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Dear Mr. President, 

Dear Parliamentarians, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is my great honor to present to you today a report on the activities of the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe for the period from July to September 2006. You have the opportunity to familiarize yourselves with the full text of the Communication, so I will focus now on the most substantive aspects of the Russian Chairmanship of the Committee of Ministers over the past three months. 

At the outset, I would like to stress that the Russian Federation is interested in increasing the authority and the role of both the Council of Europe and the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe. We believe that the realization of this objective is closely linked to the full-scale implementation of the basic principles of the Organization as laid down in its founding documents. Without questioning the vocation of the Council of Europe to act as the main "guardian" of human rights in the European continent, we should not forget another aim proclaimed in the Statute of the Organization, which is to further the economic and social progress of Council of Europe member states by "common action in economic, social, cultural, scientific, legal and administrative matters". Therefore, when we talk about adherence to the values and aims of the Council of Europe, we should keep in mind all the basic directions of the Organization's activities. Any proposals to reduce the mandate and competence of our Organization and, particularly, any attempts to limit its independence, to transform the Council of Europe into an "auxiliary body" of other European entities are unacceptable. 

The Action Plan adopted at the Third Summit of the Organization in Warsaw contains clear guidelines for the Council of Europe's multifaceted and comprehensive development. At its meeting on 28 September 2006, the Committee of Ministers gave instructions to prepare, in time for the 117th Session of the Committee of Ministers in May 2007, a report on the implementation of the Summit's decisions to promote inter-state cooperation in all spheres of the Council of Europe's activity. 

The Russian Federation calls for the full and efficient implementation of all the Summit decisions and for the fulfillment of the strategic aim of the Organization proclaimed in Warsaw, of "Building Europe without dividing lines". Such an approach logically implies that all European countries should be involved in cooperation in the implementation of Council of Europe international legal instruments. In this context, we consider as a positive development the accession of Belarus to two major conventions - the Anti-Doping Convention and the Civil Law Convention on Corruption. The engagement of both Belarus and Montenegro in pan-European cooperation is important for maintaining the stability and security of Europe. 

The priorities of Russia's Chairmanship have been formulated in the spirit of the statutory aims of the Council of Europe and the provisions of the Action Plan. The events scheduled in our program, which we have tried to make as broad as possible and truly pan-European, are intended to facilitate the implementation of these priorities. 

Our first priority is to reinforce national human rights protection mechanisms, promote human rights education and improve the protection of the rights of national minorities. In fulfilling it we reaffirm the importance to ensure the leading role of the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. On 4 May 2006, the Russian Federation signed Protocol No. 14 to this Convention, and the process of ratification is now under way. The Group of Wise Persons, set up by a special decision of the Third Summit, is elaborating proposals aimed to increase the effectiveness of both the Convention and the European Court of Human Rights. We hope that by the end of this year the Group will present a report reflecting the common position of all its members. 

Like a significant number of our partners, we do believe that the development of national human rights protection mechanisms and the high-quality administration of justice in the states parties to the Convention represent the main tools to ensure effective implementation of the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and reduce the workload of the European Court of Human Rights. In this respect it is our opinion that the recommendations of the Conference on these issues, which was held in June in Yaroslavl, are to be taken into consideration. We hope that the upcoming Conference entitled "Common European Legal Space and Constitutional Law Practice," to be hosted in Moscow at the end of October by the Constitutional Court of the Russian Federation will also result in interesting proposals concerning the development of the European legal space in the human rights protection field. 

We welcome the arrangements reached in July between the Council of Europe and NATO concerning access of Council of Europe experts to the detention facilities in Kosovo. These arrangements are in line with the strengthening of the pan-European legal field and enhancing human rights monitoring. 

In this context the Committee of Ministers, at its meeting on 27 September, discussed and took note of the proposals made by the Secretary General on the issue of "secret prisons" and clandestine transportation of persons detained under suspicion of terrorist activity. Of course, we understand the feelings of many Europeans and the great attention devoted to this issue on the part of PACE. It is obvious, that carefully considered and weighted decisions are required in this regard. 

The second priority of the Russian Chairmanship is the creation of a common European legal space to protect individuals from modern-day challenges. In this context the expeditious ratification by all European states of the Council of Europe Convention on the Prevention of Terrorism is particularly urgent, as it serves to eradicate terrorist propaganda and for the first time recognizes as criminal offences the provocation to commit an act of terrorism as well as the recruitment and training of terrorists. 

Combating terrorism is closely linked to international anti-criminal cooperation. The 7th Conference of European Prosecutors General, organized in Moscow in July, became an important step in strengthening this cooperation. We welcome the setting-up of the Consultative Council of European Prosecutors. We expect that the Council will take practical measures to build up cooperation in the criminal justice field and to increase the effectiveness of mutual legal assistance and cooperation between European states. 

