
      
 

Cologne Human Rights City Initiative Webinar Series: Cities as a Driving Force for Human Rights 

 

WEBINAR 2 CONCEPT NOTE 

The rise of human rights cities in the EU: Why more cities should join in 

Friday, 3rd December 2021 

18.30 – 20.00 (CET) 

 
Background 

 
Implementing human rights is a common obligation of all levels of government. Many rights 
cannot be realised without active engagement by and in cities. It is at the local level where 
human rights realisation — or its absence — becomes visible and tangible. This includes such 
diverse topics as education, health, housing and social affairs, environmental protection and 
climate-change related actions, the reception and integration of refugees and other migrants, 
participation and local democracy, as well as the promotion and preservation of peaceful 
relations between people from diverse cultures, religions and nationalities, free from 
discrimination, exclusion and racism. Cities have many opportunities in that regard, because 
of their general responsibility for shaping local living conditions.  
 
Every effective measure to promote and protect human rights locally helps to increase the 
level of their realisation worldwide. At the same time, being guided by human rights equally 
benefits the city in many ways: Human rights serve as frame of reference and touchstone of 
urban policy and as compass for decisions and measures. Because cities are more directly 
confronted with the negative consequences of insufficient realisation of human rights, social 
inequality, precarious living conditions and decreasing cohesion in an increasingly diverse 
society than superior levels of government, they must make greater efforts to find political 
solutions in a spirit of solidarity. A strong and systematic focus on human rights helps to 
make the urban order more just and stable. 
 
Around these insights, a new political and social dynamic has emerged in recent years. The 
number of cities making concrete and explicit reference to human rights in core local areas 
of responsibility is increasing. More and more international networks are being formed where 
they are exchanging ideas and experiences on how to promote and protect more effectively 
the rights that should apply to all city dwellers, regardless of their nationality. The United 
Nations, through the Human Rights Council and the Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, as well as the European Union and the Council of Europe, are increasingly 
considering cities to strengthen human rights. They encourage them to make greater efforts 
and explore innovative ways to promote, respect, protect and fulfil human rights more 
effectively at the local level. 
 
At EU level, the Charter of Fundamental Rights is the core instrument binding EU Member 
States when they act in areas that EU legislation or the EU treaties cover. EU Law, like 
international human rights law, places obligations on all levels of government. The Charter 
reflects this and applies to all levels of government, including local and regional. To build a 



 

 2 

“Union of equality”, the European Commission aims at integrating an equality perspective in 
all EU policies and major initiatives. This is expressed in policies like the Gender Equality 
Strategy, the Anti-Racism Action Plan, the Roma Strategic Framework for Equality, Inclusion and 
Participation 2020-2030 and the LGBTIQ Equality Strategy 2020-2025. Another core EU policy 
linked to human rights is the European Pillar of Social Rights. Although the social rights and 
principles that the pillar includes are not legally binding, they are implemented gradually 
through new EU legislation or policies. EU funds like the Citizens, Equality, Rights and Values 
(CERV) Programme provide dedicated funding opportunities to promote and protect rights 
and values through town twinning and networks of cities, enhanced civic participation and 
more.  
 
Local governments can resolve many fundamental rights challenges. Cities are already 
addressing many of these by developing initiatives to fight racism and discrimination or 
supporting the inclusion of vulnerable people or the integration of refugees, to name just a 
few ways. While such initiatives are often not yet explicitly linked to human and fundamental 
rights obligations, a growing number of cities in the EU have declared themselves human 
rights cities. There is no official list of all human rights cities, but cities in at least six Member 
States have publicly declared themselves human rights cities — Graz, Salzburg and Vienna in 
Austria; Middelburg and Utrecht in the Netherlands; Barcelona and Valencia in Spain; 
Nuremberg in Germany; Lund in Sweden; and Turin in Italy — and more cities are aspiring to 
become human rights cities or expand their human and fundamental rights work.  
 
With its recently launched Framework for Human Rights Cities in the EU, the EU Agency for 
Fundamental Rights (FRA) encourages more cities in the EU to become human rights cities. 
It draws on the extensive work from practitioners and stakeholders at all levels, including 
experience, structures, tools and resources that European human rights cities have 
developed, academic research, promising practices, know-how and resources from several 
international city networks, work on human rights standards, policies and indicators from the 
United Nations and the Council of Europe as well as many EU and FRA activities.  
 
