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A. INTRODUCTION
1. This intervention is submitted jointly by Professor David Kaye, the European Region of
the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association (“ILGA-Europe”), and
ARTICLE 19: Global Campaign for Free Expression (“ARTICLE 19,” jointly the Interveners),
based on the decision of the Court from 7 December 2021.
2. In the present case the Court is asked to evaluate whether the late Applicant’s freedom of
expression, protected under Article 10 of the European Convention on Human Rights (“ECHR”),
was violated when her book containing fairy tales that depicted same-sex couples was marked as
“harmful”, referencing the public policy of protecting children. This case may best be understood
within the context of threats to the freedom of expression on the basis of sexual orientation and
gender identity, or otherwise against LGBT persons, in contravention of international human rights
law. The human rights mechanisms of the UN system have increasingly raised concerns about a
rise in anti-LGBT legislation and discriminatory treatment of LGBT persons inconsistent with
international law.1
3. The case also raises serious questions about the freedom of expression of artists and
children’s access to information and ideas of all kinds. The key issues relate to the degree to which
a publisher – together with the state authorities – can limit or otherwise negatively impact
distribution of published work targeting certain age groups and whether authors may seek redress
against such limitations based on discriminatory grounds. The Court’s judgment on these issues is
likely to be relevant and influential to the interpretation and application of international human
1
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rights standards on the right to freedom of expression under the ECHR and beyond.
4. In order to assist the Court in its deliberation, we use this intervention to answer the
following questions: (1) whether States and private parties can impose limitations on distribution
of artistic work, through “warnings” or otherwise, and whether such limitations are compatible
with the protection of the right to freedom of expression; (2) whether and if so to what extent such
warnings may be justified under human rights law for the protection of children; and (3) whether
limitations on freedom of expression that have a discriminatory intent and impact on members of
protected groups, in particular LGBT members, are permissible under international human rights
law.
B. THE LEGAL STANDARDS
5. The right to freedom of opinion and expression, protected under Article 10 of the ECHR
and Article 19 of the ICCPR, is a robustly articulated right, facilitating not only human curiosity
and learning (seeking and receiving) and sharing (imparting), but also framing the object of
protection as broadly as possible (information and ideas of all kinds).2 Freedom of artistic
expression — in all its mediums, including books, movies, paintings, songs, among many others
— is a part of freedom of expression.3 Indeed, the enjoyment of artistic expression “is a value in
itself” according to this Court. 4 Echoing the approach of the UN Human Rights Committee –the
monitoring body of the ICCPR–5 the UN Special Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights has
stated that the right to freedom of artistic expression includes the rights to freely contribute to and
disseminate artistic expression and creation and also to freely experience, access and enjoy artistic
expression.6 Consequently, any restriction on artistic expression must also meet the same threepart test from Article 10(2) of the ECHR and Article 19(3) of the ICCPR.
6. Restrictions of freedom of expression take various forms and with varying degrees of
severity, including criminalization of speech on a particular topic, 7 removal of an artistic work
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from circulation8 or its outright censorship,9 restriction of online content10, the imposition of
labels 11 or disclaimers to forms of artistic expression. Each ultimately aims to limit the creation
and dissemination of artistic work. As the UN Special Rapporteur in the field of Cultural Rights
has stated, restrictions are regularly imposed at various stages of the artistic creation, “from the
development of the idea through to production, performance, publication and distribution.” 12 She
also stated that regulations, understood as “the disinterested classification of content according to
publicly available guidelines”13, may limit freedom of expression “and may be acceptable only to
the extent that they fully comply with international standards.” 14 There is also an organic
relationship between the artist and the public and States have an obligation to ensure enabling
environments in which this relationship can be free and flourish. 15
7. Article 10(2) of the ECHR and Article 19(3) of the ICCPR provide narrow and strict bases
upon which a State may limit the freedom of expression. Any restriction to be lawful must be
provided by law and necessary and proportionate to protect a legitimate interest. A government
imposing a restriction or some form of burden on expression must demonstrate that the measure
adopted meets the tripartite test of legality, legitimacy, and proportionality.
