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From “crime” to “right”
At paragraph 11 of the Encyclical Evangelium vitae, dated 25 March 1995, John Paul II wrote: “ Here though we shall concentrate particular attention on another category of attacks, affecting life in its earliest and in its final stages, attacks which present new characteristics with respect to the past and which raise questions of extraordinary seriousness. It is not only that in generalised opinion these attacks tend no longer to be considered as "crimes"; paradoxically they assume the nature of "rights", to the point that the State is called upon to give them legal recognition and to make them available through the free services of health-care personnel”. 

“Such attacks – John Paul II continues - strike human life at the time of its greatest frailty, when it lacks any means of self-defence. Even more serious is the fact that, most often, those attacks are carried out in the very heart of and with the complicity of the family-the family which by its nature is called to be the "sanctuary of life".’”. “ How did such a situation come about? ” the Pope asked. “ In the background – he wrote - there is the profound crisis of culture, which generates scepticism in relation to the very foundations of knowledge and ethics, and which makes it increasingly difficult to grasp clearly the meaning of what man is, the meaning of his rights and his duties. Then there are all kinds of existential and interpersonal difficulties, made worse by the complexity of a society in which individuals, couples and families are often left alone with their problems. There are situations of acute poverty, anxiety or frustration in which the struggle to make ends meet, the presence of unbearable pain, or instances of violence, especially against women, make the choice to defend and promote life so demanding as sometimes to reach the point of heroism”.

From “crime” or 'wrong' to “right”. Prophetically, with almost a play on words of rare effectiveness, John Paul II delineated the damage to the value of life which the horizon of 'modernity', especially in Europe, was perpetrating, harming the human person, human dignity, from conception to natural death. 

This  ”eclipse” – as the Pope described it – had and has its agents. Manipulators of the “collective conscience", in the past decade have been numerous and among them we cannot fail to count the European Parliament. The "efforts” made by this institution to encourage and promote a culture which negates the right to life, have been exemplary. 

In the case of abortion, using the shield of reproductive rights – which are also at the basis of anti-birth campaigns encouraged, promoted, organised and funded by the many international organisations which are part of the United Nations system– the European Parliament has had years of “practice”. Countless recommendations and resolutions, which, although not binding for the member countries, quite evidently helped to form and to root in European public opinion an idea of life which has nothing to do with the moral level. 

Think of the resolution approved by the European Parliament in 2002, for example, which “recommends that abortion be legalised and accessible to all in order to protect the health and reproductive rights of women". The same resolution presented the "morning after pill" as "non abortive" and promoted so called "emergency" contraception as a "standard practice in the field of sexual and reproductive health". 

Think of the most recent resolution, number 1607, approved on 16 April 2008 by the parliamentary assembly of the Council of Europe which urged the 47 member countries to orient, where necessary, its legislation in order to "guarantee women's effective exercise of their right to access to safe and legal abortion". The aim of the document, approved with 102 votes in favour and 69 against and 14 abstentions, sanctioning the right to abort, in the name of women's "freedom of choice”, is to “guarantee effective exercise of the right to abort” and “lift restrictions which hinder, de jure or de facto, access to safe abortion”. 

The Assembly approved a report drafted by the Commission for Equal Opportunities, which stated that although most European countries allow abortion to save the mother's life, abortion is still illegal or severely limited in countries such as Andorra, Ireland, Malta, the Principality of Monaco and Poland. 

The resolution also denounced what it calls "inaccessibility de facto" in member countries where abortion is legal but numerous conditions restrict effective access to safe, affordable, acceptable and appropriate abortion services, lack of doctors willing to carry out abortions, repeated medical consultations required, time allowed for changing one’s mind and waiting time for the abortion 

Since, according to the author of the report, abortion is an inalienable right, clauses in legislation which allow doctors to exercise the right to objection of conscience are obstacles! 

The decision for the women must be swift, it was said in the  discussion. “the quicker the decision is made, - the author affirmed - the quicker we can propose pharmacological abortion with RU 486, which avoids risks inherent to any surgical intervention". Serious and reliable reports show that in the world there have been sixteen registered confirmed deaths of women who had taken RU486 – which is becoming the most formidable masse abortive practice. 

Two are the most concerning elements of the vision which the Strasbourg Assembly proposes on the matter. 

The first concerns cultural, political, legislative and social mystification: no law in the world speaks of the right to abortion. It is a right which has been proposed on various occasions and in various places. There is no doubt about this. How can we forget for example the stance taken in August 2007 by the well-deserving organisation Amnesty International during one of its world meetings, when it added the right to abortion to the list of human rights? However no legislator has ever stated that abortion is a right. To announce this at such a prestigious event, was a real act of collective conscience manipulation. 