As a logical continuation of the efforts to enhance anti-criminal cooperation in Europe, a High-Level Conference of Ministries of Justice and Internal Affairs will take place in Moscow on November 9 and 10. Its themes - extradition, legal assistance in criminal matters, transfer of sentenced persons - are highly relevant to developing recommendations aimed at improving the European treaty regime in this field. 

Efficient responses to the new challenges and threats require a solid legal basis. There is a need for a legal instrument on combating cyber-terrorism, on modernizing the outdated Council of Europe Conventions on Extradition of 1957 and on Mutual Legal Assistance in Criminal Matters of 1959. It is necessary to elaborate and to adopt a pan-European convention aimed at combating manufacturing and trafficking in counterfeit medical products, which directly relates to the protection of health of all Europeans. It is no surprise that a Conference on "Europe against Counterfeit Medicines," to be held in Moscow on 23-24 October, has been included into the Program of our Chairmanship. 

For its part, the Russian Federation has ratified the Criminal Law Convention on Corruption and the Protocol amending the European Convention on the Suppression of Terrorism. 

In the social field, which is the third priority of the Russian Chairmanship, the main achievement has been the adoption of a 10-year Action Plan to improve the quality of life of people with disabilities. The Action Plan was officially launched during the Conference on Rehabilitation of People with Disabilities held in Saint Petersburg on 21-22 September. I would like to seize this opportunity to thank the Nordic Council countries for their assistance in holding the conference. 

Speaking of vulnerable groups, one cannot avoid mentioning the need to improve the mechanisms of protection of children's rights, in particular those of disabled children, as well as to support the family in general. We note with satisfaction that the seminar entitled "Ensuring Children's Rights - Ensuring the Development of Society," held in Moscow on 14-15 September, has contributed to promoting the Council of Europe's Program "Building a Europe for and with Children". Specific measures on the protection of children's rights were also considered at the Conference of National Ombudspersons in Athens on 29-30 September. 

As regards the implementation of the fourth priority of the Russian Chairmanship, namely improving the forms of democracy and civil participation, I would like to especially dwell upon the issue of elections and their monitoring. Unfortunately, the "technology" of election observation has not been the subject of an agreement duly reached and approved at the inter-state level. Numerous questions arise also with regard to the practice of forming the so-called "joint election observation missions," to which representatives of the CIS Inter-Parliamentary Assembly are for some reason not invited. 

The extremely high attention paid to the presidential elections held in Belarus on 19 March is in striking contrast to the lack of any substantial interest for the parliamentary elections to take place on 7 October in Latvia, where tens of thousands of so-called "non-citizens" are deprived of voting rights. 

All this causes multiple problems in the process of elections monitoring and, most importantly, leads to ambivalent evaluations of their conduct and results. The need to adopt a European convention on standards for democratic elections matured long ago. The "monopoly" of the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights as regards the evaluation of national electoral legislation is perplexing. This function could be perfectly performed by the Venice Commission, which is more competent in this field than other bodies. 

We are interested in the active participation of parliamentarians in election observation. In this context, the PACE initiative to hold a conference on the parliamentary dimension of election observation in Strasbourg on 15-16 February 2007 is worth noting. 

The Russian Chairmanship is in favor of expanding inter-regional and transfrontier cooperation between European countries. Significant preparations have been undertaken to establish a European Center for inter-regional and cross-border cooperation, on the basis of an enlarged partial agreement of the Council of Europe. At the same time, the mandate of the future Center needs further consideration. The creation of the Center will only be justified if it brings tangible results in consolidating practical collaboration between regions and border territories. To this end it is important that the mandate of the Center should be based on the recognition of the equality of all CE members, without singling out the interests of any specific group of CE member-countries. 

Improving the forms of democracy and civil society is unthinkable without the active direct participation of non-governmental organizations. We are satisfied with the successful conduct of the European conference of NGOs held in Moscow on 15-16 September. 

Undoubtedly, one of the key events of our Chairmanship will be the forthcoming meeting of the Council of Europe Forum for the Future of Democracy (18-19 October). Its theme, "The role of political parties in a democratic society", is of paramount importance to our countries. The State Duma is intensively working on the preparation of the Forum's meeting, to which leaders of all political parties represented in the Assembly are invited. Its success will to a great extent depend on the content of its final documents, and in particular on the state of work on the Code of Good Practices for Political Parties. 