8. Restrictions to freedom of expression “must also themselves be compatible with the
provisions, aims and objectives of the [ICCPR]. Laws must not violate the non-discrimination
provisions of the Covenant.”16 The principles of equality and non-discrimination are part of the
foundations of the rule of law and human rights (Article 2 and 26 of the ICCPR and Article14 of
and Protocol 12 to the ECHR). As the UN Human Rights Committee has emphasized, restriction
based on discriminatory grounds cannot be said to constitute one of the enumerated legitimate
grounds for restrictions to freedom of expression. 17 The UN High Commissioner for Human
Rights encouraged States to adopt an expansive approach to their anti-discrimination policies and
enact comprehensive anti-discrimination legislation that includes sexual orientation and gender
identity among protected grounds. 18 The UN Special Rapporteur for freedom expression observed
in his report on artistic freedom of expression that discrimination is often the underlying reason
for unlawful restrictions, noting that
“[m]inority groups are particularly vulnerable to restrictions on artistic expression because the
art will frequently be challenged solely for its existence and not any alleged challenge to state
8
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authority or public outcry. Women and members of the LGBTI community are especially
targeted.”19
9. The right to freedom of expression is enjoyed by “everyone,” not limited by any criteria,
including (if not especially) children and members of historically discriminated groups. The
Convention on the Rights of the Child (“CRC”) recognizes that it is unacceptable to use the
immaturity of children as a justification for depriving them of rights that would otherwise only be
enjoyed by adults.20 Children’s rights are often restricted under the guise of promoting public
morals, traditional values, and family. Given that Article 13 of the CRC closely follows the
wording of Article 19 of the ICCPR, any restriction to freedom of expression and access to
information should also follow the three-part test of legality, legitimacy and necessity and
proportionality (as described above). 21
C. SUBMISSION
Compatibility of limitations of distribution of artistic work – through “warnings” or
otherwise – with international freedom of expression standards
10. Labels on books are commonly used to give information to potential readers and are
sometimes referred to as a “viewpoint-neutral directional aid.”22 Labels may therefore not always
be intended to persuade readers of a particular point of view. An example of a label could be one
that depicts the genre, such as romance, fiction, or mystery. By contrast, a “prejudicial label would
be a label that tries to persuade or establish an institutional preference for something.” 23
11. Labels and warnings signaling that a book may be ‘harmful’ in some sense can cast a
negative light on the work regardless of its literary merit or the author’s intent. 24 Such labeling
may also restrict access to the work, as it may hinder its availability in bookstores and libraries,
and deter buyers from acquiring it wherever it is available. 25 A study conducted by the nongovernmental organization PEN America found that “[m]any librarians, teachers, and school
administrators freely admit that they decline to order certain books out of fear that someone might
find the content objectionable”26, in particular books that are written “by or are about people of
color, LGBTQ people, and/or disabled people” since these are the ones that have been challenged
19
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more frequently.27 A label would reinforce such fears.
12. The possibility of having the artistic expression labeled as “harmful” is likely to have a
significant chilling effect on freedom of expression for at least two reasons. Firstly, it potentially
provides a powerful – if somewhat uncertain – basis for public authorities to limit the publication
of controversial material (see more details below). Secondly, the research, writing or production
and publication of a book is a major undertaking. Faced with the threat that a publication on topics
touching on “controversial” areas may be subject to such restrictions, writers, producers or
publishers are likely to shy away from such topics and concentrate on less potentially problematic
areas. Even outside the scope of publications for children, with the threat that such warming labels
could be attached to any form of publication, The Color Purple by Alice Walker, Orlando by
Virginia Woolf, Lolita by Vladimir Nabokov or The Picture of Dorian Gray by Oscar Wilde may
not have been published.
13. To respond to the first question, State and private parties may impose labels and “warnings”
on artistic work only in accordance with the rules of international human rights law. Because
imposed labels compel a creator to carry expression and limit the possibility of the work’s
dissemination, they must be treated carefully and subject to the strictest scrutiny of the three-part
test under Article 10(2) of the ECHR and Article 19(3) of the ICCPR. It is conceivable that, with
appropriate evidence, a state may demonstrate that a label communicating that a work contains
explicit depictions of realistic violence may be permissible in light of the social and cognitive
develop of children under a certain age. By contrast, a label expressing a “warning” concerning
members of groups protected against discrimination under international law should be suspect on
its face, given the illegitimacy of discriminatory restrictions on expression. Such a label promotes
a discriminatory “concern” based on stereotypes of gender sexuality deeply-rooted in cultural
norms and beliefs about the concept of the “traditional” family 28 or “morals”. Labels and warnings
on books or other forms of expression may constitute a burden on the freedom expression that
must be assessed according to the standards of international human rights law.
Justification of warnings under human rights law for the protection of children
14. With regards to the second question, the protection of the rights of children is a legitimate
aim to restrict the distribution of artistic work. It has been evident, however, that states will often
argue that protection of children demands limitations on access to information and ideas. The
Special Rapporteur on freedom of expression has directly addressed this point, concluding that
there must be a demonstrated necessity in each case, just as with all restrictions on the freedom of
expression:
“Child protection arguments are part of a new pattern in which children are increasingly
used to justify restrictions not only on their access to information, but also on the rights of
adults. In many cases, the restrictions are rooted in a genuine, well-meaning desire to
protect children from harmful information, while in others they have been used to defend

In the context of the study, a challenge is a “a formal, written complaint, filed with a library or school requesting that materials
be removed because of content or appropriateness.” PEN America, Missing From The Shelf: Book Challenges and Lack of Diversity
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28 Inaugural Report of the UN Independent Expert on protection against violence and discrimination based on sexual orientation
and gender identity, Victor Madrigal-Borloz, A/HRC/38/43, ¶ 45 (11 May 2018).
