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Civil society plays a crucial role in the functioning of a democratic society based on the rule of law
and respect for fundamental rights. The contribution of civil society is also a key aspect of the
whole-of-society approach that is needed to withstand the democratic, security and other societal
challenges Europe currently faces. This has been recognised in numerous EU policy documents,
including the EU        ,     

     and the    .

However, across the EU, civil society actors continue to face a range of challenges that obstruct
their ability to work safely and freely for the promotion and protection of fundamental rights and
democracy. As European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) research shows, this
includes hurdles in the legal environment, growing difficulties in securing funding, persistent
threats and attacks on organisations and people, and underdeveloped practices in participation
and consultation. Since 2018, FRA has documented challenges to civic space. The results of

      indicate that 75 % of responding civil society
organisations (CSOs) active in the field of fundamental rights faced barriers in conducting human
rights activities (18 % often, 55 % sometimes). CSOs perceive a deterioration not only at the
national level but also at the EU level. In response to a question on how the conditions at the EU
level for CSOs working on human rights have changed in 2024, 22 % of responding organisations
said they had greatly deteriorated, 48 % said they had deteriorated, 26 % said they had remained
the same and only 3 % said that conditions had improved. CSOs that defend the rights of people in
vulnerable situations – such as asylum seekers, religious or ethnic minorities, Roma and or
LGBTIQ+ or homeless people – and those working on hate crime, anti-racism, and sexual and
reproductive health and rights, report the most in-person threats and attacks.

This report recommends various actions at the EU and national levels to achieve a better
monitoring of civic space developments, and support the development of national strategies and
measures that prevent challenges to an enabling environment, protect civic space actors, secure
access to funding and allow for enhanced participation and engagement in law- and
policymaking.

Both the 2023 European       
          

 (recommendation on participation) and the 2025      underline
the need for monitoring as a basis for preventive and responsive measures. The strategy calls on
Member States to monitor developments in civic space using clear indicators and structured
reporting frameworks. FRA research demonstrates that this is currently not being done by
Member State authorities, such as ministries or parliaments. There are however a broad range of
monitoring activities and reports at national, European and international levels by national human
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rights institutions (NHRIs), Ombudsman institutions and CSOs. Member States are covered by the
different monitoring efforts to varying degrees, and the criteria and indicators used are often not
comparable between different monitoring initiatives. This leads to the incomparability of findings,
with reports scattered across multiple websites. This makes it difficult for CSOs, other
stakeholders and policymakers to access all available and relevant data, and to effectively benefit
from the insights, experiences and know-how of diverse national, European and international
actors. FRA will cooperate with the European Commission to set up a network of experts on
monitoring for knowledge exchange, and an online information hub, which will serve as a one-stop
shop for information on existing civic space monitoring initiatives, reports and protection
resources.

There is also a need to define the terminology relating to civil society and civic space for effective
policy responses and civic space monitoring. Different organisations and policy documents use
the terms ‘civic space’, ‘civil society’, ‘civil society actors’ and ‘civil society organisations’
differently. In particular ‘civil society’ is used in a broader or more narrow definition, depending on
the context. Such definitions, however, are important when rights and obligations are determined,
or when the situation and challenges for different actors are being monitored, as well as to target
policy measures in response to those challenges. The United     

     , the      
              and the

definitions contained in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
Protecting civic space actors      are relevant guiding documents for
such efforts.

In all policy and legal contexts, terminology should be clearly defined and used consistently to
accurately and effectively address the actors, rights and issues. Member States could use the
definitions in the EU strategy for civil society as a basis to align the definitions of ‘civic space’,
‘civil society’, and ‘civil society organisations’ in order to promote a shared understanding of the
diverse roles of civil society, including watchdog and advocacy functions; to enhance the
comparability of findings; and to avoid gaps in the monitoring and protection of civic space.

As set out in the recommendation  , Member States and candidate countries
should monitor developments in civic space using clear indicators and a structured reporting
framework. This requires systematic documentation and analysis of developments. To do so
effectively, Member States should seek and rely on national data, reports and observations from
NHRIs, Ombudsman institutions, national/multinational CSOs and international organisations. All
actors that monitor civic space are invited to contribute to the online information hub to be set up
by FRA under the EU strategy for civil society.

FRA opinion 1

FRA opinion 2

Nations guidance note on the
protection and promotion of civic space Recommendation of the Council of Europe’s
Committee of Ministers on the protection and promotion of civil society space in Europe

global report on civic space

on participation
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This report shows that despite ongoing pressure on civic space and civic space actors, few
Member States have developed a dedicated and comprehensive response, such as a strategy or
framework for national-level actions to foster a safe and enabling civic space and the effective
participation of civil society organisations, as called for by the European Commission in its 2023
recommendation   and again in the 2025     . Where some
form of strategy exists at the national level, it may be limited in scope, such as to the volunteer
sector, or to cooperation between the public administration and non-governmental organisations
(NGOs). In other cases, elements of a civil society strategy may be found in more general or
thematic strategies. While civic space and civil society may not be considered holistically in one
single policy document, a number of Member States have introduced targeted measures
supporting an enabling environment for civil society, as detailed in Section 3.1.2.

As part of the 2025 democracy package together with the EU strategy for civil society, the
European democracy shield seeks to address the continuing disruptive effect of information
disorder on all aspects of democracy. An online      in June 2025
found that 66 % of EU residents believe they have encountered disinformation or fake news at
least occasionally in a given week. At least every second online user between the ages of 16 and
29 was exposed to hostile messages online, according to a   . In  

   , 67 % of responding organisations indicated that they had
experienced online verbal threats and attacks.

Member States are encouraged to develop or update national strategies to support, protect and
empower civil society, in line with the Commission’s 2023 recommendation on participation and
the EU strategy for civil society. As a horizontal concern, such strategies could also include
proportionate measures to address challenges to information integrity, such as cooperation with
civil society actors, including civil society organisations, to support societal resilience to
disinformation.

Data collected by FRA and others indicate instances of interference with the freedoms of
association, peaceful assembly and expression by the state, as well as attacks on civic space
actors by third parties. CSOs and others have reported heightened pressures on the freedoms of
association, assembly and expression, particularly related to four issues: environmental activism,
pride marches and pro-Palestinian protests, and support for migrants. A number of Member
States have introduced, proposed or maintained legislation that risks undermining fundamental
freedoms based on the stated aims of protecting security, public order or administrative

Developing national strategies

FRA opinion 3

Challenges to an enabling legal environment

on participation EU strategy for civil society

survey for the European Parliament

2024 Eurostat report FRA’s civic
space consultation for 2024
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efficiency. Some of these measures – for example, overly restrictive rules on assemblies and
protests, including preventive bans, burdensome registration or reporting requirements, and law or
official rhetoric that stigmatise CSOs based on their funding or activities – whether intentionally or
unintentionally contribute to an environment in which CSOs and activists encounter obstacles in
carrying out human rights work.

Whenever Member States act within the scope of EU law, they are obliged to comply with the EU
Charter of Fundamental Rights, and this also applies in the law- and policymaking process. In its
2025 report Better       , the FRA
highlights the need for legislators in the EU and in the Member States to assess the impact of
policy and legislation on human and fundamental rights before adoption. The report further
stresses that an open and inclusive approach to lawmaking allows stakeholders to express
concerns and to provide evidence and know-how. This is not just an expression of good
governance but also helps prevent legislation that might lead to a violation of human rights.
Including all segments of society and representative CSOs in the decision-making process creates
a more inclusive, equitable society and has an ‘empowering effect’ on marginalised groups. The
report notes that Member States rarely establish an obligation to consider input from CSOs or
affected groups or to provide feedback on such input. CSOs report that feedback on consultations
is often inconsistent or lacks any substantial explanations of how the comments submitted by
CSOs were taken into consideration. Short deadlines or accelerated procedures in the case of
complex legislative proposals further hinder the participation of CSOs.

