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Speech by Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic 
Karel Schwarzenberg at the conference „Building Consensus 
on EU Policies in Support of Democracy"

Prague, Czernin Palace, 9th of March 2009

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is my pleasure to welcome you to this conference dedicated to EU policies in support of democracy. 
This is a topic of great importance to the Czech Republic, and one that we want to highlight during our 
Presidency of the EU. The EU has an important role to play in this field, and much international influence. 
This can be strengthened through building a common approach.

The historic experience has shown that democracy can only survive where it is built on truly vigorous 
foundations: the rule of law and good governance. Where this basis is missing, our democratisation 
attempts may end up in a deteriorated rather than improved situation. A number of cases around the world 
can illustrate that the rule of law and good governance are vital for successful democracy. Let me mention 
one positive example for all: Masaryk´s  Czechoslovakia would certainly be less prosperous were it not 
founded on the legal framework and solid administrative capacity of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy.

At the end of the 20th century, conditions seemed promising for the spread of democracy. This was the 
period that the Czech Republic benefited from. It now looks rather distant. Scholars as well as practitioners 
now talk about the “backtrack” of global democracy. Doubts are raised about the applicability of 
democracy in different contexts. Many equate the support of democratic processes with the unacceptable 
“export” of democracy.

Of course, some doubts are understandable. We always need to keep an open mind concerning our 
overall mission in the world. And we need to consider whether we are pursuing it in a really coherent way. 

Q	 “At the end of the 20th century, conditions seemed promising for the spread of democracy. This was the period that 
the Czech Republic benefited from.” Czech Minister of Foreign Affairs speaks at the opening panel.
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Democracy is constantly facing new challenges, and these require us to keep our policies under review. 
This is our responsibility, if we want the EU to remain a key player in strengthening democracy worldwide.

Fortunately, the EU already has at its disposal a  great number of policies and instruments designed to 
support democracy. For that reason, I  don't think that there is any pressing need for the EU to create 
new mechanisms. What we do need is to coordinate and link the different parts of the machine, so as to 
harness its full potential. Somehow, I think we need to strengthen the link between the various technical 
or financial instruments and our political activities or declarations. Coherence and consistency are key to 
ensuring that the EU remains a credible partner.

What this requires is a  clear common political commitment. Without this we cannot expect to deliver 
proper coordination within the EU. That is why the Czech Republic is actively promoting formulation 
of a  European consensus on democracy support. We see this as providing a  clear common political 
commitment, to serve as the basis for EU coordination. The EU has the advantage of being made up of 
27 different models of democracy, each with its own advantages and balance of interests. This range of 
experience allows the EU to answer different challenges of democracy support in third countries.

The sophistication that this brings to our approach, together with Europe's emphasis on using soft power, 
make the EU well suited to working in a complementary way with the USA. I am convinced that close 
cooperation and dynamic equilibrium within the entire transatlantic community is vital if we are to be 
successful in reaching our objectives.

Many experts and politicians in the EU have recently expressed their belief that a  comprehensive 
approach is vital to building consensus. I agree. The consensus should encompass all relevant EU policies 
and mechanisms. It should reach across the EU “pillars”, to link development policy with the CFSP. This is 
the direction in which both Czech and Swedish Presidencies are closely working together. This approach 
should help us to prepare a  concept paper on democracy support, leading to Council Conclusions 
embodying a basis for wider consensus on democracy.

The Czech Presidency is working to strengthen the emphasis on democracy support throughout the CFSP. 
We also promote democratic governance and the rule of law in development policy, bilateral as well as 
multilateral. Moreover, for the past five years, the Czech Republic has had a special transition promotion 
policy aimed specifically at supporting human rights and democracy in various countries. We believe that 
our own positive experience equips us well to work with others in bringing a better shape to EU policies 
in this regard. One of the most important elements for us is to tailor support to the specific conditions in 
the country concerned. We also listen to the needs of local democratic forces, who are closely associated 
with our activities. The point is to enable every society to find its own expression of democratic principles.

We are convinced that partnership with civil society should be the foundation of EU policy. The reason 
is obvious: civil society possesses the right expertise, experience and contacts. So it is an efficient ally 
in implementing policy and providing feedback for its evaluation. Today’s  conference shows that we 
are serious in putting that partnership into practice. I believe that it will prove that such a partnership is 
mutually useful and can be a key to the success of EU policy.

Let me stress once again that it is political commitment that is critical to the realisation of any consensus, 
including that concerning democracy support. It is important to stimulate and develop commitment, both 
on the EU side and in the countries concerned. Political will arises not only from values – though it is 
natural and legitimate for us to refer to promoting European values – but also from particular interests. We 
have to understand that democracy in the world is in our interest.

