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Introduction — President’s opening remarks

The third meeting of the ad hoc Committee of the Bureau of the Council of Europe’s Parliamentary Assembly
on the New Democratic Pact took place on 20 November 2025 in Chisindu, Republic of Moldova.? The meeting
focused on a critical dimension of democratic resilience: safeguarding democracy against foreign interference
in electoral processes. Building on the earlier meeting of the ad hoc Committee, which addressed the impact
of the European Court of Human Rights’ judgments on freedom of expression, assembly and association, and
examined how political parties could serve as the first line of defence against democratic backsliding, the ad
hoc Committee pursued its work under the New Democratic Pact for Europe by addressing another essential
dimension of democratic backsliding: foreign interference in electoral processes.

Welcoming the Secretary General of the Council of Europe, Mr Alain Berset, the President of the Parliamentary
Assembly, Theodoros Rousopoulos, underlined the importance of the Secretary General’s initiative to renew
democracy. Recalling the words of the Secretary General at the opening of the World Forum for Democracy
on 5 November — that member States may have stronger armies but weaker democracies — the Chair stressed
the Assembly’s ad hoc Committee’s commitment to promoting the Pact across member States, particularly
through its parliamentary dimension and its 70 members, who reflect the entire spectrum of the Assembly’s
work, encompassing all political perspectives and geographical regions of Europe. President Rousopoulos
concluded his opening remarks by stressing the necessity of translating the Pact into tangible outcomes and
concrete proposals, including through the series of thematic meetings the ad hoc Committee would convene,
thus supporting the Pact in achieving its overarching goal: the renewal of democracy.

The New Democratic Pact for Europe® — Exchange of views with Alain Berset, Secretary General of the
Council of Europe

Intervention of the Secretary General

Secretary General Alain Berset highlighted the pressing challenges facing European democracies, noting that
despite decades of optimism following historical milestones such as the fall of the Berlin Wall and post-war
recovery in the Western Balkans, the current landscape is marked by successive crises: financial instability,
social inequality, climate change, and notably, the ongoing conflict in Ukraine since 2014. Regarding Ukraine,
he recalled that among the outcomes of the Reykjavik Summit was the creation of the Register of Damage,
which is the first step towards a mechanism that will ensure justice and compensation for Ukraine and its
people.*

1 These proceedings were declassified by the Ad Hoc Committee on 11 December 2025.

2 Agenda: https://rm.coe.int/as-bur-ah-ndp-2025-0j03rev-revised-agenda-chisinau-20-november-2025/48802968b5.
Concept note: https://rm.coe.int/ahcndpe-20-november-2025-meeting-concept-note/48802968b8. PACE and the New
Democratic Pact for Europe: https://pace.coe.int/en/pages/ad-hoc-committee-on-the-new-democratic-pact.

3 Text of the Pact: www.coe.int/en/web/secretary-general/report-2025.

4 Reykjavik Summit, www.coe.int/en/web/portal/fourth-council-of-europe-summit. Register of Damages,
www.rd4u.coe.int/en.
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The Secretary General underscored the compounded pressures on democratic institutions, with emerging
threats from digital technologies such as artificial intelligence, which facilitates misinformation and deepfake
content that could soon erode the public’s ability to discern truth.

Mr Berset detailed the Council of Europe’s comprehensive involvement across its various bodies, including
the Venice Commission, which contributes to strengthening democracy. He further underlined the Council of
Europe’s conventional framework, including recent conventions open to signature, such as the Convention for
the Protection of the Profession of Lawyer.5

He introduced the initiative for a prospective new convention targeting disinformation and foreign interference,
which emerged from high-level discussions at the European Political Community summit in Tirana. He noted
that this initiative represents a proactive step towards coordinated responses to hybrid threats, emphasising
legal frameworks and co-operation amongst member States.

The Secretary General stressed the indispensable role of national parliaments, represented by the Assembly’s
46 delegations and 306 parliamentarians, as the “first line of defence” in advancing democratic security
domestically. He concluded by reaffirming his commitment to strengthen co-operation with the Parliamentary
Assembly to translate these strategies into tangible outcomes.