27
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discrimination and censorship.”29
15. Additionally, the Commissioner for Human Rights of the Council of Europe has clearly
stated “[t]here is no evidence that dissemination of information advocating a positive attitude
towards LGBTI people would adversely affect children. Rather, it is in the best interests of children
to be informed about sexuality and gender diversity.” 30 For its part, the European Commission for
Democracy through Law (“Venice Commission”) has stressed that evoking the protection of
children as an argument to block children from accessing information about LGBTI people fails
to pass the necessity and proportionality test required by this Court.31
16. Children, like adults, have the right to engage with various types of perspectives in order
to form their own views and beliefs. As the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of expression has
noted, the ability to develop opinions, as well as to express them clearly, stems from a learning
process that begins in early childhood and requires appropriate encouragement and respect in order
to completely develop. 32 The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child has stated that children
need access to information in formats that are appropriate to their age and capacities on all issues
of concern to them, like information related to their rights.33 Additionally, international law has
recognized that the right to freedom of expression regarding children is extended as they mature
and develop their process of personal autonomy. 34 In this sense, “freedom of expression has been
regarded as having a developmental aspect, since its aim is to enable children to develop their
minds and themselves in society with others and grow into citizens participating in public life.” 35
Consequently, restriction on freedom of expression should take children’s “childness” into
account.
17. From a comparative perspective, the Interveners also note that even in cases when a
publication of a book would cause a psychological harm to a child concerned by the content of this
particular book, the Supreme Court of the United Kingdom found that there was no precedent for
an order preventing a person from publishing a book for fear of its causing psychiatric harm to a
vulnerable person. In OPO v MLA,36 the Supreme Court discharged an injunction that prevented
the publication of an autobiographical book. For the Court prohibiting the publication of a book
for the potential effects it can have on one potential reader infringes too greatly on the freedom of
expression of an author. The Court ruled that “the only proper conclusion is that there is every
justification for the publication. […] Of course vulnerable children need to be protected as far as
reasonably practicable from exposure to material which would harm them, but the right way of
doing so is not to expand Wilkinson v Downton to ban the publication of a work of general interest.”
18. In Sund v. City of Wichita Falls a Federal Judge in Texas, United States struck down a local
29
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law that restricted public library access to two books about gay parenting. The Court found that
the policy, “both on its face and as applied to the removal of Heather Has Two Mommies and
Daddy's Roommate from the children's area of the Library to the adult section” 37 violated federal
and state constitutional rights to receive information. The Court also found that “the resolution and
the book removals burden fully protected speech on the basis of content and viewpoint and they
therefore cannot stand.” 38
Comparative standards address warnings or restrictions on distribution for certain age
groups on the basis of gender and sexual orientation.
19. To answer the third question, singling out and labeling content as “harmful to children”
because it has content on or about LGBT people constitutes a discriminatory purpose. In other
words, given the discriminatory basis of labeling content as harmful merely because it has
representations of LGBT people, such labels may not be seen as aiming to promote a legitimate
purpose under Article 10(2) of the ECHR or Article 19(3) of the ICCPR. Many States attempt to
justify restrictions on freedom of expression by evoking public morals, but the underlying
discriminatory intent renders the restriction unlawful. 39 In such cases, UN Special Rapporteurs and
this Court refused to allow States to hide behind the veil of public morals when engaging in
discriminatory practices. 40 As the UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the
right to freedom on opinion and expression has pointed out, there is an increased “weaponization
of public morals” that is used to silence women and sexual minorities. 41 Such weaponization is
rooted in discrimination.