Ladies and Gentlemen, I  am very encouraged by the participation of so many respected experts, civil 
activists, politicians and diplomats in this room. I am sure you will come up with a lot of inspiration and 
proposals for our further endeavours. I should like to thank you in advance for sharing your experiences 
and creative ideas with us, and assure you that Czech diplomacy will try to make good use of your 
suggestions.
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For me democracy and democracy support are at the core of what the European Union is about, both 
inside our borders and worldwide. So I  would like to congratulate the Czech Presidency on organizing 
this conference, as well as the work to promote a European Consensus on Democracy. Article 11 of the 
Treaty sets it out clearly: One of the five objectives of the European Union's foreign and security policy is 
to develop and consolidate democracy and the rule of law and respect for human rights and fundamental 
freedoms. A European Consensus on Democracy will put this objective even more firmly on the table.

I want to reaffirm that human rights, democracy, security and sustainable development are closely linked. 
This will be an eminently political discussion. We will need to agree on what are the common elements 
and principals of democracies. Of course there is not a single blueprint. Just look at the variety of systems 
in the European Union and its member states.

And democracy is about much more than elections, more than the exercise of political civil rights. 
In Europe we see a  strong link with human rights with our unique welfare democracy approach. 
Transparency and accountability are also themes with a strong European tradition. Democracy also has 
to come from within and needs to be shaped by the people themselves from democratic principles, but 
also taking into account their own traditions and their own aspirations. So Europe should not be looking 
to export a  precise model of democracy, but to open the door in terms of political culture, democratic 
political culture and democratic political principles.

Europe in its own history and its own experience is uniquely placed to do this. And to do this effectively 
we need to use our different tools to best effect – political dialogue, development strategies, financing 
tools – all have a part to play promoting human rights and democracy most effectively. But before we 
need to persuade, to explain why we are convinced that democracy has proved to be the best way for 
human societies to organise themselves. And this requires vision and also imagination.

I really believe that the European Union has been a great, great actor for democracy worldwide. And let me 
quote to you my own experience. My generation in Portugal has made an equation between democracy 
and Europe. It was an indispensable condition and it is an indispensable condition to become a member 
of the European Union to be a democratic country. So the same applies to my generation in Spain and in 
Greece when our countries joined the European Union in the 80s and I know this is also shared by the 
central and eastern European countries that joined the European Union more recently.

So Europe is about democracy and democracy is also in Europe. And so the success of the European 
project as a project of political integration is also inspiring others. Also in our continent, within our borders, 
to consolidate their democracies, but also in Latin America, in Africa, in Asia, and so I think that we should 
be proud of the example that the European Union is setting for democratic promotion all over the world.

Of course we should not be giving lessons and our democracies are not perfect. This is one of the 
advantages of our systems. We don't pretend to be perfect. The totalitarian systems may think or they 
may say they are perfect. We are not. We are trying to put, all the time, more effort into consolidating our 
democratic political culture. But I would like to underline the powerful example that the European Union 
can give to the rest of the world in terms of democratic development. That is why I'm looking forward to 
this conference playing its part in developing a strong vision for democracy, and to pursuing an effective 
strategy to promote democracy worldwide.

Thank you for your attention.
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Principles underpinning the debate on the European Consensus 
for Democracy Support

Document prepared by the European Partnership for Democracy for the conference: 
‘Building consensus about EU policies on democracy support’ 
Prague, March 9–10, 2009.

Introduction:

The Prague conference brings together experts from EU institutions, Member States, Europe’s civil and 
political society, to share their views on the challenges faced by European democracy assistance world-
wide, with a  view to generating inputs for the COHOM Meeting to be held in Brussels on March 11th 
2009.

The Prague conference marks yet another step in the process towards an enhanced European profile in 
democracy assistance. The principles presented below were first issued in 2004 in The Hague Statement. 
Further refined as a  result of various meetings held in Brussels, Stockholm and Wilton Park (UK), they 
represent the core operational principles of EPD as an organization.

The debates on a  European Consensus for Democracy Support should aim at establishing a  strategic 
framework guiding the European Union’s  external relations and developing policies concerning world-
wide democracy support. The European Consensus will help transform democracy support into a pillar of 
Europe’s external relations and development policies.