Many cities possess great potential to link local action to human rights obligations in an ever 
more systematic and targeted way. Cologne is just one of many examples of such cities. It 
has a largely constructive, human rights-friendly political culture. Strong civic engagement 
and a wide range of civil-society initiatives act both as drivers for improvements and as a 
corrective to negative developments in fields with human rights implications. Cologne’s 
ambition in terms of human rights can be seen in its participation in international and 
national initiatives and in many resolutions, concepts, action plans and projects adopted by 
the City Council. In the city’s international relations, human rights play a role as well. These 
virtues notwithstanding, providing for a more sustained human rights engagement and 
incorporating human rights more systematically into daily city work would allow Cologne to 
much better realise its potential to protect human rights, promote equal opportunities for all 
its residents and provide inspiration for other cities and the national and international 
discussion on the realisation of human rights at the local level.  
 
The Cologne Human Rights City Initiative, which emerged bottom-up out of civil-society 
engagement, wants Cologne to become a human rights city and aims to make that goal the 
subject of a lively discussion in the city. One decisive factor in this is to encourage a broad 
range of stakeholders to take part in the development of a shared, locally grounded and 
broadly anchored vision of Cologne as a human rights city. This includes concrete ideas on 
desirable political commitments as well as monitoring and other institutional needs. Key in 
this process is to provide and share information and knowledge about the manifold links 
between human rights and cities and about the potential of human rights cities.  
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Objectives 

 
The general purpose of the webinar series as a whole is to contribute to the encouragement 
of more effective ways to promote and protect human rights at the local level by providing 
and sharing knowledge: about the manifold links between human rights and cities, about the 
gains that human rights-based action brings to city life, about how human rights for their part 
also benefit when they are more consciously made the basis and target of decisions and 
measures in cities, and about the great potential of the human rights city approach. More 
specifically, the aim is to get local actors 
and stakeholders more closely in touch with 
international expertise and practical experi-
ence of other cities, be they more advanced 
in terms of human rights commitment or 
experiencing similar challenges. Pursuing 
this as a local initiative is not meant to 
create a one-way knowledge transfer bene-
fiting Cologne only. Rather, the webinar 
series is also an invitation to interested 
actors from other cities and intended to 
make Cologne’s valuable experiences avail-
able to a wider community of practice, thus 
putting Cologne, alongside other cities, 
more visibly on the map of cities striving 
towards more effective ways to promote 
and protect human rights.  
 
While the first webinar is intended to deliver an easy to understand and vivid introduction into 
the discussion of why it is important to strengthen links between cities and human rights and 
how this can be accomplished, the overall goal of this second webinar is to look more closely 
at the connections between human rights and cities in the EU context. It will introduce the 
newly published Framework for Human Rights Cities in the EU (developed by the EU Agency 
for Fundamental Rights with cities and practitioners) and highlight how this framework can 
support cities as well as other local governments in delivering on human rights in the EU. The 
webinar will also connect human rights cities development to key EU policies and 
programmes like the new Strategy on the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, the European 
Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan, or the new Rights and Values Programme of the EU and its 
funding opportunities. The focus is on these questions and key topics, among others:  
 

• What are human rights obligations for cities in the EU?  
• What does the human rights city approach mean in the EU context?  
• Why is it important to be a human rights city, and what practical added value does it 

provide?  
• What are the key elements of the new Framework for Human Rights Cities in the EU?  

• How can this new Framework inspire and help mobilise cities like Cologne, local 
governments and other key stakeholders to becoming a human rights city?  

• What are EU policies, programmes and funding that can support cities and other local 
governments to build their capacities, develop peer-to-peer learning in human rights?  

 
 
Expected results 

 

• Participants are aware of human rights obligations within the European Union 
context. 

Cologne Human Rights City Initiative  
Webinar Series 

1. A global perspective on local human rights 
responsibility (24 Nov. 2021) 

2. The rise of human rights cities in the EU 
(3 Dec. 2021) 

3. How human rights cities benefit from close 
ties to academic human rights institutes 
(Jan. 2022) 

4. Confronting & improving human rights 
reality: Local complaint mechanisms 
(Feb. 2022) 

5. Uncovering deficits & tracking progress: 
Monitoring of cities’ human rights 
engagement (March 2022) 
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• They understand the main features of a human rights city, the difference being a 
human rights city makes, key elements for becoming a human rights city and how 
they can benefit from the experience of existing human rights cities.  

• They are aware of the new Framework for Human Rights Cities in the EU and 
understand the foundations, structures and tools needed to be a functioning human 
rights city.  

