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On October 19, the European Commission and the High Representative of the EU for
Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Joseph Borrell, put forward a Joint Proposal for a
Council Regulation concerning targeted sanctions against serious human rights violations and abuses worldwide. 1
The proposed regime will provide the Union with a new tool of Common Foreign
and Security Policy. It will empower the Council to directly target those individuals who
are responsible for serious human rights infringements (no matter where the abuses
occur). 2 These sanctions will consist of individualized listing decisions which will heavily
impact the fundamental rights and freedoms of the targeted persons, 3 mainly by
means of asset freezing measures and restrictions on admission into the EU. The ultimate goal is to bring about a change in policy or activity in the targeted persons, with
the view of promoting and defending human rights globally. 4
The new regime has been debated for years. On the other side of the Atlantic, the
Global Magnitsky (Human Rights Accountability) Act, adopted by the US Congress in
2016, 5 represents not only the first legal instrument addressing human rights violations
worldwide, but also the main legal model. Following the US approach some EU states
have, in the last few years, adopted human rights sanctions laws, also known as “MagPost-Graduate Research Fellow, Law Department, University of Turin, francesca.finelli@edu.unito.it.
European Commission, Press release of 19 October 2020, ec.europa.eu.
2
See Art. 215, para. 2, TFEU.
3
See Opinion of AG Sharpston delivered on 22 September 2016, case C-599/14 P, Council v. LTTE, para. 102. See also Guidelines on implementation and evaluation of restrictive measures (sanctions) in the
framework of the EU Common Foreign and Security Policy, Doc. 5664/18.
4
In line with the objectives set out in Arts 3, para 5, and 21 TEU.
5
The text of the Global Magnitsky Act is accessible at www.congress.gov.
*

1

European Papers
Vol. 5, 2020, No 3, pp. 1569-1571
(European Forum, 1 December 2020)

www.europeanpapers.eu

ISSN 2499-8249
doi: 10.15166/2499-8249/406
(CC BY-NC-ND 4.0)

1570

Francesca Finelli

nitsky laws” (such as Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania). Then, in December 2018, the Dutch
government initially floated the idea of introducing a new EU global sanctions regime. 6
In March 2019, the European Parliament adopted a detailed Resolution calling for a
human rights sanctions policy, 7 and, in December 2019, the Foreign Affairs Council explicitly reflected on how to improve the EU toolbox on human rights. 8
Although the EU has already adopted “smart” sanctions against individuals who are responsible for human rights violations, it has always focused on specific geographical areas
only. 9 In fact, almost all (91.2 per cent) EU sanctions regimes are currently geographical,
meaning that they impose restrictive measures in specific third countries (e.g. Iran, Turkey,
Russia, Syria, Venezuela). The proposed Regulation goes a step further, however. It will establish a new thematic regime, 10 encompassing a strong multilateral, global dimension.
The main advantage is that the new horizontal regime will not take into account territorial borders. Accordingly, it will provide the EU with greater flexibility to target perpetrators of human rights abuses worldwide. Since the new global regime emphasizes the individual responsibility of targeted persons (rather than their nationality), it dissolves the geographical link with third countries. Non-state entities, mainly physical persons, are the
true “subjects” of this new policy, 11 and, in this way, the Union has the opportunity to become a swifter decision-maker and a more effective actor when addressing human rights
perpetrators, thus avoiding potential political, economic and strategic conflicts of interests
with third countries and economic partners (inter alia Saudi Arabia, Bahrain or China).
The Joint Proposal also introduces an innovative procedural element; for the first
time entitling the Commission to oversee the implementation of travel bans. This novelty suggests the need for a more centralized and coordinated implementing process of
EU smart sanctions. Nevertheless, it also raises concerns about the traditional role of
the Member States in this phase.
In conclusion, the Joint Proposal is currently under discussion at the Council. The
establishment of the new sanctions policy requires the combination of two (compleSee the Dutch government’s proposal: www.government.nl.
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mentary) legal instruments, and it will enter into force only once both a Council Decision
and a Council Regulation have been adopted. Although the final decision is clearly in the
hands of the Council, it is important to recall that both the Commission and the High
Representative have expressed their political support on the issue (particularly in the
framework of the EU Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy for 2020-2024). 12
President Von der Leyen made an explicit reference to the new policy during her first
State of the Union speech. 13 The High Representative has affirmed its support to the
“the idea of a global sanctions policy to tackle human rights abuses, instead of having to
evaluate on a case by case basis as we do now”. 14 He hopes to approve the new regime
by the time of the Foreign Affairs Council in December (recalling that December 10 is
Human Rights Day and would therefore be a perfect occasion).
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