Member States must ensure that the freedoms of association, assembly and expression are
upheld, and that legislation does not disproportionately restrict civic space. Member States should
refrain from taking legal or other measures that unduly hamper the operation of CSOs, including
against those that defend the rights of people in vulnerable situations, such as asylum seekers,
religious or ethnic minorities, Roma and LGBTIQ+ persons.

Both the EU institutions and the Member States should conduct human rights impact
assessments in the course of policy development and legislative processes to prevent unintended
restrictions or collateral effects on civic space and ensure the proportionality of any restrictive
measures. In this context, Member States should ensure that relevant CSOs, including self-
representative advocacy organisations of and for people in vulnerable situations, are informed in
a timely manner and given enough time to comment on proposed legislation. The impact
assessment or the text accompanying the legislative proposal should show how the results of the
consultation with independent fundamental rights expert bodies and CSOs were considered.

FRA opinion 4

FRA opinion 5

Legislation – Human rights impact assessments in lawmaking
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Over the years, FRA’s annual civic space consultation has shown that civil society organisations
active in the field of fundamental rights have experienced a range of incidents including threats
and attacks, with the intensity of experiences varying over time, geography and depending on the
topics they work on. In the most recent consultation, from a selection of possible responses, the
incidents most frequently reported to FRA were online verbal attacks and threats (67 % of
respondents experienced this often or sometimes), negative media reports or campaigns (60 %
often or sometimes), politically motivated funding cuts (39 % often or sometimes), excessive
administrative controls or audits (36 % often or sometimes) and in-person verbal threats and
attacks (36 % often or sometimes). Criminalisation of humanitarian aid (21 % often or
sometimes), suspected surveillance by law enforcement (18 % often or sometimes), strategic
lawsuits against public participation (SLAPPs) (10 % often or sometimes) and vandalism (10 %
often or sometimes) were also perceived as key challenges. One in 10 responding organisations
reported that their employees or volunteers had been victims of a physical attack in 2024.

However, FRA’s consultation indicates that 61 % of CSOs that experienced incidents did not report
them or make a complaint. The most frequent reason indicated for this was that nothing would
happen or change (54 %). Of particular concern is the reported impact of these attacks on the
organisations and individuals involved. In the latest consultation, 4 out of 5 responding
organisations indicated that their staff or volunteers experienced psychological effects such as
burnout, depression, anxiety and feelings of vulnerability. More than one half noted financial
problems and a discontinuation or reduction of activities because of external pressures.

Without reporting, victims cannot access justice. Member States should encourage the reporting
of serious incidents faced by CSOs and human rights defenders (HRDs), and ensure that they are
properly recorded, investigated and prosecuted. Reporting and documentation mechanisms
should also enable the identification and analysis of recurring patterns, trends and developments,
in order to capture the systemic nature of attacks against civic space actors. To ensure access to
justice in practice, appropriate training should be provided to the police and other relevant
officials, including public prosecutors and judges, so that they recognise and respond
appropriately to incidents experienced by civic space actors. Member States are encouraged to
set up structured cooperation between law enforcement agencies and civil society organisations
experiencing repeated serious threats.

The EU should explore further protection measures for CSOs and HRDs, such as emergency
funding for organisations under threat, coordination of available protection measures in Member
States, and training and support on administrative, legal and logistical arrangements. Member

Protecting civic space actors

FRA opinion 6
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States should explore how to better ensure the protection of civic space actors, including through
training for civic space actors on protection measures, legal assistance, technical and financial
support for cybersecurity, psychological assistance and physical protection.

Civil society is an important partner for the EU and its Member States to help ensure that people
can enjoy their rights and freedoms as they are enshrined in the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights
in practice. Democratic and societal resilience also relies on a strong civil society and civic
engagement. However, there is a significant gap between the demand for funding of projects
aimed at promoting fundamental rights, democracy and civic engagement, and the available
resources.

While there is a growing need for work in the areas of fundamental rights, democracy and the rule
of law, related funding has been reduced in recent years. Almost one half (44 %) of respondents to
FRA’s most recent civic space consultation reported that they had experienced an unexpected
reduction, cut or freezing of funding in the 12 months preceding the consultation. Furthermore,
FRA’s     have highlighted that short funding cycles create
significant administrative burdens for both applicants and donors, and constrain CSOs to short-
term projects that are difficult to implement sustainably in view of long-term impact.

At the same time, legislation aimed at ensuring transparency or security has in some cases
(partially inadvertently) resulted in various challenges, such as imposing disproportionate
obstacles to access to funding for CSOs, stigmatising them as ‘foreign agents’, or creating a
chilling effect for advocacy and activism. For example, rules that exclude political activity or
advocacy from eligibility for public funding may become problematic if the definitions of ‘political
activity’, ‘advocacy’ or ‘political advertising’ are too broad or vague, and potentially encompass
tasks such as public campaigns, policy research or even routine engagement with policymakers.
This has led to self-censoring of advocacy activities due to fears of losing funding. In some
contexts, CSOs that engage in activities deemed ‘political’ risk losing their charitable status, with a
subsequent loss of tax benefits. CSOs also report (often unintended) consequences of anti-money
laundering or counter-terrorism financing laws.

In addition, foreign funding laws can be problematic due to disproportionate fines for receiving
funding from abroad. Twenty-seven percent of CSOs responding to FRA’s civil society
consultation reported having encountered difficulties often or sometimes due to ‘foreign funding’
or ‘foreign agent’ rules during 2024.For instance, one such law in an EU Member State stipulates
that organisations that receive foreign funding and fail to comply with reporting and disclosure
obligations can face administrative fines from EUR 1 000 to EUR 10 000 and even dissolution.

Safeguarding access to funding
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EU institutions and the Member States should ensure that the legal and policy environment is
conducive to CSOs having access to diverse sources and modalities of funding. Such funding
should cover the full range of activities carried out by civil society organisations, including
advocacy and watchdog functions and efforts to support democratic and societal resilience.
Member States and EU institutions should engage in structured dialogue with relevant
stakeholders, including CSOs, financial institutions and oversight bodies, to identify and address
obstacles related to disproportionate reporting, due diligence, or access to financial services
rules. Rules for access to funding from domestic or foreign sources must be aligned with
international standards and EU law relating to non-discrimination and freedom of association.

The European Commission has called on the Member States to promote and facilitate a
transparent and inclusive framework for participation that enables civil society actors to
participate in policymaking in a meaningful way. This report shows that at the end of 2024, the
situation in the Member States varies significantly. Few Member States have legally binding rules
for consultation with civil society, and most make use of non-binding guidelines and practices.
The scope and effectiveness of both binding and non-binding frameworks is inconsistent. The
report identifies a number of promising practices across the Members States that may inspire and
help other Member States overcome barriers to meaningful participation, such as a
comprehensive approach to all legislation, regardless of whether it is proposed by the government
or parliament or by popular initiative, and the application of binding, easily accessible consultation
guidelines.

