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The year 2015 brought some pacification in the Czech foreign policy in the area of hu-
man rights. The vivid discussion, which was held about human rights diplomacy and 
its suitable set-up in the Czech media during 2014, was silenced or, as the case may 
be, it was only brought to mind by a few isolated inputs and summarizing memoir. In 
the middle of the year, after long months of the preparations, new conceptual materi-
als – The Concept of Foreign Policy and The Concept of Support of Human Rights and 
Transformation Co-operation were also officially adopted. Both texts showed that in 
the Czech human rights diplomacy as well as in the Czech foreign policy in general, 
no revolution was taking place. The objectives and priorities were completed in a par-
tial way, not reassessed on principle. It also applied to the used tools and involved ac-
tors. The topic of human rights in the foreign policy remained politicized in 2015, but 
the level of its polarization was reduced considerably. It became one of many foreign 
policy topics again, which – with the exception of extraordinary events – did not gen-
erate any bigger interest of the public.

HUMAN RIGHT DIMENSION OF CZECH FOREIGN POLICY: 
BACKGROUND AND POLITICAL CONTEXT

As the web of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic says: “The ba-
sic principles of foreign policy of the Czech Republic in the area of human rights are 
included in the governmental statement, in the Concept of the Foreign Policy of the 
Czech Republic and in the Concept of Human Rights”.1 Two of the said documents, 
i.e. both concepts, were adopted newly in 2015 when they replaced The Concept of the 
Foreign Policy of the Czech Republic2 from 2011 and The Concept of Transformation 
Policy3 from 2010. Only the Programme Statement of the Government of Bohuslav 
Sobotka remained without change;4 it was approved on 12. 2. 2014. The statement 
follows up the Coalition Treaty between ČSSD, the movement ANO 2011 and KDU-
ČSL5 of January 2014, in which the parties sign up for the support of human rights in 
the world and add that “a special emphasis shall be put by them on respect to an indi-
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vidual, to social and economic rights and to the protection of the environment”.6 The 
programme statement says in a similar spirit that “[…] the support of human rights 
[…] shall be a part of foreign policy of ČR. The Government is based on the premise 
that human rights include both the civil and political rights as well as economic, so-
cial and environmental rights and that they can only be supported efficiently in the 
conditions of mutual respect and dialogue.” The protection of human rights or, as the 
case may be, the support of social coherence and human dignity are also mentioned 
among the objectives, the pursuit of which is desired by the Czech Republic within 
the UN or, as the case may be, the European Union.

Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Czech Republic from 2015
The main starting point of Czech foreign policy is the Concept of Foreign Policy of 
the Czech Republic, the current version of which was adopted by the government on 
13. 7. 2015.7 The concept was formulated for a relatively long period, several months, 
and during the preparations, the text was repeatedly consulted with the representatives 
of various political forces, interest groups, non-governmental organizations, and wider 
public. Although it cannot be said, how much the inputs from outside influenced the 
final version of the text, the very inclusive nature of the process deserves apprecia-
tion because it was unprecedented in the Czech environment. The new Concept men-
tions human rights and also human dignity in several different places. In section 3, 
“universality and indivisibility of human rights, respect for human dignity, equality, 
and solidarity” are placed next to democracy, rule of the law and compliance with 
the principles of the UN Charter and international law, among the foundation values 
of Czech foreign policy. The section also explicitly, in a positive spirit, refers to “the 
tradition of support of human rights as a prerequisite of dignified existence”. The sup-
port of human dignity, including the protection of human rights, is also mentioned, 
again next to some other values (security, prosperity and sustainable development, 
service to citizens and good name abroad) among the objectives of Czech foreign 
policy identified in section 4.

Specifically, section 4.3 called Human dignity and human rights is focused on the 
human right dimension of foreign policy. The section emphasizes the importance of 
achieving human dignity, which is “a value by itself but, at the same time, it contrib-
utes to international security […] and to the sustainable development”. The main tool 
of this achievement is the policy of supporting human rights and democracy. Human 
rights are, in compliance with the Programme statement, understood not only as the 
rights of the so-called first generation, i.e. civil and political rights, but also the so-
called second generation rights, i.e. the economic, social and cultural rights. That par-
ticular concept corresponds to the fact how human rights are identified by the Czech 
legislation (Charter of Fundamental Rights and Fundamental Freedoms) and the law 
of the European Union (Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU). The interconnec-
tion of the interstate, international and EU levels and coherence of the approach on 
such levels is something that is emphasized by the Concept. Furthermore, it underlines 
the importance of “mutual respect and dialogue” with foreign partners. This passage 
raised objections during the preparation of the document; therefore, it was completed 



419

HUMAN RIGHTS DIMENSION OF THE CZECH FOREIGN POLICY

with a sentence, pursuant to which it was not possible to “resign” with respect to hu-
man rights “in less favourable conditions either”, i.e. when the dialogue was not pos-
sible or it did not lead to consensus.

In addition to the support of human rights and democracy, the achievement of hu-
man dignity shall be also realized with other tools. They include foreign development 
co-operation, which contributes, among other things, to eradication of poverty and 
social inequalities, humanitarian aid intended for victims of armed conflicts or natu-
ral catastrophes, support of international crime judiciary, which strives for punish-
ing perpetrators of the most serious international crimes (crime of genocide, crimes 
against humanity, war crimes, crime of aggression). Other tools also include support 
of especially vulnerable and marginalized groups. It falls within the support of hu-
man rights, but in the text, it was set apart and placed independently due to not fully 
clear reasons. The Czech Republic promises to address three main issues in this area, 
which are the support of equal access to participation in public life, protection of re-
ligious minorities and strengthening of the position of women in the society and their 
participation in public life. Recently, the Czech Republic has been focused actively 
on the first issue,8 regarding the other two, on the contrary, it is not much experienced 
and it cannot be said that it could serve as an example either (for example women par-
ticipation in public life is not too high in the Czech Republic at all). Therefore, it will 
be interesting to see how the Czech Republic intends to be engaged in these issues.

