerable groups’, especially women and
children, who were the key targets of violent raids carried out in the afflicted Sudanese province. In
Zimbabwe, the human security discourse touched upon concrete issues such as ‘food security’ and
‘the economic and social needs of the population’, but also on a more conceptual (and densely
political) dimension such as ‘the responsibility to protect’ its own citizens, which, according to the
EU, the Zimbabwean government had failed to fulfil or directly violated. On the contrary, it appears
that in Gaza and Lebanon, the human security focus - although present - was much less
predominant than in the other two instances. In Lebanon, the EU only sporadically referred to the
risk that the conflict could trigger a profound ‘economic crisis’ and even an ‘environmental
catastrophe’, while in the case of Gaza the focus was on the ‘suffering of the local population’, which

should be of concern to the conflicting parties.

We report below four ‘word cloud’ graphs showing the most recurrent terms utilized by the EU in
its official documents regarding each crisis, which show the significant incidence of human security

components. The bigger the font of the term, the more recurrent it is in the EU discourse.
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In spite of differences and contradictions, the EU’s discourse appears to have been coherent at least
in so far as it has lived up to the ‘people first’ principle underlying the human security doctrine.
However, when it comes not only to the instruments and policies adopted but also the capacity to
criticize and possibly retaliate against human rights abusers, the double standard syndrome that
has long afflicted the EU’s foreign policy and more mundane realpolitik concerns come to the

surface, invariably limiting the credibility of the Union as a genuine defender of human rights.
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1. Introduction

Among the principles inspiring the European Union (EU) we find the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (1948) and the following UN Covenants on civil, political and economic rights
(1966). Moreover, human rights are at the core of the European integration process (which was
built over the ashes of civil war and genocide) and its long-term aspirations. Invariably, therefore,
the foundational recognition of human rights also reverberates in the EU’s foreign policy and

external relations.

While human rights have long been defended and promoted as a value in their own right, the
evolution of global politics has increasingly shown that human rights abuses can also become
‘international security’ issues and threaten the stability of the international system. For instance,
terrorism can be fuelled by human rights violations. Migration flows are exasperated by refugees
fleeing abusive governments. Failed states incapable of defending their own citizens can easily

trigger civil wars and destabilize entire regions, with spill-over effects onto the global arena.

Thus, in the continuously evolving jargon of international politics, human rights have come to be
gradually ‘securitized’, that is, interpreted and operationalized in terms of security concerns and
the EU has been no exception to this trend. Obviously, the risk involved with the securitization of
human rights is that the issue is often addressed with strategic (read: military) means, while other
types of responses may be more appropriate. Intervention, whether portrayed as humanitarian or
not, is always a double-edge word: indeed, military operations can further exasperate the human
rights abuses they aim to address. In this regard, the EU has been trying to adopt a more flexible
and comprehensive approach to the problem of human rights violations as security threats, mainly
through the concept of ‘human security’. Such a focus would help promote the ‘primacy of human
rights’ as a cornerstone of all humanitarian interventions: not only calling for the respect of civilian
rights in conflict zones, but also, and most importantly, for the adoption of human rights as the
driving principles of all interventions. In this vein, non-violent initiatives and other diplomatic
means should be given primacy over any other effort. So, while the traditional military goal is to
end a war or remove an abusive government (often also at the expenses of protecting the rights of
civilians), the human security focus calls for a completely different approach: the goal becomes the
protection of civilians, the promotion of their rights and the preference for non-violent means of
confrontation. Quite importantly, all these components must be designed and implemented within a

multilateral cooperation framework, so as to strengthen their legitimacy and openness (Kaldor et
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al. 2004). But how much focused on human security focus is the EU discourse during fully-fledged
crises? To what extent is the human security ‘lens’ reflected in how the EU intervenes to address

human rights violations?