The report shows that throughout the EU and in FRA observer countries, the development of a
model of representative democracy that is complemented effectively by a participatory
democracy framework remains a work in progress. In the EU    , the
Commission notes that there is a need for further data collection and follow-up to the 2023
recommendation on participation. The Commission announced its intention to support capacity-
building at the national level for the implementation of the recommendation, in cooperation with
the European Economic and Social Committee and FRA.

To enable the consistent and meaningful participation of civil society organisations in
policymaking, Member States should review their legislation and practices, as encouraged by the
Commission in the 2023 recommendation on participation. Rules on public participation should
provide clear procedures and timelines, and encourage CSOs to submit their views. National law-
and policymakers should apply these rules in a consistent, non-discriminatory and transparent
manner. Member States should also ensure that CSOs are enabled to participate in the
development of national positions on EU-level policies and legislation, so that their perspectives

Improving the engagement and participation of civil society in law-
and policymaking

FRA opinion 9

strategy for civil society

10

https://commission.europa.eu/document/8c30975d-bc1c-4415-8dcd-a71cb28f3662_en
https://commission.europa.eu/document/8c30975d-bc1c-4415-8dcd-a71cb28f3662_en
https://commission.europa.eu/document/8c30975d-bc1c-4415-8dcd-a71cb28f3662_en
https://commission.europa.eu/document/8c30975d-bc1c-4415-8dcd-a71cb28f3662_en
https://commission.europa.eu/document/8c30975d-bc1c-4415-8dcd-a71cb28f3662_en


inform both national and EU decision-making processes.

Public consultations should be widely publicised, and the participation of all members of society
promoted, including people in vulnerable situations and their representative organisations.
Sufficient time should be given for civil society organisations and other actors to respond to
legislative and policy initiatives in a meaningful manner, and authorities should inform
participants of the outcomes of consultations.

The EU and the Member States should examine challenges to the engagement of civil society in
practice and on this basis develop training and tools for meaningful participation in policymaking.
In this regard, both the EU institutions and the Member States should ensure appropriate
processes, budgeting and training for both officials and civil society actors on public participation.
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Europe is in a fight. … A fight for our values and our democracies.
European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen in the 2025 State of the European Union

address

With these stark words, Commission President Ursula Von der Leyen opened the 2025 State of the
European Union address [1] . Previously, in her political guidelines for 2024–2029, President von
der Leyen spoke of ‘an era of profound change’ and of a ‘world of adversity and uncertainty’. In the
face of these challenges, Europe’s future ‘will depend on a strong democracy and on defending
the values that give us the freedoms and rights we cherish’ [2] .

Faced with increasing geopolitical turmoil and technological disruption, the recently published
European democracy shield calls for a whole-of-society approach – including the contribution of
civil society actors – to strengthening democracy and democratic resilience. The EU strategy to
strengthen the application of the Charter [3] , the EU strategy for civil society [4]  and EU
preparedness union strategy [5]  also point to the need for a whole-of-society approach to meet
the challenges Europe currently faces.

Yet without a truly enabling environment, civil society organisations cannot fulfil their essential
roles in our democracies, including as contributors to good law- and policymaking, watchdogs for
rights and catalysts for democratic engagement. Thus, in times of profound change and
uncertainty, fostering an enabling environment for civil society is not just a policy imperative, it is
essential to safeguarding the future of democracy itself.

Fortunately, Europe faces these challenges from a position of relative strength. Democratic
decline and rising authoritarianism are global phenomena, but the baselines from which these are
measured are not universal. Despite the challenges to fundamental rights protection, the rule of
law and civic space that have been documented in recent years, the EU remains a bastion of
democracy. EU Member States score well above the global average in various democracy and rule
of law related indexes, such as the annual Democracy Index published by the Economist
Intelligence Unit and the Freedom in the World report published by Freedom House [6] . According
to the 2025 World Justice Project Rule of Law Index that measures human rights, access to
justice, corruption and authoritarianism worldwide, 8 out of the top 10 countries ranked by overall
score are EU Member States [7] .

Within the EU, however, the situation varies considerably between Member States, as is evident by
the ranking in the Civicus Monitor. In 2025, 12 EU Member States were assessed as having an
open civic space, 10 Member States were categorised as having a narrowed civic space, and five
Member States were classified as countries where the civic space is obstructed. This represents
a deterioration over the past years, as in 2020, the Civicus Monitor rated 13 EU Member States as
open, 13 as narrowed and only one as obstructed [8] .

This report is based on data and information collected by FRA’s multidisciplinary research
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network Franet in the 27 Member States and three EU candidate countries, which participate as
observers in FRA, i.e. Albania, North Macedonia and Serbia. These data were analysed and
complemented through desk research by FRA experts. Finally, the report is informed by FRA’s civic
space consultation covering 2024 that was conducted online among civil society organisations
participating in FRA’s Fundamental  . The consultation provides insight into the
experiences and perceptions of civil society organisations as regards threats to civic space (for
details, see Annex).

The report deals with four different yet related dimensions. Chapter 1 of the report highlights the
many diverse ways in which civil society contributes to upholding the key EU values of respect for
fundamental rights, the rule of law and democracy. It argues that as the EU faces a multitude of
dynamic environmental, economic, security, geopolitical and demographic challenges, societal
and democratic resilience will be key to safeguarding Europe’s future. Despite shifting priorities, it
will continue to be of the highest importance for the EU and its Member States to foster an
enabling environment for civil society.

As in FRA’s previous civic space updates, the report aims to provide policymakers and civil society
actors with an updated picture of the current shortcomings to a truly enabling civic space
(Chapter :).

Focus then shifts to demonstrate how Member States are already aiming to address the
challenges to civic space through strategies and targeted measures. The report reveals how
NHRIs, Ombudsman institutions and civil society organisations are also contributing to this effort
by keeping a watchful eye on civic space and government action, and by taking their own
measures to help ensure an enabling environment (Chapter 3:).

In the last chapter (Chapter :), the report examines one of the important ways in which civil
society contributes to European democracy, which is through participation in law- and
policymaking, and identifies the frameworks and structures Member States provide for
participation.

Taken together, the different chapters aim to provide a basis for the implementation of the new EU
strategy for civil society, with the aim of strengthening the enabling environment and civic space
actors to best contribute to this ‘fight for our values and our democracies’.

Rights Platform
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Under the Treaties, the core values of the EU are respect for fundamental and human rights, the
rule of law and democracy [9] . Civil society has an important role to play in upholding these
values. In its 2024 Rule of Law Report , the European Commission reaffirmed that civil society
organisations and human rights defenders foster the rule of law in practice [10] . In the 2022 report
Europe’s Civil Society: Still under pressure, FRA examined the many ways in which civil society
contributes to a rule of law culture [11] . As concerns have expanded from the state of the rule of
law in Europe to the state of European democracy and democracy worldwide, attention has also
focused on the ways in which a vibrant civil society contributes to the strength of democracy and
its resilience.

It is important to note that what exactly is meant by ‘civil society’ can, however, differ, as different
organisations and policy documents use the term with various meanings (see What  

). Within this report, the term is used in a broad sense, with the relevant actors, such as
civil society organisations, specified where a narrowing of the concept is merited.

Definition – What is civil society?

International and EU policy documents use the term ‘civil society’ differently, and thus may
refer to only some actors that fall into this category. Some examples include the following.

In the Council of Europe’s ‘Guidelines for civil participation in political decision making’,
civil society is recognised as ‘the ensemble of individuals and organised, less organised
and informal groups through which they contribute to society or express their views
and opinions, including when raising issues regarding human rights violations,
corruption and other misconduct or expressing critical comments. Such organised or
less organised groups may include professional and grassroots organisations,
universities and research centres, religious and non-denominational organisations and
human rights defenders.’

