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FOREWORD
By EHF President, Giulio Ercolessi

We are living dangerous times. Last year we celebrated the 70 th
anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and yet
human rights, individual liberties, the rule of law, the secular
character of our institutions and the very idea of constitutional
democracy are under attack, in the world and also in our
continent. In many of our countries, civic values and legal
principles that since the end of WWII appeared to be the
undisputable cornerstones of our sense of European historical
identity are challenged, put at risk, disowned or betrayed by
irresponsible politicians and often also by many of our bewildered fellow citizens.
Scientific achievements that have made our lives healthier and safer in the last decades are
called into question; scientific research and its freedom are seen by many as a threat rather
than as the promise of a brighter future for all. Fake news are often taken at face value and
preferred to rational evidence and discussion, serious journalism is in crisis, education to
citizenship lacking in many countries. Religious fundamentalism conspire with the use of
religion traditions as weapons to be brandished against newcomers in the hands of
fearmongers of the worst sort, to undermine a civilisation that is to a large extent a humanist
civilisation – albeit so often lacking self-awareness, contradicted and inconsistent in its
behaviour.
But we humans are often wrong when we try to predict the course of history. Some signs also
suggest that the fascination for authoritarian policies and leaders is slowly coming to the
saturation point.
When writing this report, we do not yet know what the result of the European elections will
be. We will know when we meet in Reykjavik in our annual General Assembly, that this year
coincides with that of our worldwide sister organisation Humanist International. These
elections are important not just per se, or for the EU alone, but also because they will
inevitably set the tune for global democratic trends. Whatever their results, our task will be
increasingly demanding in the year to come.
As we are the main European humanist and secularist organisation, our responsibility is much
larger than our size and means. We must share our efforts more effectively, not only to be
even more successful in our work with the European institutions (EU, CoE, OSCE), but also in
a cooperation that can be extremely important for the advancement of our values in each of
our countries. The more we will be able to interact at every level, the more each of our
member organisations will exploit the opportunities for mutual cooperation and involvement,
the more successful we will be.
The threats and the opportunities we are facing require our greatest joined commitment more
than ever.
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EHF MISSIONS AND OBJECTIVES
We work towards the establishment of a framework in which the many worldviews and life
stances present in our societies can co-exist 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, likewise of any other worldview.
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 nonconfessional 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 Article 17 of the Treaty on
the Functioning of the European Union. We are regularly consulted by EU institutions.
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 cooperation with the International Humanist and Ethical
Union.
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ADVOCACY WORK
This year witnessed an important improvement of our lobbying work that allowed us to
significantly influence the discussions held at the European level and to block most of the
problematic attacks against secularism, as it will be developed below.
EHF’s advocacy work focused on four main issues: contributing to European elections with
solid humanist proposals, standing for the protection of non-believers’ rights, fighting to
protect secularism in the European institutions and feeding the European ethical discussion
on artificial intelligence.

European elections: memorandum for a Humanist Europe
In many countries, European elections are
considered
second-class
elections
and
campaigns often focus on national politics or on
expressing
discontent
towards
one’s
government. However, the outcomes of
European elections are fundamental, as they
will concur, this time more than ever, to set the
tune of democratic trends worldwide and will
shape the composition and the work of the
European Parliament, thereby shaping EU
policies for the five years to come. Furthermore,
while it is Member States’ competence to
nominate European Commissioners, the
European Parliament has its word to say via the consent procedure foreseen in the treaties.
Because the EU is one of EHF’s main partners and because we want its action to fully embrace
its fundamental values and principles – which, as expressed in article 2 of the treaty
establishing the EU, are very much humanist values – the EHF produced a humanist
Memorandum for the European elections making proposals in the following six key policy
domains: rule of law and democracy, civil society, fundamental rights and freedoms, equality
and social justice, academic freedom and technology control and solidarity with the world.
The EHF Manifesto proposes a vision of a more humane EU that finds solutions to overcome
the growing gap between its values and the policies it pursues. A Europe that is truly based on
freedom, equality, solidarity and human dignity. The EHF also drafted a shorter document,
available in several languages. These documents were developed together with our member
organisations which have also greatly helped with the translation work.
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Besides drafting these proposals, we also engaged with our members and invited them to
campaign at national level towards European Parliament’s candidates, using the
Memorandum as a guideline to be adapted according to their own national context.
In the meantime, the EHF President and the Brussels-based staff approached various
European decision-makers, including political parties and groups, so that they endorse our
recommendations for the next legislature.
The EHF held constructive meetings on
this basis with the Secretaries General of
the European Greens (party and group),
the Socialists and Democrats and the
Finland Permanent Representation to
the EU (in the perspective of the
preparatory work of the 2019 Finland
Council Presidency).
Several MEPs and decision-makers from
different groups (ALDE and EPP) also
welcomed our proposals for the next Meeting with European Greens Party's Secretary General Mar
Garcia, 5 December 2018
legislature, as well as the European
Commission. On 1st April 2019, the EHF and several of its member organisations – HVD Bayern
(Germany), EGALE and la Ligue de L’Enseignement (France) – presented EHF
recommendations at the occasion of the seminar “Another take on Europe” organised by the
European Commission and the European Political Strategy Centre
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Defending freedom of thought and non-believers’ rights
At the international level, the EHF’s action came in support of that of Humanists International,
and highlighted the continuous violations of freedom of thought worldwide.

