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END-OF-MANDATE REPORT 

 

1. Foreword by the President and Vice-presidents of the Group 

 

We live a time when we can no longer take the EU's founding values for granted – something that 

would have been unthinkable to the founding fathers of our Union. The forces that seek to destroy the 

values of respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for 

human rights are now stronger than at any time since the end of the second World War.  

The EESC, as the EU body representing civil society, is therefore stepping up its defence of the EU's 

values as laid down in Article 2 of the Treaty. We believe that a space must be created in the EU to 

allow for constructive and inclusive dialogue on fundamental rights and the rule of law, involving civil 

society as a key actor, in line with the objective to maintain an open, transparent and regular dialogue 

with representative associations and civil society in Article 11.  

All of the EESC's Groups: Employers, Workers, and Diversity Europe, strongly support our European 

values. This is not only because the social partners and civil society need fundamental rights and the 

rule of law to be able to engage freely in dialogue and defend their interests but, even more decisively, 

because our whole societal model would collapse without these foundations. The impact of the 

COVID-19 crisis, of the authorities' responses and of the recovery plan call for specific attention to be 

paid to fundamental rights and the rule of law, and is an additional motivation for our Group to step up 

its efforts in the new mandate, which is about to start.  

   

José Antonio Moreno Díaz 

President 

Karolina Dreszer-Smalec 

Vice-President 

Jukka Ahtela,  

Vice-President 
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2. Background and mandate 

 

The Group on Fundamental Rights and the Rule of Law (FRRL) was set up in 20181 as a horizontal 

body within the EESC, and was tasked with enhancing the contribution of organised civil society in 

strengthening fundamental rights, democracy and the rule of law and responding to the shrinking civic 

space for civil society organisations. The operating rules for the Group on Fundamental Rights and the 

Rule of Law and its work programme were adopted by the Bureau on 10 July 2018.  

 

'The objective of the FRRL Group 

has been to promote a culture  

of fundamental rights  

and the rule of law within the EU' 
 

 

The objective of the FRRL Group has been to promote a culture of fundamental rights and the rule of 

law within the EU, including respect for the European values listed in Article 2 TEU, the Charter of 

Fundamental Rights, and other instruments. Specifically, the Group aimed to help facilitate awareness 

raising and early warning and to strengthen the contribution of the EESC and the role of civil society 

in this area. In its work, it focused on the role of civil society and addressed both collective and 

individual rights, and, given the EESC's mandate, also paid attention to economic and social rights.  

 

Issues related to fundamental rights and the rule of law in the EU Member States were potentially 

politically sensitive. The activities of the Group and its Members were at times the object of intense 

scrutiny. Therefore, all Group activities needed careful consideration and, at times, negotiation, which 

also meant that the planning phase of the Group's activities required more time and human resources 

than usual. This was needed to enable preliminary research to identify and attempt to take into account 

all different points of views. Additional time was also needed for internal information, consultation 

and debate, and keeping relevant internal EESC structures informed during the process.  

 

On 28 April 2020 the Bureau requested at the recommendation of the Ad Hoc Group on the 

streamlining of the structures that it may be appropriate to clarify the group's remit (purpose, tasks and 

expected outcomes) in the new mandate and provide adequate administrative and financial support. 

The FRRL Group would remain an Ad hoc group that operated under the aegis of the SOC-section, 

with the specific change that country specific reports would be adopted by the SOC-section in the 

future. The cross-cutting nature of the work, would require enhanced communication between the 

FRRL group and the sections/CCMI. The Bureau would hold regular hearings with the Group. 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
1

 Bureau decision on the creation of the Ad Hoc group of 5 December 2017. On 18 April 2018, the Plenary approved the constitution 

of the FRRL with 18 members (later extended to 21) and the SOC section secretariat was charged with the administrative follow-up 

to this decision. The Group is politically dependent on the Bureau. 
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3. Calendar of meetings 

 

The Group met four times a year.  

 

During 2018, it held one study group meeting in 

the form of a hearing in Poland on the topic of 

"Promoting freedom of assembly and freedom of 

association: challenges, risks and solutions", as 

well as organised country visits to Romania and 

Poland. 