The Czech Republic wanted to strive for the achievement of human dignity both 
by means of the international organizations and in bilateral relations. As for the or-
ganizations, the UN and its Human Rights Council, the Council of Europe, the Euro-
pean Union, the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OBSE) and 
International Labour Organization (ILO) are mentioned explicitly. Within bilateral 
relations, human dignity or, as the case may be, human rights are mentioned in the 
section concerning the United States of America, countries of Eastern Europe, China, 
and Cuba. While the USA are perceived as an ally in that particular area, the other 
states featured in the Concept as those that have/can have troubles with ensuring hu-
man rights (Eastern Europe, Cuba) or, as the case may be, those with whom it is nec-
essary to lead a dialogue about human rights (China). The support of human rights or 
human dignity should not be limited to relations with just a few states. The concept 
classifies it as one of three main components of bilateral relations, next to political co-
operation and economic diplomacy.9 The relation of the said three components, which 
are sometimes placed contrary to each other (especially in the dimension of economic 
diplomacy vs. human rights10), remains without comment in the text.

With respect to the human right dimension, the Concept of the Foreign Policy of 
the Czech Republic from 2015 does not differ radically from the previous concept 
adopted in 2011. Both documents consider the support of human rights and democ-
racy an important part of Czech foreign policy and want to ensure it both in the bi-
lateral relations and in the multilateral forums. Some priority topics remain constant 
too, for example, the protection of human rights defenders. Nevertheless, there have 
been certain shifts. Both Concepts operated with the terms of human dignity, human 
rights, and democracy but the emphasis has been changing. The older Concept was 
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focused primarily on the support of democracy, which was understood as an auto-
matic key to ensuring human dignity and human rights. Nearly the whole part called 
Support of Democracy and Human Rights (section 4.5) elaborates on furthering de-
mocracy. The actual human rights agenda was pushed out somewhere else, to sec-
tions covering international organizations (UN, Council of Europe) and bilateral re-
lations (Russia, Countries of Eastern partnership). On the contrary, the new Concept 
perceives human dignity as the covering category and the support of human rights 
and democracy is understood as one of the tools of its realization. Democracy does 
not shade human rights anymore; both concepts are equally perceived as important 
and mutually not substitutable.

Another difference concerns the identification of human rights. The Concept from 
2011 did not include identification but the list of thematic priorities established for the 
policy of the support of democracy and human rights hints that the priority empha-
sis was put on the political and civil rights. The economic, social and cultural rights 
were not ignored totally by the Concept, but ensuring them was the primary task of 
the development co-operation. The Concept from 2015 expressly signed up for the 
principles of “universality and inseparability of human rights, within which the civil, 
political, economic, social and cultural rights were a necessary condition for the 
achievement of dignified existence, and denying them represented harm to human dig-
nity and might be a source of international instability” (section 4.3). It would hint that 
the definition of human rights has been extended. With respect to the fact that those 
general principles are not elaborated in detail further on and that the specific priori-
ties mentioned by the Concept (support of human rights defenders, support of equal 
participation in public life) were mainly taken over from the previous Concept, it is 
a question how much such extension is taken seriously and what changes it will bring 
into Czech foreign policy in reality.

Concept of support of human rights and transformation co-operation from 2015
Two months later than the Concept of Foreign Policy of ČR, in September 2015 – this 
time not by the government but by the advisory board of the Minister of Foreign Af-
fairs – the Concept of Support of Human Rights and Transformation Co-operation 
(hereinafter referred to as Concept of LPTS) was adopted.11 It concerns a document, 
which is fully focused on the human rights dimension of Czech foreign policy; there-
fore, it develops and specifies the section 4.3 General concept in more detail. The text 
of the Concept of LPTS was developed again within the inclusive process, which in-
cluded actors from the ranks of the state administration, non-governmental organi-
zations, academic sphere, and wider public. The preparation of the document, which 
started in the first half of 2014, was simultaneously accompanied with vivid, some-
times nearly sharp public debate, which concerned both the actual text and possible 
speculations about its content, and the role of human rights in foreign policy (and 
outside of it) in general. The course of the debate was described in more detail in the 
last issue of this publication.12

The adoption of the Concept of LPTS represents a certain milestone in the devel-
opment of the human rights diplomacy. It is so because even if the Czech Republic 
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had included the support of human rights and democracy in its key foreign policy pri-
orities practically from its foundation, until the year 2015 it did not have a concep-
tual material establishing the objectives in this area. Such a material shortly existed 
at the beginning of the last decade. In 2002, the MFA adopted the Concept of Czech 
Foreign Policy in the Area of Human Rights for the Period of the Years 2000–2002, 
which identified the principles, objectives, and tools of the human rights diplomacy. 
The document was supposed to be updated regularly but it did not happen. Instead, it 
ceased to be used soon and was forgotten. In the following years, the Czech human 
rights diplomacy was based, in addition to the general documents, mainly on the an-
nually adopted but not published Directive for the Czech Delegation Procedure at the 
UN Human Rights Committee Session and on the usual habits and traditions. In 2007, 
the MFA elaborated the material Thematic Priorities of Foreign Policy of the Czech 
Republic in the Area of Human Rights but it remained non-public.

In 2010, the advisory board of the Minister of Foreign Affairs approved the Con-
cept of Transformation Policy.13 The Concept replaced the older, non-public Con-
cept of Transformation Co-operation from 2005. The transformation policy was de-
fined in the text as “the policy of support of human rights and democracy, which uses 
the specific experience of the Czech Republic in the process of social transforma-
tion, building democracy as well as non-violent resistance to the totalitarian regime, 
which preceded the start of the democratization” (article 1). The document probably 
had ambitions to become a complex concept for the area of human rights diplomacy. 

However, it reflected the then prevailing narrow concept of human rights and persua-
sion about the primacy of the support of democracy. The selection of territorial and 
thematic priorities corresponds to it. The first category includes especially the states 
of East Europe and the Western Balkans, the second one includes the following top-
ics: civil society, including human rights defenders; media and access to information; 
rule of the law and due, democratic administration; election processes; and equality 
and non-discrimination. The transformation policy should be realized with the use of 
tools of bilateral and multilateral nature and the so-called program of the transforma-
tion co-operation.14 The program, which is unique in the world, is based on the finan-
cial support of one- to three-year transformation projects realized in co-operation of 
the non-governmental organizations from the Czech Republic and the target country.