At the United Nations
At the United Nations in Geneva, the EHF
more specifically focused on the case of
non-believer asylum-seekers once they
reach European reception centres.
Indeed, in several European countries (e.g.
Germany, the Netherlands or until recently
the UK), government officers have failed to
correctly assess and understand the lifestances and situation of non-believers who seek asylum. Many of them have not been aware
of the risks that these people (and their relatives) face in their countries of origin and several
cases have stressed the inadequacy of administrative questionnaires to assess claimants’
credibility. Too often, the threats have also continued in arrival centres, and have come from
believing migrants. Given this situation, many atheist and humanist asylum seekers are still
not free to express safely their views once in Europe.
The EHF took the floor at three occasions this year at the United Nations and urged the Human
Rights Council to improve the implementation of asylum procedures on belief grounds in
Europe and beyond. In particular, we urged the Council to improve existing UN Guidelines on
the issue so that they include the need for government officers to train when it comes to
“assessing” atheism and non-belief, but also cater for the effective protection of asylumseekers in arrival centres.

At the OSCE
In September 2018, the EHF highlighted another angle
of freedom of thought, which is the problematic
persistence of blasphemy laws in several European
countries. In September, EHF President Giulio Ercolessi
addressed the 57 OSCE participating States during the
annual Human Dimension Implementation Meeting.
This annual event serves as a platform to take stock of the implementation of OSCE democratic
commitments, discuss associated challenges, share good practices and make
recommendations for further improvement. Giulio Ercolessi delivered a speech on the
importance of safeguarding freedom of speech by repealing blasphemy laws and other similar
laws prohibiting criticism, insult or ridicule of national or other cultural symbols and traditions.
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At EU level
At the EU level, the EHF also successfully put non-believers’ critical situation worldwide on the
agenda, with two main initiatives.
Presentation of the freedom of thought report in the European Parliament
In December 2018, we organized the presentation of the Humanists International (HI)’s
annual Freedom of Thought Report at the European Parliament.

Presentation of the Freedom of Thought Report at the European Parliament

The event was hosted by MEPs Sophie In’t Veld and Virginie Rozière who welcomed a panel
of speakers stemming from very different horizons. Together, they shed light on the many
discriminations that non-believers, free thinkers and humanists face across the world today.
Among the speakers, Bob Churchill, Communications Director at HI and main editor of the
report provided an overview of the many persecutions, discriminations death and jail
sentences endured by many non-believers in a number of countries. He emphasized the 19
countries in the world that brutally repress the expression of humanist values. He called the
attention of the audience on the fact that six countries in the world punish apostasy with
prison sentences and twelve others with death. He added that 71 countries punish blasphemy,
out of which seven with death.
Ján Figel’, EU Special Envoy for the promotion of freedom of religion or belief (FoRB) outside
the EU, reminded the audience that freedom of religion or belief includes the freedom not to
believe or to change one’s religion. He emphasized that in his view instead of entering
confrontation with countries violating FoRB, a more encouraging approach should be adopted
with those where change is already happening.
The highlight of the event however was the testimonies provided by two atheist activists who
fled their countries because of death threats from Islamists .Karrar Hamza Al Asfoor, an Iraqi
atheist activist who manages one of the largest atheist Facebook groups of his country
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explained how he relinquished his faith and how this cost him his entire social life.. After
having fled to Greece, he is now struggling against Islamist attempts to shut down his atheist
Facebook groups. His contribution was complemented by Nacer Amari, a Tunisian human
rights activist, Co-Founder of United Atheists of Europe and Prometheus Europe. Mr. Amari
explained that despite a reputation of being a quite secularized country, there are still
widespread discriminations against non-believers in Tunisia. The panel was concluded by EHF
President Giulio Ercolessi who denounced the paradoxical convergence of populists and
extreme multiculturalists, who, albeit for opposite reasons and with opposite intents, both
come to the conclusion that all those coming to our countries have to remain necessarily
“exotic”, opposite and different from us in their deep cultural “identity”.
EP report on the protection of freedom of religion or belief outside the EU
On the same month, in December, the EHF worked on an important European Parliament
report on the need for the EU to do more to protect people who are mistreated,
discriminated or persecuted for their belief worldwide.
Drafted and supported by religiously-motivated Christian MEPs, the report in its original form
completely excluded any reference to non-believers, atheists, agnostics and free thinkers
targeted worldwide. Furthermore, it completely ignored the work of non-confessional
organisations, and only praised the role of churches, religious communities and faith-based
organisations in a wide range of areas (peace building, fighting radicalisation and
humanitarian work), inviting them to collaborate further with EU institutions.
After a successful and wide mobilisation of several political groups and of key media1 by the
EHF, the report resulted in a text recognizing the freedom not to believe or to leave one’s
religion and the duty of the EU Special Envoy on freedom of religion or belief to speak up for
persecuted atheists and apostates. The report also committed the EU to involving nonconfessional organisations in initiatives related to freedom of religion or belief. On the request
of various MEPs contacted by our Brussels staff, the report also called for a transparent and
comprehensive assessment of the effectiveness and benefit of the position of the EU Special
Envoy on FoRB.

