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EFFECTIVE CRIMINAL DEFENCE IN EUROPE 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Introduction 

This executive summary provides an overview of the results of a research project 
‘Effective defence rights in the EU and access to justice: investigating and promoting 
best practice’, which was conducted over a three year period commencing in 
September 2007. The project partners are Maastricht University, JUSTICE, the 
University of the West of England and the Open Society Justice Initiative. The 
project was funded by the European Community and the Open Society Institute. 
The complete results of the research project and a full account of the analysis and 
conclusions are published in a book, E. Cape, Z. Namoradze, R. Smith and T. 
Spronken, Effective Criminal Defence in Europe, Antwerpen-Oxford: Intersentia, 2010.  

Every year, millions of people across Europe – innocent and guilty – are 
arrested and detained by the police. For some, their cases go no further than the 
police station, but many others eventually appear before a court. Many will spend 
time in custody both before and following trial. Initial attempts by the European 
Union (EU) to establish minimum procedural rights for suspects and defendants 
failed in 2007 in the face of opposition by a number of member states who argued 
that the ECHR rendered EU regulation unnecessary. In this context the aim of the 
research project was to explore and compare access to effective defence in criminal 
proceedings across nine European jurisdictions. The project team also set out to 
contribute to implementation of the right of suspects and defendants to a real and 
effective defence, especially for those who lack the means to pay for legal assistance 
themselves. The jurisdictions examined were Belgium, England & Wales, Finland, 
France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Poland and Turkey. The reason for choosing 
these jurisdictions was that they constitute examples of the three major legal 
traditions in Europe – inquisitorial, adversarial and post-state socialist. 

The European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) protects defence rights 
principally through article 5 (right to liberty) and article 6 (the right to a fair trial). In 
addition to the general fair trial rights, such as the presumption of innocence, the 
right to silence, equality of arms, and the (conditional) right to release pending trial, 
the rights protected include: the right to information; the right of an arrested person 
to defend themselves in person or through a lawyer of their choice, to be paid for by 
the state if they cannot afford to pay for legal assistance where this is in the interests 
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of justice; and a number of procedural rights such as the right to adequate time and 
facilities to prepare a defence, participation rights, the right to free interpretation 
and translation, and the right to reasoned decisions and to appeal. The study 
includes an analysis of the baseline requirements that, according to European Court 
of Human Rights (ECtHR) case law, have an impact on the position of the accused 
and also an analysis of how the rights inter-relate. 

The project examines not only how the rights are framed in domestic 
legislation, and whether standards set by the ECHR are met, but also how these 
rights are implemented in practice and whether or not structures and systems exist 
to enable individuals to effectively exercise these rights. For instance, domestic 
legislation may provide for the right to a lawyer immediately on arrest but if there 
is no system by which a lawyer can be contacted on a 24 hour basis then the 
arrested person may not be in position to exercise their right to counsel effectively. 
In addition, the project explores legal and professional cultures since they also have 
an impact on effective criminal defence. For instance, the law may provide for a 
right to cross-examine witnesses or to call evidence, but without lawyers who 
actively use these rights on behalf of defendants, they will not be available in 
practice.  

In order to conduct the research and to come to meaningful conclusions the 
project team initially defined the scope of the right to effective defence in order to 
create a basis for data collection and analysis. A set of monitoring indicators was 
developed to assess how the rights are implemented in practice. A desk review of 
available data and research was conducted in each of the nine countries 
supplemented, for most jurisdictions, by interviews with various criminal justice 
actors. Country reports were produced for each jurisdiction from this research, 
complemented by other studies. All of the data and conclusions were reviewed by 
highly respected experts in each jurisdiction. 

The executive summary provides: 

- a short guide to the main issues concerning criminal defence rights for each 
jurisdiction in the study 

- in light of these findings, recommendations designed to improve access to 
effective criminal defence in practice for each jurisdiction  

- overall conclusions, and recommendations for EU legislation and other 
supportive measures. 

2. Issues and recommendations concerning individual jurisdictions 

2.1. Belgium 

Major issues 

The Belgian criminal justice system has undergone a number of changes in the last 
ten years which have helped further defence rights, but there remain significant 
impediments to effective criminal defence.   

One of the major concerns is the rights of suspects before trial. There is 
currently a distinction between persons officially accused and those who are merely 
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the target of investigations. The latter do not have to be informed of the nature of 
the allegations against them until they are formally indicted. There is, in any event, 
no obligation to inform suspects of their procedural rights in writing, including the 
right to remain silent. Although lawyers for accused persons have a right of access 
the file at the end of the investigation, the content of the file has to be copied in 
writing at the court building. 

Anyone involved in criminal proceedings is entitled to legal aid if they cannot 
afford a lawyer. However, there is no obligation to inform suspects of this right. In 
addition, it does not include the right to be represented during interrogation by an 
investigative judge or the police. There is no right of access to a lawyer in the 24 
hours between arrest and remand in pre-trial custody by a judge. There are no 
quality control mechanisms for lawyers providing legally-aided criminal defence 
and there is no requirement that they be specialised in this field. Remuneration is 
low for legal aid work, and payment is often delayed by up to a year and a half. 
Generally, in practice there are different standards of representation for those who 
can afford to pay private lawyers compared to that for indigent defendants who 
have to rely on legal aid lawyers.  

The right to interpretation and translation is not fully recognised. There are 
three official languages in Belgium and anyone who understands one of those 
languages is entitled to a translation of case documents into one of the other official 
languages. However, anyone whose first language is not one of the three official 
languages is not entitled to a translation of the documents into one of the three 
official languages or into his own native language. Legally-aided suspects in pre-
trial detention are only entitled to free access to an interpreter for a maximum of 
three hours. Evidence suggests that the quality of interpreters and translators is 
often low, there being no selection criteria or quality control mechanisms.  