Source: Council of Europe, ‘Guidelines       ’,
CM(2017)83 final of 27 September 2017.

For the purposes of the EU strategy for civil society, the term civil society is generally
used synonymously with ‘civil society organisations’, which are defined as ‘all non-
State, not-for-profit, independent, non-partisan and non-violent organisations, through
which people pursue and defend shared objectives and ideals.’

Source: Communication          
            

  , COM(2025) 790 final of 12 November 2025.

1. How civil society helps uphold EU values and
strengthen democracy

is civil
society?

for civil participation in political decision making

from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the
European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions – EU strategy
for civil society
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According to its founding regulation, FRA cooperation with civil society is built around
the Fundamental Rights Platform, which is composed of ‘non-governmental
organisations dealing with human rights, trade unions and employer’s organisations,
relevant social and professional organisations, churches, religious, philosophical and
non-confessional organisations, universities and other qualified experts of European
and international bodies and organisations.’

Source: Council Regulation (EC) No 168/2007 of 15 February 2007 establishing a European
Agency for Fundamental Rights (OJ L 53 22.2.2007, p. 1,
ELI: http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg/2007/168/2022-04-27) as amended by Council Regulation
(EU) 2022/555 of 5 April 2022 amending Regulation (EC) No 168/2007 establishing a
European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (OJ L 108, 7.4.2022, p. 1,
ELI: ).

A further consideration is that not all actors within civil society share or promote the values that
underpin the EU, and some may even act to attack or undermine them. Similarly with the EU
strategy for civil society, this report covers accountable, independent and transparent CSOs that
function according to respect for human dignity, democracy, equality, the rule of law and
fundamental rights and freedoms [12] .

Additionally, there is an overlap between different civil society actors and the concept of human
rights defenders (see What    ).

Definition – What are human rights defenders?

The UN declaration on human rights defenders, although not legally binding, contains
principles and rights that are based on human rights standards enshrined in legally binding
international instruments. HRD is a term used to describe people who, individually or with
others, act to promote or protect human rights in a peaceful manner. This can include, for
example, human rights civil society activists and formal civil society organisations,
journalists, lawyers, judges, trade unionists, academics and artists.

Sources: UN General Assembly, Declaration       
            

  , 8 March 1999; UN General Assembly, ‘Report   
       ’, 19 July 2017; UN Office of the High

Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), ‘    ’, UN OHCHR
website.

It is also important to note that not all CSOs are HRDs, as CSOs may be involved in many different
areas of life. Depending on their purpose and mandate, they may not fulfil all roles detailed below,

http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg/2022/555/oj

are human rights defenders?

on the right and responsibility of individuals,
groups and organs of society to promote and protect universally recognized human rights
and fundamental freedoms of the Special
Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders

About human rights defenders
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and may face different challenges based on how these roles are perceived or affect public
authorities and others in society.

Definition – What is civic space?

‘Civic space is the environment that enables people and groups – or “civic space actors” – to
participate meaningfully in the political, economic, social and cultural life in their societies.
[…]
A vibrant civic space requires an open, secure and safe environment that is free from all acts
of intimidation, harassment and reprisals, whether online or offline. Any restrictions on such
a space must comply with international human rights law’.

Source: UN OHCHR, ‘United          
’, September 2020.

 

Definition – What is democratic resilience?

Within the Council of Europe, recent efforts to define the parameters for the Reykjavík
Principles for Democracy viewed democratic resilience as resistance against actual or
potential risks or threats to democracy and ‘the ability of a political system to react to
challenges so as to maintain its democratic features’.

Source: Council of Europe Steering Committee on Democracy, Draft   
         (not yet adopted).

The Council of Europe’s new democratic pact for Europe notes the high stakes in question:
the resilience of our democratic institutions, freedoms and values is democratic security,
without which there can be no lasting peace [13] .

Source: Council of Europe, Towards         
       , Council of European Publications,

Strasbourg, May 2025.

At the EU level, the concept of democratic resilience is widely used but has not been defined.
‘Democratic resilience’ is sometimes used as an umbrella term for more specific concepts
such as societal resilience, electoral resilience, media resilience, cyber resilience and
economic resilience [14] .

The EU strategy for civil society complements the European democracy shield and will also
contribute to reinforcing democratic participation, resilience and public trust. In these and

Nations guidance note on the protection and promotion of civic
space

parameters for the
application and implementation of the Reykjavík Principles for Democracy

a New Democratic Pact for Europe – Report of the
Secretary General of the Council of Europe 2025
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other policy documents, democratic resilience has been strongly linked to meaningful and
inclusive citizen engagement, a vibrant civil society, support for a free and independent
media and safeguarding electoral processes from all forms of foreign interference, including
foreign information manipulation and interference (FIMI).

Sources: Council of the European Union: General Secretariat of the Council, ‘ Presidency
     ’, 9463/25, Brussels, 27 May 2025;

           
          

    , JOIN(2025) 791 final of 12 November 2025.

 

Civil society as an essential component of a functioning democracy and catalyst for public
engagement

As recognised by the European Court of Human Rights, ‘where society functions in a healthy
manner, the participation of citizens in the democratic process is to a large extent achieved
through belonging to associations in which they may integrate with each other and pursue
common objectives’ [15] . CSOs serve as catalysts for civic engagement and active participation in
public affairs, providing opportunities for meaningful engagement and nurturing a ‘vibrant
ecosystem of civic participation essential for the functioning of democracy’ [16] . Recent efforts to
define democratic principles by the Council of Europe and the European Law Institute have
reaffirmed that civil society is a prerequisite for a functioning European democracy [17] .

Civil society as a key channel for good lawmaking and building trust in public authorities

As recognised in the 2023 defence of democracy communication, an increasingly important way
in which civil society engages in the democratic process is through its contribution to law- and
policymaking (see Chapter ). Today’s model of democracy goes beyond mere representation of
citizens by members of legislative bodies and entails the understanding that public authorities
should also consult directly with all stakeholders who may be affected by any policy or law. In line
with the understanding of open government and good governance, civil society actors contribute
through their expertise, including in fundamental rights and the rule of law. They advocate for the
rights of minorities and other groups that otherwise might not have a strong political voice.

Civil society participation is part of good lawmaking, which also has a positive effect on trust
between civil society and public authorities, increasing trust in the democratic institutions and
processes that underlie our societies [18] . Trust in public authorities is affected by a complex
interplay of factors, some of which are directly linked to citizen engagement and participation. A
sense of political agency, that is, the ability to influence political decisions and processes, and
openness are crucial to the level of trust that people have in national governments. Ensuring that
all people’s voices are heard and using better, transparent and verifiable evidence in decision
making are key to improving trust [19] .

conclusions on strengthening EU democratic resilience
Joint Communication to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and
Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions – European democracy shield:
Empowering strong and resilient democracies
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Civil society as a watchdog

The role of CSOs as a watchdog for fundamental rights and the rule of law is also one of a
watchdog for democracy. This is key for fighting corruption and securing accountability, and
particularly important with the attention of governments increasingly focusing on security and
defence. This role is highly valued by citizens. In the 2025 Special Eurobarometer 568, 42 % of the
respondents considered exposing corruption as civil society’s most significant area of work,
followed by defending individual rights (41 %), delivering services (39 %) and monitoring
government action (28 %) [20] . For example, together with parliament, the courts and other
independent oversight bodies, CSOs can help keep an eye on such fundamental issues of
democracy as the prevention of abuse and misuse of surveillance technologies.

