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I should like to begin with a brief reflection on the title of today’s conference “the significance of human rights in modern society”. In fact, the link between human rights and modern society is not only significant, but essential. In other words, a society which does not embrace and respect human rights as a fundamental value can simply not be considered a modern one. 

The threat of terrorism, and our societies’ response to it, is presenting new challenges to the established views on and mechanisms for the protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms. There are some who call for greater flexibility, which is usually a euphemism for lowering standards, in the protection of human rights. They perceive human rights as an obstacle to the effectiveness of the fight against terrorism and – while not contesting the ethical arguments – argue that, in view of the terrorist threat; we cannot “afford” to maintain the protection of human rights at the existing level. 

The argument of “affordability” of human rights is not a new one. It is frequently used as an argument to contest policies aimed at social integration of minorities or immigrants in a number of Council of Europe member states, to mention but an example. To this I would respond that human rights are not only a moral imperative, but a practical one as well. 

Certainly everyone will agree that moral grounds were important, even dominant in every single defining moment in the history of human rights – from the abolition of slavery to the abolition of death penalty. But this being said, in addition to the moral imperative, each of these civilisational achievements was also underpinned by very practical considerations. 

In other words slavery was abolished not only because it was morally repugnant, but also because it was an obstacle to economic progress at the dawn of the industrial revolution. Similarly, all Council of Europe member states decided to abolish death penalty not only because of its inherent injustice and cruelty, but also because it is not only ineffective, but also a counterproductive means to deter crime. 

Insistence on compliance with human rights standards does not mean that our present approach is written in stone. In the face of new and often dramatic challenges we are constantly required to critically review our attitudes and procedures and, if necessary, adapt them to the new realities. One of such new challenges is the progress in science and technology. Another, to which I wish to return later in my speech, is the fight against terrorism. 

International human rights law must continuously adapt to scientific and technological advances. An example is the advances in biomedical research which requires that a sensible balance be struck between the interests of ensuring scientific progress with all the benefits it can bring and the need to ensure protection of human rights. This has led to the drafting of the Council of Europe Convention on Human Rights and Biomedicine, which has been ratified by Slovakia. 

Another example is norms and standards in the media field which, for several years, has focused on written press. The Information Society and the development of new communication services have brought about a shift in the application of these norms and standards. They offer enormous possibilities for the media and the general public to exercise and promote their human rights, in particular, the right to freedom of expression and information. 

Internet and mobile telephony, driven by advances in technology, have revolutionised the way in which media is consumed, organised and defined. The speed of communication and the ability to participate in the creation of information through blogs now enables many of us to become more active and participatory in media than ever before. In response, there has been an evolving corpus of Council of Europe norms and standards in the modern Information Society which promote and safeguard our human rights, for which member States are primarily responsible. 

On the other hand, there are new potentials for abuse and serious human rights violations, which require common responses. One example: 14 million pornographic internet sites exist on the net, some carrying as many as a million pictures of children. 

The Cybercrime Convention of the Council of Europe, the only treaty in the world in this area, criminalises child pornography on Internet. Internet should be an instrument to bring people closer together and make our world a better, and not a more dangerous, place. 

The process of globalisation which produces worldwide changes in lifestyle and economic practice, have resulted in increased attention on the importance of social cohesion and the role to be played by social policy and standards in developing and maintaining that cohesion. 

Alongside with unprecedented wealth, unemployment and poverty persist in Europe. Significant parts of the population of Europe, in particular Roma, continue to suffer violations of their right to adequate housing, education, or health care. 

The European Social Charter provides common standards in social and economic rights for the whole of Europe, thus making an important contribution to social cohesion. The Charter embodies shared European values, which must be upheld in the face of globalisation. 

Council of Europe human rights activities have always been based on the principle that all rights are indivisible and interdependent, whether they be civil, cultural, economic, political or social. Economic and social rights are inherent aspects of human dignity and are clearly human rights in the same way as are civil and political rights. It is for this reason that the ratification by the Slovak Republic of the revised Social Charter alongside its commitment under the European Convention of Human Rights would be warmly welcomed. 