Recommendations 

1. Ensure that all people who are made aware by the authorities that their 
situation may be substantially affected by criminal proceedings (and no 
later than when they are deprived of their liberty) receive a letter of rights 
and information about the nature of the allegations against them, whether 
or not they are formally accused. 

2. Give effect to the right to legal assistance by allowing access to a lawyer as 
soon as a person is deprived of their liberty, including during the first 24 
hours of detention, and establish an emergency police station scheme to 
ensure that anyone who is arrested can effectively exercise that right. 

3. Introduce a clear right to interpretation and translation for suspects and 
accused persons at all stages of the criminal process, accompanied by an 
appropriate quality assurance mechanism.  
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2.2. England and Wales 

Major issues 

The legislative framework of England and Wales is comprehensive and guarantees 
most fair trial rights, apart from translation and interpretation. There are, however, 
a number of substantive and policy factors that curtail those rights in practice.  

Whilst legal regulation of the investigative stage commands widespread 
respect and the right to legal advice at the investigative stage is well established, 
suspects’ rights are restricted during this stage of the criminal process in a number 
of ways. Suspects have no right to information about the nature of the allegations 
against them, beyond the grounds for arrest, before police interviews. This, 
combined with the fact that ‘silence’ during a police interview may be taken as 
indicative of guilt at the trial stage, can lead to violation of the procedural rights of 
the accused. Suspects have no right to require the police to follow lines of inquiry or 
interview particular witnesses. Although there is no legal impediment to suspects 
making their own enquiries, in practice this is limited particularly for those reliant 
on legal aid. 

A number of changes to evidential and procedural rules have eroded the 
adversarial nature of the criminal justice system and the presumption of innocence. 
For instance, defendants are effectively required to disclose the nature of their 
defence both at the investigative stage and before trial. In addition, defendants’ 
previous misconduct, whether or not resulting in a criminal conviction, can be used 
at trial to show their propensity to commit offences and to undermine their 
credibility as witnesses.  

Although expenditure on legal aid is very high in comparison to other 
countries, a series of attempts has been made by the government to cap spending 
and reduce eligibility and remuneration. For instance, fixed fees for police station 
and court work restrict the amount of work that defence lawyers can do, which has 
an adverse impact on equality of arms. In addition, appeal rights are limited in 
practice by legal aid restrictions, and this is particularly important in more serious 
cases. 

Finally, a significant proportion of defendants who are kept in custody 
pending the outcome of their trial or sentence are eventually acquitted or given 
non-custodial sentences, raising the question whether defendants are unnecessarily 
refused bail.  

Recommendations 

1. Introduce greater participation rights for suspects and defendants, and 
their lawyers, require fuller disclosure by the police and prosecution at the 
investigative stage and before plea is taken, and introduce more effective 
judicial oversight of arrest and bail decisions. 

2. Ensure that access to effective defence is not compromised by reductions 
in legal aid eligibility and remuneration, and increase the availability of 
legal aid for appeals.  
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3. Review the disclosure obligations of suspects and defendants to ensure 
that either adversarial rights are not undermined or, to the extent that they 
are compromised, are adequately compensated for by appropriate 
protective mechanisms that ensure equality of arms and respect for the 
presumption of innocence.  

2.3. Finland 

Major issues 

Finland’s current legal framework has many safeguards to guarantee the right to a 
fair trial, although recent law reforms has clawed back some of these safeguards. 

On arrest, there is no obligation to provide suspects with a letter of rights, 
including information on the right to silence. In recent years, police investigative 
powers have continued to expand at the expense of rights of suspects. The increased 
use of covert methods of investigation, such as surveillance, and the use of private 
informants and undercover police officers, raises serious concerns about the use of 
illegally obtained evidence at trial, as it is not automatically deemed inadmissible by 
the court. 

Defendants can be tried in absentia, and without a lawyer, if their presence is 
deemed unnecessary because they have previously confessed to the crime, or 
because their case is considered routine. Defendants do not need to agree to be tried 
in their absence, and the court is not required to determine why the defendant did 
not appear. Defendants tried in their absence may be sentenced to up to three 
months imprisonment and have no right to a retrial 30 days after conviction. 
Twenty per cent of all cases are dealt with in this way. 

In addition, significant numbers of defendants waive their right to trial 
without the advice of a lawyer. In 2008, approximately 30 % of defendants pled 
guilty and agreed to have their case judged through a written procedure, rather 
than in a full hearing. Although judges are required to obtain the consent of the 
accused to proceed with a written procedure, it is unclear that defendants’ consent 
is fully informed, given that they are rarely represented by a lawyer. 

Lawyers who act for defendants are not required to have any criminal defence 
experience or undergo any specific training. As a result, the quality of defence work, 
including in legal aid cases, varies considerably. The position is exacerbated by the 
fact that lawyers are not required to be members of the Finnish Bar Association, and 
those who are not members are not subject to the supervision or discipline of the 
bar association.  

Evidence suggests that lawyers are generally reluctant to take an active role 
during the pre-trial stages of criminal proceedings. Lawyers rarely independently 
investigate the facts of cases, or interview any witnesses, relying on the police to 
carry out all the investigation that is necessary. This puts the defence at a severe 
disadvantage, since they will seldom be in a position to meaningfully challenge 
evidence at trial. 
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Recommendations 

1. Introduce a letter of rights for suspects detained at police stations.  
2. Promote access to lawyers by establishing an emergency legal aid scheme 

to facilitate the provision of advice and assistance at police stations 24 
hours a day. 

3. Encourage a more pro-active role for lawyers at the investigative stage, 
and establish effective quality control mechanisms and monitoring for 
lawyers providing criminal defence services. 

2.4. France 

Major issues 

In the last twenty years, criminal procedure and defence rights have undergone a 
number of changes in response to both condemnations by the ECtHR and perceived 
threats to security. There remain a number of shortcomings which prevent the 
effective exercise of defence rights. 