1

Opinion piece, Euractiv, will the European parliament truly stand up for all people persecuted worldwide?, 05
December 2018
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Indeed, this position was created in 2016
after a strong lobbying by the Catholic
Church urging the EU to take a stand against
the persecution of Christian minorities in
the world. Ján Figeľ, the first such Envoy,
former Commissioner, Slovak politician and
convinced Christian, was appointed by
Jean-Claude Juncker at a special ceremony
in the Vatican, in presence of Pope Francis.
The tone was set. Two years on, there had
been no reporting or evaluation of the work
of the EU Special Envoy. The priorities of the
mandate have never been clearly defined
despite several requests by MEPs.

Jan Figel, EU Special Envoy for Freedom of Religion nor Belief and
Pope Francis shaking hands

This is the reason why the adoption of a balanced report in January 2019 asking the EU and
the Special Envoy to pay attention to all communities worldwide, including non-believers, was
welcomed by the EHF. Alas! Our enthusiasm did not last long: for the official press conference
presenting the newly adopted report, only ultra-conservative Christian organisations and
MEPs were invited to speak by the Parliament; those very same who constantly use “freedom
of religion” and “freedom of conscience” to campaign against contraception, legal and safe
abortion, gender equality and LGBTI’s rights. At the same table was sitting Ján Figel’ the EU
Special Envoy on FoRB, which triggered strong reactions from various MEPs denouncing the
obvious biases of his interpretation of the mandate and questioning his ability to promote
EU’s human rights commitments.
The story of the adoption of the report is one of the various examples of rising unhealthy
acquaintances between a number of EU official representatives and the religious right wing.
This problematic relationship relies on a dangerous and twisted discourse on the need to
protect “religious freedom” and Christians “from various discriminations”.
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Fighting the increasing influence of religious groups in EU
legislative process: for a fair implementation of Article 17
According to Article 17 TFEU, the European Union must conduct an “open, transparent and
regular” dialogue with churches/religious groups and non-confessional organisations. The EHF
is the main non-confessional/philosophical partner of EU institutions in this dialogue.

The uneven implementation of article 17
For a long time, we strongly opposed
the
existence
and
the
institutionalization of such a dialogue
(which was mostly a request by the
Vatican). After its creation, we
decided to step in in order to ensure a
fair implementation of the dialogue
between various worldviews and life
stances.
Since 2009, the European Parliament
(EP) has always privileged churches European Parliament Vice President Mairead Mc Guinness with religious
and religious organisations over non- organisations, December 2018
confessional ones, in the number and diversity of events (amongst other things). Mostly
because of the influence of the Vatican’s political lobby – the COMECE –, the ChristianDemocrat majority existing in EU institutions and the personal views of EP Presidents or the
Vice-Presidents in charge of the dialogue (always devote Christians so far). This discriminatory
treatment has been repeatedly criticized by the EHF and several MEPs. This year again, a large
number of sponsored events were organised with religious groups and churches at the
European Parliament, ranging from book presentations and high-level seminars to official
visits by delegations of national churches’.
In December 2018, the European Parliament organised a conference on religions and human
rights. Only churches representatives were invited. The EHF asked to be invited as a
contributor to provide a humanist position on this sensitive issue, but was only proposed to
intervene from the floor. The EHF President made it clear that discussions on the protection
of human rights could not be limited to religious groups only and emphasized that the
positions and views of many churches directly undermine and threaten a number of other
human rights, in particular women’s sexual health, LGBTI’s rights and people’s right to end
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their life in dignity. He also called on EU institutions to show the same determination in
standing up for non-believers threatened worldwide as for Christian minorities2.

Resisting further institutionalization of religious lobbying
Excluding humanist organisations from high-level seminars is one example of the
discriminatory way with which Article 17 dialogue has mostly been implemented by the
European Parliament since 2009. There are other ones. These past months, it became clear
that religious groups are trying to use Article 17 to reinforce their influence on the European
legislative process, with the silent complicity, if not open support, of several top EU officials.
Indeed, in the perspective of the next European Parliament’s term, the EP first Vice President
in charge of Article 17 Mairead McGuinness initiated discussions on how to improve the
dialogue in the future. Various stakeholders were invited to contribute and the EHF had the
opportunity to share its concerns and requests.
We urged the European Parliament to implement Article 17 with equity and fairness and to
stop privileging churches and religious groups. We also asked for more transparency in the
way the dialogue partners are selected (so far, this decision was left at European Parliament’s
discretion). Furthermore, in February 2019, we strongly opposed two highly problematic
proposals made by the Vatican’s lobby (the COMECE), that were:
-

Using Article 17 to organise privileged meetings between churches and rapporteurs in
order to increase religious influence on European laws;
Exporting the Article 17 dialogue to the national level – by using the European
Parliament’s liaisons offices as “lobbying facilitators” for national churches.

