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Foreword
Dear humanists,
Dear friends,
I wish I could start this foreword on a more positive note but the
current European context is increasingly calling on our vigilance and
action. This year, developments have been particularly worrying for
all democrats across the continent. The uncertainty resulting from
the on-going Brexit negotiations, the arrival to power of far-right
and populist forces in Italy and Austria, the openly anti-migrants
policy of many governments, including now even Belgium, the
continued dismantling of democratic counter-powers in Hungary
and Poland and the rising conservatisms in Romania and Bulgaria: this gloomy context is
increasingly challenging the European project but also the action of humanist movements in
many countries.
Not everything is dark though: Irish citizens have just massively called for their government to
recognise women’s bodily autonomy and the EU Court of Justice has granted freedom of
movement to same-sex couples across the EU. In their respective countries, humanist
organisations have kept doing their fantastic work, offering services, discussing ideas,
supporting critical-thinkers and campaigning for progress, equality and justice. I would like to
thank all EHF members for their energetic work.
At the same time, the EHF has gone through substantial changes this year, with the election of
a new gender-equal Board, a new President and the appointment of a new Director. This
transition has brought renewed energies and competences that will help the EHF to continue
and reinforce its work at the European and international levels. You will find an overview of our
activities in this annual report.
All the forces, whether they come from member organisations, the Board or the staff, will be
needed to face the upcoming political and social challenges. A particularly important one will be
the European elections. At a moment when Europe stands at a turning point in its history,
progressives and democrats cannot afford to lose them.
I am therefore calling for your commitment and support to our action for Europe.

Giulio Ercolessi
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EHF missions and objectives
We work towards the establishment of a framework in which the multitude of worldviews and
life stances present in our societies can co-exist peacefully and people are able to live their lives
to the fullest.
We believe this can achieved via the promotion of secularism throughout Europe and at EU level.
It implies the protection of freedom of religion or belief, including the right not to believe and
the right to change one’s beliefs.
As rights should protect people, not ideas or institutions, we promote freedom of thought and
expression which implies opposition to laws prohibiting blasphemy, mockery or criticism of
religion.
As we believe everyone should be given the same chances in life, we defend the rule of law,
equal treatment and non-discrimination on all grounds (whether ethnic or national origin,
religion and belief, disability, age, gender, sexual orientation, etc.)
One area on which we put particular emphasis is the promotion and protection of women’s
sexual and reproductive health and rights, as these are still very often threatened by religious
arguments stemming from dogmatic views.
How we work:
We use our ethical, legal, political and scientific expertise to encourage change in European and
international public policies when our values are at stake;
We promote individual freedom and reason, rather than dogma, as a basis for decision-making
and oppose the influence of religious conservatism on European policies as it still impedes social
progress in several European countries;
We work in partnership with a large network of organisations, including progressive religious
ones, that share our vision;
We support member organisations based in more than 20 European countries in the challenges
they face at domestic level;
We promote humanist values in general through engagement in education and non-confessional
services such as humanist weddings and funerals, as well as humanist pastoral support or
chaplaincy in hospitals, prisons, etc.
Where we work:
The EHF is recognised as an official partner of the EU under the Article 17 of the Treaty on the
Functioning of the European Union. We are regularly consulted by the EU Commission,
Parliament, Council and the European External Action Service and rotating Council presidencies.
The EHF is also a Member of the Advisory Board of the European Parliament Platform for
Secularism in Politics, the Parliament’s cross-party platform on secularism, and we work closely
with the EU Agency for Fundamental Rights.
We collaborate with the Council of Europe and the OSCE and we are active in the Economic and
Social Council of the UN where we have a consultative status. Our work at the UN is made in
close collaboration with the International Humanist and Ethical Union.
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Advocacy work
PROMOTING WOMEN’S RIGHTS IN EUROPE
Engaging with High Ground, the Alliance for choice and dignity in Europe
This year again, our work towards the protection and promotion of sexual and reproductive
rights (SRHR) was done in collaboration with High Ground that gathers six federations of NGOs
in Brussels and Washington.1
Our concerted action was directed mainly towards the Council of the European Union that
gathers ministers from the 28 EU Member States. Our objective was to look for support amongst
member states to keep advancing women’s SRHR in Europe. In September 2018, the EHF met
with the German permanent representation to the EU that expressed interest in working with
us in order to prepare the German Council Presidency (2020).
The EHF also met the Estonian presidency chair or the Council working group in charge of
fundamental rights and the French permanent representation to the EU. These meetings gave
High Ground and the EHF the opportunity to open a line of communication for future contact.
The EHF also worked hand in hand with
High Ground partners on a resolution
discussed at the European Parliament
about the political developments in Poland
and their impact on fundamental rights. We
successfully managed to make the
European Parliament condemn the Polish
government’s attempts to further restrict
abortion in the country. This resolution
contributed to increase the European and
international pressure and to show
solidarity with women in the country.
Last but not least, we trained members of parliaments at the Council of Europe on the increasing
action of anti-choice groups in Strasbourg, Brussels, Geneva and beyond. About ten MPs
attended our private briefing lunch organised in collaboration with IPPF and EPF in February
2018. This meeting allowed them to hear some expertise about political and legal strategies
used by conservative religious groups to undermine sexual and reproductive rights, LGBTI rights,
freedom of research, the right to die in dignity and the right to divorce.