The Garde à Vue procedure (used when someone is arrested and detained by 
the police) is still not compliant with ECHR standards. Most notably, access to a 
lawyer is not guaranteed on arrest and is limited to a 30 minute consultation. 
Lawyers can be excluded from the interrogation and are not given access to the case 
file. The police at this stage are not required to inform suspects of their right to 
remain silent.  

Investigations are conducted by the police either under the supervision of a 
prosecutor or of an investigation judge. However, in most cases, the police are not 
adequately supervised by either, and are free to conduct the investigation as they 
see fit. Prosecutors and judges often simply check the case file to ensure that ‘on 
paper’ the police have complied with all their duties. Since defence lawyers are 
often not involved at this stage, this is likely to have a negative impact on the 
outcome of the case for suspects because prosecutors and judges rely heavily on the 
police file at court. If suspects have not been able to put their case forward, or to 
request that information favourable to them be obtained, this information will not 
form part of the file. As expedited trial procedures are increasingly routinely used, 
there is often no time for the defence to put forward alternative evidence, and no 
judicial evaluation of the facts.  

French legal culture creates a professional divide between prosecutors and 
judges, who are members of the Magistrature, and defence lawyers. Prosecutors and 
judges share a common training and view their role as dominant and necessary to 
protect the public interest. Defence lawyers are viewed with suspicion. The legal 
tradition does not recognise a role for strong, pro-active, defence lawyers. Instead, 
the defence lawyer’s role is premised on dialogue and compromise, which 
discourages lawyers from engaging in active and zealous defence. Furthermore, 
most legally-aided criminal defence work is carried out by young lawyers as part of 
their training, who are unlikely to have the confidence or skills to stand up to a 
corps of more experienced judges and prosecutors, raising concerns about equality 
of arms.  



 

 7 

Taru Spronken Ed Cape, Zaza Namoradze, Roger Smith 

Recommendations 

1. Review Garde à Vue procedures to ensure that suspects are provided with 
a letter of rights on detention, and with prompt access to lawyers prior to 
and during any interrogation, irrespective of the offence under 
investigation. 

2. Ensure that prosecutors and judges adequately supervise investigative acts 
conducted by police officers. 

3. Introduce measures designed to improve the status and quality of criminal 
defence lawyers, and to ensure adequate time, resources and facilities for 
preparation of the defence in all cases. 

2.5. Germany 

Major issues 

Although Germany’s existing legal framework guarantees, to a large extent, the 
right to a fair trial a number of problems remain.  

During the investigative phase, the investigation authority has the power to 
classify persons as either ‘suspects’ or ‘accused’. Suspects do not have the same 
rights as accused persons, such as the right to legal assistance or the right to 
information. Although accused persons have the right to legal advice prior to 
interrogation, there is no systematic mechanism to enable accused persons to 
consult with a lawyer, and police officers sometimes try to persuade accused 
persons that it is not necessary for them to do so. As a result, accused persons are 
routinely interrogated and held in custody for long periods without receiving the 
assistance of a lawyer. Lawyers are often denied access to an accused person’s case 
file during the pre-trial investigation and unrepresented accused are only given 
excerpts from the case file and only then if, in the view of the investigating 
authority, the interests of the investigation or of witnesses are not jeopardised.  

Legal aid is available in limited circumstances, based on the seriousness of the 
offence and the vulnerability of the accused, and not on financial need. The 
defendant’s indigence is only relevant in determining whether or not they must 
reimburse the costs of their representation. The process by which indigence is 
determined is complicated and places undue burden on the accused. Funding for 
legal aid is inadequate, especially during the pre-trial phase. Many services, such as 
the costs of investigation by the defence, are not covered, discouraging lawyers 
from engaging in these activities. Further, payments to lawyers are not promptly 
made. Appointed counsel are not required to have any criminal defence experience; 
there are few specific practice standards, and lawyers often disregard continuing 
professional training requirements. As a result, the quality of defence work in legal 
aid cases varies considerably. 

An active defence culture is not encouraged by the various criminal justice 
actors. Defence lawyers are sometimes not seen as independent as some rely on the 
courts for regular appointments. Judges and prosecutors tend to be critical, 
sceptical, and distrustful of the results of defence investigations, assuming 
witnesses were unduly influenced by the defence. As a result, defence lawyers 
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rarely engage in independent investigations of their clients’ cases. Evidence 
suggests that judges, moved by considerations of efficiency, often deny defence 
motions to gather, produce, and introduce evidence, regarding them as unco-
operative acts intended to delay proceedings. It appears that this perception has 
influenced the behaviour of defence lawyers, who hesitate to stand up to the court 
and file such motions.  

Recommendations 

1. Ensure that all people who are made aware by the authorities that their 
situation may be substantially affected by criminal proceedings (and no 
later than when they are deprived of their liberty), whether or not they are 
formally designated as a ’suspect’ or ‘accused’, are afforded the same 
rights, are clearly informed of those rights, and that those rights may be 
exercised in a practical and effective way. 

2. Introduce a simple means and merits test for legal aid to facilitate access to 
legal aid for all indigent defendants at all stages of the criminal process.  

3. In order to raise the standards of criminal defence lawyers, develop 
effective training requirements and quality assurance mechanisms for 
them, and ensure adequate remuneration for legal aid work, particularly 
at the pre-trial stage, which is paid in a timely manner.  

2.6. Hungary 

Major issues 

The legal framework which guarantees defence rights is well-established, but 
implementation poses a number of problems in practice.  

Evidence suggests that the police routinely circumvent the right to silence 
during the investigation, informally hearing prospective suspects as witnesses, or 
questioning them during administrative short-term arrest without informing them 
of their procedural rights, including the right to remain silent. Whilst statements 
made in such circumstances cannot be introduced as direct evidence at trial, they 
may remain part of the case file and may be referred to in court. In addition, official 
suspects have very limited access to the case file during pre-trial investigations.  