Debate
During their exchange with the Secretary General, committee members raised the following issues:

e the importance of avoiding undue restrictions on freedom of expression under the pretext of combating
disinformation;

e the risk of qualifying any political statement as interference, thereby deterring freedom of expression
and speech, and the consequent necessity to define clearly what constitutes interference, including
foreign interference;

o the necessity to address the political pressure faced by the judiciary in Europe, including the protection
of courts’ and judges’ independence, the separation of powers, and judicial impartiality against political
interference;

e the complexity of engaging young people in democracy, given widespread scepticism about political
leadership among youth, and the critical role that local governance and youth participation play in
fostering democratic inclusion;

o the challenges posed by extremist narratives glorifying the past and the alienation of young people
from democracy, emphasising the importance of youth inclusion in democratic renewal and addressing
the root causes of such disillusionment;

e the importance of engaging in debates on political platforms’ content during electoral campaigns,
including discussions about the social rights citizens seek on a daily basis — such as housing and a
minimum wage — and promoting bottom-up decision-making.

In his responses, the Secretary General emphasised, inter alia, the importance of addressing the root causes
of youth disillusionment. For democratic renewal and institutional stability, he underlined the significance of
having a strong Rule of Law system. Mr Berset recalled the importance of the Congress of Local and Regional
Authorities and local government bodies in addressing the issues facing young people and where positive
consequences can be observed.

Regarding the independence of the judiciary, the Secretary General recalled the pressures exerted on the
European Court of Human Rights and on national courts, and stressed the necessity to protect the
independence and impartiality of courts overall, including through the support of Council of Europe institutions
such as the Venice Commission.

Regarding the very foundations of Europe’s democratic societies, the Secretary General acknowledged
existing threats, revealing deeper structural vulnerabilities in European societies marked by inequality, poverty,
social exclusion and democratic fatigue, all of which facilitate manipulation from both inside and outside

5 www.coe.int/en/web/portal/-/council-of-europe-adopts-international-convention-on-protecting-lawyers.
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member States. Resilient democracies, he emphasised, require strengthening not only institutions but also the
social foundations on which they stand. Access to quality public services, equal opportunities, and strong
labour and social rights are not secondary issues but preconditions for democratic security, he added.

Regarding fundamental freedoms and media pluralism, the Secretary General recalled the importance of
protecting journalists regardless of their origin and stressed the pressures exerted on such freedoms and
pluralism — in particular freedom of expression — by some governments and autocratic regimes through
censorship and political influence. Whilst ill-intentioned actors use misinformation and disinformation as a
pretext to impose unacceptable limitations on freedom of speech, digital platforms manipulate content through
algorithms. Mr Berset insisted on the necessity of addressing both problems with equal determination. He
added that whilst restrictions to fundamental freedoms are possible, such restrictions must be grounded in law
and compliant with the European Convention on Human Rights and the relevant case law of the European
Court of Human Rights.

Regarding political pluralism, the Secretary General recalled that protecting democracy also means protecting
the opposition and diverging positions.® The Secretary General concluded by stressing that a meaningful New
Democratic Pact must integrate social justice, equality and inclusive participation. He underlined that
democracy is indivisible: political and social rights either stand together or erode together.

Hearing and exchange of views on “Safeguarding Democracy: Elections and Foreign Interference”

Mr Martin Kuijer, Vice-President of the Venice Commission of the Council of Europe,
member in respect of the Netherlands

Mr Kuijer underlined that electoral processes had become a particular vulnerability of democracy, as autocratic
tendencies can infiltrate systems through regular elections and then use a claimed democratic mandate to
weaken constitutional checks and balances. He recalled that the Venice Commission’s country-specific work
demonstrates how a winner-takes-all approach and a narrow understanding of majoritarian democracy place
democratic institutions at risk. In this context, and on the occasion of its 35" anniversary, Mr Kuijer informed
the Committee that the Venice Commission was updating its Rule of Law Checklist to respond to these evolving
challenges.”

He noted that since the adoption of the Code of Good Practice in Electoral Matters in 2002,8 electoral
processes and their vulnerabilities had changed profoundly, particularly due to foreign interference through
digital means such as information disorders, cyberattacks, illicit financing and manipulation of the information
space. The Venice Commission’s work on digital technologies had identified foreign intervention in elections
as a serious threat to public confidence and had called for international regulations and institutional capacities
to be adapted to the new technological context. Mr Kuijer added that an interpretative declaration to the Code
focuses on safeguarding free and equal suffrage in the digital environment, stressing that voters’ freedom to
form an opinion is undermined by online misinformation, and that equal suffrage would require fair media
access and transparent political financing.