At the United Nations
In 2017, the EHF brought the issue of sexual and reproductive health and rights on the agenda
of the United Nations Human Rights Council (HRC) on several occasions.
In June 2017, the EHF addressed the 47 Member States of the HRC and urged them to comply
with their human rights obligations by securing women’s sexual and reproductive rights in law

1

HighGround members are Catholics for Choice (CFC) European Humanist Federation (EHF) European Parliamentary
Forum on Population and Development (EPF) European Region of the International LGBTI Association (ILGA-Europe)
European Women’s Lobby (EWL) International Planned Parenthood Federation – European Network (IPPF-EN)
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and practice. The EHF raised the specific cases of Poland, Ireland, Malta and Cyprus where access
to safe and legal abortion was still highly restricted or non-existent at the time.
Ahead of the Global Day of Action for Safe and Legal Access to Abortion, the EHF repeated its
call by taking the floor at the Human Rights Council in September 2017. Beyond mentioning
restrictive laws, the EHF also detailed the obstacles that women meet in practice when they seek
a legal abortion in their country.
At the same session, the EHF’s call was strengthened by a joint statement co-signed by other
285 NGOs denouncing the disastrous effects of the prohibition of abortion in a number of
countries worldwide.

A view of the Human Rights Council Chamber, in Geneva, Switzerland.

This year, the EHF contributed further to the work of the United Nations by engaging with the
Human Rights Committee and its understanding of the “right to life”2. The Human Rights
Committee is the UN body that monitors the implementation of the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), a treaty adopted in 1966 to respect the civil and political rights
of individuals. General Comments are used as the basis for interpreting the obligations of the
signatory countries. They propose guidance to a variety of other actors such as national or
transnational courts as well as political bodies such as the European Parliament or the Council
of Europe.
It was therefore fundamental for the EHF that the guidance provided in these General
Comments reflected a progressive view of the right to life. As opposed to extremist religious
lobbies who want to shape the U.N.’s vision according to the dogmatic positions of their various
denominations, the EHF highlighted the following points in two written contributions: first, that
access to safe and legal abortion and the right to die in dignity were not only compatible with
the right to life, but also deeply necessary to its progressive meaning and implementation;
second, that along with religious minorities, non-believers, humanists, and free-thinkers should
be included in the list of vulnerable people whose right to life is often threatened, set up by the
Committee.
The EHF was successful in its lobbying: originally, the HRC’s comment included the right to
abortion, but there was nothing on euthanasia or the right to die in dignity. Eventually, the
Committee included this fundamental right in its last draft comment.