20. The rise in suppression of freedom of expression on the grounds of “traditional values” is
also connected to discrimination against LGBT communities. A group of UN experts released a
statement that
“[b]eing ‘highly subjective and dependent on societal power structure’, traditional values can
be easily misused as a tool for the repression of fundamental human rights. They are often used
to ‘justify’ negation of the rights of already marginalized groups who have historically been
excluded from positions of power to shape public opinion and influence decision-making
processes.”42
21. The UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of
opinion and expression has stated that “[m]any countries criminalize […] LGBTQ+ information
on grounds of morals, traditional values and child protection. Evidence shows that such an
approach fosters intolerance, stigmatization and violence, and deprives people from access to
accurate information.”43 Recently, the European Commission addressed the decision of the
37
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Hungarian Consumer Protection Authority that required the publisher of a children’s book to
include a disclaimer that the book portrays forms of “behaviour deviating from traditional gender
roles” because it included LGBTI people in it. The Commission considered “that by imposing an
obligation to provide information on a divergence from ‘traditional gender roles’, Hungary restricts
the freedom of expression of authors and book publishers […] [and] discriminates on grounds of
sexual orientation in an unjustified way […].”44
22. Given the discriminatory intent of anti-LGBT labels, such warnings fail to meet the threepart test of Article 10(2) of ECHR and Article 19(3) of the ICCPR. Indeed, one need not even
reach the necessity test, given that it can never be necessary for a law to discriminate against a
member or members of a group protected under international human rights law. Certainly, when
governments add labels and warnings to content by and about LGBT people, they contribute to
exclusionary policies incompatible with human rights norms.45 The UN Independent expert on
protection against violence and discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity has
stated that
“negative portrayals and/or the invisibility of sexual and gender diversity in educational
materials enable exclusion, as such things can contribute to feelings of isolation and low selfesteem for LGBT students and foster discriminatory attitudes among peers […] The adoption
of comprehensive sexuality education that is inclusive of sexual and gender diversity can
significantly reduce physical and psychological health risks for LGBT and gender-diverse
youth,”46
Affixing warning labels to articles, stories, books, and movies that shed light on the experiences
of the LGBT community allows for continuous exclusion of LGBT people from public life and
imagination.
23. Warnings labeling content as harmful because it has content on or about LGBT are not
only inconsistent with the anti-discrimination norms at the heart of human rights law but they can
contribute to other forms of discrimination faced by the LGBT community. Indeed, the UN
Independent Expert on the protection against violence and discrimination based on sexual
orientation and gender identity has stated that “exclusionary narratives exploit preconceptions,
stigma and prejudice to create an atmosphere of panic and moral concern and create the risk of
perpetuating violence and discrimination.” 47 When such a label is added to content by and about
LGBT people, it allows for further alienation and isolation of LGBT people and serves as a
manifestation of institutional “LGBTIphobia.” 48
24. UN mechanisms have noted that, when governments adopt laws that explicitly or implicitly
limit expression on or about LGBT people, they contribute to discrimination based on sexual
orientation and gender identity. The UN Independent expert on protection against violence and
discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity – a post created because of the
spread of anti-LGBT legislation and violence – has stated that several governments
“criminalize statements, publications or actions that discuss or refer to the identity or
44
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expression of lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and gender non-conforming persons, often referred
to as ‘gay propaganda’ […] These laws tend to exacerbate police abuse and harassment,
extortion and acts of violence against people based on their perceived or real sexual orientation
or gender identity, drawing them into the criminal justice system, sometimes leading to further
incidents of discrimination and violence.”49
25. Several human rights organizations, including ILGA-Europe, have also highlighted “the
heightened vulnerability to discrimination” that members of the LGBT community face. 50 Despite
progress in the area of recognizing and protecting LGBT and women’s rights, many governments
still contribute to the problems of stigmatization, discrimination, and unequal treatment that
labeling reinforces.51
26. Finally, labels and warnings signaling content discussing or addressing diverse sexual
orientation experiences as harmful not only restrict expression because authors who want to write
for young children must avoid content about LGBT people, but the warnings also limit children’s
access to information. As previously mentioned, school librarians, teachers and parents – among
others – might be dissuaded from acquiring books that are labeled as harmful to children, therefore
limiting children’s access to a wide variety of information just because it refers to LGBT people.

D. CONCLUSION
27. The following conclusions may be drawn based on the above legal analysis:
a. Adding labels and warnings to content by and about LGBT people involves
significant threats to freedom of expression and must be subjected to rigorous
scrutiny under Article 10(2) requirements;
b. Protection of the rights of children and public morals is often used as a pretext for
discrimination against members of the LGBT community and as justification for
disproportionate restrictions on freedom of expression.
28. Given the rise in anti-LGBT legislation and practices worldwide, the current case presents
the Court with a valuable opportunity to further address the ways in which discriminatory warning
labels interfere with the right to freedom of expression. In so doing, the Interveners urge the Court
to take into account:
a. The detrimental effects of discriminatory warning labels on the effective exercise
of rights under Article 10 of the ECHR;
b. How discriminatory labels amount to discrimination on the grounds of sexual
orientation, contrary to Article 14 of the Convention read in conjunction with
Article 10.
29. This amicus filing has shown why discriminatory warning labels are a serious interference
49
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with the rights under Article 10 of the ECHR and consequently how this leads to the application
of a strict standard of review in the assessment of the legitimate aim, legality, and necessity and
proportionality of the restriction.
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