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Mr President,

Ladies and gentlemen, good morning, 

It is an honour to welcome you to this Workshop of Regional and Sub-regional Courts on the topic of “Enhancing cooperation between the UN and regional mechanisms for the promotion and protection of human rights”. 

Cooperation in our work is crucial, and I dare say that this is especially so  in the field of human rights. As one world leader famously stated: “We all do better when we work together. Our differences do matter, but our common humanity matters more”. In other words: "Alone we can do so little, together we can do so much." The Council of Europe’s core mandate is to promote and protect fundamental human rights, the rule of law, and democracy across its 47 member states. Naturally, cooperation activities form an integral part of this mandate.  
Our Organisation is an independent, inter-governmental organisation with 47 member States, of which only 28 are also EU Member States. The most prominent instrument of the Council of Europe is the European Convention on Human Rights, the implementation of which is ensured by the Strasbourg-based European Court of Human Rights. More than 10,000 binding judgments have been delivered in nearly 50 years of existence, having a concrete impact on the legal frameworks/laws of the countries concerned. The European Convention on Human Rights is unique in providing an institutionalised mechanism for the execution of court judgments. 

In addition, our human rights toolbox includes a wide array of other binding and supportive human rights instruments and mechanisms, such as the European Social Charter, the European Convention for the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings, the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence (better known as the Istanbul Convention), the Convention on Human Rights and Biomedicine (better known as the Oviedo Convention), the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities etc.
President Spielmann just spoke about the increasing judicial dialogue between the regional and sub-regional courts. In this vein, and from the perspective of the Council of Europe more generally, I would like firstly to point out some additional examples of synergy in various other areas of our work. Secondly, in line with the topic of our workshop today, I would like to provide some very preliminary thoughts on possible areas of improvement to further enhance such cooperation.

One may note the increasingly important cross-linkages in the work of the regional courts and mechanisms. We can see from concrete examples the important impulses that regional bodies give each other in their respective areas of work. 
First of all, there are the formal references to the case-law of other regional courts and instruments and mechanisms:
For instance, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights has made reference in its case-law to Council of Europe instruments, such as the Oviedo Convention
 . Conversely, the European Court of Human Rights has made reference to the Organisation of American States’ Belem do Para Convention (on violence against women) before the coming into force of the Council of Europe’s Istanbul Convention. 

Second, one must underline the impact of judgments or decisions by regional courts and mechanisms on the work of other institutions in the implementation of human rights: 

For instance, the European Committee of Social Rights has adopted the notion of “aggravated violation” from the Inter-American Court of Human Rights.
 

Moreover, the decisions of regional bodies are increasingly taken up by non-judicial institutions both at regional and UN level: For instance, following the European Committee of Social Rights decisions in two cases
, an urgent appeal was made to the Government of the Netherlands by both the UN Special Rapporteur on the right to adequate housing and the UN Special Rapporteur on human rights of migrants, requesting the Government to provide emergency assistance to homeless migrants in an irregular situation.

In the field of intergovernmental cooperation, the mutual inspiration is obvious both as regards the thematic priorities and the content of the standards adopted. For instance: The Council of Europe’s Committee of Ministers adopted a Recommendation on “the promotion of human rights of older persons” in February 2014. A bit more than a year later, on June 15, 2015, during its General Assembly, the member states of the Organisation of American States approved the first regional instrument of its kind, the Inter-American Convention on Protecting the Human Rights of Older Persons. 
Moreover, the European Commission for Democracy through Law, better known as the Venice Commission, the Council of Europe’s advisory body on constitutional issues, has been actively engaged in cooperation with the Inter-American Court on the exchange of information of comparative law elements in relation to pending cases (informal amicus curiae), as well as with the OAS on electoral standards. 

In addition, the Venice Commission is actively engaged in efforts to establish an Asian Court for Human Rights, a proposal that is gaining increasing momentum.  

There are thus many examples of concrete day-to-day cooperation, too many to spell out in detail at this juncture. Suffice it to say that cooperation activities between regional courts and mechanisms have become increasingly frequent in our daily work, be they firmly established and regular or ad hoc cooperation activities.

With increased cooperation activities comes the need for enhanced coordination of such activities. This includes a general information-exchange firstly about the existence of such activities to all relevant partners and secondly, on our mutual needs for enhanced cooperation in certain areas. 

Information exchange about ongoing activities that could benefit from increased cooperation between our organisations is especially crucial in ad hoc situations. The need to be reactive and flexible with the new and perhaps volatile realities on the ground in member states remains to date one of our greatest challenges. Ukraine is a case in point and I can only stress the very close links that the Council of Europe and the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights and other UN agencies such as the UNHCR and the UNDP have developed in such crucial issues as the Ukrainian Human Rights Action Plan, the protection of IDPs and the much needed Constitutional reform. 

As Henry Ford famously stated: "Coming together is a beginning. Keeping together is progress. Working together is success." 
I think it is safe to say that, while progress has been made and positive examples abound, we can still enhance our mutual efforts in this area. This is, of course, the very reason why we have come together for this Workshop.

Thank you very much for your attention and I look forward to a fruitful exchange.
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