In order to offer some tentative answers to these questions, this Research Report provides an
overall analysis of four major cases of severe human rights violations. The studies were conducted
under the auspices of the project “Changing Multilateralism: the EU as a Global-regional Actor in

Security and Peace (EU-GRASP)”.

Each study is based on a systematic content analysis of official documents, press releases,
newspaper articles and interviews. Quantitatively, we have collected all available information and
also identified the most recurrent terminology and key words, which were reported graphically
whenever possible. Qualitatively, we have tried to connect concepts and themes with one another
to understand how the EU discourse differs from crisis to crisis and what underlying similarities
can be singled out. The goal is to identify the most important components of the EU discourse with
respect to human rights as a security issue. Although the process of securitization can take different
forms and reduce human rights to a merely military/strategic issue, the lens of ‘human security’
(with its multidimensional character) can provide a much broader spectrum of options. Thus, in
this Research Report, we try and identify how common and significant is the human security lens in
the EU discourse in order to also assess the consistency between the EU’s ambition to promote

human security and its framing of human rights crises.

The report is organized as follows:
e Section 2 discusses the importance of human rights in the EU policies and introduces the
notion of human security, with its multilateral and multilevel focus.
e Section 3 outlines the objectives and methodology of the research.
e Section 4 provides a detailed description of the historic and political evolution of the four
crisis scenarios in order to contextualize the analysis.
e Section 5 presents the analysis of the EU discourse in each crisis scenario.

e Section 6 offers some concluding remarks and a comparative outlook.

2. The EU, human rights and security

2.1. Human rights as founding values of the EU’s internal and external policies
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The founding principles for the EU’s international action derive from the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights ratified by the United Nations in 1948 and its following Covenants of 1966, which
established that the rights of individuals can be above those set by their national authorities (Held
1995).

Human rights are also at the core of the European integration process and its long-term aspirations.
All Member States are constitutional democracies and share a set of common values based on the
primacy of human rights. Article 6 of the consolidated version of the Treaty on the European Union

(TEU) establishes the founding values of the EU (European Union 2006: 12):

The European Union is founded on the principles of liberty, democracy, respect for human rights
and fundamental freedoms, and the rule of law, principles which are common to the Member

States.

Moreover, Article 7 introduces institutional mechanisms to punish serious and persistent violations
of human rights by EU Member States, which were further strengthened by the modifications
introduced in 2000 by the Treaty of Nice.! Human rights are also the cornerstones of the so-called
Copenhagen criteria, which govern the accession process of EU candidate countries. Building on
Article 49 of the TEU, which establishes that any country seeking membership of the EU must
conform to its fundamental values, the Copenhagen European Council in 1993 (and, in 1995, the
Madrid European Council) also established that, for the EU to take into consideration a potential
membership, the candidate country must possess stable institutions guaranteeing, among others,

human rights and democracy.

Invariably, the foundational recognition of human rights also reverberates in the EU’s foreign policy
and external relations (Lucarelli and Manners 2006), where they have become cross-cutting
elements permeating all economic relations, trade agreements and special partnerships with other
countries. In establishing the CFSP, the TEU (Article 11) underlined that one of the Union’s foreign
policy goals was “respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms” (European Union 2006: 14).
Consequently, the objective of promoting human rights is also extended to development policies
and all other forms of cooperation with third countries in accordance with Article 177 of the
consolidated version of the Treaty establishing the European Community (TEC), which affirms that
EU development policy “shall contribute to the general objective of [...] respecting human rights
and fundamental freedoms” (European Union 2006: 126). This commitment was further

strengthened in 2000 through the adoption of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, which

1See Part I, Substantive Amendments, Article 1.
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enshrined the basic freedoms and rights of all European citizens and, ever since, it has been guiding

the EU’s external promotion of human rights.2

According to the 2001 Commission’s communication on The European Union’s Role in Promoting
Human Rights and Democracy in Third Countries, the EU is well placed in the protection of human

rights at the international level:

Uniquely amongst international actors, all fifteen Member States of the Union are democracies
espousing the same Treaty-based principles in their internal and external policies. This gives the
EU substantial political and moral weight. Furthermore, as an economic and political player with
global diplomatic reach, and with a substantial budget for external assistance, the EU has both
influence and leverage, which it can deploy on behalf of democratisation and human rights

(European Commission 2001a).