The text of the Concept of Transformation Policy became the starting point for the 
formulation of the Concept of LPTS from 2015. The new document has a very similar 
structure and a part of the original priorities also remained preserved. Nevertheless, 
it tries to reflect a wider concept of human rights embedded in the Programme State-
ment of the Government and in the Concept of Foreign Policy of ČR. In the introduc-
tion, the document endorses indivisibility of the principles of democracy, rule of the 
law and human rights, all of which contribute to ensuring human dignity, and hence 
their support and realization belong, as it was already brought to mind, “among the 
basic priorities of foreign policy of the Czech Republic”.15 This policy shall demon-
strate three features – coherence, credibility, and openness; the content of these cat-
egories is not specified in more detail. The Concept, as it is also reflected in its name, 
understands the support of human rights and the support of democracy, marked in the 
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text with the term “the transformation co-operation”, as two significant but not nec-
essarily fully interconnected areas of human rights policy.

The Concept emphasizes the importance of the Czech humanity tradition and the 
Czech historic experience, which can be shared by the Czech Republic with others. 
The preferred tool is a dialog; the Czech Republic wants to lead it “both bilaterally 
and also multilaterally, with those who promote the principles of liberal democracy 
as well as with those who follow a different path, both with the governments and with 
the civil society”.16 It is not totally clear how the Czech Republic intends to face those 
who are not interested in such a dialogue or, as the case may be, do not take it seri-
ously. The Concept refers to other priority areas of the Czech diplomacy, including 
the support of export, and states that there is not a contradistinction between them 
and the policy of the support of human rights and democracy. The general objective 
of the human rights diplomacy shall be to “contribute to ensuring a more dignified 
life, support the rule of the law and the widest possible participation of inhabitants 
in the administration of public matters and lead a global dialogue on human rights 
resulting in their better achievement”.17 In addition to it, the human rights diplomacy 
shall facilitate efficient functioning of the international human rights bodies and ef-
fective operation of the Czech Republic in them, ensuring the international security or 
growth of prosperity. The Concept states that the Czech Republic wants to highlight 
violations of human rights regardless of where they happen.

More than one-half of the texts of the Concept of LPTS is occupied by the intro-
duction of priorities of the policy of the support of human rights and democracy, es-
pecially the thematic priorities. There are altogether seven of them and most of them 
are not new at all. Five priorities are taken over from the Concept from 2010, namely: 
support of civil society, including human rights defenders; support of the freedom of 
speech and access to information, including freedom of media; support of equal and 
the widest possible political and public participation; support of building the institu-
tions of a legal state; support of equality and non-discrimination. One priority, sup-
port of international human rights mechanisms and systematic considerations of hu-
man rights (so-called mainstreaming), follows up the document Thematic Priorities 
from 2007. At the same time, this document also included two of the first five priori-
ties (civil society, freedom of speech). Newly the Concept of LPTS includes only the 
last, seventh priority, which is the support of human rights in the topics related to em-
ployment and the environment. It does not concern an area, in which the Czech Re-
public has been particularly actively engaged till now. It will be interesting to watch 
if it does so further on or if the last priority only remains an unfulfilled expression of 
the efforts to give a specific form to that wider perception of human rights, which is 
supported by the text in general. A big positive of the new Concept is the fact that it 
presents individual thematic priorities in detail and lists the steps, the realization of 
which by the Czech Republic is desirable in that sphere. It shall simplify the inspec-
tion of the fulfilment of the priorities.

In addition to the thematic priorities, the Concept of LPTS also identifies the ter-
ritorial and intrastate priorities. In the first area, the inspiration by the Concept from 
2010 is apparent again. Priority countries for the area of the transformation co-oper-
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ation are taken over from it, where the Czech Republic wants to be oriented on “the 
countries that are close to it culturally, geographically, historically or otherwise. The 
priority is […] in East Europe and the Western Balkans.”18 For the policy of the sup-
port of human rights, no priority countries are established. The Concept only refers 
to the countries, concerning which the UN Human Rights Council adopts resolutions 
or for which it has an established special procedure, and for identification of bilateral 
priorities in the strategies of relations of the Czech Republic to individual regions. 
Therefore, the choice remains partially open and even in this case, it will be interest-
ing to watch, how much the Czech Republic will deviate in the future from the current 
practice when its priority focus was on certain states (Burma-Myanmar, Belorussia, 
Cuba). Intrastate priorities are included into the Concept for the first time as an ex-
pression of the conviction that “self-reflection of own conditions of the protection of 
human rights and ensuring coherence with other policies is a necessary prerequisite 
for a credible support of human rights in the world”.19 Nevertheless, the section does 
not state the actual priorities of the national policy of human rights, which is not in the 
competence of the MFA anyway, but rather the external commitments of the Czech 
Republic (ratification of treaties, provision of periodic reports etc.).

The text of the Concept ends with the list of the tools for the realization of the pol-
icy of the support of human rights and democracy. In comparison with the Concept 
from 2010, there is no bigger change. The tools include the activity in multilateral 
forums, developing of bilateral relations and the so-called program of transformation 
co-operation. Within the multilateral forums, the Concept confirms the key role of the 
UN Human Rights Council, the member of which the Czech Republic was already 
twice (2006 and 2011–2014) and for which it intends to stand for the period 2019–
2021. In bilateral relations, the human rights agenda should be reflected in numerous 
activities, especially in the political dialogue or monitoring the conditions of respect 
for human rights in the country. The program of the transformation co-operation, the 
possible cancellation of which was excitedly discussed in media during the prepara-
tions of the Concept,20 remains “one of the main tools […] of the policy in the area 
of human rights and support of democracy“.21 The program is still based both on the 
projects realized by non-governmental organizations from the Czech Republic and the 
target country, the topics of which should newly reflect the wider concept of human 
rights,22 and on the local transformation projects managed directly by the diplomatic 
missions of the Czech Republic. The Concept, as it is stated at the conclusion of the 
document, shall remain valid without a time limitation but after five years the neces-
sity of its update or revision shall be assessed.23

An overview of the content of the Concept of LPTS shows that this document – 
like the Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Czech Republic – does not bring any 
radical re-evaluation of the current approach to the support of human rights and de-
mocracy in foreign policy, the less any withdrawal from such a policy.24 The new text 
can even be a certain disappointment to somebody because the debate, which accom-
panied its development, hinted that some changes could really occur in the Czech hu-
man rights diplomacy. This estimate materialized only partially. The Concept of LPTS 
stands for a wider concept of human rights than the prevailing one till now and, at the 
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same time, it emancipates human rights “from the submission” to democracy by plac-
ing both concepts next to each other as equally important. It also works more on the 
covering concept of human dignity and puts an emphasis on the role of the dialogue 
when furthering human rights. All these shifts have primarily become on the general 
level. Their influence on the specific human rights agenda of the Czech diplomacy has 
remained limited, as can be seen for example in the list of thematic priorities. There-
fore, the Czech Republic has chosen the path of continuity and stability, not the one 
of a major change and brand new direction. Positives and negatives of this approach 
will become clear by the development in the future.