 

 

 

 

 

During 2018, it held one study group meeting in the form of a hearing in Poland on the topic of 

"Promoting freedom of assembly and freedom of association: challenges, risks and solutions", as well 

as organised country visits to Romania and Poland. 

 

During 2019, four study group meetings were held and five country visits took place (to Hungary, 

France, Austria, Bulgaria and Italy). 

 

By October 2020, the Group will have held three study group meetings, while due to COVID-19 a 

number of activities have taken place virtually and the country visits have been put on hold. A study 

group meeting and a country visit to Croatia were planned after the renewal. 

 

4. Activities and main findings 

 

Country visits 

 

The Group has carried out seven country visits since November 2018, and the aim would be to 

eventually visit all EU Member States. 

 

The exact dates of the country visits were the following: 

 Bucharest, Romania: 19-20 November 2018 

 Warsaw, Poland: 3-4 December 2018 

 Budapest, Hungary: 29-30 April 2019 

 Paris, France: 28-29 May 2019 

 Vienna, Austria: 3-4 June 2019 

 Sofia, Bulgaria: 10-11 October 2019 

 Rome, Italy: 5-6 December 2019 

 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic the following countries visits were suspended until further notice:  

 Berlin and Dresden, Germany: 30 March 2020 – 1 April 2020 

 Prague, Czech Republic: 4-5 May 2020 

 Copenhagen, Denmark: 28-29 May 2020 
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During the country visits, the main interlocutors of the FRRL delegation (six members) – in line with 

the EESC's mandate, were representatives of organised civil society in the Member States: employers, 

workers and a broad range of other organisations, including media and legal professions to allow them 

to express themselves in a European context. The FRRL Group has sought to meet a diverse and 

representative panel of national CSOs, as well as independent national human rights institutions. The 

FRRL Group has always met the authorities of the visited countries before and during the country visit 

and has offered them to have their observations on the country report published along with it. The 

views put forward in the country reports have been the views of the representatives of organised civil 

society − they have not been an expression of the views of EESC members or the EESC. The 

identification of organisations to meet during the country visits has been based on input from EESC 

members of the concerned country, input from relevant Brussels-based CSOs (and potentially other 

actors like academics, think tanks), and other EU interlocutors working on the concerned country and 

recommendations from local CSOs, as well as desk research. The group has adopted a set of 

guidelines for its organisation of country visits. Please find enclosed. 

 

The topics for the discussions during the country visits have always been the same in order to ensure 

equality and a relative comparability between countries: 

 

 Freedom of association and freedom of assembly 

 Freedom of expression and freedom of the media 

 Non-discrimination and the protection of minorities 

 Rule of law: independence of the judiciary, legal certainty, etc. 

 Social partners' specific issues in relation to FRRL 

 

During the country visits, the Group has observed significant differences between countries in the 

nature and seriousness of challenges to fundamental rights and the rule of law. These range from 

challenges that might only raise concern to systemic threats. However, the Group has not been aiming 

to single out specific country situations and, instead, highlights trends in the EU developing in specific 

national contexts. Bringing together the views of organised civil society and the observations of 

national authorities, the FRRL Group has sought to highlight possible differences in interpreting 

developments. This has been intended as a contribution to a constructive dialogue. 
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Conference and report 

 

An interim report on the themes explored and a compilation of the findings of the first five visits was 

released ahead of the high-level conference "Fundamental Rights and the Rule of Law: Trends in the 

EU from a civil society perspective", organised by the Committee in Brussels on 5 November 2019.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Conference also provided an opportunity to hear the viewpoints of key EU institutions' 

representatives on matters related to fundamental rights and the rule of law. Among the speakers were: 

 Ms Malin Brännkärr, Secretary of State in the Ministry of Justice, representing the Finnish EU 

Presidency 

 Mr Juan Fernando López Aguilar, Chair of the European Parliament Committee for Civil 

Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs (LIBE) 

 Ambassador Zoltán Taubner, Head of Council of Europe Liaison Office to the European 

Union 

 Ms Tiina Astola, European Commission Director-General for Justice and Consumers  

 

On 22 June 2020, a new synthesis report2 was published on national developments in the area of 

fundamental rights and the rule of law from a civil society perspective, recapping the main findings 

from the first seven country visits. 