All the more if they were to reflect on the fact – and this is the second element which the Strasbourg Assembly failed to consider – that there can be no exercising a right which includes the suppression of another human being and in this case what is more, the most defenceless of all human beings, the unborn child. If the Strasbourg assembly really wished to consider the facts as they are, it would have done well, and would do well – and do its duty – to give concrete responses to the crisis of the birth rate, and ageing population, the abortion slaughter performed in Europe, where, according to statistics and reports, not denied, deposited at the European Parliament, every twenty five seconds an abortion is performed. 

It is also true – and this too should be considered - that these responses could produce a Europe certain of her Christian identity and  values. Still to be reconstructed
In the Osservatore Romano on 27 April 2008, Monsignor Elio Sgreccia, President of the Pontifical Academy for Life, asked “is it really possible to postulate a founded  "right to abortion "? What grounds could ever justify the right to take the life of the most innocent, weak and defenceless human being?”. “Unless we adopt discriminatory and arbitrary anthropological criteria which refuse to recognise equal rights and dignity to every human – says Monsignor Sgreccia - this claim is totally unfounded and arrogant; it can be justified only by powerful ideological and partial mindset which fails to regard the human person - each and every human person - as the ultimate end and measure of social life, and therefore of legislative regulations (…) The affirmation of a "right to abortion" introduced against the logic of prevention and education, would in any case be annulled by the unborn child's right to life and represents selective and subjectivist interpretation of the law, contrary to the original recognition of human rights of which the right to life is the first, founding and preliminary right”. 

De facto couples: deviation “promoted” by the European Parliament and the situation in European countries

Since the 1980s many European law systems have recognised “de facto couples”, including homosexual couples, giving them the same juridical and social treatment as couples founded on marriage. This followed also in the wake of documents approved by the European parliament, which are not binding, but nevertheless encourage a move in this direction. 

With a Resolution dated 8 February 1994, “on equal rights of homosexual members of the community”, the European Parliament, urged member countries to remove obstacles to marriage for same-sex couples, or equivalent juridical institutes and lift all restrictions on adoption on the part of homosexuals. The text was taken as a reference point by most European law systems which chose to intervene on this matter. 

With a Resolution dated 16 March 2000 the European Parliament asked members countries to “guarantee one parent families, de fact couples and same sex couples the same dignity as traditional couples and families, especially with regard to fiscal law, patrimonial regime and social rights”. 

The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (the Charter of Nice) approved by the European Parliament in November 2000, recognises among the basic rights, "The right to marry and the right to found a family shall be guaranteed in accordance with the national laws governing the exercise of these rights”. The right to marry is recognised separately from the right to found a family": this opens the way for de facto families, since the right to found a family is guaranteed also outside formal bonds. The Charter of Nice safeguards family relations whether founded on marriage or other grounds. Reference to the sex of the couple is also omitted and this opens the way for recognition of same sex couples, already existent in some law systems such as the Dutch and Belgian systems. 

With a resolution dated 4 September 2003 on the situation of basic human rights in the European Union, the European Parliament reinforced its positions. Besides a request already formulated to promote recognition of de facto couples, hetero or homosexual, (81), it urged member countries to grant same sex couples the right to marry and adopt minors (77). The European Parliament continues its “work”: the text of the new Convention of the EU on the Adoption of Minors– which should replace the one approved in 1967 - foresees that a single person and unmarried couples may adopt a child. 

Above all in reference to these legislative and therefore pseudo-cultural guidelines – which laid the foundation - many law systems have taken the path to regulate non formal unions. In some cases the law considers unmarried couples a situation de facto to guarantee them more or less the same rights as legitimate families. Others require the formality, of “registration” at a public office. 

This decision can have limited effects as in Catalogna and Belgium, or tend towards full equality with marriage as demonstrated by the Dutch, Danish, Norwegian and Swedish experience. The French law on “ civil pacts of solidarity ”, passed in 1999, focuses on agreements between partners  which regulate the relations of the couple. Regulation can also concern exclusively same sex couples, as in German and Danish law. In others it is addressed to couples of different or the same sex: the case of Dutch, Belgian, Catalan and French law.
Denmark, Sweden, Holland and Norway (law n. 40 April 30, 1993), Iceland (law n. 87 June 12, 1996)  and Finland (laws nn. 950/2001), in about the same years, approved similar recognition of de facto couples, including same sex couples.
Denmark was the first country to introduce organic regulation of de facto couples including same sex couples, with law 372 dated 7 June 1989. Article 3 of the law maintains a degree of “discrimination” between rights granted to married or de facto heterosexual couples and those granted to same sex couples, excluding the right to adopt. At the end of 1998 a total 600.000 couples, one out of five, were unmarried,. The legislator waited until the 1990s to grant equal rights to families and same sex couples, revising the law in 1999 with the introduction of the right to marry and adopt. Same sex couples may "marry" in the mayor's office with a ceremony almost identical to a civil wedding. Adoption is understood in the sense that a partner may adopt the child of a partner of the same sex as long as the child is of Danish nationality. 