Political context of the Czech human rights diplomacy
The adoption of both new conceptual documents as well as the practical steps in the 
area of the foreign policy of the support of human rights and democracy did not gen-
erate any big interest of the Czech political representation. It is not too surprising be-
cause the Czech politicians did not get engaged more actively in the debate on human 
rights diplomacy in 2014 either. At the turn of the years 2014 and 2015, at least the 
representatives of the opposition parties (ODS and TOP 09) expressed their opinions, 
usually critical, about the prepared concepts. Their objections concerned both the used 
terms (unclear term “human dignity”, a mention about reform communism) and al-
leged efforts of the government and the MFA to forsake the legacy of Václav Havel 
and mislead the Czech Republic from the path of active human rights diplomacy.25 In 
early March, a discussion seminar in the presence of the representatives of the gov-
ernment (Minister of Foreign Affairs Lubomír Zaorálek) and opposition (the chairman 
of ODS Petr Fiala) took place in the Chamber of Deputies of the Parliament about the 
prepared revision of the conceptual materials; however, the public report about the 
seminar does not provide any details about the content and tone of the speeches.26 It 
is interesting that the actual adoption of the new concepts in July a September 2015 
only generated little attention of politicians.27

Like in the previous period, even in 2015 a bigger interest of the political repre-
sentation was raised by some travels of President Miloš Zeman than by the issues of 
the conceptual set-up of the human rights diplomacy. It concerned the May journey to 
Moscow and September journey to Beijing – both on the occasion of the celebrations 
of 70 years from the end of the Second World War. The criticism that fell on Zeman 
in those particular cases was similar and always included a reminder too that the Rus-
sian Federation and China were non-democratic states, which had long-term problems 
with the level of respect for human rights.28 With respect to the fact that both foreign 
stays of the president went without interest-holding statements,29 the responses were 
not so sharp as in 2014 and became silent soon. When China was visited by Prime 
Minister Bohuslav Sobotka two months later than Zeman, in November 2015, the po-
litical scene was silent.30 During 2015, there were no elections, in which the topic of 
human rights in foreign policy could be aired. 

Furthermore, within the whole year, attention was captured by the refugee crisis, 
which shadowed any other foreign (and actually even domestic) agenda to a great 
extent.
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The topic of the support of human rights and democracy in the foreign policy of 
the Czech Republic remained politicized in 2015, but it underwent depolarization. The 
polarization in this publication means the presence of a certain topic in the political 
or, as the case may be, public space, the polarization of existence or non-existence of 
agreement on basic parameters of certain agenda, its meaning, relation to other areas 
of foreign policy and tools of practical realization. The human rights diplomacy is 
politized in the long-term but the level of polarization has been changing gradually. 
In the first two decades of the existence of the Czech Republic, it was relatively low 
because the political forces in the country had a similar opinion about the policy of the 
support of human rights and democracy. The situation was changed in the last years 
when the past approach ceased to be understood as the only possible or necessarily 
right and critical voices started appearing. The hottest presentation of the topic was 
in 2014, even though the public debate, which accompanied it, included more jour-
nalists, experts, and activists than politicians. As seen above, the year 2015 brought 
a repeated pacification and stabilization of the agenda, which was still present in the 
political space but it did not stir strong passions (or such passions were not demon-
strated strongly at least). The previous issue of this publication repeatedly brought to 
mind of the main camps, which existed in the Czech political scene in relation to hu-
man rights diplomacy. It concerns: a) activist internationalists that are oriented on the 
rights of the first generation, which are made superior to all other values; b) moderate 
internationalists that feel human rights in a wider context and, at the same time, they 
try to balance them with other interests; c) autonomists that acknowledge the impor-
tance of human rights but consider them a matter of individual states; and d) pragma-
tists that are not interested in human rights because they are focused on different areas 
(among other things on economic diplomacy). The form of the Czech human rights 
diplomacy was always determined by the first two camps primarily. While originally 
the voice of the activists was heard strongly (e.g. Václav Havel or Karel Schwarzen-
berg), while the moderates prevailed recently (e.g. Lubomír Zaorálek or Bohuslav So-
botka) – the clash for the new Concept was, at the same time, a clash between these 
two camps, of which the first one defended the current approach while the other one 
its slight modifications. The autonomists (e.g. KSČM) remain outside of the main-
stream of the debates; on the contrary, the pragmatists (e.g. Miloš Zeman) become 
actively engaged in them recently. Many times, their attitudes are mistakenly inter-
changed with the attitudes of moderate internationalists, which was reflected, among 
other things, during the debates about the proposals of the new Concepts, when the 
opinions of the pragmatist (for example the effort to make the economic diplomacy 
superior to human rights) were attributed to moderate internationalists.

HUMAN RIGHT DIMENSION OF CZECH FOREIGN POLICY: AGENDA 
AND EVENTS

The Practical implementation of Czech foreign policy concerning the support of hu-
man rights and democracy features a considerable level of stability and continuity. It 
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did not change in 2015 either. As we could see in the previous section, the new con-
ceptual materials did not count on any prominent change either – both the main pri-
orities and the tools of their realization remained practically constant. Probably the 
biggest (formal) shift occurred in the fact that the mandate of the Czech Republic in 
the UN Human Rights Council, where it had been active from 2011, ended as of the 
end of 2014. However, the Czech Republic compensated its absence with various ini-
tiatives both in relation to the Council itself and in other international forums.

