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Abstract
The increasing external activities of the European Union and the latter’s duty to uphold and promote its values,
including the rule of law principle, in relations with third states, raise the question of the international law restrains
the EU may face in confronting third states with its demands. More generally, it raises the question of the limits
than can or should be set in relation to EU external normative action. This contribution asks to what extent the EU
is restrained by the principle of non-intervention in relation to its Treaty brief to uphold and promote the rule of
law in its relations with third states.
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1. Introduction
The principle of non-intervention is an ancient but fundamental principle of international law
based on the prerogatives and independence of states. While the big change in the principle of
non-intervention had its momentum in the 20th century with the adoption of the United Nations
Charter, the principle is not static and continues to develop on the basis of the dynamics that
characterise the international legal system. It is often challenged because of the practice of states
to justify interventions. These interventions may even entail the use of force, and states often
aim to establish exceptions.1 At the same time states continue to affirm the existence of the
principle of non-intervention and honour it through its inclusion in international treaties.
An emerging question is to what extent the European Union (EU) is restrained by the
principle of non-intervention in relation to its Treaty brief to uphold and promote the rule of
law in its relations with third states. The starting point is that, in its external action, the European
Union is not only bound by EU law, but also by international law. This not only counts for the
well-known rules on, for instance, treaty-making, but for many other rules that are binding on
the EU, either because of contractual engagements or on the basis of customary law (or even
ius cogens arguments).2 This does not necessarily lead to normative conflicts. Principles and
values that form the foundation of the two legal systems often coincide and define the ‘rule of
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law’ that aims to provide the legal framework of both legal systems.3 Not only the EU, but also
the international legal system has been analysed in terms of a ‘community’.4 Indeed, while
’integration’ has been the hallmark of the EU, literature over the past decade also pointed to
elements of that integration process that are also increasingly visible at the global level (e.g. the
legislative function of some international organizations, the need for judicial protection against
international decisions, the involvement of non-state actors).5
With the increasing external activities of the EU, it is increasingly confronted with the
fact that it is part and parcel of the international legal system and bound by many of its rules in
its relations with third states and other international organization. ‘EU exceptionalism’ has
hardly been accepted in relation to the application of international law.6 This implies that, to a
large extent, the EU cannot be exempted from the application of international rules and
principles. Questions that come to mind in the framework of this debate include the application
of the rules on the use of force and humanitarian law on EU military missions, and, indeed, the
use of restrictive measures (sanctions) by the EU in view of the international rules on for
instance non-intervention, retorsions and countermeasures.
While the answer in many situations will be that the EU is bound by these international
rules, either on the basis of written or customary law, a clear answer on the hierarchy between
the norms remains difficult, also in the light of the renewed discussion in the EU on its
‘autonomy’.7 The ‘sovereignty-related’ questions that have emerged in the context of that
debate, also point to possible norm-conflicts that can be faced by EU Member States. Indeed,
while from an EU perspective these Member States are first and foremost Member States, the
same member States have also remained sovereign States under international law.8 This dual
status confronts them with possibly diverging obligations under EU and international law. The
EU – positive and negative obligations – may flow from the division of competences, but also
from the effects of this division which become visible for instance in the conclusion of mixed
or EU-only agreements. In the case of the latter, Member States obligations flow from EU law
because of obligations the EU entered into under international law.
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In short, the increasing external activities of the EU and the latter’s duty to uphold and
promote its values, including the rule of law principle, in relations with third states,9 raise the
question of the international law restrains the EU may face in confronting third states with its
demands. More generally, it raises the question of the limits than can or should be set in relation
to EU external normative action. Can we depict situations where the principle of nonintervention under international law would set clear limits to EU external action, irrespective
of the ‘valuable’ substantive content of these actions and possible international objectives the
EU is faced with on the basis of its own Treaties?
The aim of this paper, thus, is to investigate possible tensions between EU and
international law in relation to normative EU external action in relation to the promotion of the
rule of law and the international principle of non-intervention.
Section 2 will first of all briefly revisit the duty the Union faces on the basis of its own
Treaties in relation to upholding and promoting the rule of law. The focus here will be on socalled ‘normative’ actions by the EU, based on its Treaty brief in Article 3(5) and 21 of the
Treaty on European Union (TEU). This section will also address the duty of the EU to observe
international law on the basis of its own principles. Section 3 will assess the relevance of the
international principle of non-intervention in relation to the EU’s promotion of human rights
and democracy in its external relations. Section 4 will be used to draw some conclusions.