 

                                                      
2 EESC, Fundamental Rights and the Rule of Law, National developments from a civil society perspective, 2018-2019, June 2020, 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/files/qe-02-20-156-en-n.pdf  

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/files/qe-02-20-156-en-n.pdf
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/files/qe-02-20-156-en-n.pdf
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Opinions and hearings 

 

The FRRL Group was created as a transversal group within the EESC, which has allowed it to foster 

the adoption of several opinions under various sections. Opinion SOC/627 "Further strengthening the 

Rule of Law within the Union"3 adopted in June 2019 fed into the July 2019 European Commission 

Communication on "Strengthening the rule of law within the Union – A blueprint for action"4. Several 

ideas put forward by the opinion − notably the creation of a stakeholders' forum and the creation of a 

communication strategy − were mentioned in the European Commission Communication.  

 

Other opinions have shown the relevance of fundamental rights and the rule of law from a socio-

economic perspective. SOC/598, the Union's budget and the rule of law favouring economic corrective 

measures for lack of respect for the rule of law was adopted in October 2018. NAT/771 adopted in 

December 2019 focused on "Populism and fundamental rights – suburban and rural areas"5, while 

ECO/511 to be adopted in September 2020 will highlight "the rule of law and its impact on economic 

growth"6. 

 

 

Two hearings were organised in conjunction with these opinions. The 11 July 2019 public hearing for 

the NAT/771 opinion7 highlighted the socio-economic causes of the rise of populism in suburban and 

rural areas and why populism seems to have taken root in these areas. A high level conference would 

be organised in the framework of the ECO/511 opinion on 8 September 2020 with the presence of 

Commissioner for Justice Didier Reynders as well as top representatives of social partner 

organisations who would discuss the contribution of the rule of law to sustainable economic growth in 

Europe. 

 

                                                      
3

 EESC, Further strengthening the Rule of Law within the Union. State of play and possible next steps (Communication), adopted on 

19 June 2019, https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/further-strengthening-rule-law-

within-union-state-play-and-possible-next-steps-communication  

4
 European Commission, Communication "Strengthening the rule of law within the Union", 17 July 2019, https://eur-

lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM%3A2019%3A343%3AFIN  

5
 EESC, Populism and fundamental rights – suburban and rural areas (own-initiative opinion), adopted on 11 December 2019, 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/populism-and-fundamental-rights-suburban-and-

rural-areas-own-initiative-opinion  

6
 EESC, The rule of law and its impact on economic growth, to be adopted on 16-17 September 2020, 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/rule-law-and-its-impact-economic-growth  

7
 EESC, Populism and fundamental rights - suburban and rural areas, Public hearing, 11 July 2019, 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/populism-and-fundamental-rights-suburban-and-rural-areas  

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/further-strengthening-rule-law-within-union-state-play-and-possible-next-steps-communication
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/further-strengthening-rule-law-within-union-state-play-and-possible-next-steps-communication
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM%3A2019%3A343%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM%3A2019%3A343%3AFIN
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/populism-and-fundamental-rights-suburban-and-rural-areas-own-initiative-opinion
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/populism-and-fundamental-rights-suburban-and-rural-areas-own-initiative-opinion
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/rule-law-and-its-impact-economic-growth
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/populism-and-fundamental-rights-suburban-and-rural-areas
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Another ongoing opinion is the exploratory opinion SOC/643 "Public service principles for stability of 

democracy". The planned opinion SOC/635 "Securing media freedom and diversity in Europe" on 

media freedom had to be postponed due to the COVID-19 health crisis. Two other opinions closely 

related to the work of the Group were SOC/599 "The Justice, Rights and Values Fund" and SOC/605 

"Resilient Democracy through a strong and diverse civil society", both with hearings on these topics. 

 

Cooperation and communication 

 

The FRRL Group has worked to increase in-house cooperation on Fundamental Rights and the Rule of 

Law issues, and the President has visited all sections and the CCMI to explain the work of the Group 

and highlight the opportunities for cooperation. 