The most dramatic, critical and dangerous threat our societies face today is certainly terrorism, which is a threat to all the values the Council of Europe stands for: human rights, the rule of law, the protection of civilians, tolerance among peoples and nations, and the peaceful and democratic resolution of conflicts. Terrorist attacks have dramatically underlined the fragility of our modern societies. Transnational networks of terrorist groups have global reach and the capacity to inflict mass casualties. 

Our strategy against terrorism must be comprehensive and should be based on increased legal co-operation, respect for human rights and promotion of intercultural and inter-religious dialogue. If we were to condone any erosion of civil liberties or human rights for the sake of fighting terrorism, it would be a major victory for the terrorists. 

The Council of Europe has adopted special Guidelines on Human Rights and the Fight against Terrorism specifying the limits to state action in fighting terrorism. These guidelines represent the first ever international legal instrument on this issue. They were complemented with a second set of Guidelines on the Protection of Victims of Terrorist Acts, and this year the Council of Europe has also adopted two new agreements on the prevention and financing of terrorism. 

Human rights provide the essential “value basis” for intercultural and inter-religious dialogue. Such dialogue is crucial for overcoming misunderstandings and preventing extremism of any kind. 

Even when faced with the most hideous crimes, we must not resort to torture in order to obtain information or evidence. Torture is a frontal attack on truth, justice and human rights. It is also a dangerous concession to terrorists, providing them with a pretext to justify their crimes and find new recruits. 

The prohibition of torture and inhuman or degrading treatment under the European Convention on Human Rights is absolute and applies in all circumstances. There cannot be any question of ‘striking the right balance’ when absolute rights are at stake. 

This prohibition includes an absolute ban on transferring any person to another jurisdiction if there are substantial grounds to believe that the person would face a real risk of being subjected to such ill-treatment. The practice of seeking ‘diplomatic assurances’ from the countries of destination that the persons concerned will not be ill-treated does not mean that there is a loophole in the protection. All European Governments remain under an obligation to assess carefully, in advance and for each individual case, the reliability of such assurances and to refrain from deporting anyone who faces a real risk of being ill-treated. 

The European Convention on Human Rights dates from a time when threats to our freedom and security were different, but the threats were real. We should not forget that the Convention was adopted in response to the barbarities committed during World War II. It is an asset and not an obstacle in the fight against terrorism. 

What kind of message does the growing relevance and the necessity of human rights protection bear for Slovakia? 

Yours is a country characterised by its diversity and multiethnic character. It has a rich experience in drafting its national legislation governing the rights of persons belonging to national minorities and establishing a Governmental Council on National Minorities. It has ratified both the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities and the European Charter of Regional or Minority Languages. 

The right to be different has historically been an important breeding ground for all other rights. It can be said that, in Europe, it is because some people have demanded the right to be different that modern ideas of freedom and human rights were born. 

Respect for diversity goes hand in hand with the prohibition of discrimination on any ground such as sex, sexual orientation, religion, age, disability, ethnic, national or social origin. 

Combating discrimination requires more than prohibitions. In order to achieve effective equality, positive State action will sometimes be required. The European Court of Human Rights ruled that the right not to be discriminated against is also violated when States, without an objective and reasonable justification, fail to treat differently persons whose situations are significantly different. One obvious example is disabled persons who often require special attention. 

Slovakia has implemented extensive reforms to shape the country as one where differences are perceived as advantages or challenges. Slovakia has adopted in a process of open and extensive public discussion far-reaching anti-discrimination legislation in line with European standards. This important achievement must not be put into question. It should rather be consolidated through a speedy ratification of Protocol No. 12. This Protocol is a direct response to the challenges arising out of increased manifestations of racism and intolerance in our societies. 

For the Council of Europe, reconciling respect for “different” identities while fostering social cohesion can only succeed if it is based on human rights. There should be no tolerance for activities or practices that seek to undermine human rights or limit them excessively. 

The very fact that human rights are universal make them a powerful factor of cohesion in our multifaceted societies. They are shared values, which are common to all individuals irrespective of religious, ethnic, cultural or other differences. Respect for this diversity should be seen as one of the most important guarantees of harmony within our societies. 

At the end, the question we need to ask is whether we want a modern society – a society which is prosperous, stable, progressive, democratic, open and tolerant or not? If the answer is yes, the only way to achieve that is though a genuine and resolved commitment to human rights. A commitment stated in words, based on law and confirmed in deeds. There is no other way and it is the way it should be. 