Mr Kuijer emphasised that media failures to provide impartial information and opaque digital political
advertising were frequent weaknesses, and that foreign money and influence in campaign financing demanded
effective regulation, including transparency of online activities, possible spending limits and even bans on
certain forms of paid political advertising on social media. He added that safeguarding electoral integrity
therefore required three key measures: robust legal frameworks, strong and independent institutions (notably

6 See in this respect Report on the role of the opposition in a democratic Parliament, adopted by the Venice Commission,
at its 84" Plenary Session (Venice 15-16 October 2010), www.coe.int/en/web/venice-commission/-/cdl-ad-2010-025-¢.

7 Adopted by the Venice Commission at its 106" Plenary Session (Venice, 11-12 March 2016), endorsed by the
Ministers’ Deputies at the 1263 Meeting (6-7 September 2016), endorsed by the Congress of Local and Regional
Authorities of the Council of Europe at its 315t Session (19-21 October 2016), endorsed by the Parliamentary Assembly
of the Council of Europe on at its 4™ part Session (11 October 2017),
www.venice.coe.int/images/SITE%20IMAGES/Publications/Rule_of Law_Check List.pdf. Adoption of the Rule of Law
Checklist: Update (ref. 1210/2024) foreseen at the 12-13 December 2025 Plenary Session of the Venice Commission.

8 www.coe.int/en/web/venice-commission/-/opinion-190.
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election management bodies) and enhanced cross-border co-operation amongst national authorities,
international organisations and election observers.

Mr Kuijer further highlighted an urgent report on the cancellation of election results by constitutional courts,® in
which the Venice Commission stressed that effective judicial safeguards and clear, proportionate rules are
essential to address digital disinformation and foreign interference in electoral disputes. He underlined that
procedural guarantees — including the right to present evidence, to a fair and public hearing and to appeal —
were of particular importance where irregularities stem from information disorders and foreign interference. He
warned that democratic backsliding could arise both from foreign manipulation and from disproportionate
measures ostensibly adopted to protect electoral integrity, and that protecting elections could not come at the
expense of democracy, human rights and the Rule of Law. Finally, he informed the ad hoc Committee of
ongoing work by the Venice Commission to map legislation on foreign influence and interference and to
develop further activities on foreign interference and elections within the framework of the New Democratic
Pact for Europe.1°

Ms Angelica Caraman, President of the Central Electoral Commission of the Republic of
Moldovat!

Ms Caraman shared practical insights from the Republic of Moldova’s electoral experience, particularly the
parliamentary elections held on 28 September 2025, which took place under intense pressure from hybrid
threats, notably Russian interference manifested through economic coercion, political capture, disinformation
campaigns and cyberattacks targeting electoral infrastructure.

She described Moldova’s institutional readiness, built over years, including strengthened legal frameworks,
party finance controls, improved cybersecurity and strategic real-time communication measures. Civil society,
domestic observers, investigative journalists and an active diaspora functioned as crucial oversight elements,
mitigating manipulation efforts and reinforcing electoral confidence.

Ms Caraman underlined the essential role of election monitoring bodies in addressing new challenges such as
extremist content amplification through social media algorithms. She stressed the need for empowered
electoral commissions with adequate resources and legal authority to respond effectively during sensitive
campaign periods. Ms Caraman finally emphasised the importance of educating citizens about social media
content.

Mr Chris Said (Malta, EPP/CD), Chairperson of the ad hoc committee for the observation of
the parliamentary elections in the Republic of Moldova (28 September 2025) and member
of the Parliamentary Alliance for Free and Fair Elections??

Mr Said introduced the exchange of views by recalling the presentations of Mr Kuijer and Ms Caraman, which
highlighted respectively the applicable legal standards and the practical challenges of organising elections
under pressure. He underlined that the Republic of Moldova was not simply holding elections, but resisting a
sustained hybrid campaign of external interference.

He reported that, according to the election observation, Russia’s interference operated along three main
vectors: economic and energy pressure to weaken the government and fuel discontent; political capture
through illicit funding, proxy parties and oligarchic networks; and information and cyber operations, including
coordinated disinformation on social media and numerous cyber incidents targeting state infrastructure and
the Central Electoral Commission. This strategy sought not only to influence the result but also to undermine
public confidence in the fairness of elections in the Republic of Moldova.

9 Issued on 27 January 2025 pursuant to Article 14a of the Venice Commission’s Revised Rules of Procedure Endorsed
by the Venice Commission at its 142" Plenary Session (Venice, 14-15 March 2025), www.coe.int/en/web/venice-
commission/-/opinion-1218.