In Sweden for many years it was thought that traditional marriage and the family would be go out of use since it did nothing to increase the birth rate and considering that the high number of  births outside of marriage was the result of decades of policies indifferent/counter to the traditional family  in Sweden, where today civil unions are the most common. 90% of unions in Sweden of couples under 35 years, are a “ registered partnership ” instead of marriage. 


Laws to give de facto couples the same rights as married couples have existed for 20 years. In 1987 a law regulated the heritage aspects of de facto couples of different sex, with special reference to “family” property. Shortly afterwards the norm was extended to same sex couples (law. 814/1987). This was not in theory the institutionalisation of "civil unions". Both laws in 1987 were not the result of the recognition of “affective-sexual” guarantees and rights but instead (as Italy attempted with a proposed Di.Co. Bill), they were seen  as “safeguarding” and “ social solidarity”, improving conditions of 'weaker' partners in de facto couples. This was why norms for “domestic unions” were of automatic application, independently from the desires of the parties.


In 1994, the new law on registered partnership actually “institutionalised” and legalised “ civil unions”, including same sex couples. This norm, still in force, was introduced “in the wake” of the European Parliament Resolution dated 8 February 1994 “on equal rights for homosexuals in the community”, concerning solely same sex “registered” couples. This means that in Sweden today “civil unions” exist only for same sex couples, not for de facto couples composed of a man and a woman, which are regulated as a domestic “ social security” union according to the law of 1987.


Holland, with a law approved in July 1997 revised its Civil Code to recognise de fact couples including same sex couples, and non nationals (but members of an EU country). Laws to introduce same sex “marriage” and adoption for all kinds of de facto couples were approved only two years after the first civil union recognition (respectively laws  26672 and 26673 dated July 1999). 

The legal effects of registration of a “ civil union”, are now similar to those of marriage. After a revision in 1997, article 80b of the Dutch civil code says that juridical treatment for families is applicable 'for analogy' for registered partnership. A register of same sex 'marriages' began to function on 1 April 2001. 

In Belgium marriage was opened to same sex couples on 13 February 2003. To obtain a legal union it is not necessary for the parties to be bound by a marriage or another civil union. A declaration of cohabitation is presented to the local civil status officer who, after verifying that the parties meet the conditions posed by the law, registers the declaration. A law passed on 20 April 2006 allowed same-sex married or de facto couples to adopt a minor.

The law in Austria does not provide for the regulation of civil unions. A law to put heterosexual and homosexual couples on the same level is being discussed. The same thing is happening in Ireland (where the Constitution, art. 41 affirms: " The State recognises the Family as the natural primary and fundamental unit group of Society, and as a moral institution possessing inalienable and imprescriptible rights, antecedent and superior to all positive law. The State, therefore, guarantees to protect the Family in its constitution and authority, as the necessary basis of social order and as indispensable to the welfare of the Nation and the State").
In Finland a law passed in 2002 guarantees same sex de facto couples many of the rights acquired by heterosexual couples who contract civil marriage unless the parties decide otherwise. For example, the right to immigration for a foreign partner. Registration and dissolution of the union obtained in the same way as married couples. De fact couples register with the same authorities which perform marriages. Laws on paternity, adoption and the possibility of using a common name do not apply to registered unions.

The French law n. 99-944 dated 15 November 1999 defines a new form of union, distinct from the institution of marriage, a civil pact of solidarity: a contract signed by two majors of different or same sex to organise their life in common. A PACS is formalised with a joint statement signed at the local Courts in the area of residence. The declaration is then registered.

The juridical institution of registered cohabitation was introduced in Germany (where the Constitution art. 6 affirms: "Marriage and the family are given special protection by the state law ") on 16 February 2001, with a law which came into force the following August. The law does not give equal effects as marriage to this form of union but it does apply to the partners measures similar to those which regulate marriage in the German civil code.

Portugal (where the Constitution, art. 67, states: "The family, as founding element of the society, has the right to protection from society and the state and the fulfilment of every condition for the personal realisations of its members "), approved two laws in 2001 which regulate respectively the juridical situations of "common economy " and "de facto unions". The definition of “common economy”  is "the situation of persons sharing food and lodging for at least two years and who have established life in common based on reciprocal assistance or sharing of resources ". The law foresees rights for holidays, family leave, right of preference for transfers in public offices, the application of income tax laws, special protection for the shared residence and right the house, in hereditary transmission. Laws on ”de facto unions” regulate the "juridical situation of two persons, of either sex, who have lived together for more than two years". The rights guaranteed by the law are the same as couples living a "common economy" with the addition, in the case of the death of the partner, of social security and pension benefits for the remaining partner. The union is dissolved with the death of one of the partners, or at the request of one of the partners. In the latter case a process of legal separation must be started to ensure the recognition of rights as in the case of matrimonial separation.

The Civil Partnership Act, in force since December 2005 in the United Kingdom grants same sex couples the right to register a union similar to marriage. The contracting parties assume the legal status of  'civil partners'.