Although access to legal assistance at the investigative stage is guaranteed by 
law, for a variety of reasons suspects rarely, in practice, have access to a lawyer. 
There is no duty lawyer scheme, and even if the police notify defence lawyers, they 
do not have to wait for the lawyer to arrive before interrogating suspects. Even in 
mandatory defence cases, lawyers do not normally attend police interrogations. 
Where lawyers do attend the police station they are unlikely to be allowed more 
than 30 minutes for consultation with their clients before the interrogation. 
Furthermore, the state is not bound to provide, or fund, an interpreter for lawyer-
client consultations, putting indigent suspects who do not speak Hungarian at a 
particular disadvantage.  

In principle, legal aid is available for all indigent defendants at all stages of the 
criminal process, and in certain mandatory defence cases. There is, however, no 
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institution with responsibility for managing legal aid services or monitoring quality. 
Responsibility for appointing legal aid lawyers and paying them rests with the 
relevant investigating authority. This raises obvious concerns about the 
independence of lawyers providing these services. Evidence suggests that the 
quality of work done by such lawyers is often inadequate, that they are often absent 
from hearings, and are passive when they do attend. Appointed counsel are not 
required to have experience or training in criminal defence. Legal aid remuneration 
is considered to be inadequate.  

The overuse of pre-trial detention is widespread, and can last for up to three 
years. From 2003 to 2007 alternatives to pre-trial detention were only used in two 
per cent of cases. Defendants are not given access to the material that forms the 
basis for detention, thereby breaching the equality of arms principle and preventing 
them from meaningfully contesting their detention. In light of the potential length 
of pre-trial detention, research has shown that the threat of pre-trial detention is 
often used to induce confessions.  

Recommendations 

1. Ensure that all people who are made aware by the authorities that their 
situation may be substantially affected by criminal proceedings (and no 
later than when they are deprived of their liberty), are provided with 
adequate time and facilities to meet with their lawyers, and with 
interpreters, funded by the state where necessary.  

2. Give practical effect to the right to legal assistance by establishing a 
national authority to administer legal aid and monitor the quality of 
services provided by legal aid lawyers, including the creation of a scheme 
to ensure prompt appointment of lawyers that does not rely on the 
investigating authority, and by introducing adequate remuneration for 
legal aid work. 

3. Introduce measures to encourage the use of alternatives to pre-trial 
detention, and allow defendants access to the material that forms the basis 
for their detention prior to trial.  

2.7. Italy 

Major issues 

Whilst Italian law generally guarantees those rights essential to a fair trial, there 
remain obstacles that prevent defendants and suspects from exercising their right to 
an effective defence. 

There are insufficient procedural safeguards in place to ensure that the 
accused can exercise their defence rights. Although suspects are given a letter of 
rights that includes the legal definition of the crime alleged, there is no requirement 
that suspects be informed of any modification to the crime charged in the 
indictment. The right to counsel following arrest can be delayed for up to 48 hours 
on the authority of a prosecutor and five days on the authority of a judge. This 
denies suspects the opportunity to consult with counsel prior to their interrogation. 
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Additionally, prosecutors can deny suspects access to the case file during the 
investigative stage. Suspects and defendants who do not understand Italian face 
additional challenges, since those who have even limited knowledge of Italian are 
often denied an interpreter, or are provided with an interpreter who do not speak 
their native language.  

Systemic deficiencies in Italy’s legal aid system result in a high proportion of 
poor defendants being denied competent legal services. Whilst all accused persons 
must be represented by counsel, the low threshold for legal aid eligibility requires 
many poor defendants to go into debt to pay for their lawyer. Those who do qualify 
for legal aid are often unaware that they can apply. In 2006, only just over six per 
cent of defendants – not including juveniles – received legal aid. The lack of 
adequate funding for legal aid services results in remuneration that is so low that 
many lawyers refuse appointment. Often, those who do accept appointment 
provide the accused with inadequate representation as they lack the funds to 
conduct even the most basic investigation of the case. 

Finally, the overuse of pre-trial detention, and the unreasonable length of 
proceedings, limit the accused’s access to a fair trial. Whilst the law provides that 
pre-trial detention should be a measure of last resort, more than half of Italy’s 
prison population is in pre-trial detention or awaiting final sentence. The average 
length of a criminal case is over four years. 

Recommendations 

1. To promote access to legal assistance, raise the eligibility threshold to 
allow more suspects and defendants access to legal aid, and ensure that 
remuneration is sufficient to encourage and facilitate competent legal 
assistance. 

2. Ensure that pre-trial detention is, in practice, used as a measure of last 
resort by establishing practical alternatives to pre-trial detention, and 
introduce measures to speed up the criminal process. 

3. Introduce measures to ensure that all suspects and defendants who do not 
have a sufficient understanding of the Italian language have access to 
competent interpretation and translation. 

2.8. Poland 

Major issues 

Although the Polish criminal justice system has undergone a positive 
transformation since the end of communism, a number of problems remain that 
inhibit access by defendants and suspects to effective criminal defence.  

At the investigative stage, a distinction is made between ‘suspected persons’, 
who have not yet been officially charged, and ‘suspects’, who have been officially 
charged. Suspected persons are not entitled to the same protections as suspects and 
yet can be detained for up to 48 hours. Suspected persons do not have to be given a 
letter of rights or be informed of their right to remain silent. Although suspected 
persons may not be interrogated until they are formally charged, in practice the 
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police inform them that they have the right to make a statement. Such a statement 
forms part of the arrest record and whilst not formally amounting to evidence, in 
practice police officers may give evidence of its contents to the court. 

The rights of those who are formally treated as suspects are frequently not 
effective in practice. For instance, the rights specified in the letter of rights are often 
not understood by suspects, and the letter of rights does not explain how the rights, 
such as the right to consult a lawyer, are to be exercised. The right to information is 
also not absolute and prosecutors can deny access to the file during the investigative 
stage. Furthermore, in certain cases prosecutors can supervise the consultation 
between a lawyer and a suspect during the first 14 days of detention. There is no 
judicial review of a prosecutor’s decision either to deny access to the file or to 
supervise lawyer-client consultations. The lack of procedural rights, combined with 
a culture which does not encourage an active defence during the pre-trial stage, 
means that defence rights at this stage are largely theoretical.  