  

The FRRL Group has developed cooperation with all relevant stakeholders in the area of fundamental 

rights and the rule of law. In addition to country visits where the main interlocutors were national civil 

society organisations, the FRRL Group has established regular contact with the main European CSO 

networks, and organised two brainstorming session (on 5 July and 1 October 2019) to discuss how to 

give a stronger role to the civil society in the EU response to fundamental rights and rule of law 

challenges. The FRRL Group also had regular exchanges with the European Network of National 

Human Rights Institutions, the EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), and the Council of Europe. 

Regular meetings were held between the Presidency of the FRRL Group and high level officials from 

the European Commission, Members of the European Parliament, Member States and the Committee 

of the Region, in particular to discuss the creation of a stakeholders' forum as proposed in opinion 

SOC/627. The FRRL Group has submitted a concrete proposal for such a forum to the European 

Commission.  

 

The FRRL Group has also worked to improve communication on FRRL issues. In connection with the 

release of its report on national developments in the area of fundamental rights and the rule of law, the 

Group released promotional videos, and it has developed a proposal for an improved visibility of 

fundamental rights and the rule of law on the EESC website.  

 

5. Evaluation 

 

The FRRL Group has met its objectives by helping to contribute to a more active role of the EU, 

including the EESC in the promotion of fundamental rights and the rule of law. Through its opinions, 

hearings and conference, it has helped influencing the position of the Commission, which have 

expressed support for EESC ideas. Furthermore, the EESC has helped raising awareness and early 

warning on situations that merit closer attention though its country visits. It has also enabled debate at 

national level by organising hearings locally and encouraging all parts of civil society, including social 

partners, to discuss these topics with the EESC during its country visits. The EESC's additional efforts 

in this field has resulted in invitations to participate in more events, among others by the Fundamental 

Rights Agency. 

 

6. Future work  

 

During the upcoming mandate, the FRRL Group would continue the work started in the current 

mandate. Country visits would continue, until every Member State have been visited. In addition to 

individual country reports, the Group would publish interim synthesis reports. It would continue 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/files/qe-02-20-156-en-n.pdf
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issuing opinions across sections and organise hearings and conferences, and work towards an 

increased role for civil society on all issues related to fundamental rights and the rule of law. 

Furthermore, the Group would develop its web presence in order to foster transparency and interaction 

on its work. The Group would continue developing links with all stakeholders, including through the 

organisation of an annual conference which could be the basis for a future more ambitious 

stakeholders' forum to be organised with other EU institutions. In order to continue its contribution to 

the spreading of a "culture of the rule of law", called for in its opinion SOC/627, the Group has the 

objective of developing trainings to raise awareness among EESC members and to allow them to 

organise their own training sessions within their organisations ("going local" activities). A new work 

programme would be adopted in the new mandate. 
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Annex 

 

List of members of the FRRL Group 

 

Members: Country: Group: 

ĀBELTIŅA Ariadna Latvia Workers' Group 

ADAMCZYK Andrzej Poland Workers' Group 

AHTELA Jukka  Finland Employers' Group 

BÄUMLER Christian Germany Workers' Group 

COUMONT Raymond Belgium Workers' Group 

DASSIS Georges Greece Workers' Group 

DE FELIPE LEHTONEN Helena Spain Employers' Group 

DRESZER-SMALEC Karolina Poland Diversity Europe Group 

KOMORÓCZKI István Hungary Employers' Group 
*Member of the FRRRL Group since 1 February 2020 

LADEFOGE Anders Denmark Employers' Group 

SHARMA Madi United Kingdom Employers' Group 
*Member of the FRRRL Group until 31 January 2020 

MANOLIU Mihai Romania Employers' Group 

MAREELS Daniel Belgium Employers' Group 

MOOS Christian Germany Diversity Europe Group 

MORENO DÍAZ José Antonio Spain Workers' Group 

PEZZINI Antonello Italy Employers' Group 

RIZZO Benjamin Malta Diversity Europe Group 

ŠKRABALO Marina Croatia Diversity Europe Group 

TOPOLÁNSZKY Ákos Hungary Diversity Europe Group 

TRANTINA Pavel Czech Republic Diversity Europe Group 

WESTERLUND Ulrika Sweden Diversity Europe Group 

YILDIRIM Ozlem France Workers' Group 
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