The Czech Republic on 15 March 2006, approved a law on registered same-sex unions. The law regulates the beginning and end of registered unions of persons of the same sex, it grants these persons the right to information on the state of health of the partner, the right of inheritance in the case of the death and obliges the partners to support one another financially. The law allows the couple to rear children born of previous heterosexual unions, but not adoption.

In Slovenia, a law passed on 22 June 2005 guarantees civil unions limited rights in the field of relations of property and inheritance. This law, against which the homosexual liberation movement protested, does not guarantee social security or pension rights.

In December 2007 the Hungarian parliament approved registered de facto heterosexual or same sex couples with recognition with regard to inheritance; registration takes place at the civil state office at the town registry, and it can be dissolved with a joint declaration signed in front of a notary.

In 1996 Iceland passed an Approved Union institute (Law 87 1 July 1996) which recognises the registration of homosexual couples and offers many of the rights guaranteed to heterosexual couples united in marriage. Since 2000 same-sex couples are able to adopt the children of a partner's former relationship; but joint adoption is still excluded.

Liechtenstein, on 5 November 2007 approved a motion to recognise de facto couples. The text is binding for parliament which must now pass a law recognising same sex couples.

Norway recognises since 1 August 1993 " registered unions", with Law 40 passed on 30 April 1993. Same sex couples can register their union and obtain legal consequences equal to married couples, except the right to celebrate the union in a religious institution or the right to adopt children jointly. One of the registered partners since 1 January 2002, can adopt the other partner's child (biological or adopted, unless the adopted child comes from a country which does not allow adoption for homosexuals or lesbians) with the same criteria of adoption as for a married couple. On 18 December 2003 new norms came into force with regard to foster care of minors regarding homosexuals and lesbians. Same sex couples can be selected to act as foster parents if the social services consider this for the good of the child. For registration at least one partner must be a Norwegian citizen and one of both must reside in Norway. Marriage for same-sex couples is being debated.

In Switzerland the first canton to vote for the extension of marriage rights to same sex couples was Zurich, on 22 September 2002. On the basis of this decision before the union is recognised the couple must reside in that same canton and have been living together for at least six months. The civil union was later extended to the cantons of Geneva and Neuchâtel. This led the Swiss parliament to accept registered domestic unions but only of same-sex couples, following a Federal Law on Registered Domestic Unions of Same-Sex Couples. A referendum against the law failed, law was approved by the people of Switzerland and came into force on 1 January 2007. 

In Luxembourg a Registered Partnership for heterosexual and same sex couples has existed since 2004 guaranteeing similar rights, social security and tax relief as for married couples.

Family Day in Italy

Italy (where the Constitution states, art. 29: "The Republic recognises the rights of the family as a natural society founded on marriage"), has no law on civil unions. In February 2007 the government proposed a bill to recognise de facto unions. Proposals for this sort of law were first presented in 1986. Since the 1990s the number of proposals for laws to regulate civil unions has increased.

In the last two years debate on the issue has been intense. On 12 May 2007 over one million people took part in a Family Day event promoted by the Forum of Family Associations with the following goals: a great yes to the family; no to public recognition of non matrimonial unions (called “DICO”); yes to bold and serious social policies in favour of the family; yes to meeting the needs of people living as free de facto couples. The Family Day Manifesto read among other things: “In Italy too the family is affected by the crisis of the West - less marriages and a population decline - and although the difficulties of the family affect the wellbeing of society, at the same time, the family is still the principal resource for the future and the object of the legitimate desire of most young people's desire for happiness. 

In their unrest we read a deep longing for family. Without a stable bond between a mother and a father, without an experience of brother/sister relations, it is increasingly difficult for them to elaborate a personal identity and mature a project of life open to solidarity and to attention for the less fortunate and the elderly. Let us help young people be family. On the basis of these anthropological premises, we are convinced that protection of the family founded on marriage is a primary task for politics and for legislators, as foreseen by articles 29, 30 and 31 of our Constitution. We call on Parliament to activate immediately an organic and incisive programme of social policies in favour of the family: to respect constitutional principles, to prevent and counter dynamics of social collapse, to put civil coexistence under the banner of  the common good. New emerging needs deserve attention, but we hope that the legislator will not confuse the instances of unmarried couples with the specific needs of the family founded on marriage. Experiences of living together, which are set in a system of absolute freedom already guaranteed by the present laws, have an essentially private profile and have no need of public recognition which would inevitably lead to the institutionalisation of different and unacceptable models of family, in open contrast with the dictates of the Constitution. Since a law always has a pedagogical function, it creates customs and mentalities, we are convinced that contractual freedom and possible interventions on the civil code are sufficient to fully meet the demands of non matrimonial unions”.