Despite the fact that accused persons are entitled to a lawyer at all stages of 
criminal proceedings, in practice legal aid is generally not available at the 
investigative stage or at early hearings such as those at which a decision is made 
regarding pre-trial detention. The decision to grant legal aid is made by judges, who 
must pay for it out of their individual court budget. In addition, there is no clear 
means or merits test and judges, therefore, have a wide discretion to deny legal aid 
except in certain mandatory cases. Legal aid remuneration rates are relatively low 
and there is evidence that the quality of representation is often poor.  

Recommendations 

1. Ensure that all people who are made aware by the authorities that their 
situation may be substantially affected by criminal proceedings (and no 
later than when they are deprived of their liberty) are afforded the same 
rights, whether or not they are formally designated as a ‘suspect’ or a 
‘suspected person’, are clearly informed of those rights, and ensure that 
those rights may be exercised in a practical and effective way.  

2. Ensure the effective implementation of the right to legal assistance by 
creating an independent agency to administer the criminal legal aid 
system, with responsibility for ensuring the provision of advice and 
representation at all stages of the criminal process without regard to local 
court budgets, and subject to clear criteria regarding means and merits.  

3. Introduce measures designed to improve the status and quality of criminal 
defence lawyers, in particular, to ensure that they act in a more pro-active 
manner including by being present to advise and assist at the early stages 
of the criminal process.  
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2.9. Turkey 

Major issues 

The legal framework for the protection of suspects’ and defendants’ rights in 
Turkey is extensive. However, in practice, these legal safeguards are often not 
applied, leading to violations of defence rights.  

Substantive rights at the police station and during the investigative phase are 
often not respected. Although the right to information is recognised, in practice 
people are often apprehended or summonsed by the police without being given 
reasons. Similarly, there is a requirement that a letter of rights be provided to 
suspects before the first interrogation, but this is more of a formality than an 
opportunity for suspects to effectively exercise their rights. Suspects have the right 
to request that certain evidence be gathered at the investigative stage. However, 
prosecutors can issue secrecy decisions on very broad grounds which prevent 
suspects or their lawyers from accessing any information about the investigation. 
This in turn prevents suspects from knowing the grounds on which they are held 
and from being able to meaningfully challenge their status as suspects. The number 
of people in custody has increased since the introduction of the new criminal code. 
Pre-trial release is not commonly used, but a majority of defendants detained 
pending trial are either acquitted or given a non-custodial sentence.  

In theory, anyone may be represented free of charge under the criminal legal 
aid system, both at the police station and during any phase of the trial. However, 
the police and other justice system actors often fail to inform suspects of this right in 
a manner understandable to them or discourage them from requesting a lawyer. 
Overall, the number of people who are able to exercise their right to free legal 
assistance is strikingly low. There is no central independent agency responsible for 
assessing the need for legal aid or for managing and monitoring the delivery of 
legal aid. These functions have been delegated to local bar associations. There are no 
quality control mechanisms for the provision of legal assistance in criminal cases.  

Legal and professional cultures have an adverse impact on equality of arms 
and the right to an adversarial trial process. Defence lawyers are often passive both 
during the investigative phase and at trial. This is partly due to inadequate 
remuneration for defence work, and to the lack of quality assurance mechanisms 
concerning the work of defence lawyers. In addition, prosecutors and judges often 
share a common training, making judges more receptive to prosecution arguments. 
Judges are also resistant to pro-active defence lawyers, often preventing them from 
speaking in court or from cross-examining witnesses, or denying their requests for 
the production of evidence.  

Recommendations 

1. Ensure that the legal rights of pre-trial detainees are respected, including 
an effective right to challenge the grounds of detention, and by giving 
them access to information concerning the allegations against them. 
Introduce a letter of rights that enables suspects and accused persons to 
understand their defence rights. 
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2. Improve the current legal aid system to ensure that the right to legal 
assistance is available in practice by creating an independent agency to 
administer criminal legal aid, with responsibility for ensuring the 
provision of advice and representation at all stages of the criminal process, 
and for assuring the quality of defence lawyers. 

3. Foster mutual respect between all criminal justice actors to ensure mutual 
understanding of roles, and in order to facilitate a pro-active role for 
criminal defence lawyers.  

3. Overall conclusions and recommendations 

Effective criminal defence is an essential component of the right to fair trial. 
Whether, in any particular jurisdiction, a person who is suspected or accused of 
having committed a crime has access to effective criminal defence does not simply 
depend upon whether they have access to the assistance of a lawyer. Competent 
legal assistance, whilst necessary, is not sufficient. For criminal defence to be 
effective there must exist a constitutional and legislative structure that provides for 
the rights set out in the ECHR, institutions and processes that enable them to be 
practical and effective, and legal and professional cultures that facilitate them. 

The ECHR, and the case law of the ECtHR, play a critical role in establishing 
standards in respect of effective criminal defence. However, there are both practical 
and systemic limitations on their ability to provide detailed standards for, and to 
ensure full compliance with, all of the essential components of effective criminal 
defence. Our research demonstrates that whilst, of course, there is significant 
variation across the nine jurisdictions in the study, there are important limitations 
on access to effective criminal defence in all countries that we have examined. In 
addition to the consequences for the individuals caught up in criminal justice 
processes, this has significant implications for the European Union (EU) policy of 
mutual trust and recognition.  