2. Upholding and Promoting the Rule of Law in the Wider World
2.1 The substantive content to be promoted
A first question is what is meant by the rule of law in this context. EU law definitions of the
rule of law are lacking in the Treaties. Article 2 TEU merely lists the rule of law among its
values, without providing a definition:
The Union is founded on the values of respect for human dignity, freedom,
democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, including the
rights of persons belonging to minorities. These values are common to the
Member States in a society in which pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance,
justice, solidarity and equality between women and men prevail.
While ‘the rule of law’ is thus presented as a separate value that is distinct from, for instance,
‘democracy’ or ‘human rights’, the European Commission has pointed to their interlinkage as
well as to the external dimension. Important for the present paper is that the Commission
underlined that the rule of law ‘is intrinsically linked to respect for democracy and for
fundamental rights’.10 It underlined that the rule of rule of law ‘is of critical importance for the
EU’s external policy’ as respect for this principle is ‘an essential condition for peace and
stability in the consolidation and support of democracy, and in the fight against impunity’, and
9
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‘inextricably linked to the protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms and needs to
be pursued both at national and international level’.11 As we will see in Section 3 below, these
are indeed the two elements of the rule of law that Union focuses on in its external relations.
Article 3(1) TEU indeed adds that the values are to be ‘promoted’: ‘The Union’s aim is
to promote peace, its values and the well-being of its peoples’. And paragraph 5 underlines that
this promotion is not only done internally, but is also part of the EU’s external relations: ‘[i]n
its relations with the wider world, the Union shall uphold and promote its values’. Furthermore,
Article 21 TEU not only provides that the values are to be ‘safeguarded’ in the EU’s
international relations, but also links the values to a large set of principles that are to ‘guide the
Union’s action on the international scene’.12 These provisions indeed reveal, what has been
called, the ‘translation dimension’ of values as enshrined in Article 2 TEU to the EU’s external
action.13 Indeed, there does not seem to be disagreement among legal scholars that the values
in Article 2, including the rule of law, support of democracy and the protection of human rights
should guide the Union’s action abroad.14
As held by leading experts in a recent report, in the EU, ‘[t]he rule of law has […] firmly
established itself as an essential transnational and transversal principle of what may be referred
to as “European constitutional law” […]’.15 Yet, as is also acknowledged, a clear definition is
missing, or in fact overshadowed by a proliferation of definitions. This is not to say the Treaties
are completely silent on this. Some provisions do refer to the rule of law, either explicitly or
implicitly,16 and the concept has been crucial is many judgments of the Court, starting with the
1986 judgment,17 wherein the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) referred to the
then European Economic Community (EEC) as a community based on the rule of law.
A description of the substantive dimensions of the rule of law has been provided by the
Commission in 2014,18 and was somewhat revised in 2019:19
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Under the rule of law, all public powers always act within the constraints set out
by law, in accordance with the values of democracy and fundamental rights, and
under the control of independent and impartial courts. […] The rule of law
includes, among others, principles such as legality, implying a transparent,
accountable, democratic and pluralistic process for enacting laws; legal certainty;
prohibiting the arbitrary exercise of executive power; effective judicial protection
by independent and impartial courts, effective judicial review including respect
for fundamental rights; separation of powers; and equality before the law.
Definitions have always closely followed interpretations provided by the Council of Europe
and its Court of Human Rights.20
The rule of law (alongside respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality,
and respect for human rights) is thus part of the Union’s ‘own’ values in Article 2 TEU, but
through Article 3(5) is linked to what may be termed the ‘international values’,21 including the
strict observance of international law. This link between EU law and international law
principles is important for the topic of the current chapter and has two dimensions. The first
dimension relates to the question of whether respect for the rule of law principles limits the
Union’s ability to act as a global political actor. In sanctions cases, in particular, we have seen
that the EU’s focus on for instance the right to effective judicial protection may stand in the
way of acting effectively externally. This question has been addressed in the post-Kadi literature
quite extensively.22 The second dimension concerns not the ‘restrictions’ flowing from EU law,
but from international law. The question then is to what extent and in which manner the
attainment of the Union’s external rule of law objectives, and in particular support for
democracy and protection of human rights, is restraint by international law rules and principles,
such as in our case the principle of non-intervention.