Civil society as part of the whole-of-society approach to resilience

Due to the increasingly volatile geopolitical landscape, civil society has also been recognised as
an important factor in the whole-of-society approach that is needed for preparedness and societal
resilience [21] . The level of trust in public authorities and in democratic institutions is deemed key
to citizens’ contribution and commitment to democratic resilience [22] . Democratic resilience for
its part is seen as vital for European security and thus ultimately for the future of the EU and its
values as well [23] .

Civil society combating disinformation and other forms of information disorder

The recent Special Eurobarometer 568 reveals that Europeans consider the most serious
challenges to democracy in the European Union to be growing public distrust towards democratic
institutions and processes, followed closely by foreign information manipulation, interference and
disinformation, including in the context of elections, lack of transparency with regard to whether
political content online is promoted through new technologies like artificial intelligence (AI), and
declining opportunities for citizens to access information from independent and trustworthy
media sources [24] . This increases and underlines the need for a strong, pluralistic and
independent media, but also for knowledgeable and critical consumers of information. Media
literacy and critical thinking education can empower and enable citizens to hold power to account,
and also to form opinions based on reliable information, in particular in the context of political
debate and elections. The European Commission in its 2023 communication on defence of
democracy includes the fight against disinformation as an important part of civil society’s
contribution to combating challenges to democracy. More recently, in the context of general
societal resilience and preparedness, it has been noted that CSOs can contribute through
awareness-raising, fact-checking and working in cooperation with governments, media service
providers and internet platforms. Together they can work to develop the digital and media literacy
skills needed to combat disinformation and other forms of information manipulation [25] . The
European democracy shield initiative calls for the contribution of civil society in a new European
Network of Fact-checkers, the rapid response system to identify FIMI for elections, the
Stakeholder Platform of the new European Centre for Democratic Resilience and in efforts to
improve media and digital literacy [26] .
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Pressure on civic space is one of the many challenges to democracy that Europe currently faces.
An enabling civic space allows civic space actors – both organisations and individuals – ‘to
participate meaningfully in the political, economic, social and cultural life of their societies’ [27] .
FRA research focuses on four aspects of civic space: the legal environment, availability of and
access to resources, meaningful participation by CSOs in law- and policymaking, and protection of
civic space actors. FRA consults CSOs active in the field of fundamental rights annually on their
experiences in these areas and the challenges they face in their work. This chapter is based on the
latest consultation results and desk research, and focuses on the legal environment, resources
and protection. Participation is addressed in Chapter  of this report.

A conducive legal environment for the effective functioning of civic space actors requires a strong
legal framework that respects, protects and promotes the freedoms of association, peaceful
assembly, expression and information in conformity with global international human rights law,
the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) and the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights (the
Charter) [28] . Importantly, the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) has confirmed that
CSOs ‘must be able to pursue [their] activities and operate without unjustified interference by the
State’ [29] , while the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) has held that Member States also
have a duty to guarantee the proper functioning of associations and secure the freedom of
association [30] . It is also important to ensure that laws and policies do not have intentional or
unintentional negative collateral effects on civic space and civic space actors.

Impact assessments can help ensure that proposed laws and policies are designed and
implemented in ways that respect and protect fundamental rights, as is demonstrated in a recent
FRA report on the role of human rights impact assessments in lawmaking in the EU [31] . However,
the report also reveals that such assessments are often either not carried out or only carried out
superficially. Moreover, the input of CSOs is often limited due to short deadlines or accelerated
procedures in the case of complex legislative proposals.

Despite these standards, pressures relating to the legal environment persist. In response to the
question of how often their organisations had encountered difficulties in conducting their work
due to different aspects of the legal environment, CSOs active in the field of fundamental rights
that participated in the FRA civic space consultation covering 2024 reported issues with access to
information, legislation on civil dialogue, foreign funding legislation, and (often unintended)
collateral effects of legislation in other areas, such as data protection, transparency and lobbying,
and taxation and charitable status (See Figure ) [32] .

In the recent Special Eurobarometer 568 on protecting and promoting democracy, respondents
were asked for their views on the most significant difficulties faced by CSOs in their country.
Across the EU, 42 % of respondents indicated excessive administrative barriers. Nearly one third

2. Challenges experienced by civil society organisations

2.1. Legal environment

4

2
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(30 %) noted abusive legal actions while a further 28 % mentioned unjustified restrictions on the
work of CSOs, such as barriers to freedom of association or access to information (See Figure ).1
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Horizontal bar chart showing the most significant difficulties faced by CSOs across all 27 EU Member States. 42 %
of respondents identify excessive administrative barriers as the most significant difficulty, closely followed by lack
of funding at 41 %. Verbal or physical threats and attacks are mentioned by 37 %, while 30 % point to abusive legal
actions or SLAPPs. Unjustified restrictions in their work are reported by 28 % of respondents. A further 1 % indicate
other difficulties, while 2 % state that they face none.
Note: Visual presentation adapted by the authors.
Source: European Commission: Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers, Special  

    , Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg,
25 November 2025.

Question: ‘In your view, what are the most significant difficulties faced by civil society organisations in (our country)?
(Max. 3 Answers) (EU27)’

 

Figure 1 – Significant difficulties faced by CSOs across the EU (%)

Eurobarometer 568 –
Protecting and promoting democracy – Report
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Figure 2 – FRA consultation – Challenges across key aspects of the legal environment in 2024
(%)

Horizontal stacked bar chart showing challenges to civic space related to the legal environment. CSOs report facing
difficulties often or sometimes in relation to access to information (55 %), legislation on civil dialogue or
consultation (43 %), and changes in laws governing the funding of CSOs (34 %). By contrast, travel restrictions or
visa bans are least frequently reported, with 10 % of CSOs indicating they face such constraints often or sometimes.
Source: FRA, ‘Summary          ’, 25 September 2025.

Question: ‘In the past 12 months, how often has your organisation encountered difficulties in conducting its work
due to the legal environment in the following areas?’ (n = 237–269)

In relation to the freedom of assembly and freedom of expression, in recent years a number of
issues have been particularly visible in the public debate. One such issue has been the use of
facial recognition technology and other forms of remote biometric identification for law
enforcement purposes. An upcoming FRA report will demonstrate the public’s concerns about the
use of such measures by law enforcement, including due to the potential chilling effects of such
technology if deployed during protests. Many discussions have also related more specifically to
environmental activism, pro-Palestinian demonstrations and pride marches.

Within the legal framework, as a core principle, international and European human rights
standards on the right of peaceful assembly emphasise the presumption in favour of (peaceful)
assemblies, which means that public authorities must generally allow assemblies unless there are
convincing reasons not to. The concept of ‘peaceful’ is central to this right, and protests that have
violent intentions may be held to fall outside of its protection [33] . Under the ECHR, any restriction
of this right must be prescribed by law and be necessary in a democratic society in the interests of

of key findings from FRA’s civic space consultation covering 2024
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national security or public safety, for the prevention of disorder or crime, for the protection of
health or morals or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others [34] . States also have
so-called ‘positive obligations’ under the freedom of peaceful assembly, requiring them to both
proactively protect those exercising this right and to facilitate its exercise in ways that make it
possible for participants to safely assemble and achieve their objectives [35] . To navigate these
rights and obligations, Guidelines on Freedom of Peaceful Assembly have been published by the
European Commission for Democracy through Law (Venice Commission) and the Organization for
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights
(ODIHR) [36] .