Many times, Pope Benedict XVI has underlined the “risks” and “dangers” in Europe for the “sacredness of life”. On 24 February 2007, during an audience with the Pontifical Academy for Life– while in Italy de facto couples was the subject of heated debate - , the Pope spoke of "attacks on life " more threatening in developed countries. He underlined " efforts are multiplying to legalize cohabitation as an alternative to matrimony and closed to natural procreation".  "… the Christian is continually called to be ever alert in order to face the multiple attacks to which the right to life is exposed. In this he knows that he can count on motives that are deeply rooted in the natural law and that can therefore be shared by every person of upright conscience."…" In these situations -  the Pope said - the conscience, sometimes overwhelmed by the powerful collective media, is insufficiently vigilant concerning the gravity of the problems at play, and the power of the strongest weakens and seems to paralyze even people of good will " 

The case of Spain
The Spanish Constitution says about the family at article 39: "The public authorities guarantee the family social, economic and juridical protection ".
Until 1 July 2005, art 44 of the Spanish Civil Code read as follows: “A man and  a woman have the right to contract marriage in keeping with the regulations of this Code ”. On 1 July 2005, the Spanish parliament added to the text above the following statement: “Marriage will have the same requisites and effects whether the two persons are of different sex or the same sex ”; 16 other articles of the Civil Code were altered in a similar manner with a change the wording (spouse replaces the word husband or wife and parent instead of mother or father) and the following norm was added: “Any legal effects regarding marriage can be applied independently of the sex of the partners”. Changes allow joint adoption by homosexual couples and co-adoption, adoption on the part of the partner of the mother or father of the child (this opportunity is most concrete for homosexual and lesbian couples; previously if one of the partners had a child naturally or through artificial insemination, the other had no legal rights over the child)”. Spain was the fourth country in the world– after Holland, Belgium and Canada - to legalise marriage for same sex couples. In the United States of America this is allowed only in Massachusetts. 

The Spanish parliament has also approved “immediate divorce”, with a law which made divorce possible only three months after the wedding, with no period of separation and even at the request of only one of the partners.

On 30 December 2007, 1.5 million people took to the streets in Madrid for a Spanish Family Day organised by the Spanish Bishops' Conference. 

In the letter to convoke the event dated 12 December Cardinal Antonio Rouco Varela, Archbishop of Madrid warned that the family in Spain and all over Europe was seriously threatened. Benedict XVI intervened from Rome with a message in Spanish which was echoed by the Archbishop of Valencia, Cardinal Agustin Garcia-Gasco. "The culture of radical secularism" said Garcia-Gasco, "is a fraud and deception. It builds nothing: only a desperate path to abortion and immediate divorce". For the Archbishop of Toledo, Cardinal Antonio Canizares, the very foundations of the family are threatened by "unjust and evil" laws.


In his homily during the event Cardinal Rouco Varela said the norms introduced in Spain were contrary to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights which states at article 16: “The family is the natural nucleus and foundation of society and it has the right to be protected by society and by the state”.

"The good of the individual and of society is closely connected to the 'healthy state'  of the family: the Church is committed to defending and promoting the natural dignity and supremely sacred value of marriage and the family" the Pope said in his Message recalling the words of Pope John Paul II who emphasised that the good of the individual and society is closely connected with the 'healthy state' the family.


Addressing the participants in Plaza de Colon, the Pope encouraged them to " to bear witness to the world of the beauty of human love, marriage and the family. Founded on the indissoluble union between a man and a woman, the family constitutes the privileged context in which human life is welcomed and protected from beginning to natural end". Benedict XVI then added " parents have the right and the fundamental obligation to raise their children in the faith and values which give dignity to human life". " It is worthwhile - he said -  working for the family and marriage because it is worthwhile working for the human being, God's most precious creature ". The Pope then  said: " I have a special word for children, so that they may love and pray for their fathers and mothers and their siblings; to young people, so that encouraged by their parents' love, they may follow generously their own vocation to marriage, priestly or religious life; to the elderly and the sick, so that they may find needed help and understanding". " And you, dear spouses - Benedict XVI concluded - may you always count on God's grace so that your love may be increasingly fruitful and faithful every day ". 

Family, marriage and “de facto unions”
The late Cardinal Alfonso López Trujillo, emeritus Archbishop of Medellín (Colombia), born in 1935 in Villahermosa, diocese of Ibagué (today Líbano-Honda), in Colombia, who died recently, was President of the Pontifical Council for the Family since 8 November 1990. The Council has issued many important documents on family pastoral and apostolate. In particular we recall “Family, marriage and de facto unions”, dated 26 July 2000. After examining the social aspects, constitutive elements and existential motivations de facto unions, the document treats the question of recognition and juridical equivalence of such a union with the family founded on marriage. It then considers the family as a social good, underlining objective values to encourage and the duty of society to defend and promote the family founded on marriage. In then takes a closer look at certain aspects of this claim with regard to Christian marriage. Lastly it presents certain general criteria of pastoral discernment to orient Christian communities. We cite the conclusions of the document:

“ Over the ages, the wisdom of peoples, albeit with limitations, has substantially been capable of recognizing the essence and the fundamental and irreplaceable mission of the family based on marriage. The family is a necessary and indispensable good for the whole of society, and it has a real and proper right in justice to be recognized, protected and promoted by the whole of society. It is this whole of society that is damaged when this precious and necessary good of humanity is wounded in any way. Before the social phenomenon of de facto unions, and the postponing of conjugal love which this implies, society itself cannot remain indifferent. Merely erasing the problem through the false solution of granting them recognition and placing them on a public level similar to, or even equivalent to families based on marriage, is a detrimental comparison to marriage (which further damages this natural institution, that is so necessary today, rather than providing real family policies). Moreover, this implies a profound lack of recognition of the anthropological truth about the human love between a man and a woman, and its inseparable aspects of stable unity and openness to life. This lack of recognition is still more grave when the essential and very profound difference is ignored between conjugal love, that comes from the institution of marriage, and homosexual relationships. The “indifference” of public administrations toward this aspect is very similar to a kind of apathy with regard to the life or death of society, an indifference about its future projection or its degradation. If suitable remedies are not applied, this “neutrality” would lead to a serious breakdown of the social fabric and of the pedagogy of the future generations. ”.

“Evolution of the Family in Europe, 2008”: report by the European network of the Family Policies Institute (IPF)

On 7 May 2008, the European network of the Family Policies Institute (IPF) presented the European Parliament with a report on the “Evolution of the Family in Europe, 2008”. Like the IPF Report 2007 – to which Fides referred in Part One of this present Dossier "The Crisis of the Family in Europe”. The 2008 report, prepared by a team of experts in various fields, has three parts: part one analyses the situation of the family in Europe and its evolution in the past 25 years with regard to population, birth rate, marriages and housing policies; part two treats the evolution of different policies applied in the same period by the European Commission comparing them with decisions taken by individual EU countries; part three gives a series of measures which the IPF considers indispensable for the application of serious pro-family integral policies and family-vision public policies. 

The new Report confirms and adds to the data offered in last year's report. Europe has 6 million more citizens over 65 than minors under 14. In the period 2000-2007, immigration represented 84 per cent of EU population growth. The birth rate continues to drop, almost one million less births than in 1980. Two of every three homes in Europe have no children. In Europe one million abortions are registered, the number of marriages continues to fall, there are one million divorces every year. In this situation, IPF proposes to encourage the development of family-vision public policies in Europe, as well as a set of universal integral family policies.

It gives four guidelines: “Make the family a political priority; incorporate ‘family perspective'  in all EU policies, programmes and actions; promote convergence in national family policies avoiding discrimination between countries; promote equal opportunities for European families, avoiding discrimination for number of children, income level”. For IPF integral family policies must be universal, directed to all families, not exclusively for assistance; promote the family as an institution and the idea of family culture and environment to help the family face day to day living; enable parents to have as many children as they want; humanly and constructively integrate different areas of development, work, family, individual; help overcome the family crisis; recognise the right of parents to educate their children; foster active participation of parents and associations and take specific measures to assist families with special needs.
“The Migrant and Itinerant Family”
From 13 to 15 May 2008, the Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant Peoples held its 18th  plenary session on the theme “The Migrant and Itinerant Family”.
The secretary of the Council, Archbishop Agostino Marchetto in his intervention illustrated, " the Pontifical Council's thoughts, activities and changes since the previous Plenary”. He informed those present of the Council's activity over the last two years in its 9 different pastoral sections: Migrants, Refugges, Tourism and Pilgrimages, Apostleship of the Sea, Civil Aviation, Foreign (international ) Students, Nomads, Circus and Fair People, Apostolate of the Street. He explained that the continually growing phenomenon of human mobility all over the world, demands from the Pontifical Council ever greater and more qualified action. The Archbishop referred to documents which inspired the theme of the Plenary, Pope Benedict XVI's message for the 93rd World Day for Migrants and Refugees (2007), dedicated to “The Migrant Family”, and the Papal message for World Day of Peace 1 January 2008 with the title “Human Family, Community of Peace”. He said that interventions by the speakers would reveal a fresco of the situation of the family and migration and mobility in the world which should stimluate everyone, bishops, clergy, parishes and communites. He said they should "strive to change the migrant e itinerant family into an effective factor for evangelisation and for the consolidation of Christian values, rendering it not only a beneficiary of the Church's pastoral and charitable activity, but also an agent of evangelisation in its specific area”. 

Cardinal Renato Raffaele Martino, President of the Pontifical Council in his intervention treated the theme of the migrant and itinerant family in the globalised world, marked by increasing human mobility. He observed that the family is a propelling factor in the mobility of people. Some emigrate to find better living conditions; some seek refuge; some go abroad to study, or for tourism, or to consolidate family ties, some work at sea or in civil aviation to support the family. There are diverse circumstances for the family with reference to the street: the path of pilgrimage, nomadic life for culture and tradition, viability as users, sad exploitation of prostitution, homeless persons and many minors in need of care. It is necessary to ensure that the family, vital cell of every society, can lived united even in mobility and, where this is not possible, find a community or a place in which to experience a family atmosphere. Cardinal Martino presented positive and sad family situations, dwelling on the need to safeguard the rights of the family, recalling the document Erga migrantes caritas Christi. The family cell is an educating mission. Through dialogue and example parents can be catechists to their children, offering a culture of life with respect for values, harmony of relations, observance of religion and protection of creation. 