The European Parliament first Vice-President surprisingly endorsed these two controversial
proposals and tried to push them through behind the closed doors of a meeting of the EP
Bureau two months later. After the EHF successfully mobilized opposition with MEPs and
media3, it seems that the European Parliament renounced to follow up with the Catholics’
proposals. However, this recommendation of extending churches and religious groups’
influence on the parliamentary work has been on the table for several months and will
certainly remain a hot issue in the next five years to come. The EHF and its partners will remain
vigilant and mobilized to ensure that European politics are not undermined by increasing
attempts to impose a conservative agenda on key fundamental rights.

2

Referring to the great efforts deployed by the European Parliament to get Asia Bibi (a Christian woman out of
jail in Pakistan
3
EHF opinion piece in Euractiv “will the European Parliament resist the institutionalisation of religious lobbying?”
Press release “EHF” urges ep bureau to reject the institutionalization of religious influence on legislative work
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A strong European ethical framework for artificial
intelligence
In 2018 and 2019, the EHF was active in the field of artificial intelligence (AI), contributing to
reinforce the European ethical framework discussed by the European institutions.

European Commission high level meeting on AI
Artificial Intelligence plays a growing role in our daily lives and socio-economic systems, the
race for innovation on a global scale has already begun, and many countries and companies
are heavily investing in this sector of huge economic and strategic potential. Sensing this
trend, the European Commission published in April 2018 a Communication on Artificial
Intelligence for Europe in which it proposes to boost Europe’s competitiveness and
investment in this field, to prepare citizens and businesses for the socio-economic changes
related to AI and to ensure the development of an appropriate ethical and legal framework.
To this end, the European Commission set up a High-Level Expert Group on Artificial
Intelligence and tasked it to elaborate recommendations on future-related policy
development and on ethical, legal and societal issues related to AI, including socio-economic
challenges.
In June 2018, the European Commission consulted non-confessional organisations to hear
their views about AI and ethics.
At this occasion, the EHF and several of its
member organisations highlighted the
need to ensure that future AI applications
do not supersede human decision making
when it comes to autonomy, human
dignity, moral responsibility, justice,
equality, solidarity, democracy, the rule of
law or physical or mental integrity. We
Commission high level meeting on Artificial Intelligence
further emphasised the need to keep European
with Commissioner Andrus Ansip
humans in the centre of decision-making,
both at the individual level as well as at the level of society as a whole. Finally, the EHF also
reminded the Commission to pay specific attention to the risk of AI reproducing or
strengthening existing discriminations. The EHF was also invited to join the European Artificial
Intelligence Alliance, a platform bringing together a diverse set of participants, including
businesses, consumer organisations, trade unions and representatives of civil society bodies
to discuss the future of AI in Europe.

12
Annual report
2018- 2019

Consultation on ethical guidelines for AI
This collaborative and constructive work with the European Commission was pursued over the
months, with another substantive contribution sent in February 2019 as a comment to the
draft ethical guidelines proposed by the High Level Working Expert Group.
One issue on which the EHF put particular emphasis was the need to complement
precautionary considerations and the prevention of AI-related issues with string control
mechanism of the actual functioning of AI applications. We therefore suggested to create a
European Observatory for Artificial Intelligence that would accompany user acceptance,
boost public debate and implement societal control over the risks related to AI.
The EHF repeated its call for an Observatory at the High-level conference at the European
Parliament in March 2019 as part of its regular dialogue with churches and non-confessional
organizations under Article 17 TFEU. EHF Board member and specialist in Cognitive
Engineering and Human Reliability Véronique de Keyser, urged the European institutions to
implement EU decades-long experience in technology-induced risks-management to AI.

The EHF thinks that such an Observatory would allow Europe to embrace AI in a responsible
way, measure its benefits and risks against objective, impartial and widely debated criteria.
Ultimately, it would contribute to reflecting on the kind of society Humanists aspire to nurture:
one based on emancipation and public debate and not one where we are dominated by
market forces, technology and the interests of those that develop them.