In the EU institutional setup, the promotion of human rights cuts across the classical division in
pillars. Some policies, such as sanctions, embargoes and military operations are decided upon and
coordinated through an intergovernmental policy process, which is specific of the so-called second
pillar (CFSP and ESDP). By contrast, all pro-human rights policies that concern direct assistance,
political aid and cooperation fall under the first pillar and are managed directly by the European
Commission, generally through its cooperation office EuropeAid.3 Political conditionality, that is,
the inclusion of a number of clauses for the respect of human rights in the trade and partnership
agreements signed by the EU with third countries, is the connecting element between
communitarian policies (e.g. development aid) and intergovernmental decisions (e.g. sanctions).
When these conditions are not respected (for instance, human rights are abused in a partner
country), the EU can unilaterally decide to close the tap of development aid, suspend trade relations
and, through the CFSP’s decision-making process, even impose sanctions and embargoes. Moreover,
since 1992, the EU’s practice has been to include a number of clauses concerning ‘essential

elements’ in all agreements with third countries with a view to also promoting the ratification of

2 Formally adopted in Nice in December 2000 by the Presidents of the European Parliament, the Council and
the Commission, it constitutes an important political undertaking. It has achieved binding legal effect with the
entry into force of the Treaty of Lisbon.

3 All Member States have their own political aid strategies and funds: although invited to join the
Commission’s initiatives on the ground, Member States’ policies have not always respected the general
guidelines agreed upon in Brussels. Moreover, Member States run different and sometimes competitive
policies, privileging specific aspects of development co-operation in accordance with contextual strategic
goals.

12| Page



international human rights conventions and, through an institutionalized procedure of political

dialogue, preventing the escalation of political crises.

As a matter of fact, the EU has often demonstrated hostility towards the use of heavy measures,
such as sanctions and embargoes, to promote human rights in other countries. More generally,
instead, it has favoured a gradual approach characterized by political dialogue, development
cooperation and democracy assistance, which is based on the conviction that rewarding positive
attitudes towards political reforms is a better long-term strategy than overtly punishing temporary
setbacks (Crawford 1997a, 2001a). This ‘carrot more than stick’ approach has been utilized in many
different circumstances, especially towards important trade partners, and was epitomized by the
enlargement processes of 2004 and 2007, when nations from the former socialist bloc succeeded in
joining the European ‘club’ not always for tangible political and institutional merits. Assessing the
facts against the rhetoric, the academic literature has often pointed out inconsistencies and double
standards in the EU’s actual policies for the promotion of human rights, especially in the haphazard
use of CFSP instruments (K. Smith 1998, 2001; Ward 1998). On a number of occasions, analysts
have demonstrated how the widely heralded goal of human rights’ protection and promotion has
been sidelined due to other (more compelling) interests, such as economic advantages, commercial
gains and security (Olsen 2000; Youngs 2001b; 2002; Balfour 2006; Panebianco 2006). Not
surprisingly, the EU has traditionally shown a greater zeal in resorting to punitive measures for
violations of human rights in those regions of the world where it had ‘the upper hand’, particularly

in the ‘poor, marginal countries’ of sub-Saharan Africa (K. Smith 2001: 193).