2.2 The Application of International Law and EU External Normative Instruments
The focus of the present contribution is on the application of the international principle of nonintervention on EU external action aimed at promoting the rule of law. First of all, the EU
treaties are quite clear on the applicability of international law in general on any engagement
of the EU with third countries and international organisations. It is well known that Article 3(5)
TEU calls for ‘the strict observance and the development of international law, including respect
for the principles of the United Nations Charter’ and that Article 21 TEU repeats this is slightly
different terms as ‘respect for the principles of the United Nations Charter and international
20
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law’. In an earlier study, it was argued that both provisions have a ‘binding’ nature and that
their ‘normative force’ should be read in those terms.23 The Treaty language is quite clear in
that respect. The objectives in Article 3 TEU use ‘committing’ terms and provide that ‘the
Union shall’ do something. Thus, paragraph 5 states that ‘[i]n its relations with the wider world,
the Union shall uphold and promote its values’, but at the same time, ‘shall contribute to […]
the strict observance and the development of international law’.24 Similar phrasing returns in
Article 21(1) TEU, albeit that here the somewhat softer terms ‘guided’ and ‘respect for’ are
used: ‘The Union’s action on the international scene shall be guided by the principles which
have inspired its own creation […] and respect for the principles of the United Nations Charter
and international law’. There is, thus, a clear legal obligation for the Union not to act contrary
to the mentioned values and principles in all its external relations and to interpret its objectives
along those lines: ‘The Union shall respect the principles […] in the development and
implementation of the different areas of the Union’s external action […] and of the external
aspects of its other policies’ (Article 21(3) TEU).25 In short, promotion of the rule of law and
respect for international law go hand in hand.
Despite the infrequent references to Article 3(5) TEU (and Article 21 TEU) as such, the
objective of ‘the strict observance of international law’ is indeed acknowledged in several
internal and external acts of the Union.26 The Court of Justice has also been clear on this point
and it has been found that the Court has used the provision at hand: as a standard for judicial
review (1); as an interpretative tool in different contexts (2); and finally, as a ‘brake to
autonomy’ (3) –in other words as a way of mediating the tension between the need to preserve
the autonomy of the EU’s legal order and the need to facilitate the participation of the EU in
the international scene as an effective global actor.27 In terms of the values in Article 2 TEU,
recent research found that in total, Article 2 TEU, in its post-Lisbon phrasing, is mentioned in
168 cases relating to any type of policy in internal and external settings. Limiting the search to
‘external relations’, there are 27 cases in total, which are largely relating to the Union’s
Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP).28 It appears from the – admittedly scarce – case
law that values are mostly used by the Court as ‘the essential presumption’ informing the
exercise of external competences.29 Thus even if the EU does not act to enforce EU values and

23

Eva Kassoti and Ramses A Wessel, ‘The Normative Effect of Article 3(5) TEU: Observance and Development
of International Law by the European Union’, in Paula García Andrade (Ed.), Interacciones entre el Derecho de
la Unión Europea y el Derecho Internacional Público (Tirant lo Blanch 2022). Parts of these sections are based
in that publication.
24
Emphasis added.
25
Emphasis added.
26
Kassoti and Wessel (n 23).
27
ibid.
28
See Yuliya Kaspiarovich and Ramses A Wessel, ‘Unmixing Mixed Agreements: Challenges and Solutions for
Separating the EU and its Member States in Existing International Agreements’, in Nicolas Levrat, Yuliya
Kaspiarovich, Christine Kaddous and Ramses A Wessel (Eds.), The EU and Its Member States' Joint Participation
in International Agreements (Hart Publishing 2022), 287-304. Adding ‘accession’ to the search adds one extra
case.
29
Dimitry Kochenov, ‘The Issue of Values’, in Peter Van Elsuwege and Roman Petrov (Eds.), Legislative
Approximation and Application of EU Law in the Eastern Neighbourhood of the European Union: Towards a
Common Regulatory Space? (Routledge 2014).

