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Interview with Evangelos Tsouroulis, President of the Council of Bars and Law Societies of Europe (CCBE)
What are the current challenges facing the CCBE?

At the forefront of many challenges this year is the draft 4th Directive on Money Laundering, which has just been published. When combined with the recent decision of the European Court of Human Rights in the Michaud case, and continuing activity by the Financial Action Task Force, it is clear that we lawyers have to keep defending our fundamental role in justice and our ethical rules, particularly professional secrecy – a duty which serves the interests of the administration of justice as well as the interests of all citizens.
The CCBE has been following developments in the countries most affected by the economic crisis, including my own, Greece. We are concerned that, under cover of the crisis, widespread restructuring of the legal profession is taking place or is being attempted, such as the introduction of alternative business structures – when there is no evidence that the legal profession was a cause of the crisis. We follow, too, the European Commission’s ‘Justice for Growth’ strategy, which has published reports on how EU legal systems can improve efficiency so as to contribute to economic growth. We monitor the position Europe-wide, intervene nationally when requested by our members, and encourage our national bars to respond to reports affecting them.

We are monitoring the possible creation of a European Public Prosecutor’s Office (EPPO). The European Commission, to improve transparency and therefore its standing with the public, is discussing the possibility of appointing a European Public Prosecutor in charge of investigating and prosecuting cases of fraud against the financial interests of the Union. While the objective may be laudable, several prerequisites would be necessary before we could give it our approval, such as an adequate body of legal instruments on individual rights in criminal proceedings – which is slowly being achieved with our constant support – and widely accepted rules on the gathering and admissibility of evidence. 
Finally, we are working on a number of EU-funded projects aimed at improving the working life of lawyers: Find-A-Lawyer, which will allow citizens to find a lawyer in another member state in accordance with certain criteria such as language and practice area (this is currently being built on the European Commission’s e-Justice portal
); its extension into the Find-A-Lawyer 2 project, which will allow lawyers to prove their identity in cross-border electronic transactions; e-CODEX, which is a large inter-governmental project for the interconnectivity of national e-justice systems; and a new European Training Platform, which will allow lawyers to search on a single website for suitable training courses around the EU.

What issues will the CCBE confront in the future?
This year, the European institutions are thinking about their development of the 2014-2018 European roadmap for justice, freedom and security. This roadmap will form much of our future work programme, and as such, we are preparing to contribute to it.

I should add that many objectives of the 2010-2014 Stockholm programme, which is now drawing to a close, have been achieved with the support of the CCBE: the inclusion of lawyers in European Judicial Training, the development of the e-Justice portal mentioned above, and very important for us, the creation of a Directorate-General for Justice separate from Internal Security in the European Commission, with which we have already established a very useful channel of communication and cooperation. 

We also continue to strengthen the existing links of cooperation we have built over the years with the European Court of Justice in Luxembourg and the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg. We have regular meetings with both courts. For the first time last November the Plenary Session of the CCBE was held at the European Court of Human Rights, following a similar event in the European Court of Justice the previous year, while this year the Vice-President of the Court of Human Rights will be the main speaker at the Seminar on Human Rights we are holding in May in Athens.  Last year, we published Practical Guidance for Advocates appearing before the Court of Justice in preliminary reference cases, and we are now working on equivalent guidance for lawyers appearing before the Court of Human Rights.
Furthermore, I want to make the fight for gender equality a priority of my Presidency. We have begun to consider how the CCBE can best contribute to this issue in relation to bars and their members.
Finally, we are very concerned on the effect of the international economic crisis on the work and well-being, as well as the dignity, of individual lawyers, particularly young lawyers – not only in the “bail-out countries”, but throughout Europe. 

What would you consider to be the biggest threat and opportunity to the legal profession?

With regard to threats, we find that the independence of the legal profession continues to be under attack from different sides. Whether it is lawyer-client confidentiality or self-regulation, several of the long-standing principles underpinning what we conceive of as a free society are being eroded, as if they were inconveniences, lawyer privileges or outdated mannerisms. These rights and principles should not be seen as speed bumps on the road to economic recovery, or variables to be tweaked in the drafting of economic policies. They should be upheld as an essential component for the proper administration of justice and as the cornerstone of a democratic society based on the rule of law.
Regarding opportunities, I believe that information and communication technologies should be used more intensively to make e-Justice more effective and therefore more attractive for all parties involved. I am keen on showing that the legal profession is at the forefront of technology, making justice more efficient and reliable. Our projects already mentioned – Find-A-Lawyer 2, e-CODEX and the new European Training Platform – go in the direction of using new technologies for the benefit of European citizens, through their lawyers.
What is your biggest single wish for your Presidency?

I have many wishes, but – to deal with one not yet mentioned – I hope that individual lawyers, who are members of our member bars, grow to learn more about the work of the CCBE and to support our work through their bars.
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