In comparison with the previous years, there was a high number of such initiatives 
and certain efforts to diversify the activities in compliance with new Concepts were 
reflected in them. The agenda of the human rights diplomacy traditionally included the 
activities in international organizations; fulfilment of commitments from international 
treaties on human rights protection; achievement of thematic and territorial priorities; 
and realization of the transformation policy.

Activities of the Czech Republic in international organizations
From the middle of June 2011 to the end of the year 2014, the Czech Republic was 
sitting in the UN Human Rights Council, the main human rights body of the UN, 
which replaced the UN Commission for Human Rights in 2006.31 It was very active 
there, participated in all regular and special sessions and regularly presented inde-
pendent speeches. In a majority of the said activities, it could continue even after the 
end of its mandate in December 2014, newly in the role of an observer state. In this 
way, the representatives of the Czech Republic became involved for example in the 
discussion about violations of human rights committed by the Nigerian terrorist or-
ganization Boko Haram,32 came forward with speeches about the inclusion of women 
into the political decision-making33 or freedom of assembly, association and freedom 
of speech34 and spoke critically about the status of respect for human rights in some 
countries (Azerbaijan, Bahrain, China, Egypt, Eritrea, Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea, Russian Federation, Syria or Venezuela).35

Furthermore, the Czech Republic again brought up a resolution on equal participa-
tion in political and public matters, which was adopted by the Council on 1. 10. 2015.36 
The Czech Republic was bringing up a resolution on this topic regularly from 2013 
and it always managed to enforce it (in all cases, it was always adopted consensually, 
without voting).37 The resolution highlights the importance of possibilities of full po-
litical participation for all citizens, including the members of marginalized groups, 
and appeals to the states to ensure such a possibility. The position of the observer state 
enabled the Czech Republic to keep actively monitoring the events in the UN Human 
Rights Council and submit its own proposals there in 2015. Contrary to the period 
when it was a member, only the fact changed that as an observer, the Czech Republic 
had no right to vote. As it was confirmed by the new Concept of the Foreign Policy 
of the Czech Republic and the Concept of LPTS, the Council has remained a long-
term priority of the Czech Republic. Therefore, already in 2013, a decision was made 
to bid for the formal membership in the Board, namely for the period of the years 
2019–2021. The campaign for the re-election should become more intensive during 
2016 or 2017.
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The human rights topic was not presented by the Czech Republic only within 
the UN Human Rights Council. During 2015, its representatives were active in vari-
ous other forums, where they tried to emphasize the importance of the human rights 
agenda. It shall be said that while doing so, they tried to reflect the newly set-up wider 
priorities of the Czech human rights diplomacy. Therefore, the Czech Republic repeat-
edly spoke for example about human rights of women and their participation in pub-
lic life38 and in October 2015 it co-sponsored a resolution concerning women, peace, 
and security in the UN Security Council.39 On the contrary, this time the president of 
the republic was silent about human rights in his speech to the UN General Assembly 
on 29. 9. 2015. He focused his speech fully on the issues of the fight against terror-
ism.40 However, in the past the leading politicians representing the Czech Republic 
in the general debate of the General Assembly on human rights, as one of the main 
foreign policy priorities of ČR, usually mentioned them and it would be good for the 
future to return to this practice on behalf of consistency of the approach and clarity 
of the Czech approach.

A big success for the Czech Republic was the election for a member of the UN 
Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) on 21. 10. 2015.41 The Economic and So-
cial Council is one of six main bodies of the UN, which is focused, as hinted by its 
name, primarily on the economic and social topics, including the issues related to eco-
nomic, social and (also) cultural rights. In the past, the Czech Republic was a mem-
ber of the Council already three times, within the period 1996–1998, 1999–2001 and 
2006–2008.42 Now it has been in the Council for the fourth time, namely for the pe-
riod 2016–2018. Here it represents, along with Moldavia, the East European group 
of states, where the Czech Republic still belongs. In the election, the Czech Republic 
was very successful, it obtained votes of 179 (out of the total 193) member states of 
the UN. At the time of the Czech membership, the Council shall monitor, among other 
things, the achievement of the so-called Agenda 2030, which shall ensure permanently 
sustainable development in the member states of the UN. It can be expected that at 
least for a part of the term of office, the Czech Republic could fill the vice-presidency 
position or even the presidency of the Council, as it already happened during one of 
the last memberships (in 1997, the Council was chaired by Karel Kovanda).

Outside of the UN, the Czech Republic was engaged in the human rights area es-
pecially in the OSCE and in the Council of Europe. In OSCE, probably the most vis-
ible demonstration of interest of the Czech Republic in the human rights agenda was 
the candidacy for the position of a representative for freedom of media at the end of 
2015. The freedom of media or, as the case may be, more generally freedom of speech 
has belonged, in the long-term, to the main thematic priorities of the foreign policy of 
the Czech Republic. In the Council of Europe, the Czech Republic started preparing 
for presiding the Committee of Ministers RE within 2015, which should be assumed 
by it in March 2017 for half-a-year and which should be related to a number of hu-
man rights activities. The presidency will be an opportunity for the Czech Republic 
to promote various initiatives from its sphere of activities and obtain a wider political 
support in the international scene for such initiatives (for example in the very area of 
freedom of media). Finally, it is also worth mentioning that in late 2015, the Czech 
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Republic was elected to the Committee for the Protection of Cultural Property in the 
Event of Armed Conflict. The Committee was established by the Second protocol to 
the Haag Convention on the Protection of Cultural Property in Armed Conflicts from 
1999 and its secretariat is ensured by UNESCO (specifically the department headed 
by a Czech citizen, Jan Hladík). Among other things, the Committee decides about 
the assignment of an increased protection to cultural property of extraordinary value 
for mankind.