principles, it uses them as an essential tool to transform its external actions into ‘good’ actions,
partly with the aim to influence the internal situation in third states.30
EU external relations law is thus characterised by a combination of EU and international
law rules and principles and, as we have seen, the promotion of the rule of law is part of the
Union’s treaty brief and has been part and parcel of its external policies for decades. By
definition, EU external relations law draws from the rules and principles defining the EU and
its Member States’ competences on the basis of EU Treaties and case law,31 but given the fact
that it is meant to regulate relations with third states and other international organisations, it
also operates outside the EU where it is confronted with the rules of public international law.
The possible tension between EU and international rules and principles is part and parcel of the
EU’s external relations law acquis. It emerges in debates on the EU’s autonomy,32 on the effects
of international law in the EU’s legal order,33 or on the extra-territorial effects of EU law34
(including its Charter of Fundamental Rights35). In fact, this topic has been on the agenda of
legal scholars from the outset and can be seen as one of the key dimensions of EU external
relations law studies.36
There is no lack of instruments at the disposal of the EU to uphold and promote the rule
of law in its external relations. Over the years, we have seen the Union using, unilateral
instruments (e.g on trade, standard-setting or restrictive measures) as well as bi- and multilateral
instruments (international agreements) in both formal and informal modalities.37 In November
2020 the EU took an additional step with the adoption of the EU Action Plan on Human Rights
and Democracy 2020–2024.38 This established a new global EU sanctions regime for human
rights violations and also contains a list of EU instruments for promoting human rights and
democracy. Within this framework, the EU has also adopted restrictive measures against third
30
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states and individuals because of human rights violations, the more recent controversies
involving Russia and China. In March 2021, the EU adopted sanctions against Chinese officials
because of human rights violations against the Uyghur Muslim minority in the Xinjiang
region;39 the Chinese government’s response was to consider these sanctions a gross
interference in China's internal affairs.40 In the same vein, the EU adopted targeted sanctions
against Russian senior officials because of their participation in the persecution of the
opposition leader Alexei Navalny and because of human rights violations.41 Russia had already
declared that previous restrictive measures adopted against Russian nationals accused of
participating in Navalny’s poisoning violated the Helsinki principles of non-intervention in
internal affairs.42 Together with these measures, the EU has also adopted restrictive measures
against Libyan, North Korean, Burmese, South Sudanese or Chechen nationals because of
human rights violations, in the latter case, for example, because of the repression of lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex (LGBTI) persons,43 increasing therefore the rights to be
protected by the EU through these measures.
In addition, the instrument of ‘conditionality’ in international agreements has been part
and parcel of the Union’s toolbox. Regarding the latter, in the 1990s, the EU started a policy
that consisted on introducing a provision in its international agreements, whether they be on
trade or development, that allowed for the agreement to be suspended, or for other negative
actions to be adopted, in the case of human rights violations by the parties. These provisions
have been included in multiple agreements, but one of the most significant is the Cotonou
Agreement44 and its replacement, the Partnership Agreement between the European Union and
members of the Organisation of African, Caribbean and Pacific States. Here, Article 101
establishes a consultation process followed by a procedure based on the adoption of
‘appropriate measures’ in cases where one of the parties has failed to fulfil its obligations
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regarding human rights, democracy and rule of law.45 This provision has led the EU to adopt
‘appropriate measures’ against several countries, as in the case of Burundi, when the EU
decided in 2016 to suspend financial support or disbursements of funds directly benefiting the
Burundian administration or institutions46 with the purpose of forcing the state to comply with
human rights.
In fact, a ‘legislative mainstreaming’ seems to have taken place and ‘the rule of law
together with fundamental rights and democratization objectives have been progressively
integrated into all aspects of the EU’s external policies and actions’.47 And, as also noted by
Pech, ‘the EU is not “exporting” a vague or incoherent ideal. Indeed, EU instruments always
seek to increase compliance with a number of sub-components of the rule of law’.48 In other
words, rule of law requirements have often been turned into legal obligations for third states.
This leads us to the question addressed in the next section: to what extent does the principle of
non-intervention set limits to the EU’s ambition, or perhaps even self-defined obligation, to
promote human rights and democracy abroad?