Other issues we worked on
Fundamental rights and the rule of law
Fundamental Rights Agency: EHF is part of the Fundamental Rights Platform, a consultative
network to the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, the EU’s centre of
fundamental rights expertise based in Vienna. The Agency organises an annual meeting where
the organisations taking part in the Platform can interact with other civil society organisations,
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EU and Council of Europe’s decision makers, representatives of governments and experts on
human rights. At last year’s meeting in September in Vienna, EHF president Giulio Ercolessi
took part in a number of discussion groups, focusing in particular on freedom of religion or
belief, reception conditions of migrants and the situation of sexual and gender minority
refugeesand in the final general meeting of the Platform member organisations. A wider
participation in the activities of the Platform by EHF member organisations would be very
useful in order to enhance the profile of our Federation and of humanists in Europe, ideally
also in the perspective of a future participation in its elected Advisory Panel.
United Nations: In September 2018 at the UN Human Rights Council, we denounced the
hijacking of human rights vocabulary by conservatives and religious fundamentalists and their
attempts to use humanistic rights as a way to undermine people’s freedoms. Reframing
language is a tactic increasingly used by conservatives and religious fundamentalists to
implant unjust and discriminatory concepts into public policy debates by using words that
seem to represent agreed concepts, but hide another agenda. We insisted on the need to
reclaim freedom of thought, conscience and religion, the right to life as well as marriage,
family and children’s rights that are being increasingly twisted in a reactionary way. We called
upon the Human Rights Council to remind governments of the correct and internationally
agreed definition of these key fundamental rights, in the spirit of the excellent work conducted
by the UN Human Rights Committee on the international interpretation of the “right to life”.
Focus on Hungary: In September 2018, the EHF was also active in the protection of
fundamental rights in Hungary, with a mobilisation on an important vote at the European
Parliament.
Following the adoption of a number of measures by the Hungarian government, geared at
silencing opposition voices in the country in 2017, the European Parliament tasked its Civil
Liberties Committee with the preparation of a report that would initiate the first steps of the
sanction procedure provided for in Article 7 of the Treaty on the European Union. In the days
preceding the vote, the main question was whether the European People‘s Party (EPP), the
European umbrella for centre-right, Christian-democratic national political parties – of which
Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz was a member – would vote in favour of the report or not. Given its
track record in shying away from strong action against its Hungarian member party, the
outcome was far from clear. Civil society in Brussels and in the Member States mobilized in
order to put pressure on EPP MEPs so that they vote for the report or at least abstain or refrain
from voting. The campaign was followed by many NGOs under the hashtag
#VoteYes4Hungary.
Having followed Hungarian Prime-Minister Viktor Orbán’s shift from characterizing his regime
as “illiberal” to a rhetoric claiming the his policies represented “21 st Century Christian
Democracy”, the EHF drafted a call to Christians all over Europe to pressure their MEPs to
raise their voice against Orbán’s regime and vote in favour of the report. The call was
14
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published in the form of an opinion piece in Euractiv, one of the main media outlets followed
by professionals involved in European affairs.
On 12 September, the European Parliament adopted the report with a majority little over 2/3
thanks to substantial support of the European People’s Party. The file was then transferred to
the Council of the European Union in which every EU Member State is represented for further
steps. The EHF will however keep following the file and continue to exert pressure when and
where ever it can be useful.
Universal Rights Declaration: 2018 marked the 70th anniversary of the Universal Human
Rights Declaration. On this subject, at the initiative of our member organisation the Polish
Rationalist Association, EHF president Giulio Ercolessi and vice-president Kaja Bryx took part
on December 8th in a seminar organised at the Collegium Novum of the Jagiellonian University
in Cracow, together with local academics and with the patronage of the European Year of
Cultural Heritage 2018 of the European Union.

Women’s rights, including sexual and reproductive health and
rights
In July 2018, the EHF addressed the United Nations Human
Rights Council and urged Member States to do more to protect
girls’ and women’s rights in Europe and beyond.
The EHF called States to engage into vigorous public action, in the
spirit of the legal tools that were adopted by the international
and European communities, and in particular the Istanbul Convention on preventing and
combating violence against women and domestic violence.
As a brief reminder, the Istanbul Convention addresses a wide range of women’s rights’
violations: stalking, sexual harassment, sexual violence (including rape), physical and
psychological abuse at the hands of intimate partners, forced marriage, female genital
mutilation and forced sterilisation. Further, it asks governments to meet specific standards to
prevent all forms of gender-based violence against women, to protect the victims of such
violence, and to prosecute those who commit the violence.
In 2018, the EHF also shed a light on the status of abortion legislations
across the European Union. Although access to abortion in Europe
appears to be a vested right, in reality, it is nothing of the kind. Attacks
by anti-choice groups, both open and insidious, have been increasing
these past few years. Beyond ideological barriers, the economic crisis
and austerity politics have created new obstacles such as the closure of
abortion clinics, increasing waiting times, and limited resources being
dedicated to information campaigns. Furthermore, abortion is also often
15
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instrumentalised and portrayed as one of the causes of demographic decline and natalist
policies and rhetoric stigmatize women who decide to have an abortion.
Given this complex reality, the EHF joined up with its Belgian member organisation, the Centre
d’Action Laïque and the Abortion Right Platform to create a status report comparing
legislation across the European Union as well as Iceland, Norway and Switzerland.
In January 2019, the EHF reached out to members of the Council of Europe (CoE) in order to
prevent the Alliance Defending Freedom, one of the main anti-women’s rights organisation,
to obtain a participatory status at the Council. In a training that we co-organised with partner
NGOs, we raised awareness of the CoE Parliamentary Assembly members on the extremist
positions of the evangelical organisation on various fundamental rights (same-sex marriage
and adoption, access to safe and legal abortion, right to divorce). The workshop was highly
appreciated by CoE Members and by the rapporteur who was responsible of investigating the
actions of ADF. Because of this constructive mobilisation that triggered a rising pressure on
the Council, ADF decided to withdraw its request.

