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Opening remarks by Ambassador Astrid Helle, 

Chair of the Rapporteur Group on Democracy (GR-DEM) 

of the Committee of Ministers

Dear Minister,

Dear President,

Dear participants,

It is a great honour and a pleasure for me to participate in this12th edition of the Conference of electoral management bodies. 

I would like first to express my gratitude to our host, the Ministry of Interior of Belgium. Thank you, Mr Minister, for your hospitality and congratulations to Belgium, which is currently chairing with talent and dedication the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe. Today’s Conference is also supported by my own country, Norway, by Luxembourg ; and by the European Union, the main strategic and financial partner of the Council of Europe. 

The Rapporteur Group on Democracy, which I have the privilege to chair, is the Committee of Ministers’ rapporteur group that helps to prepare the decision-making process regarding political questions. As such, the Group is directly associated with the Council of Europe action in electoral matters. 
Given that the three pillars of the Council of Europe - democracy, human rights and the rule of law – are inconceivable without free and fair elections, the Committee of Ministers pays particular attention to this question. 

First, the Committee sets standards in the electoral field. In 2004, it adopted the Code of Good Practice in Electoral Matters which provides a number of rules and practices to be followed in order to guarantee that the will of the people is duly reflected at the outcome of the electoral process. The Code constitutes the reference text on electoral matters in all Council of Europe member States and beyond. It sets out the principles of Europe’s electoral heritage. 

The Committee also wants to stay abreast of the new developments taking place in the electoral field. Last week, for instance, it was agreed to launch new work aiming at updating standards for E-voting.

Electoral legislation should not only be in line with legal standards, but must also be properly implemented in practice. The action of the Committee of Ministers in this respect is twofold: to monitor and to provide assistance. 

Regarding monitoring, it could be recalled that a number of member States are monitored by the Committee of Ministers in order to ensure compliance with the commitments they undertook when joining the Council of Europe. We proceed with a regular review of the progress made by those States in the fulfilment of their commitments. In carrying out this work, we pay particular attention to the way elections are being organised. We will often use the findings of electoral observation missions, led by the Parliamentary Assembly and the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities, to assess the development of democratic institutions. The follow-up given by member States to the technical advice provided by the Venice Commission is also duly considered. As the fairness of an electoral process cannot be limited to the electoral period, the Committee of Ministers also pays particular attention to the respect of those fundamental rights, such as freedom of expression or assembly, which constitute a pre-condition to free and fair elections. 

In addition, the Committee of Ministers oversees the execution of the Court’s judgments, including those in relation with Article 3 of Protocol No. 1 to the European Convention on Human Rights which requires States to organise elections under conditions which will ensure the free expression of the opinion of the people. The Committee is particularly insistent that States found to have breached this right, take steps to bring their electoral systems into line with European standards.

As far as the Council of Europe assistance activities are concerned, these are available to all member States wishing to seek help in organising elections in line with European standards. This includes in particular: support to electoral management bodies – which is of particular interest to the participants to this conference –; capacity-building of judges in charge of electoral disputes; voters awareness raising; publication of documents and training of domestic observers. It also includes a strong gender perspective, such as encouraging women to stand for election, which has proved to be a useful tool in increasing the number of women represented in law making bodies. 

In conducting its activities in the electoral field, the Committee of Ministers strongly relies on the high quality work of the Venice Commission. The numerous opinions on electoral legislation provided by the Commission, together with the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), provides the Committee with a solid basis to set electoral standards, to monitor their implementation and to provide the requested assistance.

Dear participants,

The 12th European Conference provides us with the opportunity to reflect together on our common electoral heritage with a view to strengthening it further. It is also a way to pay tribute to all Electoral management bodies represented today for their contribution to the core values of the Council of Europe: democracy, human rights and the rule of law. 

Thank you for your attention.