3. The Principle of Non-Intervention and the EU Promotion of Human Rights and
Democracy
3.1 The Principle of Non-Intervention in Internal Affairs at Present
States’ erratic practice regarding the principle of non-intervention is the consequence of the
international community having evolved, whereby international law has come to regulate more
areas, with a special impact on human rights.49 Also, the role of international organisations has
increased, with the European Union in this case taking a prominent position. In this new
community, states face a dilemma between their old and well-internalised concept of
independence and the necessity of limiting their prerogatives in order to achieve the common
interests, sometimes even through the intervention of a third. It is here the problem arises: in
which cases should the intervention of a third state or organisation be justified?
An additional problem can be added in this regard: the ambiguous or ‘elastic’50
definition of the non-intervention concept. Taking into account that there is no express
definition of the principle in the United Nations Charter, a first common approach to the concept
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of non-intervention, both after and before the 2625 (XXV) Resolution,51 actually corresponds
with the first paragraph of that resolution: ‘No State or group of States has the right to intervene
directly or indirectly, for any reason whatever, in the internal or external affairs of any other
State’.
In addition, the General Assembly has adopted an important number of resolutions on
this principle.52 These, together with the international treaties that proclaim this principle53 and
states’ practice, have led to an affirmation of the existence of a customary principle of nonintervention, recognised by the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in the Nicaragua case54 and
confirmed in the Armed Activities case.55 However, considering that the definitions in the
General Assembly resolutions are not sufficient enough to clearly determine the content of the
principle of non-intervention, scholars have considered the ICJ’s definition in the Nicaragua
case as highly authoritative, establishing the decisive elements of any act of intervention.
According to the Court:
the principle forbids all States or groups of States to intervene directly or
indirectly in internal or external affairs of other States. A prohibited intervention
must accordingly be one bearing on matters in which each State is permitted, by
the principle of State sovereignty to decide freely. One of these is the choice of a
political, economic, social and cultural system, and the formulation of foreign
policy. Intervention is wrongful when it uses methods of coercion in regard to
such choices, which must remain free ones. The element of coercion, which
defines, and indeed forms the very essence of, prohibited intervention, is
particularly obvious in the case of an intervention which uses force56.
Coercion is, therefore, the element that can help to identify an intervention, which is clear in
cases of the use of force, but which can also have other manifestations, as Resolution 2625
(XXV) established when referring to the use of economic, political or other measures to coerce
a state.
Nevertheless, while the concept of coercion can help to identify acts of intervention, it
can also be the object of diverse interpretations for cases that are different from those involving
the use of force: What does economic coercion mean? What does political coercion mean?57 In
addition, that which the Court calls ‘matters in which each State is permitted (…) decide freely’,
51
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also called ‘domain reserve’, can also have different interpretations and content depending on
the epoch.58 In the latter case, for example, the Permanent Court of International Justice
established in 1923 that what constitutes domestic jurisdiction is a relative question that
depends on the development of international relations.59
In this respect, the EU recently adopted a draft regulation to protect the EU and its
Member States from economic coercion by third countries,60 which will be taken into account
when analysing the legality of the EU’s actions for democracy and human rights promotion,
since it represents the EU’s position regarding coercion. According to this draft regulation,
coercion has been defined in Article 2.1 as cases in which a third state:
interferes in the legitimate sovereign choices of the Union or a Member State:
– by seeking to prevent or obtain the cessation, modification or adoption of a
particular act by the Union or a Member State
– by applying or threatening to apply measures affecting trade or investment.
This general definition has been put into context with references in Article 2.2. to a list of
elements and circumstances that must be considered when determining the existence of an act
of coercion, among which is included: ‘whether the third country is acting based on a legitimate
concern that is internationally recognised.’
This element may be considered significant when analysing the EU’s promotion of
human rights and democracy through the adoption of sanctions and other measures of pressure,
since it states that those measures could be justified if human rights and democracy are
considered subjects that are recognised as of international concern.
In addition, in the preamble to the draft regulation it is established that ‘Coercion is
prohibited under international law when a country deploys measures such as trade or investment
restrictions in order to obtain from another country an action or inaction which that country is
not internationally obliged to perform and which falls within its sovereignty’. In this context,
are human rights and democracy international obligations binding states and allowing the EU
to adopt coercive measures to promote or impose them?

