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Introduc�on 
As recognised in the European Commission’s 2022 report on the applica�on of the EU Charter 
of Fundamental Rights, as well as in the Council Conclusions on the role of the civic space in 
protec�ng and promo�ng fundamental rights in the EU of March 2023, civil society 
organisa�ons (CSOs) and other human rights defenders (HRDs) play a key role in protec�ng 
and promo�ng the EU values of fundamental rights, rule of law and democracy. They are 
crucial in the system of checks and balances of healthy democracies as they act as watchdogs, 
drawing aten�on to threats to the rule of law, to democracy including to the conduct of free 
and fair elec�ons, thereby contribu�ng to hold decision makers accountable. They contribute 
to overcoming challenges our democracies are facing, including by comba�ng discrimina�on, 
hate speech and disinforma�on. The ac�ve engagement and par�cipa�on of CSOs and HRDs 
enhance the effec�veness and representa�veness of policy and decision-making, considering 
the mul�ple and diverse interests they represent and can voice. 

In May and June 2023, as a concrete follow up to the 2022 report, the Commission organised, 
with key partners such as the Swedish Presidency of the Council of the EU, the European 
Economic and Social Commitee (EESC), and the European Union Agency for Fundamental 
Rights (FRA), three thema�c seminars on safeguarding an open and enabling civic space in the 
EU. Each seminar gathered around 80 par�cipants represen�ng public authori�es in the 
Member States, CSOs from the European, na�onal and grassroots levels, HRDs, as well as EU 
ins�tu�ons and agencies, interna�onal organisa�ons, na�onal human rights ins�tu�ons, and 
donors. By presen�ng ini�a�ves and sharing data and good prac�ces, the aim of the seminars 
was to discuss in depth how to empower and support CSOs and HRDs at both na�onal and EU 
levels and how to ensure their safety and protec�on. The seminars addressed the following 
themes:  

• How to enhance protec�on of CSOs and HRDs exposed to threats and atacks, both in 
the online and offline environments; 

• How to secure adequate funding and capacity for CSOs and HRDs to exercise their role 
and support their communi�es; 

• How to empower CSOs and HRDs to contribute ac�vely to policy and decision-making 
process, by fostering their effec�ve par�cipa�on. 

This paper presents the main outcomes and concrete recommenda�ons emerged from the 
input and discussion in these seminars. It aims to inspire future ac�on and will be the basis 
for discussion at the concluding conference on a thriving civic space, co-organised by the 
Commission and the Spanish Presidency of the Council of the EU, taking place on 16 
November 2023. 
  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52022DC0716
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52022DC0716
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7388-2023-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7388-2023-INIT/en/pdf
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Main outcomes and key 
recommenda�ons 
Protec�on 
CSOs and HRDs are o�en facing deliberate threats and atacks aiming at discredi�ng their work 
in the public opinion, at reducing the poli�cal and financial support as well as hampering their 
capacity to carry out their daily work. This affects both their capacity to promote and protect 
human rights on the ground and the mental health and wellbeing of their staff. Such threats 
are happening also online, as the digital space is o�en the most effec�ve channel for smear 
campaigns and widespread atacks. 

There is therefore a need to enhance the protec�on of CSOs and HRDs in both the online and 
offline environments with a view to, on the one hand, prevent, monitor and reduce the threats 
and atacks and, on the other, to support the development of CSOs and HRDs’ capacity to 
tackle different type of threats by enhancing their resilience. 

 

Council of Europe and EU protec�on mechanisms and ini�a�ves  

Among the ini�a�ves oriented at protec�ng the civic space in the European context, the 
Council of Europe Pla�orm for the Safety of Journalists and the EU external ac�on 
mechanisms to protect civil society actors, such as the EU emergency fund for human 
rights defenders at risk, the EU fund for human rights crisis facility, and the EU 
mechanism to support enabling environment and create early warning systems for 
human rights defenders were men�oned. Also, the ini�a�ve aimed at protec�ng persons 
who engage in public par�cipa�on from manifestly unfounded or abusive court 
proceedings (“Strategic lawsuits against public par�cipa�on” - SLAPP), as well as that to 
facilitate cross-border ac�vi�es of non-profit associa�ons in the EU are promising 
examples of EU ac�ons aimed at protec�ng the freedom of expression and of associa�on 
of CSOs and HRDs. 