2

Article 6 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
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DEFENDING NON-BELIEVERS’ RIGHTS AND FREEDOM OF
RELIGION OR BELIEF
This work was implemented in collaboration with the International Humanist and Ethical Union
(IHEU) and targeted several key European and international institutions.
At the international level, the EHF’s action came in support of that of IHEU, and highlighted the
continuous violations of freedom of religion or belief (FORB) worldwide. In June 2017, the EHF
joined IHEU at the United Nations in Geneva to underline several cases where people and human
rights defenders suffered from extreme violence or death for expressing their non-religious
views. Both organisations called on the UN Human Rights Council to promote freedom of religion
or belief, including the freedom not to believe as part of combatting intolerance worldwide.
In September, EHF President Giulio Ercolessi urged OSCE Member States to protect nonbelievers, atheists and free-thinkers from discrimination and persecution, in a meeting of the
OSCE’s Human Dimension Implementation Meeting (HDIM) in Warsaw. The EHF urged them to
pay specific attention to those who seek asylum on the ground of beliefs and who continue to
be discriminated for the same reason once they are sheltered in OSCE countries. He recalled
that ethnicity is no indication of religious affiliation and that the practice of ascribing or
considering individuals that never declared to have joined a religion as a member of it is a breach
to individual dignity and self-determination.
In February 2018, the EHF worked hand in hand with the IHEU and the EU external action service
to reinforce the Guidelines on Freedom of religion or belief (FoRB). These guidelines adopted in
2014 aim at giving EU delegations and representatives some tools to defend FoRB in their
mission countries but have unfortunately been only partially implemented by EU officers. Four
years after contributing to their drafting, the EHF suggested several key recommendations to
ensure their full implementation. Amongst them were regular training sessions for EU
delegations with a strategic focus on non-believers’ rights and the launch of a multilateral
campaign against blasphemy laws worldwide. Training sessions have already been organised.
This year, we also successfully managed to bring the issue of non-believers’ rights in the agenda
of the European Parliament with a major conference in April 2018, organised in the framework
of Article 17 TFEU3. The meeting was opened by Mairead McGuiness, European Parliament VicePresident and Ján Figel’, Special Envoy for the promotion of freedom of religion or belief outside
the EU. In what constitutes an almost unprecedented stance from such high-level EU officials,
they both highlighted the worsening of the situation for non-believers worldwide and stressed
the importance of better including this issue in the EU action on freedom of religion or belief.
They both condemned the existence and use of blasphemy laws that hit non-believers and often
more broadly political dissidents. Ján Figel’ also proposed concrete recommendations to do so,
including paying more attention to non-believers when it comes to helping financially human
rights defenders around the world. Their call in favor of protection of non-believers’ rights was
joined by several Members of the European Parliament who joined the meeting.
The EHF is pleased to see that the important issue of the situation of non-believers worldwide
is increasingly on the agenda of European institutions, thanks to the coordinated efforts of the
EHF and IHEU. All European institutions have had a tendency to privilege discussions on the
situation of Christian minorities worldwide, with little attention on people holding atheistic or
3

Article 17 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU (TFEU) introduced by the Treaty of Lisbon, provides for the
first time, a legal basis for an open, transparent and regular dialogue between the EU institutions and churches,
religious associations, and philosophical and non-confessional organisations.
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humanistic views, those leaving religion (apostates) or those criticizing religious views. The EHF
and IHEU will keep cooperating in raising this fundamental issue at European level and push for
effective EU action in the area.