Similarly, the freedom of expression is considered to be an essential foundation of a democratic
society, and therefore also applies to those ideas and information that offend, shock or disturb the
state or any sector of the population [37] . Article 10 of the ECHR further stipulates that ‘The
exercise of these freedoms, since it carries with it duties and responsibilities, may be subject to
such formalities, conditions, restrictions or penalties as are prescribed by law and are necessary
in a democratic society, in the interests of national security, territorial integrity or public safety, for
the prevention of disorder or crime, for the protection of health or morals, for the protection of the
reputation or rights of others, for preventing the disclosure of information received in confidence,
or for maintaining the authority and impartiality of the judiciary.’

In the case of environmental protests, new methods of protest such as wilfully damaging
monuments or works of art, or intentionally blocking public roads or causing other disruptions
through ‘civil disobedience’ are testing the boundaries between permissible peaceful assembly
and permissible restrictions, including those that may be required of public authorities to meet
their positive obligations to protect the safety of those who assemble and the rights and freedoms
of others. For example, in a recent judgment, the ECtHR held that in the absence of violent intent,
blocking a motorway as part of a strike falls within the scope of freedom of assembly [38] .
Previously, however, the ECtHR has also held that restrictions to prevent disorder and maintain the
orderly circulation of traffic may serve the legitimate aim of protection of the rights of others [39] .
The UN Special Rapporteur on Environmental Defenders under the Aarhus Convention has
underlined that Parties to the Aarhus Convention have a binding obligation under Article 3(8) to
‘ensure that persons exercising their rights in conformity with the Convention are not penalised,
persecuted or harassed in any way for their involvement’ [40] , and in October 2025 issued the
Guidelines on the right to peaceful environmental protest and civil disobedience  [41] .

CSOs, the UN Special Rapporteur on Environmental Defenders under the Aarhus Convention and
media outlets have repeatedly raised the alarm about the increasing criminalisation of
environmental protests, which was considered overly harsh and disproportionate to any harm
caused. They argue that this unlawfully interferes with the freedoms of association, expression
and assembly, including through the imposition of disproportionate penalties, which can lead to a
chilling effect that deters people from exercising their right to protest due to fear of arrest or
prosecution, and generally undermines climate activism [42] . Reported pressures include, for
example, preventive detention ahead of protests [43] , authorities issuing blanket bans on protests
in certain areas, such as a ban on all climate-related protests blocking ‘key roads’ and other
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areas [44] , organisers being charged with forming a criminal organisation [45]  and attempts at
dissolving climate organisations on the grounds of ‘eco-terrorism’ or ‘eco-vandalism’ [46] . Several
of these incidents have been referred to the courts, which will decide whether violations have
occurred in the particular case. The ECtHR has, for example, found that subject to proportionality,
states can impose a limitation on holding a demonstration in a given place for public security
reasons [47] . In a 2024 judgment, the Strasbourg Court accepted the finding of the French courts
in a case related to the ‘gilets jaunes’ that an order banning demonstrations in a defined area on a
specific day had been justified [48] . In relation to criminal sanctions, the ECtHR has held that
peaceful demonstration should not, in principle, be subject to the threat of a criminal sanction, and
examines with particular scrutiny any case involving the imposition of a prison sentence for non-
violent conduct [49] .

Similar patterns are apparent in relation to pro-Palestinian demonstrations, with reports from
CSOs ranging from blanket bans on protests to the alleged use of excessive force by authorities,
including the use of pepper spray, kettling and the deployment of police dogs [50] . In this context,
the Council of Europe’s Commissioner for Human Rights raised concerns about the curtailing of
the use of Arab language and cultural symbols during Gaza protests, the alleged use of force
against protestors, and intrusive surveillance [51] .

These incidents have been taking place in a volatile geopolitical environment and entail complex
issues. State authorities must ensure public order and security, and protection against hate
speech, including certain forms of racism and xenophobia which, under EU law, must be
punishable under criminal law [52] . For example, at the same time, the German Federal
Association of Research and Information Centres on Anti-Semitism (Bundesverband der
Recherche- und Informationsstellen Antisemitismus) has documented that in Germany, between
7 October 2023 and the end of 2024, an average of five gatherings with antisemitic content took
place per day, whereas prior to 7 October, the average had been just under one per day. In 89 % of
these gatherings, Israel-related antisemitism was documented – often accompanied by other
forms of antisemitism. These included calls for the destruction of Israel, advocacy of violence
against Jews, open support for terrorism and the relativisation of the Shoah [53] .

There have also been protests in Serbia triggered by the collapse of a canopy at the Novi Sad
railway station, with protesters demanding accountability for the injuries and deaths, and greater
rule of law protections. In 2025, the Civicus Monitor downgraded Serbia from ‘obstructed’ to
‘repressed’ [54] .

The freedoms of assembly and of expression of LGBTIQ+ demonstrators has also come under
increased pressure in at least two EU Member States [55] . This has included the banning of pride
marches in various locations. In Hungary, this was based on a law amending certain laws for the
protection of children, which has been challenged in the Court of Justice of the European
Union [56] . Another concern in Hungary was the announced use of facial recognition software to
identify participants of demonstrations [57] . There were instances when demonstrators marched
peacefully despite such bans [58] . Previously, the ECtHR has found that a ban on a pride march
violated the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and reiterated that restrictions on pride events
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must be necessary and proportionate to a legitimate aim, such as public order. The ECtHR further
held that repeated bans on pride marches did not meet the ‘pressing social need’ test, and that the
ban therefore violated Article 11 (freedom of peaceful assembly) [59] . In another case, the Court
held that a restriction on LGBTIQ+ demonstrations did not serve to advance the alleged aim of the
‘protection of morals’ but rather reinforced stigma and prejudice and encouraged
homophobia [60] . In fact, banning public pride events has repeatedly been found by the ECtHR not
to be necessary in a democratic society and therefore contrary to Article 11 [61] .

Respect for the freedom of association remains a concern in parts of the EU, particularly regarding
the registration and deregistration of CSOs in at least six EU Member States, where complex,
burdensome or restrictive registration procedures are making it difficult for organisations to gain
or retain legal status [62] . These bureaucratic hurdles limit their ability to operate effectively but
also constrain their access to funding and other forms of support, as similar restrictive
procedures outside the EU have also shown.

Similarly with the freedom of assembly, any restriction of the right of association must be
prescribed by law and be necessary in a democratic society in the interests of national security or
public safety, for the prevention of disorder or crime, for the protection of health or morals or for
the protection of the rights and freedoms of others.

For example, certain registration requirements for organisations seeking to provide services in
refugee camps have been described by CSOs as burdensome, time-consuming and
administratively opaque, creating practical obstacles to delivering aid and protection [63] . In
response to such concerns, in Greece, the Ministry of Migration and Asylum is currently working
on the revision of the legal framework governing registration in the NGO registry and on the
reduction of the required documents, with the aim of simplifying the registration procedure [64] .
Other reports refer to deregistration of organisations based on technicalities, such as failing to
submit audited accounts on time or to convene a general assembly during the COVID-19
pandemic within the required timeframe. In one such case, an organisation challenged
deregistration and won its case in the Supreme Constitutional Court [65] . While it was ultimately
vindicated, the organisation was deregistered for five years, leading to a range of challenges for
its work.