3.2 Human Rights as an Issue of International Concern
Today, human rights have come to limit states’ domestic jurisdiction which, according to
Tomuschat, has produced ‘an incisive amputation ratione materiae’61 of the principle of non-
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intervention. In this regard, even if during the third quarter of the 20th century some states were
reluctant to admit an international role in the protection of human rights, especially the USSR,
Asian states62 and developing countries,63 it is widely admitted today that not only do
international human rights institutions have a role in their protection, but so does the
international community as a whole. Therefore, since criticisms regarding human rights
violations cannot be considered an intervention in internal affairs, pressure to comply with
human rights obligations that constitute acts of intervention are currently accepted.64
Therefore, human rights have come to modify the limits and concept of nonintervention, in that not only is the use of force to implement respect for human rights65 taken
into consideration, but also, the areas that were considered a domain reserve at the beginning
of the 20th century have now become areas of international concern.
On the other hand, if we take into consideration the definition of non-intervention
included in Resolution 2625 (XXV), we must admit its link to the some of the above-mentioned
measures taken by the EU, in particular on restrictive measures and conditionality in
international agreements mentioned in Section 2 above. Resolution 2625 (XXV) refers
expressly to the prohibition of the use of economic measures to coerce another state, but in this
regard, it must be noted that in the Nicaragua judgement, the ICJ did not consider the economic
measures adopted by the United States, among which was included the cessation of economic
aid, as a violation of the principle of non-intervention.66 This position of the Court did not have
its bases on the acceptance of human rights as a subject of international concern, but, according
to Raju, on the Court distinction between measures that are inherently lawful and used to
influence the behaviour of a state, and unlawful measures, such as a trade embargo.67
Consequently, to adopt ‘negative measures’ included in an international agreement could be
among those measures considered inherently lawful, and therefore would not constitute
coercion nor the violation of the principle of non-intervention. In addition, it has been said that
there is an international acceptance and recognition of the legitimacy of coercive measures in
order to make states comply with human rights68. Therefore, we can refer to two options in
order to justify sanctions or restrictive measures that could be considered at first sight as an
62
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intervention in internal and external affairs of states: 1) the area affected by the measures is a
subject of international concern, like human rights, and 2) the measures adopted are inherently
lawful.
With regard to the lawfulness of the restrictive measures adopted by the EU, it is
possible to affirm that the asset freezing and the restriction of entrance and transit do not entail
a violation of any international obligations. In this regard, the right to property, which has been
considered a human right, can be limited in public interest and provided by law, as can be the
case of asset freezing; and regarding the restriction of entrance and transit, the CFSP Council
Decision 2020/1998 establishes in Article 2, as an exception to this measure, the cases in which
a Member State is bound by an obligation under international law. Therefore, the sanctions the
EU adopted against nationals of third states in order to make states comply with human rights
could be considered as inherently lawful, not entailing an act of coercion according to the
interpretation given by the ICJ in the Nicaragua case.
Finally, regarding embargos, cases where they are established by the UN Security
Council, as in the case of North Korea, Afghanistan, Yemen, Somalia, Libya, Sudan, South
Sudan, Central African Republic or Democratic Republic of Congo, must also be considered
legal. On the other hand, regarding embargos not adopted within the framework of a Security
Council Resolution, as in the case of Iran, Burma, Zimbabwe or Venezuela, it is noteworthy
that the embargos refer to goods or materials used for human rights violations; for example,
arms. It could therefore be justified in this case based on the aforementioned statement: the
respect of human rights can no longer be considered domain reserve, and actions to make states
comply with it are no longer an intervention in internal affairs.

3.3 The link between the EU’s Promotion of Democracy and Protection of Human Rights
As stated above, human rights can be considered erga omnes obligations,69 no longer pertaining
to the domestic affairs of states, and allowing measures to make states comply with international
obligations. The same cannot, however, be said regarding democracy.