Besides this advocacy work, the EHF also contributed to conferences on the issue of nonbelievers’ rights. In July 2017, the EHF was invited to a meeting on countering extreme violence
in Bangladesh organised by the European Bangladesh Forum in Brussels. Violations of the right
to freedom of religion or belief and freedom of speech have dramatically increased over the past
few years in Bangladesh. Several atheists and free-thinkers were brutally murdered by Islamist
groups over the year of 2015 and many others either left in exile or stayed at the risk of their
life. These murders have followed a succession of governmental attacks and “blasphemy”-type
prosecutions against those who identify as non-religious or humanist, or those who seek to
criticize political Islam in Bangladesh. In its contribution, the EHF recalled the importance of
secularism as one of the foundations of democracy. It also called on the Bangladeshi government
to do more to protect human rights and its people.
With
support
and
contribution from the EHF,
UAAR organized an event in
Brussels
called
Nonbelievers’ Europe: models
of secularism, individual
statuses, collective rights in
March 2018. The two-day
event, opened in the
European Parliament by
French
MEP
Virginie
Rozière aimed at providing
a comprehensive overview of the status of non-believers in Europe. Throughout the various
panels, experts shared historical, political, legal and practical insights into the ways secularism
and freedom of religion or belief, including the right not to believe, are eroded in many European
countries. The proceedings of the conference will be published in due time.
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OTHER ISSUES
Europe, the rule of law and fundamental rights
At the invitation of First Vice-President Frans Timmermans, the EHF and some of its member
organisations met in June 2017 with the European Commission and the European Parliament to
discuss the future of Europe. Humanists welcomed this opportunity for a High Level dialogue
under Article 17 of the Treaty, which places churches and non-confessional organisations on an
equal footing. The EHF highlighted the multiple threats faced by the European project and urged
Europe to reaffirm and protect its core values grounded in secularism, human rights and the rule
of law. In this perspective, we issued our Humanist Vision for Europe, on the occasion of the 60th
birthday of the Rome Treaties. The core principles of our vision are:
-

Secularism as the best framework for harmonious coexistence of all life stances

-

No concessions on the Rule of Law and Human Rights

-

Education as the backbone of critical thinking and vital for democracy

-

Science as our best chance to address today’s and tomorrow’s challenges

-

Solidarity and humanity at the core of a long-term vision on asylum and migration

-

The EU urgently needs a common political vision

This call was repeated to the rotating Council Presidency in a meeting with Matti Maasikas, the
Estonian Minister for European Union Affairs in Tallinn in August 2017. The EHF raised the issue
of upholding the rule of law within the EU and asked the Presidency to push for a permanent
mechanism to monitor the situation of human rights and democracy in all Member States.