 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2023%3A516%3AFIN&qid=1693910621013
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2023%3A516%3AFIN&qid=1693910621013
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During the seminars, the following ac�ons by both na�onal authori�es and EU ins�tu�ons 
were indicated as the most important: 

• For authori�es to issue statements and take support ac�on in case CSOs and HRDs 
face atacks, in�mida�on and smear campaigns and, when needed, acknowledge 
and enhance the awareness of their contribu�on to democracy, pluralism, rule of 
law and fundamental rights; 

• To develop an EU-wide monitoring mechanism based on a clear methodology, 
which should be able to alert on signs of restric�ons of the civic space; such 
monitoring mechanism should also include easily accessible repor�ng tools; 

• To elaborate strong common EU standards regarding na�onal human rights 
ins�tu�ons, and further enhance their coopera�on with CSOs; 

• To provide for protec�on laws and mechanisms to prevent threats, which should 
be elaborated by involving CSOs and HRDs in consulta�ons suppor�ng (evidence 
based) decision-making process, especially in the impact assessment phase and in 
the revision of laws and policies; 

• To provide mul�faceted and targeted support to CSOs and HRDs at risk, including 
poli�cal, legal, financial and psychosocial support, sheltering, longer term support, 
and flexible responses to crisis situa�ons; 

• To enhance CSOs and HRDs’ ability to follow new and rapidly evolving technological 
developments and building their capacity to react to threats in the online sphere, 
including related to commercial spyware tools, hate atacks, digital atacks and 
insufficient content modera�on; 

• To provide support to CSOs and HRDs through training and capacity-building on 
exis�ng protec�on mechanisms, on digital threats, and on organisa�onal and 
individual resilience.
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Support 
Protec�on mechanisms and prac�ces are crucial; yet they s�ll appear to be mainly reac�ve 
measures, suppor�ng CSOs and HRDs once under atack. To enable CSOs and HRD to carry out 
their daily work effec�vely, they need sufficient financial resources and adapted funding 
solu�ons that contribute to suppor�ng CSOs and HRDs under pressure. 

 

The Union Values strand of the CERV 

The Ci�zens, Equality, Rights and Value (CERV) programme is endowed with €1.5 billion 
for the 2021-2027 period. 

The CERV Civil Dialogue supports regular exchange with beneficiaries of the programme 
and other stakeholders; in 2023-2024, a series of public and targeted consulta�ons will 
directly contribute to the CERV mid-term evalua�on. 

Several CERV calls for proposals provide for a combina�on of project-based and capacity 
building ac�vi�es, a trend expected to con�nue in the future. The cascading calls to 
support civil society – a novelty introduced in 2021 under the Union Values strand – 
enable CERV to simplify access to funding for smaller, local organisa�ons. Intermediaries 
selected through the cascading calls play a key role in building the capaci�es of and 
suppor�ng those organisa�ons as well as in distribu�ng financial resources, including 
through third party calls published and promoted in local languages. Access to 
knowledge on calls for smaller, grassroots organisa�on is facilitated, inter alia, by 
informa�on sharing through the info sessions for each CERV call as well as the CERV 
website and the CERV Na�onal Contact Points. 

At the same �me, opera�ng grants to framework partners will con�nue providing core 
funding to civil society organisa�ons, which play a crucial role in promo�ng and 
protec�ng EU rights and values. 
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During the seminars, the following ac�ons by both na�onal authori�es and EU ins�tu�ons 
were indicated as the most important: 

• To ensure targeted and dedicated funding to cover specific needs, such as capacity 
building, coopera�on and network building, peer exchange, organisa�onal 
development, or security-related issues including mental health support for 
ac�vists; 

• To increase flexibility and accessibility of funding; 

• To secure true core funding and con�nue the mixing of project based and capacity 
building grants; 

• To simplify and speed up access to funding, including by reducing the 
administra�ve burdens, by simplifying repor�ng obliga�ons, and by overcoming 
language barriers; 

• To strengthen the role of the intermediaries that could provide con�nuous support 
(not just awarding the grant, but follow-up implementa�on and provide advice), 
crisis responses, as well as civil society development including targeted capacity 
building, coaching and mentorship programmes; 

• To encourage networking and collabora�on opportuni�es in applying for funding 
and support twinning between organisa�ons with different legal status; 

• To involve CSOs and HRDs in the planning and evalua�on cycles of funding 
programmes; 

• To enhance informa�on-sharing and awareness about funding opportuni�es for 
CSOs and HRDs, in par�cular with a view to involve smaller grassroots 
organisa�ons, for example through centralised funding portals and by using 
exis�ng local networks and local media;  

• Strategic coordina�on and peer exchange between public and private donors 
funding human rights civil society in the EU. 