Since Franck’s 1992 paper on the emerging right to democratic governance,70 many
studies have considered this right as well as the practice of states and international
organizations,71 but without confirming any the existence of an enforcement entitlement. In this
regard, Franck’s enthusiasm seems to have been gradually abandoned by scholars after the turn
of the century and the evolution of a state’s practice, which has become contradictory or at least
inconsistent.72
The right to a democratic governance poses different problems, as could be the content
of the right or its nature. Regarding its content, it seems to have evolved from free and fair
elections to a concept of good governance, therefore setting aside the origin of the power and
69
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focusing on how the power is exercised.73 Regarding the nature of the right to democratic
governance, some authors consider the emerging of this right as an autonomous right, while
having as its basis diverse human rights such as self-determination, freedom of expression or
the right to vote.74 Others consider that democracy is emerging as a human right itself. In this
latter case, previous considerations regarding human rights would be therefore applicable.
Nevertheless, none of the latter options has wide support in order to consider the
existence of the right to democracy, neither the existence of an international obligation for the
states, which would allow to consider that the political system of the states is no longer a
domestic affair75. Actually, Declaration 2625(XXV) clearly established that ‘every state has the
inalienable right to choose its political (…) system’.76
In any case, the situation seems different in Europe, since the practice of states and
international organizations, as well as of multiple international treaties and declarations,77
seems to have created a regional customary law regarding democracy, whose content would be
not only fair and free elections, but also good governance and rule of law. According to this
regional obligation, which is part of the EU’s principles, the EU has decided to promote this
political system abroad.78 In addition, in the Document of the Conference on the Human
Dimension of the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE),79 held in
Moscow in 1991, the states declared that, together with human rights and fundamental
freedoms, democracy and rule of law were issues of international concern, and therefore no
longer a domestic affair.
Three main methods of action the EU follows to promote democracy can be outlined (as
mentioned above, the EU action plan contains a full list of instruments). Two were already
mentioned when referring to the promotion of human rights – conditionality and sanctions –
and the third focuses on support for civil society.
Regarding conditionality and cooperation agreements, the European Union and African,
Caribbean and Pacific States (ACP) cooperation agreement has been cited as an example
regarding adopting measures to force states parties to comply with human rights obligations. In
the framework of these agreements, ‘appropriate measures’ have also been adopted in order to
73
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force states to respect democratic principles. After the coup d’etat in Central African Republic
in 2003, the EU decided on a partial suspension of cooperation with regard to roads and
macroeconomic support80 based on Article 96 of the Cotonou Agreement. In any case, this
policy has become controversial and subject to criticism from non-western states, which has
led to its abandonment in some areas.81 In addition, these kinds of ‘essential elements’ clauses
in cooperation agreements seem to be also linked with the level of dependency of the third state
on its relationship with the EU,82 therefore, only included in agreements and implemented
regarding weak countries. In any case, these measures could be considered, as in the previous
section, as inherently lawful since they were included in the treaty agreed by the parties, and
therefore not breaching the principle of non-intervention.
Sanctions are not common instruments used by the EU to guarantee or promote
democratic principles.83 In fact, it must be highlighted that the EU has not adopted sanctions
just for democracy promotion, since any references to the violation of democratic principles are
linked with human rights violations. In this regard, the recent restrictive measures against
Nicaragua have been adopted because of ‘human rights violations or abuses or for the repression
of civil society and democratic opposition in Nicaragua’.84 In the case of Venezuela, restrictive
measures were imposed against ‘natural and legal persons responsible for serious human rights
violations or abuses or the repression of civil society and democratic opposition and persons,
entities and bodies whose actions, policies or activities undermine democracy or the rule of
law’.85 In the same vein, the arms embargo in Venezuela was adopted because of the ‘excessive
use of force and violations or abuses of human rights’.86 Lastly, in the case of Myanmar, the
EU decided to yet again implement restrictive measures because of ‘ongoing activities
undermining democracy and the rule of law in Myanmar/Burma, as well as the brutal repression
and serious human rights violations in the country’.87 Therefore, it seems that one of the reasons
why the EU decides to adopt restrictive measures against non-democratic regimes rests in
situations in which governments’ activities regarding opposition and civil demonstrations cross
over into grave violations of human rights. In fact, there are no sanctions against Cambodia,
Cuba, Azerbaijan or Saudi Arabia. Besides, even if those measures were not linked to the
violation of human rights, those relating to asset freezing or travel bans could be considered, as
already mentioned, inherently lawful and therefore used to promote democracy.