Fulfilment of commitments resulting from international treaties 
for the protection of human rights
The Czech Republic is a party to a majority of significant treaties for the protection of 
human rights adopted by the UN and on the regional level by the Council of Europe. 
During 2015, this circle was extended by the Optional Protocol to the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child on a Communications Procedure.43 The Optional protocol 
was adopted on 19. 12. 2011 and came into force as of 14. 4. 2014. A big credit for 
its elaboration and approval is due also to Slovakia, among other states. The Optional 
protocol follows up the Convention on the Rights of the Child from 1989 and its two 
older Optional protocols – the Optional protocol on the involvement of children in 
armed conflicts from 2000 and the Optional Protocol on the sale of children, child 
prostitution and child pornography from the same year. The Czech Republic is a party 
to all said three older instruments. The instruments only implemented a weak control 
mechanism limited to the submission of regular state reports to the Committee on the 
Rights of the Child. The new Optional protocol expands the circle of available mecha-
nisms by interstate and individual complaints and investigation procedure. The Czech 
Republic signed the Optional protocol in April 201544 and ratified it on 2. 12. 2015.45 
The protocol came into force in the Czech Republic in early March 2016, whereby 
a possibility became open to bringing complaints against the Czech Republic with re-
spect to violations of children rights.46

On the contrary, there has been no shift in relation to some other human rights in-
struments, which have not been joined by the Czech Republic. It concerns especially 
the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers 
and Members of Their Families from 1990, which has not been ratified by other EU 
states either, the International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from En-
forced Disappearance from 2006 where, on the contrary, the works on the ratification 
were commenced in 2015, and the Optional Protocol to the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights from 2008. However, the last from the said 
instruments fits well into the extended perception of human rights, which is advocated 
by the current foreign policy, and its ratification would be the logical step in the practi-
cal realization of that concept. With respect to the human rights treaties of the Council 
of Europe, in 2015 the Protocol No. 15 to the European Convention on the Protection 
of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms was ratified. The Protocol, adopted in 
2013, shortens the period for the submission of a complaint to the European Court of 
Human Rights in Strasbourg from six to four months from the final interstate decision, 
limits the age of the candidates for judges at the ECHR to 65 years and anchors the 
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principle of subsidiarity. The Protocol shall come into force only after the ratification 
by all parties to the European Convention (as of 18. 6. 2016, approximately twenty 
ratifications were still missing).

During 2015, the evaluation of two periodic reports of the Czech Republic was fin-
ished, namely the introductory report on the Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities submitted in 201347 and the combined 10th and 11th report to the Interna-
tional Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination submitted 
in 2014.48 Both reports were discussed by the applicable committee – i.e. Committee 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) and the Committee on the Elimi-
nation of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD) – within 2015 and concluding 
observations were adopted concerning them by the Committees. The CRPD report49 
seems fairly positive, but it includes a long list of measures, which should be real-
ized by the Czech Republic for the sake of the protection of persons with disabilities 
(e.g. ensuring barrier-free approach to public buildings or implementation of the pro-
grammes of the inclusive education that has been intensively discussed in the Czech 
Republic nowadays). The CERD report50 has focused, probably already as a tradition, 
especially on the position of the Romany minority and discrimination of its members 
for example in the access to education. Furthermore, it also includes recommendations 
including human trafficking or newly refugees and migrants (here CERD recommends 
to minimize detention of the asylum seekers).

The committees to the UN treaties, specifically the Committee on Human Rights, 
decided, pursuant to information available in the UN database, two cases against the 
Czech Republic in 2015.51 The cases concerned the applications of descendants of 
Sudeten Germans about restitution of property seized to their ancestors after the end 
of the Second World War. In both cases, the Committee considered the complaint un-
acceptable, both because of the fact that the International Covenant on Civil and Po-
litical Rights did not anchor the right to the protection of property and with respect to 
the fact that the claimants had not proven the discriminatory conduct by the state. The 
European Court of Human Rights evaluated altogether 407 individual complaints in 
2015. An overwhelming majority (403) was considered unacceptable, only four were 
resolved in merit, of which one before the Grand Chamber. Two of the cases were 
deleted from the list of the cases,52 in the remaining two the Court agreed with the 
Czech Republic and did not find any violation of the European Convention (one case 
concerned an alleged violation of the ban of retroactivity of a continuing crime,53 the 
second one respect for the right to a fair trial within the court review of the decision 
of the National Security Authority about cancellation of validity of the certificate for 
contact with concealed facts54). Therefore, the Czech Republic was extraordinarily 
successful in this area in 2015.

Furthering thematic and territorial priorities of the Czech Republic 
in the area of human rights
As we could see above, there was a partial re-definition or, as the case may be, com-
pletion of the thematic and territorial priorities of the Czech Republic in the area of hu-
man rights in 2015. Thematically, the constant focus remained on the support of civil 
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society, including human rights defenders; support of the freedom of speech and ac-
cess to information, including freedom of media; support of equal and widest possible 
political and public participation; support of building the institutions of the legal state; 
and support of equality and non-discrimination. The support of international human 
rights mechanisms and mainstreaming of human rights and support of human rights in 
the topics related to employment and the environment were added. All these priorities 
were reflected in the activities the Czech Republic for example within the UN Human 
Rights Council, but also in other international forums and in bilateral relations. The 
Czech Republic followed up its previous initiatives; therefore, it is surely not surpris-
ing that a huge part of activities concerned the first four priorities. A good example is 
again the submission of the resolution on equal participation in the political and public 
matters in the Council. Nevertheless, the Czech Republic tried to expand the scope to 
new activities too, as is shown for example by the repeated speeches about the issues 
of rights of women or permanently sustainable development.55

The territorial priorities have not been subjected to any radical change either. The 
Czech human rights diplomacy has been still focused on the countries that are close 
culturally or otherwise to the Czech Republic, i.e. mainly the countries of East Europe 
and the Western Balkans. Although the Concept of LPTS only interconnects them with 
the area of the transformation co-operation, the real interest of the Czech Republic 
shall not necessarily remain limited in this way. Furthermore, the Concept claims that 
the Czech Republic will monitor especially the situation in the countries, which are 
a subject of interest of the UN Human Rights Council. It really happened, which was 
demonstrated by the focus of the speech presented to the Council by the Czech Re-
public in 2015. During the ordinary sessions (28th–30th sessions taking place in March, 
June and September 2015), the Czech Republic expressed its opinion about the sta-
tus of human rights in the Democratic Republic of the Kongo, Eritrea, Iran, DPRK, 
Libya, Central African Republic and Syria – all these countries have been monitored 
by the Commission in the long-term. In addition to that, the Czech Republic, as al-
ready stated above, was involved in the discussion about violations of human rights 
committed by the Nigerian terrorist organization Boko Haram,56 which were the topic 
of the only (23rd) special session of the Council that took place in 2015 (April 2015). 
The traditional “targets” of the Czech human rights diplomacy – Burma-Myanmar, 
Belorussia, and Cuba – generated smaller attention in 2015, which was related, among 
other things, to a certain liberalization of the first and third mentioned.