Pressure also continues to be placed on CSOs through criminal prosecution. For instance, several
NGO search and rescue crews were accused of ‘aiding and abetting illegal immigration’ or
colluding with smugglers, effectively criminalising humanitarian rescue. After multi-year
investigations and court proceedings, all of the charges were either dismissed or the crews were
acquitted by the courts [66] . Similarly, several aid workers and volunteers working in the Aegean
Sea faced serious charges such as espionage, membership of a criminal organisation and
assisting illegal entry. In two prominent cases, prosecutors recommended dismissal and groups
of aid workers were acquitted by the courts due to lack of evidence, procedural flaws, the vague
nature of the accusations, and because the courts held that the humanitarian actions of the
defendants did not amount to criminal conduct [67] .
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International human rights law guarantees the rights to life, liberty and security of person, the right
to participate in public affairs, and the right of everyone to enjoy the freedoms of expression,
assembly and association. In Europe, these rights are enshrined in the ECHR as interpreted by the
European Court of Human Rights, and in the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights and its related
CJEU case-law, to the extent the Charter is applicable [68] . The case-law of both courts has
recognised the obligation of the state to not only abstain from undue interference, but also to
provide an environment where CSOs can effectively enjoy their rights and freedoms [69] . As an
interesting and potentially important innovation, in a recent judgment, the ECtHR expanded the
interpretation of discrimination by association, and considered two applicants who were HRDs
assisting migrants and refugees to be victims of ‘threats, incitement to violence and hate speech,
motivated by intolerance and prejudice and directed against the applicants because of their
association, through their professional activities, with the groups of people for whose rights they
worked’ [70] .

The Council of the European Union recently invited the Member States to ‘[p]rotect CSOs and
human rights defenders from, inter alia, threats, attacks, persecution of critical voices and smear
campaigns targeting organisations, staff and volunteers by active means, such as by taking
targeted actions to address these issues, by establishing monitoring mechanisms to prevent such
threats, by ensuring the prompt identification, reporting, investigation and follow-up on such
incidents, and by putting in place dedicated support services for civil society actors’ [71] .

One of the three pillars of the recently adopted EU strategy for civil society centres on protection.
This includes both safeguarding civic space as such, and also protecting organisations and HRDs.
The strategy refers to the need to monitor civic space as a basis for preventive and reactive
measures [72] . Several EU instruments directly contribute to the protection of CSOs in the EU,
including notably the Anti-SLAPP Directive [73] , which provides for procedural safeguards to
protect persons who engage in public participation, including CSOs, from manifestly unfounded
claims or abusive court proceedings, and the 2023 recommendation on participation. Under its
citizen, equality, rights and values programme, the Commission also supports several protection
measures that are carried out by CSO-led initiatives [74] . The strategy also refers to the need to
explore further protection measures at the national level, such as urgent assistance to
organisations under threat, coordination of available protection measures in Member States, and
training and support on administrative, legal and logistical arrangements [75] .

Evidence gathered by FRA and others indicates that organisations working in the area of
fundamental and human rights, along with individual human rights defenders and activists,
continue to face threats and attacks in the EU, from both private and public actors [76] . The
incidents most frequently reported in FRA’s consultations over the years are ‘online verbal attacks
and threats’, ‘negative media reports or campaigns’, ‘politically motivated funding cuts’ and
‘excessive administrative controls or audits’. Other challenges selected by respondents from a list
of issues include criminalisation of humanitarian activities, suspected unlawful surveillance by law
enforcement, alleged misuse of civil and administrative litigation in the form of SLAPPs [77] , and

2.2. Protection of civic space actors
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vandalism and physical attacks [78] . The type and intensity of experiences vary over time and
among Member States (Figure ). Moreover, they vary according to the respondent’s main area(s)
of activity. This may reflect differences in the nature of organisations’ work, their level of public
visibility and their interaction with other stakeholders. For example, SLAPPs are experienced
predominantly by the responding organisations that work on anti-corruption and transparency,
digital rights, freedom of expression, environmental rights and minority rights. Suspected
surveillance is reported by CSOs working on freedom of speech/expression, anti-corruption and
transparency, civic space, digital rights, democracy and the rule of law, access to justice, and
Roma and Travellers. The most in-person threats and attacks are reported by CSOs working on
Roma and Travellers, minority rights, LGBTIQ+ rights, hate crime, integration and inclusion of
migrants, anti-racism and non-discrimination, and homeless people [79] .
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Horizontal stacked bar chart showing challenges to civic space related to negative experiences faced by CSOs and
their staff or volunteers. Online verbal threats or attacks are the most frequently reported issue, with 18 % of CSOs
reporting they face them often and 49 % sometimes, while 33 % of CSOs report sometimes facing in-person (offline)
verbal threats or attacks. 60 % report often or sometimes experiencing negative media reports or campaigns.
Physical attacks against employees or volunteers are least frequently reported, with no CSOs reporting they face
them often and around 10 % reporting they face them sometimes.
Source: FRA, ‘Summary          ’, 25 September 2025.

Question: ‘In the past 12 months, how often did you or any of your employees/volunteers face the following?’ (n =
92–310)

Particularly concerning are the reported consequences of these attacks. Over one half of the
responding organisations indicated that the experiences had a medium or high impact on their
staff or volunteers in the form of psychological effects such as burnout, depression, anxiety and
feelings of vulnerability, 38 % indicated financial problems, and 34 % reported discontinued or
reduced activities. Moreover, 22 % indicated that staff or volunteers had left the organisation, and
15 % reported post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) [80] .

However, FRA’s consultation indicates that 61 % of CSOs that experienced incidents did not report
them or make a complaint to the relevant body. While some incidents may constitute criminal
offences and fall within the remit of law enforcement authorities, others – such as negative media
campaigns, politically motivated funding cuts, or excessive administrative controls – may instead
be addressed through judicial, political or advocacy channels. Those consultation respondents
who did make a complaint or reported incidents addressed the media most frequently (46 %),

Figure 3 – FRA consultation – Negative experiences by CSOs and their staff/volunteers in the EU
in 2024 (%)
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followed by the police (41 %), legal services or lawyers (28 %), the European Commission or
European Parliament (23 %), and other civil society or victim support organisations (19 %) [81] .

The most frequent reasons indicated for not reporting were that nothing would happen or change,
that the incident was minor and not worth reporting, or that they dealt with the problem
themselves. A small number of respondents also indicated a fear of reprisals or discontinuation of
funding. More than one half of the respondents who had reported threats or attacks to the police
were dissatisfied with how the report was handled [82] .

Due to the wide range of pressures, threats and attacks experienced, it is important to adopt a
model of ‘holistic’ protection to address the situation [83] . When asked which protection
measures they deem most important, responding organisations indicated legal advice or legal aid
(to address legal challenges, criminalisation, restrictive laws or SLAPPs), coalition building (to
strengthen alliances, share resources and knowledge, amplify voices and provide mutual support),
digital security measures (to protect against hacking, surveillance and doxing), psychological
support (to address stress, burnout and trauma), capacity-building on protection (to train
defenders in risk assessment and mitigation) and communications support (including framing
messages professionally and managing reputational risks stemming from public narratives) [84] .
However, funding for protection measures remains very scarce [85] , despite the clearly increased
need for protection.

In order to do their work effectively, CSOs need financial, human and material resources. CSOs
typically rely on income and funding from a variety of sources, with different traditions and
opportunities across the EU Member States and candidate countries. These include public
funding from their own country, other countries, the EU and international organisations,
foundations and philanthropic organisations, corporations, individual donors, membership fees
and income-generating activities [86] .

The CJEU has held that under Article 12 of the Charter, ‘legislation which renders significantly
more difficult the action or the operation of associations […] by limiting their capacity to receive
financial resources’ constitutes an interference with the freedom of association which requires
justification [87] .