EHF President Giulio Ercolessi and former Director Pierre-Arnaud Perrouty with Matti Maasikas, the Estionian Minister
for European Union Affairs in Tallinn
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The EHF also made other requests including that the Estonian Presidency reaffirm that LGBTI
rights prevail over national constitutions and traditions and to push for the adoption of the
Horizontal Directive to complete the EU anti-discrimination framework.
Another strong call for human rights
was made by EHF President Giulio
Ercolessi at the 8th Congress of the
International Association of Free
Thought in Paris in October 2017.
During his speech, the EHF President
emphasized the importance for all
humanist, secularist, laïque, free
thinker, skeptical, rationalist, etc.
organisations to join forces so as to
achieve a stronger voice in a climate
where both political and religious extremism are rising all across the continent. Among other
elements, he emphasized the need for our organisations to reclaim values that have been hijacked by fundamentalist religious lobbies. These include human dignity, the protection of life,
the protection of families or the promotion of religious freedom, just to name a few.
Migration and asylum seekers
In June 2017, EHF president Giulio Ercolessi took part in the Italian Chamber of Deputies in a
conference called to mark the tenth anniversary of the law granting humanitarian protection to
LGBT asylum seekers in Italy. Giulio Ercolessi stressed the need for migration policies throughout
Europe to take into account the fact that many of the migrants and asylum seekers in Europe –
LGBT persons, but also non-believers, atheists and free-thinkers alike – flee their countries
precisely because of traditionalist and religious persecution or discrimination, and in the name
of the universalistic and secularist principles they deem granted in our countries.
EHF president went on promoting a secular approach to migration policies, rather than an
exclusive focus on “interreligious dialogue”, to ensure that migrants are integrated in a nondiscriminatory way.
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On May 8th, EHF President was invited to take part in Rome in one of the Expert Forums
organised by the ALDE party (European liberals) in view of the drafting of their Manifesto for
next year’s European elections. The Rome Forum was focused on migrations and integration
policies. Giulio Ercolessi reiterated the need to give value and visibility to migrants fleeing from
religious intolerance, also in order to help change the stereotyped views concerning migrations
in the eyes of many European electors, on which much of the populist propaganda is based.
EHF hopes and is more than willing to cooperate with all the other progressive European parties,
too, in order to help provide the strongest possible defence of human rights, secularism and the
rule of law, in view of the threat posed by the populist and nationalist forces in next year
European elections.
Humanism and secularism
On 17 November, the European Humanist
Federation took part in a conference co-organized
with EHF members Associació per a l’Humanisme
and Valencia Laica in Valencia, Spain. This humanist
afternoon was centred around a working meeting
with Spanish organisations sharing the EHF’s values
as well as a conference and public debate with the
title “Humanism and Laicism: a rational, critical,
scientific and ethical vision or life”. At the
conference and public debate following the
meeting, participants were provided with various
insights of what humanism and laicidad mean, thanks to the diverse panel moderated by Raquel
Ortiz, coordinator of Valencia Laica, the regional branch of Europa Laica.
The panel was followed by a debate with a very enthusiastic and outspoken public. Participants
were eager to know more about humanism as an alternative life stance in a society still widely
dominated by the catholic church. Others enquired about secularism as a framework
guaranteeing the separation of state and church and freedom of religion and conscience for all,
both religious and non-religious.

Kaja Bryx, EHF Vice-President speaking at the conference in Valencia
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The mapping project: understanding our
Members better
Following up on the discussions of the 2017 General Assembly, a mapping exercise of EHF
Member Organisations (MOs) was initiated this year.
The main objectives were to foster secretariat’s understanding of members’ priorities and
improve its role as catalyser of information. In the future, mapping results could be used to
foster cooperation between members working on similar issues, encourage transfer of
experience by members that have already worked on a specific issue as well as finding new
synergies and explore new funding opportunities.
The exercise was carried out by using the online survey service Survey Monkey. It was divided
into four main parts:
•
•
•
•

General information about MOs
Main areas of interest and activity of MOs
Outreach capacity of MOs
Humanist Services offered/planned by MOs

Each section consisted of closed and open questions allowing both for quantitative and
qualitative analysis. The first email inviting Member Organisations to fill out the questionnaire
was sent out on 30 October. By early February, 31 Member organisations had filled it out.
After February, efforts were dedicated to analysing results.
First, an overall aggregated overview was drawn up to have insights into the level of response
and identify overall tendencies within the membership on the various issues and activities
contained in the questionnaire.
Following this first step, we focused our efforts on extracting information from the overall
results and creating Member Organisation overview documents allowing one to familiarize
themselves with each MO in just a few minutes. Such documents comprise all the information
that a member organisation provided via the survey questionnaire.
Finally, and this work is still on-going, a deeper qualitative analysis will concern the priorities of
member organisations , their outreach capacities and preferred outreach channels as well as
their involvement and plans for developing humanist services. This work will allow the definition
of next steps and ways to cater for the objectives described above.