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Finally, although the EU also uses this action to promote human rights, we will refer
here to the action of the EU Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy on strengthening
civic and political space, and specifically supporting civil society and human rights institutions
through, among other means, funding ‘grassroots organisations’. For this purpose, the European
Endowment Democracy can be used, which is ‘an independent, grant-making organisation,
established in 2013 by the European Union and EU member states as an autonomous
International Trust Fund to foster democracy’ and in order to support ‘civil society
organisations, pro-democracy movements, civic and political activists, and independent media
platforms and journalists working towards a pluralistic, democratic political system’.88
As has been stated, through these types of instruments the EU funds organisations or
individuals that do not support the government in the country, and some non-democratic
governments have considered this to be a way of funding political opposition89.
Attending to General Assembly Resolutions regarding the principle of non-intervention
or propaganda, it seems that these kinds of actions are forbidden when the purpose is to
‘organize, assist, foment, finance, incite or tolerate subversive, terrorist or armed activities
directed towards the violent overthrow of the regime of another State, or interfere in civil strife
in another State’90. In the same vein, the Helsinki Final Act refers to the obligation ‘to refrain
from direct or indirect assistance to terrorist activities, or to subversive or other activities
directed towards the violent overthrow of the regime of another participating State’.91 In this
regard, it seems that the EU had these statements in mind when creating the European
Endowment Democracy since, according to the statutes, in order to be a beneficiary, it is
necessary to ‘adhere to core democratic values, respect international human rights standards
and subscribe to principles of non-violence’.92 In addition, the EU Action Plan is in line with
those statements when it establishes that peaceful protesters will be supported.93
Finally, and regarding the funding of internal opposition, funding political parties is a
matter that gives rise to some controversy, since according to Damsroch, the practice shows
that, as long as it is not forbidden by the domestic law, it should not be considered as
intervention94. Nevertheless, by the same token, according to Jamnejad and Wood, ‘the
tendency to fund parties through non-state actors may suggest that states continue to have
doubts about the legality of such acts’95. The latter seems to be the position adopted by the
European Union.
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4. Conclusion
The EU actions to enhance and promote rule of law abroad, specifically human rights and
democracy, are strongly linked with the principle of non-intervention, the content of which
seems to be changing according to the evolution of the international community and its
interests. This paper has argued that the EU has to find a balance between the fulfilment of its
mandate regarding the promotion of its values in its relations with the world and respect for one
of the fundamental principles of international law. In short, the principle of non-intervention
may set limits to the extent to which the EU wishes to push the export of its values.
As we have seen, the EU’s use of sanctions or restrictive measures to promote the
protection of human rights and democracy, indeed runs the risk of conflicting the international
principle of non-intervention. This risk has led the EU to stablish a deft system that would allow
it to comply both with its international law obligations and with its own treaty obligations
regarding the promotion of EU values. With this system, the EU embraces the idea, that human
rights are not anymore, a domain reservé, and therefore all international subjects can and must
protect them for the sake of the international community. In this view, measures adopted by the
EU are not an intervention in the internal affairs of another state.
However, the situation can be more intricate regarding the promotion of democracy,
since at the present stage of the evolution of the international community, there is simply no
common understanding regarding the existence of a right to democratic governance. This makes
it difficult to regard this as a subject of international concern. Hence, the justification adopted
to promote human rights – arguing that it is no longer a domain reservé – cannot be used when
promoting democracy. This has not prevented the EU from adopting measures to promote this
value. As we have seen, the EU has always emphasised the strong link between the two values,
and has also used this argument to not distinguish between the promotion of human rights and
democracy in the practice of its external action. Thus, the EU has adopted restrictive measures
or sanctions when the downgrading of democratic principles also entails a gross violation of
human rights.
From an EU law perspective, the EU has established a system that cannot only be legally
useful to promote human rights and democracy, but that is also legitimate, since it establishes
human rights at the core of the EU measures against third states. From an international law
perspective, however, tensions continue to exist as unilateral EU opinions and measures may
not generally be seen as legitimate corrections of the fundamental principle of non-intervention.
Even when third states agree to accept the terms of a relationship with the EU (e.g. through the
conclusion of comprehensive trade agreements), it will be necessary for the EU to check the
agreed measures against the principle of non-intervention. While the protection of human rights
may indeed be a universal value, the relationship between the EU and certain third countries is
not always an equal one and a continued dialogue may be more helpful than a simple imposition
of norms.