Archbishop Grzegorz Kaszak, secretary of the Pontifical Council for the Family, presented the general situation of the family today from the point of view of his Council, a qualified "observation point ”. The document Familiaris consortio – he observed – considers the family, founded on marriage, a community of life and love. An original fundamental community, the basis of society, anterior and superior to the State. He went on to list the most serious attacks on the family, in the present day cultural context, starting from new terminology, coined for global ethics, which damages the family institute. The scarcity of the principle of subsidiarity is also threatening. He spoke of the demographic myth of over-population, forty years ago, which formed a mentality contrary to life and the forecasts of which proved completely false, to the point that some countries, especially in Europe suffer from the phenomenon of a falling birth rate. Life is closely connected with the family and both are the basis of society and the vitality of the Church. Archbishop Kaszak also spoke about the role of the media in the formation of public opinion and life styles. The media should help to form persons who transmit family values for the good of individuals and society. 
The Church must re-propose her rich heritage and her testimony as an “expert in humanity”. Man is called to welcome the truth which comes from on high and renders him free and happy. Only on the basis of this freedom in truth can man build a new world, in which the happiness which comes from the Father is shared in a community way, that is in the family.
Fr. Hans Vöcking, M. Afr., secretary of the Commission for Migration of the CCEE (Council of European Bishops' Conferences), in his analysis of specific difficulties of families in mobility, limited his investigation to the European continent. After examining the different kinds of migration (individual, seasonal, for study, and even a “brain drain”) the speaker underlined the changes in the family caused by mobility. Europe's society has become inter-cultural and multi-religious, once a continent of emigration, today a place of immigration, with an increase in the number of woman immigrants in the past 20 years. This element of has given a new face to Europe.
Fr. Vöcking said new families - also in relation with the choice of young immigrants to celebrate "mixed" marriages -, are a factor of renewal in every area: cultural, economic, political and social. “They foster and support socialisation of family members and with their dynamism promote the culture of dialogue and nourish a sense of co-responsibility”. He suggested, consequently, the promotion of authentic dialogue with places for attentive listening and sharing among the persons involved, living stones of the ecclesial body. “Another person must be respected as he is and not as we would like him to be”. Political and pastoral activity for the new families is indispensable, since they can transmit values and offer a greater contribution of humanism to the generations of tomorrow.
Lastly Fr. Vöcking highlighted the importance of specific and adequate formation, through which to foster the formation of an ecclesial conscience of all the members of the Church. 
Mgr Jean Lafitte, vice-president of the Pontifical Academy for Life, in his intervention 'The Family in the Magisterium of John Paul II and Benedict XVI', after taking into consideration the notable magisterial contribution on the issues of marriage and the family in the past 50 years, dedicated the first part of his talk to examining the present day concepts of married love and the family. Characterised ideologically by the loss of family values, these concepts find their historical roots in the rejection of corporal values due to the growth of rigorist currents from the 16th century onwards. This ideology questions the very existence of the family cell, weakening the natural connection between marriage and the family and relativising the reciprocal gift of husband and wife and the understanding of human life as a gift received and transmitted. In the second part of his intervention, examining the great texts of the pontificate of John Paul II, Catechesis on human love, post-synodal exhortation Familiaris consortio, and the Letter to Families (Gratissimam sane), in continuity with Gaudium et Spes and Humanae Vitae, Mgr. Laffitte illustrated in the eyes of John Paul II, the foundation, the truth of married love, in his words, consilium Dei matrimonii ac familiae. This is accessible only in the contemplation of the principle (archè) to which Jesus refers in his dialogue with the Pharisees in Matthew 19. The address also highlighted the fact that the family institution has become a place of fundamental reflection on society. 

The third part of his intervention focused on the substantial contribution offered by Pope Benedict XVI in his encyclical Deus Caritas Est, and the Pope's reflection on the classical dialectic between eros and agape, reflection which aims to illustrate theologically the way in which God love, the measure for human love in the divine plan. Lastly it underlined parts of the post-synodal exhortation Sacramentum Caritatis in which the Eucharist is presented as a sponsal sacrament.