LGBTI’s rights
In December 2018, EHF President Giulio Ercolessi took part in a panel debate on transnational
issues within the 12th Congress of the Associazione Radicale Certi Diritti, one of the main
Italian LGBTI associations. The panel focused on the discrimination and persecution of LGBTI
people in North Africa, and on the asylum and integration policies in Italy and the EU. In his
contribution, the EHF president pleaded for the building of a wall of separation in defense of
the European democratic “identity”: not one of the kind advocated by Trump or Salvini, but,
on the contrary, one similar to the “wall of separation” between politics and religion
“contemplated with sovereign reverence” by Thomas Jefferson in 1802. Today more than
ever, our plural societies need such a clear separation as the best tool necessary for a fruitful
living together and to facilitate integration and individual freedom for everybody. Not just in
Europe, but also in countries with different cultural and religious traditions. Rather than
building Trump-style walls, Europe should help defend non-conformist thinkers and
discriminated minorities both at home and within the international community.
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WIDENING OUR NETWORK
EHF 2018 General Assembly in Nuremberg
Humanists from all over Europe gathered on 22nd June 2018 in Nuremberg, at the occasion
of the EHF General Assembly.

Participants to the 2018 EHF General Assembly

The General Assembly was followed by the second edition of Humanisten Tag, dedicated this
year to celebrating human rights and the 70th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and organised by EHF member organization Humanistischer Verband
Deutschlands – Bayern (HVD-Bayern). During the opening ceremony, after speeches by Giulio
Ercolessi and Michael Bauer, Heiner Bielefeldt, former UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of
Religion or Belief, held a lecture about the balance between freedom and security.
Over
the
weekend,
Humanisten Tag visitors had
the chance to take part in a
number of presentations,
panel discussions, workshops
and
artistic
happenings
revolving around key issues
relevant for humanists and
progressives and gathering
key local, national and international civil society actors and influencers. EHF member
organisations contributed to the event by sharing best practices from their own countries.

Opening of Humanisten Tag 2018 in Nuremberg
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Civil Society Europe
The EHF is a founding member of Civil Society Europe, a European platform that brings
together 29 European networks of civil society organisations working towards regenerating
the European project around the shared values of Equality, Solidarity, Inclusiveness and
Democracy.
The platform aims at facilitating and enabling horizontal and vertical dialogue between
European civil society organisations (CSOs) and policy-makers and help strengthening CSOs in
their activities and relations with the institutions.
In 2018 - 2019, the EHF took part in a number of collaborations across members of Civil Society
Europe.

Fundamental Rights Colloquium
One of these consisted in mobilizing NGOs ahead of the Annual Fundamental Rights
Colloquium organised by the European Commission on 26 and 27 November. Dedicated to the
topic of “Democracy in the EU”, the Colloquium aimed to reaffirm that democracy is a central
value common to the European Union and all its Member States, and to look at how to renew
democratic engagement within the European Union and the European societies.
Within Civil Society Europe, NGOs joined forces to outline five concrete action points the EU
should follow in order to enhance civic space and create an enabling environment for civil
society organisations to operate. This would in turn allow a fuller realization of fundamental
rights across the Union. The five actions were:






Recognizing and speaking up for civil society,
Securing an enabling space for civil society,
Monitoring, documenting and analysing the situation of civil society,
Protecting civil society from legislative, administrative or financial attacks,
Taking legal action to uphold the role of civil society and countering the shrinking civic
space in which they have to work.

Dozens of organisations signed the statement.

Article 17 partners
As European adogmatic Freemasons organisations are another main “philosophical and non
confessional” partner in the Article 17 dialogue, EHF president Giulio Ercolessi was invited by
the Grand Orient de France to take part last February in Paris in a public conference under the
title “Laïcité: une idée neuve en Europe?”
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European Civic Academy
On 28 and 29 March 2019, the EHF took an active part in the organisation of the European
Civic Academy, a yearly event organised by Civil Society Europe, which aims to bring together
activists and academics from all over Europe. During the two-day event, activists share key
insights and exchange experience concerning critical issues in the domain of democracy and
civic space. They also consider concrete tools on how to address them.