The Concept of LPTS anchored a new category of priorities, interstate priorities. 
The text declares that “CR does not hesitate to submit the status of respect for human 
rights within its territory to an external inspection”.57 It really does so within the re-
view and quasi/court proceedings described in the previous section. During 2015, the 
main external criticism fell on the Czech Republic not in the said proceedings but 
from the side of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Zeid bin Ra’ad Zeid 
al-Hussein. It happened in connection with the refugee crisis, specifically with the 
detention of the persons crossing the Czech territory on the way from the Balkans to 
West Europe in the detention facilities for the period of 40 and sometimes up to 90 
days. The reservations also aimed at the conditions in the detention facilities, seizure 
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of personal things and obligation to contribute financially to the compensation of the 
costs of the stay. Zeid said that “pursuant to credible reports from various sources, 
the cases of violation of human rights of migrants were neither isolated, nor random, 
but systematic. It is revealed that they are an integral part of the policy of the Gov-
ernment of the Czech Republic, which should discourage migrants and refugees from 
entering the country or staying in it”.58 The Czech Republic rejected the criticism by 
saying that “in the Czech detention centres […] there were reasonable, decent, and 
standard conditions”.59 Furthermore, the Czech Republic invited the High Commis-
sioner to visit the country so that he would have an opportunity to assess the deten-
tion facilities by himself. The visit did not take place; the reservations against the 
period and conditions of detention of migrants and asylum seekers were also raised 
by some domestic bodies, for example, the ombudsman60 and non-governmental  
organizations.61

Transformation policy
The transformation policy is focused on the support of the social transformation to-
wards democracy or, as the case may be, it tries to evoke such a transformation. Even 
after the adoption of the new concepts, the so-called program of the transformation 
co-operation (TRANS) remains the key tool; its objective is to “select, control and 
finance the projects and activities for the support of human rights and transforma-
tion”.62 The proposals of the projects are submitted by the Czech non-governmental 
organizations, the project is realized in co-operation with the subjects from the pri-
ority countries. They include the countries of the Western Balkans (Bosnia and Her-
cegovina, Serbia, Kosovo), countries of East Europe (Belorussia, Georgia, Moldova, 
Ukraine) and some other countries (Myanmar/Burma and Cuba). The projects should 
be aimed at the achievement of the priorities of the Czech human rights diplomacy 
and, therefore, they should also reflect the extension of the said priorities that occurred 
in 2015. It really happened during the tender for 2016.

The tender took place in the period from October to December 2015, i.e. already 
after the adoption of the new conceptual materials. Altogether 58 projects applied in 
the proceeding, of which four were eliminated due to formal reasons or, as the case 
may be, due to late submission. Out of the remaining 54 applications, the commission 
consisting of the representatives of the MFA and external experts decided to support 
26 projects; two were included in the reserve sheet. The most successful applicant was 
the organization Člověk v tísni with five supported projects (and one in the reserve 
sheet).63 Altogether the amount of 40 million CZK was divided for the projects of the 
transformation co-operation. In addition to this traditional proceeding, for the first time 
in 2015, there was a tender for the support of the projects of the platform of non-state 
non-profitable organizations active in the area of the transformation co-operation. One 
platform, DEMAS, applied in this tender and it also succeeded in it. In 2015, a ten-
der for co-financing the European projects at the amount of 3 million CZK was also 
declared for the first time; four projects were supported from it. Other funds were in-
vested to direct aid to pro-democratic structures in the priority countries within the 
projects controlled by diplomatic missions in the place (distribution of literature etc.).
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HUMAN RIGHT DIMENSION OF CZECH FOREIGN POLICY: 
IDENTIFICATION AND CHARACTERISTICS OF KEY ACTORS

The circle of institutional actors that contribute to the formulation and realization of 
the Czech foreign policy has remained constant in the long-term. Even in 2015, the 
main role belonged to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic and its 
Department of Human Rights and Transformation Policy (LPTP); David Juneka be-
came its director in 2015. In addition to LPTP, the agenda is also cared for by other 
departments of the MFA (Department of International Law, Department of the UN, 
relevant territorial departments) and diplomatic missions and permanent missions 
(especially PM in New York, Strasbourg, Geneva and Vienna, PR Brussels). The role 
of other bodies of the state administration also remained without greater changes, for 
example those of the Ministry of Justice of the Czech Republic (it ensures the rep-
resentation of the Czech Republic before the European Court of Human Rights), the 
Minister for Human Rights (they lead the Government Council of Human Rights), 
the President (external representation), the Parliament of the Czech Republic (rati-
fication of international treaties) or courts (decision-making pursuant to the interna-
tional treaties). The non-governmental sector has realized the transformation policy 
projects and contributed to the popularization of the topics of the human rights di-
plomacy among the wider public (e.g. the organization Člověk v tísni organized the 
festival of documentary films about human rights One World in March 2015). On the 
contrary, certain changes have taken place on the individual level. Probably the most 
visible change concerned one of the main protagonists of the debate on human rights 
in foreign policy from 2014, political scientist Petr Drulák. He finished in the posi-
tion of the First Deputy to the Minister of Foreign Affairs as of 1. 7. 2015 and became 
the political deputy to the minister.64 At the same time, he practically quit speaking 
publicly about the issues of suitable directions of the human rights diplomacy, which 
could be related to the fact that the debate about this topic became silenced at the turn 
of 2014 and 2015. The department was headed for the whole period by L. Zaorálek 
(ČSSD), who, as it was already said, belonged to the moderate internationalists. In 
addition to them, President M. Zeman, who belongs to the pragmatics, also had an 
influence, although more indirectly, on the formulation and realization of the Czech 
foreign policy in the area of human rights.65 His approach to human rights did not al-
ways correspond to the approach of the government and the MFA, which did not fa-
cilitate achieving the principles of coherence, credibility, and openness that were sup-
ported by the Concept of LPTS.