Secularity Index project
The European secularity index (ESI) is a project aiming at
developing a yearly assessment of the level of secularity of the
institutions of European countries. The index is foreseen to
serve as support for the EHF’s advocacy by deepening the
organisation’s knowledge in its key domains of expertise and by
offering a very useful communication tool that can be easily
taken up by the press and decision-makers. Since November,
the EHF Working group dedicated to this project is chaired by
Michael Bauer, EHF Vice-President.
In this domain, the 2017-2018 period was dedicated to taking up and operationalizing the work
carried out by a smaller subset of members. Members of a set of piloting countries (DE, IT, NL,
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PL, RO) held a series of meetings dedicated to assessing how the methodology developed in the
previous years could be implemented in practice. Conceptual and practical issues were
thoroughly discussed. These include:









the foreseen use of the index and the form of the final product,
the required robustness of the index,
the way to address special cases (e.g. federal countries),
the way to address when practice is different from what the law prescribes,
processes for gathering information from MOs,
the way to ensure coherence of MO assessments
the way to cater for the many unique cases present in different countries
overall implementation in a way that MOs can effectively provide the required input

Following a first meeting, it was agreed that the content of the methodology (i.e. what criteria
should be assessed against what conditions) should be reviewed in order to ensure that the pilot
would bring useable feedback and results.
While the working group made progress in this review process, certain elements were identified
that made the successful implementation of the methodology in its current form unlikely or
difficult. It was therefore agreed that the way input shall be asked from members would have
to be modified in order to allow easier data gathering from MOs and in order to allow for easier
evolution of the methodology over time.
A first proposal is being assessed while the staff agreed to reach out to other organisations
having carried out similar exercises to learn from their experiences. The Working Group hopes
to be able to launch a pilot project in the second half of the year.

Communication: new website and strategy
On 18 October 2017, the EHF launched its new website together with a refreshed visual identity,
the main elements of which had already been presented at the 2017 GA. Following that, and as
part of the preparations for putting together of the draft strategic plan, staff reflection on the
EHF’s communication was developed.
While a final communication strategy is still to be drafted once the strategic plan is finalised,
communication was already stepped up in order to promote three main types of content:
1. News about the EHF’s achievements
2. News about Member Organisations’ achievements
3. More general news related to humanist issues.
The processes allowing for the best articulation of work on the second and third points are still
to be refined. However, at various occasions, efficient cooperation between an MO and the
secretariat allowed the EHF to serve timely information to the public on key issues.

Various examples of news the EHF could quickly spread thanks to efficient interaction with member organisations
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Another key element for the dissemination of the above types of news was the re-launching of
the EHF’s newsletter based on its modernized visual identity. The bi-monthly newsletter was
sent out to the EHF’s contact list of about 800 people in December, March and May. Their
average opening rate of 36% is 12% higher than the average of the global non-profit sector.
Overall, the following main audiences were targeted:
1.
2.
3.
4.

The general public
Decision-makers
The press
EHF Member Organisations

Increased targeting of specific audiences has been
initiated, notably with a reflection carried out on the
best communication channels and types of content
for each of them. Emphasis has also been put on
reactive communication so as to reach decisionmakers and the press at the moment when a specific
news is hot. The second half of 2018 will be dedicated
to capturing the feedback from these exercises into a
more structured communication plan that will
optimize and bring together the various facets of the
organisations communication, including target
audiences, communication channels and types of
contents.
Finally, the second quarter of 2018 was also
dedicated to preparing the EHF to the entry into force
of the EU’s new General Data Protection Rules.
Concerning communication, one of the main impacts was the need to request all subscribers to
the current newsletter’s mailing list to confirm their subscription. In late May, a few days after
the entry into force of the regulation, roughly 25% of the newsletters’ subscribers had confirmed
their subscriptions. Further e-mailings aiming at raising this number will be sent out throughout
the second half of 2018.

Our members
In 2017, four organisations joined the EHF: Associació per a l’humanisme (Spain), Associazione
Luca Coscioni per la libertà di ricerca scientifica (Italy), Centro Studi Piero Calamandrei (Italy),
Cyprus Humanist Association (Cyprus). The Freidenker-Vereinigung der Schweiz (Switzerland)
went from being associate to full member.
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