European Civic Academy Participants

In the context of emerging « illiberal » democracies, the rising of populist movements, the rule
of law challenged in a number of countries and European values attacked, the 2019 edition
was symbolically held in Słubice, a Polish city on the border with Germany, formerly part of
the German city of Frankfurt-an-der-Oder.
The EHF was in charge of co-organising, together with the European Civic Forum, one of
Europe’s largest network of grassroots NGOs, a session dedicated to The mobilisation of Uncivil society at EU level – what strategies for civil society?
For the occasion, two academic experts from Germany and Hungary and three civil society
activists from Italy, Spain and Romania were invited to discuss the way exclusionary and antihuman rights agendas are pushed by an increasing number of organisations that portray
themselves as civil society. Their links and shared objectives with authoritarian and ultraconservative political movements were explored as well.
Furthermore, participants discussed the missed opportunities and the role of progressive
forces and civil society in letting these new phenomena emerge. As a conclusion, practical
experience from activists in Romania was shared about the way progressive civil society had
to “adopt new language” and “navigate in unknown waters” with “unusual allies” in order to
push back on the homophobic referendum that had been organised in the country the
previous year.
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Other cross-NGO collaboration activities
#yEUrmanifesto
In September 2018, the EHF, together with major NGOs from a number of sectors such as
SDGWatch, Save the Children, Global Call to Action Against Poverty, the European
Environmental Bureau, Global Health Advocates, Solidar and Nyt Europe launched the Civil
Society Manifesto for a Sustainable Europe for its Citizens. This manifesto envisions a more
ambitious and efficient but also a fairer, more sustainable and more democratic European
Union. The manifesto was signed by over 200 NGOs in Europe.
The manifesto identifies that the response of European decision makers to a number of
challenges have run contrary to European core values and walked back some of the historical
gains we fought for. Many Europeans feel frustrated and have lost trust in the capacity of EU
institutions to respond to their needs. The growing support for nationalist and xenophobic
political forces across Europe is a worrying indicator of this discontent.
This is why civil society organisations all around Europe united to bring people together to
discuss the “Europe we want”, and to influence the debates in the run up to the European
Parliament elections. The resulting manifesto expresses a deep commitment to a European
project based on democracy and transparency, social and environmental justice, human
rights, the rule of law, equality, and solidarity. It then proposes 12 key areas where EU
institutions should urgently act. Out of these, the EHF was keen to build consensus around the
importance of self-determination and non-discrimination, the question of social issues, the
EU’s role in the world and migration.
The manifesto was launched on 25 September in a joint action held in front of the European
Parliament.

Civil society action for the launch of #yEUrManifesto
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Following the publication of the manifesto, the EHF took part in a number of meetings with
key EU political figures, including Ska Keller, the Lead Candidate of the Greens for the post of
European Commission President, Frans Timmermans, European Commission First VicePresident and Lead Candidate for the European Socialist Party as well as Christian Kremer,
Deputy Secretary-General of the European People’s Party.

Future of Europe Campaign Lab
Stemming from the on-going collaboration around the publication of the #yEUrManifesto
document presented above, many NGOs expressed the interest to organise a joint
brainstorming together in order to exchange ideas about the run up to the European elections.
On 12-13 February 2019, civil society organizations from all over Europe gathered for a joint
campaign lab and strategy event in Brussels. They exchanged about planned activities and
campaigns by European and national NGOs for the European Parliament elections, and how
these could mutually strengthen each other.
The EHF was at the heart of the organisation and chaired two of the plenary sessions
organised. The first one concerned success stories as a basis to brainstorm on what could be
done together and the second on how to make NGO’s activities more impactful. Furthermore,
it organised a world café session on the “politics of us vs. them”.

Participants to the European Campaign Lab in Brussels

As a result of the two-days event, several new streams of work were identified both for
increased collaboration in the run up to the elections as well as for joint efforts to campaign
together once the new European Parliament and Commission are set up. The EHF will play an
increased role in the mapping of new Members of the European Parliament and the influence
of civil society on the nomination of the members of the future European Commission.
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COMMUNICATION
Communication activities have formed an intrinsic part of the EHF’s advocacy work and
therefore many achievements in terms of communication were reported in previous sections.
However, a few specifically communication-focused achievements merit being mentioned
separately.

Press
One of the objectives for the year was to improve the EHF’s links with press. Therefore press
releases were drafted in a more systematic way (12 in total over the year) on either news
relevant to humanists or achievements of the organisation. National topics included the
welcoming of the yes vote during the Irish referendum on Blasphemy, or the appreciation that
the homophobic referendum in Romania failed. EHF achievements included successful
lobbying of EU institutions in e.g. artificial intelligence, or our actions to counter attempts by
the European Parliament presidency to institutionalize religious lobbying at European level.
Alongside press releases, the EHF also published opinions in Euractiv, one of the leading news
portals followed by professionals in EU affairs. Three opinions were published in total:
-

-

The Sargentini Report: A Christian dilemma on the European Parliament report on the
Rule of Law in Hungary
Will the European Parliament truly stand up for all people persecuted worldwide?,
concerning the attempts in the European Parliament to assert Europe’s Christian roots
by excluding the protection of non-believers from the mandate of the EU Special Envoy
for Freedom of Religion or Belief
Will European Parliament resist institutionalisation of religious lobbying? On the
attempts to institutionalize religious lobbying in the European Parliament.