A part of the discussion focused specifically on possible improvement of CERV, based on 
lessons learnt. References were made to the possibility to reduce the co-funding 
requirements, with Member States providing match funding and mapping good prac�ces. As 
to the programme design, sugges�ons were to extend project cycles, par�cularly for calls with 
regran�ng (e.g. at least 5 years); con�nue providing core funding, and explore the possibility 
of framework partnerships with na�onal organisa�ons; con�nue involving civil society in 
iden�fying priori�es and following-up their implementa�on; exploring the poten�al for co-
crea�on, as a complement to the Civil Dialogue.
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Flexible, simple and stable funding schemes  

In more general terms, promising prac�ces from donors include combina�on of funding 
with capacity building to improve grantees’ skills and exper�se, flexible and longer-
term core funding responding to changing needs of civil society, easier grant 
applica�on, differen�a�on of the funds’ categories such as pilot ac�vi�es, interna�onal 
one-off ac�vi�es, annual work plan, and structural grants. 

Under the EEA Norway Grants’ civil society support programme, community-based 
service providers are eligible grantees. Their applica�ons could be further facilitated by 
decreasing the bureaucra�c burden and by providing a wider menu of funding 
instruments such as rapid response grants and smaller grants. 
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Empowerment 
Work in a safe and enabling environment where CSOs and HRDs are adequately supported 
and financed supports civic engagement including in the context of policy and decision-
making processes. CSOs and HRDs working on the promo�on and protec�on of fundamental 
rights are an important vehicle for channelling the voices of diverse individuals and groups in 
society, including of those in the most vulnerable situa�ons and contribute to addressing 
societal challenges and economic development. They foster pluralism and accountability of 
decision-making. Such par�cipa�on strengthens transparency and resilience against threats 
to freedom of expression, hate speech and disinforma�on. 

 

Par�cipa�on tools at EU level 

With regard to empowering the civic space at the EU level, the panellists men�oned 
regular informal contacts with the civil society by acknowledging that CSOs are the ones 
knowing the situa�ons in the field, but also ini�a�ves such as the Children’s Par�cipa�on 
Pla�orm, the “Have your Say” web portal, the Conference on the Future of Europe, the 
follow-up European Ci�zens’ Panels, the European Ci�zens Ini�a�ve, and the European 
Youth Parliament. The Beter Regula�on frameworks enables stakeholder engagement 
in a structured manner. In addi�on, the EESC provides a pla�orm for structured 
consulta�ons with organised civil society and its horizontal body, the Fundamental Rights 
and Rule of Law (FRRL) Group, aims at strengthening fundamental rights, democracy and 
the rule of law. 

 

During the seminars, it was highlighted that enabling an effec�ve par�cipa�on by CSOs and 
HRDs requires the following measures/ac�ons: 

• To enhance or set up an ins�tu�onalised framework that enable CSOs and HRDs to 
contribute effec�vely/provide effec�ve contribu�ons to public policy and decision-
making processes. Such framework should include: 

o an inclusive mapping of CSOs and HRDs to be involved in the policy making 
processes and dialogues; 

o transparent and democra�c selec�on of CSOs along clear criteria, ensuring 
adequate representa�on of marginalised groups;
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o plain language, �mely sharing of and access to informa�on and guidance 
through dedicated publicly accessible websites, where all consulta�ons are 
listed and categorised; 

o adequate �me spans to receive input from CSOs and the commitment to report 
on whether and how their contribu�ons have been taken into account. 

• To support the capacity building of both CSOs and public authori�es through 
training on effec�ve and meaningful par�cipa�on and providing funding to support 
the implementa�on of the ins�tu�onalised framework for par�cipa�on. 

• To agree on common guidelines on engagement for EU ins�tu�ons (European 
Commission, Council of the EU, European Parliament), ranging from co-crea�on 
and co-se�ng of the agenda, through a par�cipatory process and proper feedback 
mechanisms; 

• To iden�fy, resource and train staff in the European ins�tu�ons on how to 
meaningfully engage with stakeholders including CSOs.  

• To provide for tailored consulta�ons to beter enable the par�cipa�on of smaller, 
grassroots CSOs to EU policy and decision making, in addi�on to EU networks; 

• To ensure the wide dissemina�on of public consulta�ons, including via a more 
ac�ve Commission’s representa�on in Member States with a view to promote EU 
public consulta�ons and calls for evidence; 

• To ensure adequate financial and technical support to CSOs and HRDs specifically 
to take part in par�cipa�on, consulta�on and dialogue opportuni�es; 

• To foster the establishment of networks of CSOs and other social partners, such as 
trade unions, academia and other stakeholders; 

• To create a connec�on between CSOs and local, regional and na�onal ins�tu�ons 
along with a na�onal cross-sectoral coopera�on and coordina�on, in par�cular on 
key challenges such as climate change, environmental protec�on, digital threats, 
human rights viola�ons. 
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