Responsibility for compliance with ECHR standards principally rests on the 
governments of member states. We have made specific recommendations 
concerning each jurisdiction that in our view, if followed, would significantly 
improve compliance and the prospects of citizens having access to effective criminal 
defence. The EU also has responsibility, particularly because it has set itself the 
objective of maintaining and developing an area of freedom, security and justice 
and, since ratification of the Lisbon Treaty, the ECHR has become an integral part of 
EU law. Furthermore, article 82 § 2 of the Treaty of the European Union provides 
for the establishment of minimum rules in respect of, inter alia, the rights of 
individuals in criminal matters. The EU has commenced this process with the 
adoption of the Stockholm Programme and the accompanying Roadmap for 
fostering protection of suspected and accused persons in criminal proceedings. 
However, responsibility does not end there. Our research and analysis shows that 
criminal justice professionals, including lawyers who advise and assist suspects and 
defendants, do not always respect the rights of those suspected or accused of crime, 
and there is much to be done, beyond the reach of legislation and procedural rules, 
to realise a real commitment to effective criminal defence rights as an essential 
element of the right to fair trial. 
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The EU programme of action in respect of the rights of individuals in criminal 
proceedings has already begun with the publication of a draft Directive on 
translation and interpretation. This is to be followed by legislative proposals on: 
information on rights and on charges; legal advice and legal aid; communication 
with relatives, employers and consular authorities; and special safeguards for 
vulnerable suspects and accused persons. The programme also includes plans for a 
Green Paper on whether other minimum procedural rights need to be addressed. 
We hope that our findings, analysis and conclusions will contribute to the effective 
realisation of this programme of action, and we make recommendations for 
consideration in this process below. 

3.1. General recommendations 

We make the following general recommendations for action by the EU, national 
governments, and criminal justice professionals. 

- The EU should include in its legislative programme all of the specific areas 
for action that we identify below in order to establish minimum 
requirements that would contribute to, and enhance access to, effective 
criminal defence in all member states. Such legislation should include 
mechanisms for monitoring implementation to ensure that, over time, 
member states meet those minimum requirements. 

- Working with member states and professional organisations, the EU 
should establish mechanisms for identifying and disseminating good 
practices which contribute to enhancing access to effective criminal defence 
including, specifically, a ‘whole cost’ approach to criminal justice policies. 

- Working with member states, the EU should encourage and support the 
routine collection and publication of statistical evidence, and relevant 
research, in order to render criminal procedures and practices transparent, 
and to enhance accountability.  

- Working with relevant professional organisations, the EU and member 
states should encourage and support suitable training for criminal justice 
professionals (the judiciary, prosecutors, police, lawyers, and interpreters 
and translators) to assist in entrenching practices and attitudes directed to 
facilitating effective criminal defence. 

- The EU should encourage and support bar associations to articulate 
standards of good practice, and to take responsibility for disseminating and 
enforcing such standards, in order to improve both the status and 
professional standards of criminal defence lawyers, including those who 
are funded by the state. 

- The EU should encourage member states to develop organised, systematic 
and purposeful responses to the need to provide free and effective legal 
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assistance to all indigent criminal defendants, including by the 
establishment of independent executive agencies to administer legal aid. 
Such agencies would be responsible for formulating and implementing the 
government’s legal aid policy and budget, monitoring its performance, 
determining legal aid needs and finding cost-effective solutions for legal 
aid delivery 

3.2. Specific proposals 

We make the following specific recommendations for legislation by the EU, 
although we recommend that the governments of member states take appropriate 
action as soon as is practicable. 

3.2.1. Information on rights and charges 

A Directive should include –  

With regard to information rights –  

- A requirement that a Letter of Rights be given to a person when they are 
made aware by the authorities that their situation may be substantially 
affected by criminal proceedings (and in any event no later than the when 
they are factually deprived of their liberty). 

- An obligation to takes steps to ensure that a person served with a Letter of 
Rights understands it, including the provision of a translation of the Letter 
of Rights where the recipient does not understand the relevant language or 
is unable to read or comprehend it. 

- Minimum requirements as to the rights to be referred to in the Letter of 
Rights, including legal assistance, legal aid, the right to silence, the right to 
information as to the grounds for arrest or detention, and additional rights 
for vulnerable suspects and defendants. 

- An obligation to establish effective enforcement mechanisms designed to 
ensure that the Letter of Rights requirements are complied with, including 
an obligation to obtain written confirmation of receipt from the suspect or 
accused, and appropriate evidential mechanisms. 

With regard to information as to detention and the suspected offence –  

- An obligation to inform the person concerned of their status in a criminal 
investigation and, in particular, whether they are a suspect or a witness. 

- An obligation to inform a person who has been arrested or detained of the 
grounds for their arrest or detention.  



 

 16 

Executive summary and recommendations 

- An obligation to provide, before the first interrogation by police or a 
prosecutor, information as to the material on which the suspicion or 
accusation is based or, if such information is not provided, a prohibition on 
any adverse consequences resulting from failure or refusal to answer 
questions, or failure or refusal to provide information that may 
subsequently be relied upon in the person’s defence. 

3.2.2. Legal assistance and legal aid 

A Directive should include – 

- A requirement that a right to legal assistance arises no later than the point 
when a person is made aware by the authorities that their situation may be 
substantially affected by criminal proceedings (and in any event no later 
than the when they are deprived of their liberty), and which applies 
throughout the criminal proceedings. 

- An obligation on the investigative or prosecution authorities to bring the 
right to legal assistance, and to legal aid, to the attention of the person 
concerned in a form that they can understand, both in writing by means of 
a letter of rights, and orally, and an obligation on the judiciary at the first 
available opportunity to verify that the accused understands the 
implications of not being legally represented. 

- An obligation to establish mechanisms that ensure that legal assistance is 
available without delay at all stages of the criminal process, including for 
those who cannot afford to pay for legal assistance themselves.  

- An obligation to establish effective enforcement mechanisms that apply 
where access to legal assistance is delayed or denied, which may include 
prohibition on conducting procedural actions, the exclusion of evidence, 
and/or judicial review. 

- Minimum requirements regarding eligibility for legal aid, including a 
merits test that ensures that vulnerable suspects and defendants and those 
who are at risk of a custodial sentence are eligible, and a means test that 
ensures that those who cannot afford to pay for legal assistance are eligible. 
Further, there should be a requirement that procedures for determining 
eligibility do not interfere with access to legal assistance at the time that it is 
required.  