With respect to the foreign actors, in the long-term the most important position be-
longs to the European Union, of which the Czech Republic has been a member since 
2004.66 During 2015, the Union faced an internal crisis caused by the plans of some 
states to leave it (Great Britain) and absence of agreement on the solution of the mi-
gration crisis. The differences in these matters did not prevent the EU from unified 
actions in relation to a big part of human rights topics discussed for example in the 
UN Human Rights Council but, at the same time, they revealed that the EU was not 
so united in terms of ideas and values, as it had appeared. In this context, the Czech 
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Republic was criticized for dealing with the migrants and unwillingness to support 
the system of redistribution of the asylum seekers (quotas). The reservations, which 
were formulated within this framework towards the Czech Republic by the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights Zaid, were already mentioned. The Czech attitude to 
the migration crisis or, as the case may be, the way how it was interpreted in the EU, 
could again raise some doubts, how much the Czech policy followed those principles 
of coherence, credibility, and openness anchored in the Concept of LPTS.

From the perspective of categorization of the manners of conduct, with which 
this publication operates, the Czech Republic can be labelled as a mainly proactive 
player in the area of human rights diplomacy that tries to act constructively as a co-
operating actor. The Czech Republic has an idea about the direction where its for-
eign policy should be oriented in the area of human rights: this idea is elaborated in 
detail in both conceptual materials adopted in 2015. The Concepts also list specific 
thematic and territorial priorities of the Czech human rights diplomacy and the tools 
for the achievement of such priorities. At the same time, the Czech Republic is aware 
of the limitations, which it has as a country of a smaller size in that particular sphere. 
It is reflected, among other things, in the specialization in topics and regions, in rela-
tion to which the Czech Republic has a comparative advantage (long-term expertise, 
historical experience etc.). In the past, in the nineties, the Czech Republic underwent 
a period when it acted more offensively. As time passed, the co-operating modus op-
erandi has prevailed, however. The Czech Republic tries to further its priorities in co-
operation with other actors, primarily with the EU states, and at the same time, it is 
prepared to support, more or less actively, the initiatives brought up by such allies.

HUMAN RIGHT DIMENSION OF CZECH FOREIGN POLICY IN 
MEDIA, PUBLIC, AND ACADEMIC SPACE

As we repeatedly stated in this publication in the past, foreign policy in the area of hu-
man rights belongs to the areas of the Czech diplomacy, to which only limited atten-
tion was paid by the media, academic sphere or the wider public. The exception was 
the year 2014 when in connection with the preparation of the new conceptual docu-
ments and by the criticism of the past human right approach from the new leadership 
of the MFA, the human rights diplomacy became a subject of a vivid public debate. 
This debate was slowly silenced in the last months of 2014 and in 2015 there were 
only a few outputs about the topic.67 The symbolic dot behind the whole debate was 
the publication of the book Lidská práva. (Ne)smysl české politiky (Human rights. 
(Non)sense of the Czech Policy) at the end of 2015,68 which was edited by two of the 
main protagonists of the debate, the legal philosopher Jiří Přibáň and philosopher and 
sociologist Václav Bělohradský. Other participants in the debate (e.g. Petr Drulák or 
Roman Joch) and some new authors (e.g. senatress Eliška Wágnerová or judge at the 
Constitutional Court Kateřina Šimáčková) also contributed to the book. The book 
confirms that the direction of the human rights diplomacy, as well as the perception 
of human rights in general, are not a subject of the opinion consensus in the Czech 
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environment, as it could have appeared in the past. In addition to the said publica-
tion, the discussion was only subjected to a certain reflexion in the last year’s issue 
of this publication.69

During 2015, the public space was fully saturated by contributions about the mi-
gration crisis, its possible solution, and human rights aspects. The topic was sharply 
politicized and polarized, the authors favoured strongly either the position of absolute 
rejection and securitization of the migration or, on the contrary, they chose the mor-
alizing discourse – both attitudes disabled a meaningful dialog.70 Wider public also 
observed especially the events concerning migration, which generated considerably 
strong emotions in the Czech Republic.71 Other human rights topics caused little atten-
tion, even though the initiatives from the previous years continued, as for example the 
initiative Flag for Tibet, in which nearly seven hundred town halls were involved, or 
the film festival One World, which was visited just in Prague by over 50,000 visitors 
pursuant to the information of the organizers.72 The representatives of the academic 
sphere occasionally commented the current events and several conferences were or-
ganized concerning their topics.73

CONCLUSIONS

According to the expectations, the year 2015 should have brought considerable 
changes to the Czech foreign policy in the area of human rights, but only partial 
changes and modifications occurred. The new conceptual documents adopted in that 
year, i.e. The Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Czech Republic from July 2015 
and The Concept of Support of Human Rights and Transformation Co-operation from 
September 2015, followed up older instruments and completed them in a certain way, 
but they did not reject their background. The policy of the support of human rights 
and transformation co-operation still remains one of the priorities of Czech foreign 
policy. Human rights are now considered in a wider scope, they include the rights of 
the first and second generations and they are not subjected to the concept of spread-
ing democracy. However, the list of human rights priorities is more or less the same 
as before and the addition of some new priorities (mainly the support of human rights 
in the topics related to employment and the environment) has been reflected in the 
practice of the Czech human rights diplomacy to a limited measure only.

A vivid public debate, which was stirred in 2014 about the role of human rights in 
foreign policy and about the concept of human rights in general, did not continue in 
2015 any longer. The topic was shadowed by the issues of the migration crisis, about 
which the politicians, journalists, activists and the wider public spoke actively and 
often fairly emotionally. It resulted in a decline of the level of polarization of the hu-
man rights agenda, which was still present in the public space and there was not a total 
agreement on the set-up of its parameters, but the feeling of urgency of the solution of 
the issues related to it disappeared. At the same time, the year 2015 revealed that the 
foreign policy in the area of human rights faced two main challenges. The first one 
is represented by doubts of a part of the political representation about the scope, how 
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much it is suitable to fight for human rights on the international scene – doubts, which 
are formulated most sharply, though often only indirectly, by the camp of pragmatists. 
Another challenge is the (un)preparedness of the Czech Republic to respond to some 
problems, which arose in the international scale (e.g. migration crisis), and keep both 
the international commitments assumed by the Czech Republic within the years and 
the principles of coherence, credibility and openness, which should be featured by 
the Czech human rights diplomacy according to its Concept from September 2015.
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