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Agenda item 8

Union of Equality: Advancing LGBTIQ+ rights and banning conversion practices, with Caleb Stocco, representatives of the European citizens’ initiative entitled ‘Ban conversion practices in the European Union’, European Association Against Conversion Therapy (ACT); Francesco Zoia Bolzonello, member of European Commissioner Hadja Lahbib’s cabinet; Béatrice Fresko-Rolfo, Chair of the Committee on Equality and Non-Discrimination, Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (remotely); and Graeme Reid, United Nations Independent Expert on Protection against violence and discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity (remotely)
Linked to adoption of opinions SOC/854 on the Ban on conversion practices in the EU and SOC/849 on the Union of Equality: LGBTIQ+ Equality Strategy 2026-2030






EESC President Séamus Boland opened the debate by underlining that the discussion related directly to the European Union’s core values of dignity, freedom and fundamental rights. He noted that, despite progress, many LGBTIQ+ persons in the EU continued to experience discrimination and lived in fear of rejection, violence and exclusion. He highlighted the situation of young people facing bullying and isolation, and referred to conversion practices as attempts to change, suppress or erase a person’s sexual orientation, gender identity or expression. He stated that such practices constituted a violation of human dignity and fundamental rights and stressed the need to address the systems and attitudes that enabled discrimination. He also recalled the EESC’s position in support of equality and the importance of the debate in assessing further action. 

Caleb Stocco, representing the European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) on banning conversion practices, outlined the definition and impacts of such practices, particularly on mental health. He referred to international standards, including recognition by the United Nations that conversion practices may amount to torture. He called for a comprehensive EU response, including a sustainable legal framework, a ban covering both the conduct and advertisement of such practices, and protection for both children and adults, with specific attention to transgender persons. He also emphasised the need to ensure access to healthcare and to encourage the exchange of best practices among Member States. 

Francesco Zoia Bolzonello, from the European Commission, presented the LGBTIQ+ Equality Strategy 2026–2030 as a framework aimed at ensuring freedom, including the freedom to love and live for all in the EU. He acknowledged improvements in social acceptance, while noting that LGBTIQ+ persons continued to face disproportionate levels of violence. He stressed the importance of EU leadership in promoting fundamental rights and confirmed that the Commission was committed to combatting conversion practices, including through a mandate to take action in this area. He highlighted the role of cooperation with the European Parliament, Member States and civil society, as well as continued EU funding for equality policies, including plans to increase resources under the next Multiannual Financial Framework and the establishment of a new LGBTIQ+ Policy Forum. 

Béatrice Fresko-Rolfo, Chair of the Committee on Equality and Non-Discrimination of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, referred to the Assembly’s January 2026 resolution calling for a ban on conversion practices. She stressed that such practices should be legally prohibited, including through criminal sanctions, and highlighted their impact on mental health and well-being. She outlined key elements for effective legislation, including clear definitions, prohibition of advertising, accessible reporting and complaint mechanisms, victim protection measures, and cooperation with civil society and professional organisations. She also pointed to the need to address disparities between countries in order to prevent circumvention of national bans and emphasised the complementary role of Council of Europe standards alongside EU action. 

Graeme REID, United Nations Independent Expert on protection against violence and discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity, described conversion practices as occurring in various settings, including medical, religious and family contexts, and based on the premise that sexual and gender diversity should be corrected. He referred to evidence showing their harmful effects, including mental health impacts, and noted that they engaged multiple human rights obligations, including the prohibition of torture and degrading treatment. He emphasised that states had responsibilities to prevent, investigate and address such practices. He also underlined that legal bans should be accompanied by complementary measures, such as regulation of professional conduct, education, awareness-raising and access to support services, and highlighted the importance of addressing underlying stigma. 

Juliane Marie Neiiendam (DK-III), rapporteur for the EESC opinion on the Union of Equality: LGBTIQ+ Equality Strategy 2026-2030 (SOC/849), underlined that, in the current context, the strategy should be understood as a reflection of the EU’s core values rather than a niche policy area. She stressed the need to reaffirm the EU’s commitment to equality and fundamental rights, highlighting the human dimension of the policy and the impact of discrimination, violence and exclusion on individuals. She pointed to the importance of stronger monitoring, enforcement and accountability mechanisms, as well as the need to safeguard civic space and address discriminatory practices. She also referred to the role of intersectionality and the persistence of legal gaps, including in relation to self-determined gender recognition and the contribution of European courts to advancing equality. Furthermore, she highlighted measures to promote inclusion in everyday life, including in employment, healthcare, education, culture and sport, as well as the need to address emerging challenges such as online hate and risks linked to artificial intelligence. 