- Requiring that member states, in cooperation with the respective bar 
associations, develop and implement minimum quality criteria for criminal 
legal aid and quality assurance mechanisms, and establish minimum 
requirements regarding remuneration for lawyers providing legal 
assistance paid for by the state that ensure that sufficient competent 
lawyers are willing and able to provide legal assistance when it is required. 
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3.2.3. Interpretation and translation 

- A draft directive has been published by the EU (Proposal for a Directive of the 
European Parliament and of the Council on the right to interpretation and 
translation in criminal proceedings, Brussels, 9.3.2010 COM (2010) 83 final). 
The need for such a directive has been established by this research. 

- The draft directive does not prescribe a procedure by which the need for 
interpretation or translation is required, but we note that it does require 
that an accused person be given the right to challenge a decision that there 
is no need for interpretation or translation. Our research supports the need 
for such a requirement. 

- The draft directive prescribes in wide terms the circumstances in which 
interpretation is to be provided. Our research supports the need for such 
prescription. We recommend that consideration be given to requiring either 
that interpretation of lawyer-client consultations be provided by a different 
interpreter than an interpreter appointed for conversations where the 
police or prosecutor are present, or that interpretation of lawyer-client 
consultations be covered by the equivalent of legal professional privilege. 

- The draft directive provides for translation of ‘all essential documents’, 
which falls short of a requirement that all prosecution material be 
translated. We note, however, that a suspect or accused must be permitted 
to make a reasoned request for translation of further documents, and that 
they be given the right to challenge a decision that translation is not 
necessary. We recommend that authorities be required to consider such 
requests, or such challenges, by reference to the right to fair trial and not by 
reference to the potential cost. 

- The draft directive requires that interpretation and translation be of ‘a 
sufficient quality to safeguard the fairness of the criminal proceedings’. We 
recommend that this be extended to include an obligation that it be 
provided in such a way that is sufficiently independent of the appointing 
authority and that, where possible, it be provided by an interpreter or 
translator who is a member of a professional body that has responsibilities 
for quality and professional discipline. 

3.2.4. Access to the case-file, and time and facilities to prepare the defence 

We recommend that there should be a Directive concerning access to the case file, 
and time and facilities for preparation of the defence that includes, or that one of the 
other proposed directives should include – 

- An obligation to provide the accused with access to the case file, or 
prosecution material, in such a form and at such a time that is sufficient to 
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enable a suspect or accused person to effectively prepare their defence, and 
to enable them to prepare for any particular hearing. 

- A requirement that the obligation normally be satisfied by making 
available copies of original documents (or electronic versions thereof) 
unless this is contrary to the interests of justice, the safety of witnesses, or 
security. 

- An obligation to provide for a procedure during the pre-trial phase that 
enables an accused person be given the right to challenge a decision not to 
provide access to the (complete) case file. 

- An obligation to provide such information free of charge to the accused. 

- An obligation to establish mechanisms enabling suspects or accused 
persons to make application for witnesses to be interviewed or material to 
be gathered, with the possibility of judicial review where an application is 
refused by the investigative or prosecution authorities. 

3.2.5. Pre-trial detention 

The green paper should include consideration of –  

- A requirement that an accused person has a prima facie right to pre-trial 
release, which may only be displaced where there are substantial grounds 
for believing that the accused will abscond, commit further imprisonable 
offences, or interfere with the course of the investigation or justice, or 
where it is in the accused’s own interests to be kept in pre-trial detention. 

- A requirement that if unconditional pre-trial release is not appropriate for 
the reasons listed above, then the suitability of conditional release must be 
considered, and that conditions may only be imposed for the purposes of 
ensuring that the accused will attend court, will not re-offend, or will not 
interfere with the course of justice, or for their own protection. Also, a 
requirement that any money bail condition be set at a level that takes into 
account the financial circumstances of the accused and is proportionate to 
the specified risk. 

- A requirement that member states ensure that alternatives to pre-trial 
detention are available together with practical mechanisms facilitating their 
use, and that suitable facilities are available for accused persons in 
particular circumstances, for example, bail hostels, drug units, etc. 

- A requirement that pre-trial detention hearings observe, as far as possible, 
the same adversarial principles as apply to trials, and that accused persons 
are given access to material on which an application for pre-trial detention 
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is based in sufficient time to enable them to make an effective application 
for pre-trial release. 

- A requirement that pre-trial detention may only be ordered by a judicial 
authority, that the determining authority should be required to give written 
reasons for their decision, that detention be reviewed at established regular 
intervals in order to determine whether it continues to be necessary, that 
decisions be subject to review by a higher court. 

Maastricht, May 2010 
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conferences and seminars dealing with the issue of defence rights and legal aid, and 
published a number of articles on the topic.  

3.7. Italy 

3.7.1. Michele Caianiello 

Michele Caianiello (Bologna, 1970), is associate professor in Criminal Procedure, 
and European & International Criminal Procedure at the University of Bologna, 
Faculty of Law. He graduated cum laude in 1994, with a thesis on the detention 
pending the proceedings. From 2000, he is Doctor Juris in Criminal Procedure, with 
a thesis on the International Criminal Tribunals. He also lectures in European 
Criminal Procedure at the LUISS University of Rome. In his academic career he 
studied the subject of the decision to charge a suspect with a crime, especially the 
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powers recognised by the law to the victims and to the private citizens on this issue. 
He also conducted a research in the field of Evidence Law in the International 
Criminal Justice Systems. He is the author of 2 books (Poteri dei privati nell’esercizio 
dell’azione penale, Giappichelli, 2003; Ammissione della prova e contraddittorio nelle 
giurisdizioni penali internazionali, Giappichelli, Torino, 2008). He is a lawyer since 
1998, and practiced until 2006, in the field of Criminal Law.  