10 VVenice Commission’s ongoing Study on foreign interference no. 1239/2025, www.coe.int/en/web/venice-
commission/ongoing-opinion-requests.

1 https://pv.cec.md/.
12 See in this respect Doc. 16296, 20/11/2025, Observation of the parliamentary elections in Republic of Moldova

(28 September 2025), report, https://pace.coe.int/en/files/35722.
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Mr Said stressed three pillars of Moldovan resilience. First, institutional readiness: since 2021, and particularly
following the 2024 presidential election and referendum, the Republic of Moldova has strengthened its legal
and operational framework, including tighter party finance rules, improved coordination between the Central
Electoral Commission, security services and law enforcement, enhanced cyber defences and strategic
communications to counter disinformation in real time. This enabled institutions, with international support, to
move from vulnerability to active defence and to safeguard electoral integrity and political stability, with
implications for the wider region and Moldova’s European trajectory.

Secondly, he highlighted whole-of-society oversight, noting the role of domestic observers, investigative
journalists and civil society in exposing malpractice, as well as the mobilising effect of the diaspora, particularly
in EU countries, which acted as a democratic safeguard. Thirdly, he stressed electoral dynamics, indicating
that an externally imposed “Europe versus Russia” framing had transformed the elections into a strategic
choice in which many voters opted for a European path over a return to an oligarchic, externally dependent
system.

At the same time, he acknowledged that resilience entailed dilemmas, pointing to late decisions to disqualify
certain parties and to restrict some voting opportunities, which, whilst motivated by security concerns, raised
issues of legal certainty, proportionality and equal suffrage. He concluded by inviting members to reflect on
appropriate limits to restrictive measures, safeguards against misuse of emergency tools, better integration of
the diaspora, media and civil society into national resilience strategies, and the future role of the Assembly in
setting standards and monitoring foreign interference.

Interventions by Members
Committee members raised the following issues:

e the resilience demonstrated by the authorities of the Republic of Moldova in addressing foreign
interference, and the crucial role of the Central Electoral Commission amongst Moldovan authorities
in tackling such unprecedented interference;

e the importance of international and Council of Europe norms and standards in securing electoral
processes, in particular the Venice Commission’s Code of Good Practice in Electoral Matters and Rule
of Law Checklist;

e the importance of ensuring the security and integrity of electoral processes in member States,
including electoral campaigns themselves, and the need for international funding support to sustain
critical media in difficult environments;

¢ the impact of money in the media landscape on electoral fairness;

e concerns regarding changes to the algorithms of various social media platforms, which distort the
information and its sources as presented to users.

Conclusion
Main outcomes

The meeting reinforced the recognition that safeguarding democracy requires a multifaceted approach,
combining legal frameworks, institutional resilience and comprehensive parliamentary engagement. The ad
hoc Committee underscored the intensifying challenge posed by foreign interference in electoral processes,
amplified by digital technologies and sophisticated hybrid tactics. The ad hoc Committee agreed on the
necessity of addressing these threats within human rights frameworks, ensuring that measures respect
fundamental freedoms such as freedoms of expression and association.

The speakers stressed the importance of robust, adequately resourced election management bodies, judicial
safeguards and cross-sector co-operation, including with private technology actors. The experiences shared
from the Republic of Moldova provided tangible evidence of effective resilience through preparedness and
whole-of-society involvement. The dialogue highlighted the need for clear definitions and principles to avoid
double standards and ensure consistent responses to interference regardless of origin.
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Perspectives and next steps

The participants converged on advancing a Council of Europe-led framework integrating existing conventions
and potentially a new binding convention to tackle disinformation and foreign interference. Strategic priorities
include:

« finalising and disseminating updated Rule of Law standards adapting to technological and political
realities;

» strengthening independent oversight bodies in electoral systems with ample powers and resources;

» promoting early warning mechanisms to detect democratic backsliding and threats on electoral
processes;

» enhancing cross-border and multi-stakeholder co-operation, especially with social media platforms, on
algorithm transparency and the limitation of extremist content;

* ensuring broad parliamentary advocacy and public awareness across member States to fortify
democratic participation and resilience;

» continuing monitoring and reporting to inform policy development, with the ad hoc Committee’s future
meetings and reports laying the groundwork for ongoing concerted action.
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