Receiving in audience the participants at the plenary session of the Pontifical Council for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant Peoples, on 15 May, Benedict XVI said among other things:  “on various occasions I have presented the icon of the Holy Family as a model for migrant families, recalling the image proposed by my venerated Predecessor, Pope Pius XII, in the Apostolic Constitution Exsul Familia, which constitutes the "magna charta" of migration pastoral (cfr AAS 44, 1952, p. 649). Moreover in Messages in 1980, 1986 and 1993, my venerated Predecessor John Paul II underlined ecclesial commitment to assist not only individual migrants but also the migrant's family, community of love and factor of integration ”. “I wish to affirm – the Pope said - that the Church's concern for the migrant family in no way reduces pastoral interest for the family in mobility. Indeed commitment to maintain unity of vision and action between the two "wings" (migration and itinerant) of human mobility can help us grasp the vastness of the phenomenon and at the same time stimulate specific pastoral care, encouraged by the Supreme Pontiffs and called for by Vatican II (cfr Christus Dominus, 18)”. “We must not forget – the Pontiff added - that the family, including the migrant and itinerant family, constitutes the original cell of society, which must not be destroyed, but instead defended with courage and patience. The family represents the community in which we learn from childhood to adore and love God, we learn the grammar of human and moral values and discover how to make good use of freedom in truth. Unfortunately, in no few situations this happens with difficulty, especially in the case of families affected by the phenomenon of human mobility. Moreover in its activity to welcome and dialogue with migrants and itinerants, the Christian community has as a constant point of reference, the person of Christ Our Lord. He gave his disciples a golden rule on how to live:  the new commandment of love. The love Christ lived even to death and death on the cross, He continues to transmit to his Church through the Gospel and the Sacraments, especially the Most Holy Eucharist. It is highly significant in this regard that the Liturgy sets the celebration of the Sacrament of Matrimony at the heart of the Eucharistic Celebration. Thus underlining the profound bond which unites the two sacraments. The spouses in their daily behaviour must be inspired by the example of Christ "who loved the Church and gave himself up for her " (Eph 5, 25):  this supreme act of love is made present in every Eucharistic Celebration. Opportunely therefore, family pastoral will take this sacramental fact as a reference of fundamental importance. Those who attend Mass - and it is necessary to facilitate celebrations also for migrants and itinerant peoples - find in the Eucharist a powerful reference to the family, marriage and encouragement to live their situation in a perspective of faith, finding the necessary strength in divine grace. 

In the conclusion of his intervention the Pope affirmed: “It escapes no one that human mobility represents, in today's globalised world, an important frontier for new evangelisation. I encourage you therefore to take up your pastoral commitment with renewed zeal, while for my part, I assure you of my spiritual closeness”.

INTERVIEW with Rev Nicola Bux, Consultor of the Congregations for the Doctrine of the Faith and for the Causes of Saints and Docent of Ecumenism at the Institute of Theology of Bari

The Assembly of Strasbourg approved  “the right to abortion”. What is your opinion of this fact?

The reply to this question lies in the judgement on the reality of world today contained in the discourse which Benedict XVI recently addressed to the United Nations. The major “oversight” of western culture – an oversight “cradled in the United States from where it spread to Europe – is derived from the idea that human rights are positively established by the institutions of the state. This is the point of the discussion. And it emerges from serious discussion that there exist rights which precede the state and precede even the individual person. We live in a world in which what is desired has become a right and this is perversion as old as the world, and mankind itself. There is something diabolic in it. Man is led to believe he can be God. This has always been the temptation for humanity, a temptation of pride. Sin is no longer correctly termed evil and is cleverly clothed in the robe of legality. The most terrible thing is that an assembly should claim the duty to decide something of this nature.

Also considering that this Assembly appears "blind" to statistics which show an abortion every twenty five seconds in Europe.

This is the consequence of blindness. On the other hand, great pride generates blindness, it stops us from seeing what is happening. This is what happens when a person is blind; the consequence is that he no longer sees even what is close to him. We should also consider the forces behind the decisions of that Assembly; centres of power and interest which pilot or desire to pilot this sort of decision. 

How has a declining birth rate and no generation change affect and continue to affect European society? What is at the root of this situation?
The root is the absence of hope which is essential to human nature. This absence leads man to focus only on self, not to generate: not to have children, not even feel the need of having children is equivalent to the instinct of death. Benedict XVI wrote in the encyclical  Spe Salvi, paragraph 11: “(…) On the one hand, we do not want to die; above all, those who love us do not want us to die. Yet on the other hand, neither do we want to continue living indefinitely, nor was the earth created with that in view. So what do we really want? Our paradoxical attitude gives rise to a deeper question: what in fact is “life”? And what does “eternity” really mean?”

What does the evangelisation of Europe mean?

It means helping man be aware of himself and understand that everything starts from the human 'I'. If there is conversion, it generates something new. If there is no conversion, we all know what can happen. Evangelisation means to educate, to lead man to be aware of self. The root problem is education and it means offering man a chance to rediscover the reason for being alive. This must be the heart, the central nucleus, of all ecclesial pastoral ministry. The whole Magisterium of the Church– especially with John Paul II and Benedict XVI – is addressed to this essentiality. From this point of view, it is clear that the roots of Europe are constituted by the person and it is more than ever necessary in the times in which we live to re-propose the sense of the value of the person.

________________________________________________________________________________
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The first two parts of “The Crisis of the Family in Europe” were made public respectively on 29 March 2008, and 26 April 2008.
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