3.7.2. Giulio Illuminati 

Giulio Illuminati (Ancona, 1946) is Professor Criminal Procedure at the Faculty of 
Law of the University of Bologna. He is head of the Department of Law of the 
University of Bologna, and chief and coordinator of the PhD course in Criminal Law 
and Procedure. At present he also lectures in Criminal Procedure at the L.U.I.S.S. 
University Guido Carli in Rome. He is member of the Editorial Board of the review 
Cassazione penale. He is member of the Board of the Directors of the series of essays 
and comments Procedura penale published by Giappichelli, Turin. Between 1987 and 
1989 he was appointed as member of the Committee, established by the Minister of 
Justice, for the drafting of the New Code of Criminal Procedure; in 2000, he was 
member of the Committee for the drafting of the Rules of Procedure and Evidence 
before the justice of the peace. From July 2006 to December 2008 he has been 
member of the Ministerial Committee that drafted a Bill of Delegation for the reform 
of the Code of Criminal Procedure. In June 2009 he taught a course at the National 
Prosecutors College of the People Republic of China, organized by the China-EU 
School of Law. 

3.8. Poland 

3.8.1. Dorris de Vocht 

Dorris de Vocht is assistant professor of criminal law and criminal procedure at 
Maastricht University. She coordinates and teaches courses on criminal (procedure) 
law at bachelor's and master's level. In 2009 she successfully defended her doctoral 
dissertation on the right to legal assistance in Polish criminal procedure. Her 
current research mainly focuses on procedural rights of suspects in 
criminal proceedings within the European Union. 

3.8.2. Małgorzata Wasek-Wiaderek 

Małgorzata Wąsek-Wiaderek, (Ph.D. in law from Catholic University of Lublin; 
LL.M. in European Law at the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven), since 2002 associate 
professor at the John Paul II Catholic University of Lublin (Department of Criminal 
Procedure, Criminal Executive Law and Forensic Sciences); since 2004 member of 
the Research and Analyses Office of the Polish Supreme Court.  
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3.9. Turkey 

3.9.1. Asuman Aytekin İnceoğlu 

Asuman Aytekin İnceoğlu has studied law at İstanbul University Faculty of Law 
where she obtained her Bachelor of Laws (LL.B.) degree in 1996. Upon graduation, 
she has worked at Yarsuvat Law Firm as a trainee. She attended Marmara 
University Faculty of Law to complete her masters degree in law (LL.M.) in 2000 
where she specifically focused on ‘presumption of innocence and the right to 
remain silent’. She subsequently enrolled to the PhD program at Marmara 
University and obtained her doctorate degree in law in 2006. During her PhD 
studies, she focused on economic crimes and banking crimes in particular. Dr. 
İnceoğlu is currently an Assistant Professor at İstanbul Bilgi University Faculty of 
Law, where she teaches criminal law general and special provisions, criminal law 
and human rights, banking crimes and introduction to moot court competition. Dr. 
İnceoğlu is also working on mediation, hate crimes/hate speech and crimes against 
women on which she is giving seminars and doing international projects, some in 
collaboration with UN and the Turkish Ministry of Justice.  

3.9.2. Idil Elveris 

Idil Elveris graduated from Istanbul University School of Law in 1996. She obtained 
her LLM degree from Tulane University in 1998 and practiced as a lawyer and legal 
consultant in New York, Kosovo, UK and Istanbul. She joined Istanbul Bilgi 
University School of Law in 2003 and has pioneered legal clinics in Turkey. Her 
areas of interest include access to justice, poverty and law, judiciary, justice system 
and courts. She is currently writing her PHD thesis in the Istanbul Bilgi University 
Political Science program. 
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A peer-reviewed book series in which the common foundations of the legal systems 
of the Member States of the European Community are the central focus. 

The Ius Commune Europaeum series includes horizontal comparative legal studies as 
well as studies on the effect of treaties within the national legal systems. All the 
classic fields of law are covered. The books are published in various European 
languages under the auspices of METRO, the Institute for Transnational Legal 
Research at the Maastricht University. 

Editorial Board: Prof.Dr. J. SMITS (chair), Prof.Dr. M. FAURE, Prof.Dr. Chr. JOERGES, 
Prof.Dr. J. DU PLESSIS and Prof.Dr. E. VOS. 

Recently published: 

Volume 76: European Cooperation between Financial Supervisory Authorities, Tax 
Authorities and Judicial Authorities, M. LUCHTMAN 
Volume 77: Access to Justice and the Judiciary: Towards New European Standards of 
Affordability, Quality and Efficiency of Civil Adjudication, A. UZELAC and C.H. VAN 
RHEE (eds.) 
Volume 78: The European Private Company (SPE): A Critical Analysis of the EU Draft 
Statute, D.F.M.M. ZAMAN, C.A. SCHWARZ, M.L. LENNARTS, H.-J. DE KLUIVER and 
A.F.M. DORRESTEIJN (eds.) 
Volume 79: Constitutions Compared. An Introduction to Comparative Constitutional Law 
(2nd edition), A.W. HERINGA and PH. KIIVER 
Volume 80: Rechtsbescherming en overheidsovereenkomsten, K. WAUTERS 
Volume 81: Derden in het contractenrecht, I. SAMOY 
Volume 82: The Right to Specific Performance. The Historical Development, J.H. 
DONDORP and J.J. HALLEBEEK (eds.) 
Volume 83: Financial Supervision in a Comparative Perspective, M. POTO 
Volume 84: Enforcement and Enforceability – Tradition and Reform, C.H. VAN RHEE and 
A. UZELAC (eds.) 
Volume 85: Fact-Finding in Civil Litigation. A Comparative Perspective, R. VERKERK 
Volume 86: The Making of Chinese Condominium Law. A Comparative Perspective with 
American and South African Condominium Laws, L. CHEN 
Volume 87: Effective Criminal Defence in Europe, E. CAPE, Z. NAMORADZE, R. SMITH 
and T. SPRONKEN 
 
 