Practically, the EU’s approach to human rights in external relations can be divided into two areas:
mainstreaming and direct promotion. The “mainstreaming” principle requires integrating human
rights and democratization issues into all aspects of EU policy decision-making and implementation
of external relations policies. In its relations with other countries, the EU defines detailed country
strategy papers in which an assessment of the situation of human rights and democratization is
included. This assessment is in turn an integral element of the assistance strategies adopted, with
regular reviews providing the opportunity for expanding and refining references to human rights.
Moreover, regional cooperation programmes are also used to advance human rights cooperation.
The main policy for direct promotion is the European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights
(EIDHR), adopted by the Council and the European Parliament in 2006 (previously known as
‘initiative’). It is supported by a special budget (of approximately 1 billion € for the financial period
of 2007-2013 managed directly by the European Commission) and works mainly through

cooperation with civil society organizations, but also in partnership with some key international
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institutions. Furthermore, since 1995, the EU inserts a standard clause in all cooperation
agreements with third countries, stating that respect for human rights and democratic principles
constitutes an essential element of the agreement. Under this clause, sanctions may be put in place
in response to serious violations of human rights or of the democratic process. However, as argued
by the EU, the principal role of the clause is to provide the Union with a basis for positive
engagement on human rights and democracy issues with third countries. The Cotonou Agreement
with the African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries includes the latest version of the “essential
elements” clause. It provides for consultations and dialogue with signatory countries where there
have been violations so that human rights and democratic processes can be restored as quickly as
possible. Finally, human rights are regularly addressed in political dialogue fora that the EU holds
with third countries and regional groups. The aim is to gather information about the state of human
rights, express concerns about the country’s human rights track record and identify practical steps

to improve it.
2.2. Human rights and security in the EU discourse

Since the creation of the EU, the main objectives of the CFSP as detailed in article 11 of the
Maastricht Treaty on the European Union (TEU) were to “safeguard the [...] independence and
integrity of the Union” and to “strengthen [its] security”, while also helping “strengthen
international security” and “develop and consolidate democracy and the rule of law, and respect for
human rights and international freedoms” (TEU, Title V, Article 11).# The 2003 European Security
Strategy (ESS) translated the Maastricht agenda into a new vision of ‘security challenges’ as they
emerged after the end of the Cold War, underlying that “the post Cold War environment is one of
increasingly open borders in which the internal and external aspects of security are indissolubly
linked” (European Union 2003). Importantly, the ESS set out by recognizing that, in the new global
landscape, “Europe faces new treats which are more diverse, less visible and less predictable”,
ranging from terrorism to regional conflicts, which “destroy human lives and social and physical
infrastructure” and “threaten minorities, fundamental freedoms and human rights”. In sum, the
“new” threats identified by the ESS could all be associated with the fact that “a number of countries

and regions are caught in a cycle of conflict, insecurity and poverty”.

The 2003 ESS was followed in 2004 by the publication of the Barcelona Report of the Study Group
on Europe’s Security Capabilities, which further elaborated the principles outlined in the ESS into

what was branded as “a human security doctrine for Europe” (Kaldor et al. 2004). The report is

* http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cmsUpload /treatychap5.pdf (accessed on 31.1.2011).
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substantially different in focus from the ESS as it concentrates overwhelmingly on principles that
should be followed in “operations” - i.e. in specific interventions - as opposed to delineating a
general, long-term security strategy. It does, however, put forward a coherent strategic view,
essentially focused on the promotion of the idea of the “primacy of human rights” as cornerstones
for humanitarian interventions. This principle not only calls for the respect of human rights in
conflict zones, but also, and most importantly, it suggests that such concern should be the main
driving force of humanitarian interventions and diplomatic initiatives should be given primacy over
efforts aimed at securing a “temporary suppression of violence” (Kaldor et al. 2007: 9). Moreover, a
human security focus for Europe would also imply an all-encompassing emphasis on multilateral

governance, both at the global level and on the ground.

As opposed to the causal patterns and timely-arranged strategies discussed in the ESS, the
principles included in the Barcelona report are set forth without a pre-set order, and they are
arguably aimed not so much at drawing a precise roadmap for humanitarian interventions but
rather at inspiring a general refocusing of EU policies based on three general disco