• Participants are aware that becoming a human rights city is a process to ensure a 
sustainable integration of human rights into the city work and culture.  

• They shared views on ways and key steps for designing and implementing effective 
local human rights agendas.  

• Participants have a more concrete idea of key EU policies, initiatives and programmes 
that can help cities develop their human rights work and/or become and function as a 
human rights city.  

• New networking opportunities are generated.  
• Visibility of the Cologne Human Rights City Initiative is enhanced, in Cologne and 

beyond. 
• Questions and issues are raised that can be followed up in further webinars planned 

in 2022.  
 
 
Target audience 

 
The audience of the webinar includes local politicians, city officials, employees of municipal 
institutions and civil-society activists from Cologne and other cities in Germany and abroad, 
representatives of institutions supporting cities in their human rights efforts, as well as 
interested individuals from the wider public.  
 
 
Date and time 

 
The webinar will be conducted on Friday, 3rd December 2021, from 18.30 to 20.00 (CET).  
 
 

Format and language 

 
The webinar will use Zoom as technical platform. It will be recorded for future use.   
 
The webinar will be held in English.  
 
 
Co-organiser 

 
The webinar is jointly delivered by the Cologne Human Rights City Initiative and the European 
Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA).  
 
 
Methodology 

 
Expert presenters provide information and know-how from first-hand sources and make the 
link to international good or promising practice and concrete local activities. Participants can 
ask questions, submit comments and share relevant information and material through the 
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online platform’s chat function. Poll questions are interspersed throughout the webinar to 
activate the audience and enhance the webinar’s interactive character.  
 
Outputs and follow-up activities: brief report (in English and German) covering main 
questions addressed, key messages and follow-up issues; complete recording for later 
review and/or sharing; further webinars of the series. 
 
 
Background information & documents 

 
European Commission (2020), Strategy to strengthen the application of the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights in the EU. COM(2020) 711 final, Brussels, 2.12.2020  

European Commission (2021), Citizens, Equality, Rights and Values multiannual work 
programme for 2021-2022. C(2021) 2583 final, Brussels, 19.04.2021  

European Union (2012), Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union. 2012/C 326/02, 
26.10.2012.  

European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2021), Human Rights Cities in the EU: A 
Framework for Reinforcing Rights Locally, Vienna.  

EU Citizens, Equality, Rights and Values Programme (CERV). 

European Pillar of Social Rights. 

Amnesty International Köln und Stadt Köln (2020): Köln auf dem Weg zur 
Menschenrechtsstadt? Internationale Erfahrungen und lokales Potenzial, Mai 2020.  

 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/strategy_to_strengthen_the_application_of_the_charter_of_fundamental_rights_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/strategy_to_strengthen_the_application_of_the_charter_of_fundamental_rights_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/1_en_annexe_acte_autonome_part1_v8.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/1_en_annexe_acte_autonome_part1_v8.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:12012P/TXT&from=EN
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2021-human-rights-cities-in-the-eu_en.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2021-human-rights-cities-in-the-eu_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/opportunities/portal/screen/programmes/cerv
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights_en
https://initiative-menschenrechtsstadt-koeln.de/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Broschuere_IMRSKoeln.pdf
https://initiative-menschenrechtsstadt-koeln.de/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Broschuere_IMRSKoeln.pdf


      
 

Cologne Human Rights City Initiative Webinar Series: Cities as a Driving Force for Human Rights 

 

WEBINAR 2 AGENDA 

The rise of human rights cities in the EU: Why more cities should join in 

Friday, 3rd December 2021 – 18.30 to 20.00 (CET) 

 
 

Technical introduction 

Opening 

• Andreas Wolter, Vice-Mayor of the City of Cologne 

o Welcome and opening remarks 

o Selected examples of Cologne’s human rights engagement 

Human rights cities in the EU 

• Geraldine Guille, European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 

o What human rights cities are about 

o Rationale, objectives and core strands of the new Framework for Human Rights 
Cities in the EU 

o Using the Framework – Opportunities for local politicians, administration and 
civil society 

Being an active human rights city: The example of Utrecht 

• Hans Sakkers, City of Utrecht, Strategist for Human Rights and SDGs  

o Practical illustrations of why becoming a human rights city matters 

o Characteristics of the Utrecht human rights city approach 

o Key issues of the current human rights city discussion in the EU 

Developing a human rights city vision for Cologne  

• Sebastian Bartsch, Chair of the Cologne Human Rights City Initiative 

Moderated Q&A session 

Wrap-up and closing 

 


