
 
 

 

 
 

TIME TO DECLARE A STATE OF DEMOCRACY! 
Round table on claiming fundamental rights in Europe 

Thursday, 18 February 2016 
Maison de la Francité, 18 rue Joseph II, Brussels 

This event in Brussels comes at a juncture in time where fundamental rights and the European 

Union’s founding principles of human dignity, freedom, democracy, respect for human rights, 

solidarity, non-discrimination, and equality are at the centre of debate all across Europe. These values 

are common to the Member States in a society in which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance and 

justice prevail. Article 2 has a prominent place in the EU treaties, yet a vast gap exists between these 

rights and values and their exercise and implementation. 

Indeed, we witness a worrying crackdown on civil and individual liberties across some EU member 

states. From Hungary to Spain, from France to Poland, the freedom of expression and assembly has 

been undermined by democratically elected governments. This escalation of measures has led to 

recently speaking about “Illiberal democracies”. But while the EU has remained silent for a long while 

with respect to the defence of European values, regressive forces have gained a growing audience 

across Europe, with the risk in the long run to seriously undermine attempts to build solidarity and 

trust in a common future. 

While Orban government in Hungary has been repeatedly and systematically threatening the very 

principles of solidarity and fundamental rights in recent years, a new conservative actor burst with a 

similar attitude onto the European scene. The concept of “illiberal democracy” put into practice by Mr. 

Orban found a dramatic echo in Poland. Just as its Hungarian forerunner, the new government run by 

the Law and Justice Party has already started dismantling the independence of the judiciary, put 

pressure on the capacity of the constitutional court to play its role in a democratic state, and is about 

to muzzle public media, considered to be too critical of the new government. 

Facing such worrying trends, which amount to a serious threat towards European democracy, the 

response of the European institutions is still lacking any serious impact. While the European 

Parliament has asked several times to investigate and also activate the Rule of Law mechanism as 

regards Hungary, the European Commission chose to argue on technical issues and on a case by 

case basis, to finally end up concluding in early December 2015 that there was “no systemic threat to 

democracy, the rule of law and fundamental rights in Hungary, although it has brought several 

procedures against it for infringing EU laws”. Concerning the Polish case, the Commission seems to 

take some encouraging first steps with the activation of the rule of law mechanism.  

11:00 – 11:15 Welcome and introduction 

Alexandrina NAJMOWICZ, European Civic Forum, Niccolo MILANESE, European Alternatives 

11:15 – 13:00 Rise of illiberal democracy: a European dilemma? What can the EU do in case a 

member state systematically breaches European values? 

Through a roundtable discussion, the speakers and audience will engage in a debate to concretely 
discuss how the EU can react to the attacks on fundamental values, human rights and civil freedoms 
and build a Europe that respects these values.  
 
Speakers: Tanja FAJON, MEP, Vice-president, S&D, Paul NEMITS, Director for Fundamental rights 

and Union citizenship, DG Justice and Consumers, European Commission (tbc), Marta PARDAVI, Co-

chair, The Hungarian Helsinki Committee (Hungary), Barbara GRABOWSKA-MOROZ, Head of 

programme legislative changes monitoring, Polish Helsinki Human Rights Foundation, Adrienne 

CHARMET-ALIX, Campaigns coordinator, La Quadrature du Net (France), Israel BUTLER, European 

Liberties Platform, Tomislav DOMES, activist, political scientist (Croatia). 

Moderator: Oli HENMAN, CIVICUS  