Pascal Debay (FR-II) and Ionuţ Sibian (RO-III), rapporteurs for the EESC Opinion on the Ban on conversion practices in the European Union (SOC/854), pointed out that that the opinion followed a successful ECI and called on the European Commission to propose a legally binding EU-wide ban on such practices. They stated that conversion practices should be classified as EU crimes and recognised as hate crimes, and reiterated the EESC’s position that these practices constituted violations of human dignity. They outlined the need for a comprehensive ban covering both children and adults, all actors and the advertisement of such practices. They also referred to the importance of explicitly protecting sex characteristics, ensuring support for survivors, introducing effective and dissuasive sanctions, and strengthening monitoring and enforcement. In addition, they highlighted the need for dedicated EU funding for organisations supporting victims, as well as for awareness-raising measures and prioritisation of this issue within the LGBTIQ+ Equality Strategy 2026-2030.

The following members took the floor during the debate: Rosario Maria Gianluca Valastro (IT-III), Michel Chassang (FR-I), Maria del Carmen Barrera Chamorro (ES-II) and Sophia Reisecker (AT-II). 
Members expressed broad support for the opinions, highlighting their quality, clarity and timely follow-up to the successful ECI. They underlined the EESC’s role in contributing to political and inter-institutional discussions, including at international level. Members noted that conversion practices continued to take place and were based on the false assumption that sexual orientation and gender identity and expression could be changed or “cured”. They referred to their harmful consequences, including significant mental health impacts and increased risks, particularly among young people. Concern was expressed that only a limited number of Member States had introduced bans, pointing to the need for a consistent EU-wide approach grounded in the principles of human dignity and equality. Members also highlighted the fact that equality across the EU remained uneven, stressing that rights should not depend on where a person lived. They called for stronger implementation and enforcement of existing frameworks, including effective application of the rule of law, use of conditionality mechanisms and mobilisation of EU funding to ensure compliance with fundamental rights. The importance of translating legal guarantees into effective rights in practice was also emphasised, including in relation to recent Court of Justice of the European Union case law. Furthermore, members drew attention to broader societal developments, including an increase in hate speech, misinformation and polarisation, as well as political backlash affecting LGBTIQ+ persons. They referred to the shrinking space for civil society and called for reinforced EU action, including support for civil society organisations, strategic litigation and measures to counter disinformation. In this context, they also called on the European Commission to ensure increased and sustained funding for civil society organisations providing support to victims of discrimination. Finally, members highlighted the role of the social partners and civil society in advancing equality, noting that the strategy had wider societal implications, including for families and allies, and underlining the importance of promoting inclusive and open societies across the Union.

In his replies to the members’ statements, Graeme Reid emphasised the need for a comprehensive and holistic approach to addressing conversion practices. He stressed that legislation should be clear in defining prohibited conduct, while also underlining the importance of tackling the underlying stigma that sustained such practices, including within family and community settings. 

Béatrice Fresko-Rolfo, in turn, highlighted the need to strengthen protection frameworks, particularly for victims of hate crimes, and stressed the importance of supporting civil society organisations. She noted that the issue concerned all countries and required consistent effort to ensure protection for all individuals concerned. 

Francesco Zoia Bolzonello underlined the role of the European Union in responding to situations where individuals faced discrimination, noting that the EU sought to act as a point of reference through policy and funding instruments. He referred in particular to increased financial support for civil society, including through the Agora programme, and stressed that equality policies should be understood in terms of inclusion. 

Caleb Stocco reiterated the core message that conversion practices were based on a false premise, stating that there was nothing to “cure”. 

In his concluding remarks, Séamus Boland highlighted that the debate had addressed issues directly affecting individuals’ lives and dignity. He noted that many LGBTIQ+ persons in Europe continued to face insecurity and exclusion, and reaffirmed that such situations were not acceptable. He stressed that rights should not vary across Member States and that harmful practices had to be addressed. He concluded by reiterating the EESC’s commitment to defending fundamental rights and European values, underlining that equality, dignity and respect constituted the foundation of the Union and required continued collective action.

_____________
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