EPD Principles for democracy support:

Ownership 1.	
Effective, sustainable democratic reform should be home-conceived, home-grown and home-led. 
Locally generated and owned agendas must drive the definition and priorities of external financial, 
political and technical assistance. The final shape of any democracy should thus be designed locally. 
Yet, internationally accepted benchmarks for democracy need to be respected in designing assistance 
programmes, so that support is given to truly home-grown democratization processes.
Partnership2.	  
Democracy is Europe’s  core value. Europe and its partners overseas share responsibility and 
accountability for their joint efforts in democracy building as equal partners. Recognizing that both 
Europeans and their partners world-wide might lack the capacity to live up to all the demands of the 
international cooperation agenda for democratization, investments on both sides have to be made. 
The EU should support partner countries’ democratic agendas, development and reform strategies, 
and should work to form synergies and complementarity. Progress indicators and regular evaluation of 
assistance are of key importance to improve EU assistance. Yet, they require input from its partners.
Dialogue and Inclusiveness3.	 �  
Peaceful transitions to, and consolidation of, democracy are achieved through inclusive dialogue. 
Participation of all stakeholders in a country's democracy-building process needs to be encouraged 
and supported. Political and civil society, including democratic institutions, political parties, media, 
economic and social partners such as trade unions, employers’ organizations and the private sector, 
NGOs and other non-state actors of partner countries in particular, play a  vital role in supporting 
democratization.
Long-term commitment to democracy support4.	 �  
Democratic transition is a complex process and, hence, needs a long-term approach in the delivery of 
the necessary assistance. Through facilitation of inclusive processes, the necessary trust is developed 
that feeds the commitment of countries to pursue needed reforms. At the same time, the instruments 
to deliver support should operate with the required flexibility to respond to changing opportunities 
and challenges in a  trajectory that is by definition non-linear. A serious commitment to democracy 
support enables democratization trajectories to take root and to become sustainable.
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Complementarity of existing policies and instruments5.	 �  
The EU has a  variety of policies and instruments aimed at supporting democracy. Furthermore, 
each Member State has its own approach to democracy assistance and a  number of policies and 
instruments. Next to the governmental actors, Europe has a  wide variety of Non-State Actors with 
different but complementary approaches. Increasing the level of complementarity, based on exchange 
of information between donors and partner country stakeholders, will better address local needs and 
strengthen reform processes.
Technical as well as political assistance6.	 �  
A balance between political and technical approaches to democracy support needs to be achieved. 
Democratization and democratic consolidation are often approached in a technocratic, de-politicised, 
fashion. This approach results in investments in the hardware but has failed to address core political 
challenges that often arise out of the software (lack of trust, winner-takes-all syndrome, unfinished 
processes of nation building, etc.). The technocratic approaches and the heavy external consultancy 
input can disempower civil and political elites who buy-in because of the financial incentives that 
come with accepting external advice. Yet, democratization and institution-building are not technical 
but political processes and cannot be imposed by technocrats.
Multiple-track approach7.	 �  
Stable democracies require a  well functioning state, the rule of law, a  pluriform and vibrant civil 
society, a dynamic private sector, an accountable, legitimate and representative political society. In 
young democracies, relations amongst the various components are often acrimonious and their roles 
are confused. The manner in which international assistance is provided should recognize all the above 
stakeholders to avoid creating further instability and animosity within fragile democracies. Similarly, 
when a party in power de facto annexes the state, the overwhelming majority of financial assistance 
of (inter-) governmental donors for democratization can end up on one track only, due to diplomatic 
restraints, which undermine the democratization objectives of the donor. Therefore, a  multiple 
track and coordinated approach to democracy support is needed in order to enhance ownership of 
institutional and political reforms by both political and civil society, but also as a means of keeping 
democracy assistance on the right track.

European Partnership for Democracy (EPD) is an independent European organization that 
aims at contributing to the advancement and strengthening of democracy outside of the European Union, 
and to complement existing democracy assistance programmes in the European Union. It was founded 
by some fifteen European civil society organizations focusing on democracy assistance. In the advocacy 
field the aim of EPD is to contribute to a stronger European profile in democracy assistance globally, by 
advocating a more prominent place for democracy assistance in the EU policy priorities.

DEMAS, an independent platform of Czech non-governmental organisations (NGOs), was established 
in 2008. The founding membership comprises 11 NGOs that have over many years demonstrated 
their commitment to the support of democracy assistance, human rights and civil society in the Czech 
Republic and abroad. DEMAS builds on the solid foundations laid by the important segment of the Czech 
non-profit sector engaged in the field of democracy assistance, on the Czech experience and know-how 
of the transition to democracy, and also on an enduring sense of shared responsibility for democratic 
development in countries less fortunate than the Czech Republic. Within the framework of DEMAS, the 
members will be able to identify their common interests and values, and co-operate more effectively 
in achieving the maximum impact in the field of human rights. The reason why DEMAS joined the 
conference as the co-organiser was to bring together democracy experts and initiate a  discussion on 
democracy support and human rights promotion as one of the EU’s foreign policy priorities.
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