Furthermore, while the impact of the first one on the outcome of the Parliament’s vote is
difficult to measure, the second one triggered an approach by the EU Special Envoy’s office
proposing to discuss the matter at hand. The third one, combined to pressure by progressive
MEPs has clearly played an important role in discouraging the Bureau of the European
Parliament from deciding behind closed doors to roll out the red carpet to religious lobbying.
Finally, the EHF was also increasingly contacted by media to provide information on three
main topics: abortion, the persecution of non-believers worldwide and the increasing
influence of religious lobbying on European policies. Interviews were given to a number of
media such as Euronews, De Standaard, Open Democracy Charlie Hebdo and others.
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Social Media
Another priority for 2018 – 2019 was the development of EHF’s twitter activity. Increased
tweeting on a number of subjects, including reactive tweeting and increased coordination
with member organisations resulted in the gathering of about 1,000 new followers. On
average, EHF tweets were seen by 1200 people every day, which means an aggregated
450 000 appearances over the year and over 1000 engagements every month.
Special emphasis was put on monitoring the activities of other organisations similar to the EHF
in order to assess what types of activities are the most rewarding. The outcomes of this
monitoring will be used in order to further improve the effectiveness of the use of twitter in
the coming year.
On Facebook, 700 new followers were attracted via increased and diversified activity.
Emphasis was put on increasing the share of reactive communication actions, whereby the
EHF shares news as they are breaking providing as early as possible a humanist reading of the
matter. Examples include reactions to the assassination of the Mayor of Gdansk in January or
condemning the Pope’s declaration about adolescent LGBTI people who should be sent to
psychologists.
Another dimension that was developed was news stemming from members or partners,
possibly providing a deeper insight into an achievement or an issue, often in the form of an
interview.

23
Annual report
2018- 2019

Two good examples of interviews were one with a Polish activist and scholar providing a deep
dive into the way Polish women mobilized against attempts to restrict abortion or the
interview with ASUR about their scientific calendar project. Further instances of news sourced
via members was an article about the fact that Verona had declared itself a “pro-life city” –
drafted in collaboration with UAAR or the extensive explanation about the key elements
behind Romania’s homophobic referendum.
The above achievements are the result of increased collaboration between the secretariat and
member organisations with the latter reaching out to the formers whenever it detected a
piece of news that seemed to be relevant in a European country. This increased joint work
could be further developed if member organisations reached out more systematically to the
secretariat with issues that could interest a European audience.
Finally, in the run up to the European elections, the #HumanistEurope campaign was initiated
using the 14 priorities of the EHF’s manifesto for which 14 animations were created. Key dates
were selected to unveil each priority on Facebook and Twitter. Member organisations were
encouraged to spread these further, which many did in practice.

HUMANIST PROFESSIONALS
2018-19 has been a productive year for the European Humanist Professionals as ties were
further cemented with the EHF and reach throughout Europe strengthened.
The Board of EHP (now cEHP) spent some of the past year focussing on resolving a number of
structural issues. As a result, the constitutional basis is now fully developed and settled as are
financial and banking arrangements. This solidity allows to now expand the sphere of
operation.
The EHP is now an EHF Board Commission that is responsible for the support of all humanist
professionals who are accredited by an EHF Member Organisation in the areas of Ceremonies,
Education and Counselling and Chaplaincy.
Over the past year, the cEHP held a working visit to Scotland and regular working meetings.
Mailings were also refined and a quarterly newsletter was produced.
The cEHP set the following priorities:
•
•
•
•

•

An International Congress held every 24 months
A face-to-face meeting of the Commission every 6 months
Working visits held every 24 months
Existing individual members ( and new subscribers) will be actively contacted and
cultivated by email-outs and by e-newsletters which will be emailed out every 4
months
Over-time analysis and monitoring of various performance indicators e.g. numbers
attending events, subscribers to newsletters and social media etc.
24
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The cEHP will hold an International Congress in Bruges from 4 to 6 October 2019, at the new
humanist house in Bruges. The title of the Congress is ‘Expressing humanist values in
education, chaplaincy and ceremonies’. The programme will include panels and lectures from
renowned humanists as well as workshops and exchanges of practices in a number of key
topics relevant for humanist professionals.

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.
After a number of caveats and conceptual issues identified in the previous year, the members
of the Board’s Working Group dedicated to this project initiated a restricted pilot exploring
the feasibility of the method that was agreed by the group prior to the 2018 GA.
The group hopes that the improvements brought about by this new approach help circumvent
the difficulties identified earlier and especially that they allow the setting up of a more agile
methodology that can adapt better to the large variations in EU countries’ constitutional, legal
and cultural backgrounds.
In the pilot initiated in March 2019, members from five countries (Belgium, Italy, Netherlands,
Romania and Poland) were asked to answer a set of mostly closed questions concerning the
role of religion in the constitution, legislative processes, the judiciary and certain fundamental
freedoms.
Results are to be compared and analysed during the second half of the year before the groups
can adopt a modified methodology that could be deployed to other countries and/or topics.

OUR MEMBERS
This year, the EHF was pleased to welcome Europa Laica and Humanistischer Verband
Deutschland – Bayern as full members of the federation.
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