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Introduction 

 

The European Committee on Democracy and Governance, under its terms of reference 

2018-2019, is tasked with steering “the Council of Europe’s intergovernmental work in 

the field of democracy and democratic governance and advise the Committee of 

Ministers in its field of competence, taking due account of relevant transversal 

perspectives. The overall aim of the CDDG is to contribute to strengthening democratic 

institutions, public administration reform, decentralisation, good governance, in 

particular participation, public ethics, and e-governance, e-democracy and e-voting, at 

all levels.” In doing so, the Committee shall have “regard to the Secretary General’s 

reports on the State of Democracy, Human Rights and the Rule of Law”.  

 

On 18 May 2018, the Secretary General of the Council of Europe, Mr Thorbjørn Jagland, 

presented his fifth annual report on the state of democracy, human rights and the rule of 

law in Europe. This fifth report deals with the “Role of Institutions, Threats to 

Institutions”. 

 

In line with previous editions, the fifth report looks at the key building blocks of 

democratic security: efficient, impartial and independent judiciaries; freedom of 

expression; freedom of assembly and freedom of association; democratic institutions; 

and inclusive societies.  The report finds many good examples of Council of Europe 

member states carrying out reforms in line with their obligations and to the direct benefit 

of their citizens. 

 

In his introduction, the Secretary General underlines that it also brings into sharp relief 

the challenges facing the Council of Europe and its member states. Whilst human rights, 

democracy and the rule of law depend on the institutions that give them form, the report 

finds nascent trends of attempts to subvert checks and balances on power while there 

have also been “attempts to undermine institutions at the European level, namely the 

Council of Europe and the European Court of Human Rights themselves, and at the level 

of member states”. 

 

In relation to democratic institutions, the report’s findings state that “there is an 

increasingly aggressive use of technology to influence electoral processes and outcomes 

and which threatens to undermine public trust in the electoral system. … Corruption – 

sometimes pervasive – continues to be a problem and member states’ compliance with 

the Council of Europe’s Group of States against Corruption (GRECO) recommendations is 

slowing down.”  
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The report further provides a series of recommendations in the light of this year’s 

findings to which the Council of Europe, with its member states, should pay special 

attention. These include, among others, to: 

- “step up the implementation of the recommendations set out in GRECO’s 

evaluation rounds and its compliance reports;” and to 

- “protect the integrity of the democratic process by identifying and implementing 

effective responses to multiple threats that interfere with our electoral processes 

and manipulate voter behaviour, notably through the use of technologies and 

social media;”. 

 

It presents proposals for action in relation also to new challenges “stemming in particular 

from the effect of rapid advances of technology on democratic institutions and human 

rights.” Among the topics that will require particular attention in the future it lists “Abuse 

of data, misuse of the internet, ethical and legal challenges related to bioethics and 

artificial intelligence”. 

 

In relation to the CDDG’s terms of reference and the functioning of democratic 

institutions, the introduction to Chapter 4 of the Secretary General’s 2018 report on 

“Democratic Institutions” (appended hereto) specifies that it will focus on: 

- “the capacity of Council of Europe member states to hold free and fair elections 

and the functioning of their democratic institutions.”. 

In relation to decentralisation and good governance, it: 

- “confirms the trends identified in the previous reports and strongly urges member 

states to respond to the recommendations already made”, including 

- “the need to fully implement their commitments under the European Charter of 

Local Self-Government (ETS No. 122), notably with regard to the allocation of 

financial resources corresponding to the share of responsibilities.” 

 

It further underlines that “To continue enjoying legitimacy and credibility in the eyes of 

the electorate, democratic institutions must comply with ethical standards and be free 

from corruption” and stresses that “Stepping up the fight against corruption and 

restoring trust in the transparency, efficiency and effectiveness of democratic institutions 

must be a priority for all European democracies, as well as for European institutions.” 

(p.65). 

 

The Committee is invited to examine the relevant sections and to hold an exchange on 

current issues and challenges for democratic society as outlined in the Secretary 

General’s report and how these relate to the CDDG’s terms of reference and the 12 

Principles of Good Democratic Governance. 

 

Action required 

 

The CDDG is requested to take note of the information presented in the Report by the 

Secretary General on the state of democracy, human rights and the rule of law in 

Europe: “Role of Institutions, Threats to Institutions” and to hold an exchange on its 

implications for the CDDG’s work now as well as in the future. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Chapter 4 of the 2018 edition of the Secretary General’s report on the State of 

Democracy, Human Rights and Rule of Law  
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