Strengthening tolerance and mutual understanding is the fifth and final priority of the Russian Chairmanship. But in this case, of course, "last" in no way means "least important". The objective of promoting inter-cultural and inter-religious dialogue is increasingly becoming the most important area of the Council of Europe's activity. This work should be in the center of attention of the Committee of Ministers. New effective steps are needed to preserve the atmosphere of tolerance in Europe in the context of relations among different peoples, religions and cultures, on the basis of equality and mutual respect. We need to further improve dialogue between the state and religious organizations and between different religions. 

A large-scale international conference on "Dialogue between cultures and inter-faith cooperation" was successfully held in Nizhny Novgorod on 7-8 September 2006. We are pleased to note that the President of the Assembly and many representatives of the Council of Europe who attended the Conference gave a high assessment of its organization. It is important that we arm ourselves with the conclusions contained in the final document of the Conference, as well as with many of the ideas expressed by its participants. We welcome the proposal to devote the next joint conference of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe and the Interparliamentary Assembly of the Commonwealth of Independent States to the issues of intercultural and inter-religious dialogue. 

The Committee of Ministers has paid significant attention to the interaction of the Council of Europe with other international organizations. The fact that this year Russia is chairing the G-8 - one of the most important fora for agreement and collective decisions on key international issues - is another particular feature of our Chairmanship. The G-8 and the Council of Europe actively participate in shaping the new architecture of international relations. Although their respective scopes of responsibility do not coincide, we have taken advantage of our "parallel" chairmanships to compare and exchange ideas and to seek to strengthen the common understanding that narrow block-based approaches to solving the challenges posed by the world development are deficient, counterproductive and dangerous. 

As regards cooperation with the United Nations, the Committee of Ministers at its meeting on 6 September approved a draft resolution on cooperation between the Council of Europe and the United Nations, which was transmitted to the UN Secretary General. Suggestions from the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, concerning, particularly, the closer involvement of parliamentarians in the UN's work, were taken into consideration during the drafting of the document. We expect that all member states of the Council of Europe will support the draft resolution during its consideration and adoption at the 61st session of the United Nations General Assembly. 

In the context of the implementation of the Third Summit decisions, the Russian Chairmanship continued the efforts to strengthen interaction with the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe. Ways to improve cooperation between the two organizations were discussed at a high level meeting in New York on September 21. The participants in the meeting noted the importance of focusing the increasing attention of the Council of Europe and the OSCE on solving a broad spectrum of issues in the light of new threats and challenges, and the advisability of joint actions to foster security, peace and stability in Europe. The first Council of Europe - OSCE joint workshop on the prevention of terrorism, to be held in Vienna on October 19-20, is a good example of the stepping-up of cooperation between the two organizations. A meeting of the Co-ordination Group on September 29 discussed specific ways of advancing cooperation between the Council of Europe and the OSCE. 

We attach great importance to establishing and defining the prospects of relations between the Council of Europe and the European Union. In accordance with the decisions of the Third Summit of the Council of Europe and the 116th Session of the Committee of Ministers, the preparation of a draft Memorandum of Understanding between CE and EU is under way. It is clear that this document should be the result of collective efforts and reflect the opinions of all interested sides, including the Parliamentary Assembly and the European Parliament. In addition, we believe that further work on the drafting of this document should take into account the conclusions of the report submitted by Prime Minister Jean-Claude Juncker of Luxembourg on April 11 at the Assembly's spring session, as well as the outcome of the discussions in the Assembly on this matter. We regret that differences of opinion have not yet allowed us to set up a high-level group on the implementation of the recommendations contained in the Juncker report, despite the relevant decision taken at the 116th Session of the Committee of Ministers. 

The Committee of Ministers has recently reviewed country-specific cooperation in particular, with Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia and Belarus. In examining these issues, the Russian Chairmanship proceeded from the need to take objective and balanced decisions, which would strengthen the culture of consensus, trust and mutual respect. 

The Third Summit of the Council of Europe determined that one of the Council of Europe's priorities is to intensify the reform of our Organization in order to raise its efficiency. I am certain that the Committee of Ministers will pay adequate attention to the institutional reform proposals, which are to be discussed at this session of the Assembly. It is no less important to pay due attention to improving the Council of Europe's methods of work, strengthening the principle of consensus, budget policy reform, forming the Organization's program of activities and the reform of human resources policy to ensure fair geographical representation. 

The Committee of Ministers has made the first steps to improve the structure of inter-government cooperation bodies. We assume that the work in other directions of the reform will receive further impetus and will be continued under the next Chairmanship of San-Marino, to whom we wish every success. 

We are interested in the closest cooperation possible between the Committee of Ministers and the Parliamentary Assembly, particularly on the priority issues of the Council of Europe's activities. The Russian Chairmanship stands ready to continue this constructive and mutually respectful partnership. We hope that you will reciprocate this approach. 

Thank you very much for your attention. 

And now I would like to respond to written questions from members of the Assembly. 

October 4, 2006