The OSCE/ODIHR and Venice Commission guidelines on freedom of association, and a report to
the UN Human Rights Council both note that the ability to seek, secure and use resources is
essential to the existence and operation of any association [88] . The Council of the European
Union highlighted in 2023 that ‘civil society actors at all levels need appropriate and sufficient
human, material and financial resources to carry out their missions effectively and that the
freedom to seek, receive and use such resources is an integral part of the right to freedom of
association’ [89] .

There is ample evidence underscoring a growing need for work in the areas of fundamental and

2.3. Availability of and access to resources
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human rights, democracy and the rule of law. However, the funding available is often
insufficient [90] . One reason is the global economic and political climate, due to which both the
public and private sectors face economic pressures, an unsure future and shifting priorities.
Beyond availability, there are increasing additional pressures on funding for the work of CSOs due
to the legal framework, policies and negative narratives.

Some restrictions stem from legislation that has a direct impact on funding, such as rules on
foreign funding, taxation, charitable status and philanthropy [91] . Additionally, legislation aimed at
ensuring transparency or security may also (inadvertently) result in obstacles to access to funding
for CSOs, stigmatise their work or create a chilling effect on advocacy and activism [92] .

For example, funding for the work of CSOs can be constrained due to rules that exclude political
activity or advocacy from public funding. This becomes problematic if the definitions of ‘political
activity’, ‘advocacy’ or ‘political advertising’ are broad and vague, and potentially encompass tasks
such as public campaigns, policy research or even routine engagement with policymakers [93] .
Such ambiguity in definitions can further discourage CSOs from speaking out on public issues,
even when the topic is central to their mission. For instance, research from Ireland finds that
nearly one half (48 %) of CSOs working in areas like homelessness and addiction – sectors that
are heavily reliant on state funding – self-censor or limit their advocacy due to fears that criticism
of government policy could jeopardise their financial support [94] .

Furthermore, in some contexts, CSOs that engage in activities deemed ‘political’ risk losing their
charitable status and associated tax benefits – a risk reflected in national legal frameworks where
public‑benefit or charity status is conditioned on limitations to political or party‑linked activity,
contributing to legal uncertainty for advocacy‑oriented organisations [95] .

The Venice Commission [96] , along with the case-law of the CJEU [97]  and the ECtHR [98] ,
recognise that there may be situations where there is a legitimate need to exercise scrutiny over
the receipt and spending of funds by CSOs, including from foreign sources. At the same time,
some foreign funding laws are problematic due to disproportionate fines for receiving funding
from abroad. Such foreign funding restrictions are often coupled with public debates that label all
CSOs that receive funding from abroad as ‘foreign agents’, even when this term is not included in
the actual draft legislation, such as the Slovak amendment to Act No 213/1997 on non-profit
organisations providing services of general benefit in 2025 [99] . The Hungarian law on the
transparency of organisations receiving support from abroad of 2017 was found to be in breach
of EU law by the European Court of Justice and was subsequently repealed by Hungary [100] .
Another such example was the draft act on the registration of foreign agents in Bulgaria of 2024,
which, however, was ultimately not adopted [101] .

Beyond the ‘foreign agents’ labelling, CSOs can face other negative narratives, including
statements by policymakers and the media that NGOs are disloyal to or against the nation, or are
criminals, terrorists, or threats to sovereignty, national security or the national interest [102] .
These may harm the reputation of CSOs, which may lead to financial consequences, such as a
decline in donations from the general public, an erosion of trust between them and public and
private donors, and a need to increase spending on communications and public relations to
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defend themselves in the public debate [103] . Even if the related legislative proposals are
ultimately not adopted, the process and surrounding debate may already disrupt funding flows
and cause negative attitudes towards CSOs [104] .

CSOs also report (often unintended) consequences of anti-money-laundering and counter-
terrorism financing laws. For example, banks are de-risking or refusing to serve parts of the public
benefit sector because of anti-money laundering / counter-terrorist financing compliance fears,
leaving organisations without basic banking services [105] . While some legislative or regulatory
measures – such as requirements on reporting, due diligence or access to financial services –
may not directly restrict funding for CSOs, they can create indirect barriers when applied
disproportionately.

Finally, there are also challenges stemming from how funding is implemented. CSOs report that
they consider the level of bureaucracy in applying for, implementing and reporting on grants to
often be disproportionate in comparison to the scale of the funding and the capacity of many
CSOs. While accountability and transparency are essential for lawful public funding, overly
complex eligibility requirements and application procedures, detailed reporting obligations that
are disproportionate to the funding amount and rigid compliance rules take significant time and
effort, and may divert human resources away from frontline work.

Challenges and obstacles to funding have consequences. Almost one half (44 %) of the
respondents to FRA’s most recent civic space consultation reported that they had experienced an
unexpected reduction, cut or freezing of funding in the 12 months preceding the
consultation [106] . Among those reporting funding cuts, the largest percentage indicated that this
had been done by their national government (37 %).

At the same time, CSOs have little financial reserves (Figure ): no more than 7 % of respondents
to the consultation indicated reserves that would allow them to continue their human rights work
for more than 12 months [107] . Coupled with the overall decline in funding, this heightens the
vulnerability of CSOs. Without financial buffers, even short-term disruptions in funding may force
organisations to scale back, suspend activities or lay off staff, with subsequent effects on the
rights holders they support [108] .
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Horizontal bar chart showing the estimated number of months that CSOs’ financial reserves could cover their usual
activities. Most CSOs report limited reserves, with 17 % indicating they could cover zero to two months, 21 % three to
five months, and a further 21 % six to eight months of activity. A larger share, 33 %, report reserves sufficient to
cover nine to twelve months. Only a small proportion of CSOs report longer-term financial reserves, with 7 %
indicating reserves sufficient to cover more than twelve months of activity.
Source: FRA, ‘Summary          ’, 25 September 2025.

Question: ‘Please estimate the number of months of your usual activity, that your financial reserves could cover?’
(n = 229)

FRA’s consultation also asked CSOs whether funding concerns had been a threat to their work in
the previous 12 months. Figure 5 shows that 39 % of the EU-based consultation participants
indicated that concerns around funding threaten some of their current work, 32 % percent
responded that these concerns threaten much of their work, while 14 % reported that all of their
current work was threatened by funding concerns. Only 14 % indicated no current threat to their
work stemming from funding issues.

Figure 4 – FRA consultation – Months of usual activity covered by CSOs’ financial reserves (%)
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Figure 5 – FRA consultation – How much of a concern funding has been over the last 12 months
(%)

Horizontal bar chart displaying the extent to which funding concerns threatened the work of CSOs. Most CSOs report
that funding concerns affected their work to some degree, with 39 % indicating that some of their current work was
threatened and 32 % reporting that much of their work was threatened. A further 14 % report that funding concerns
threatened all of their current work. By contrast, 14 % of CSOs indicate that funding concerns did not threaten their
work.
Source: FRA, ‘Summary          ’, 25 September 2025.

Question: ‘In the past 12 months, how much of a concern was funding for your organisation?’ (n = 347)

Taken together, these various pressures – legal, financial, bureaucratic, narrative and
reputational – create a complex and often hostile environment for CSOs, undermining their ability
to operate independently, advocate effectively and fulfil their role in a democratic society.

of key findings from FRA’s civic space consultation covering 2024

33

https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/report-key-findings-fra-civic-space-consultation-2024_en_0.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/report-key-findings-fra-civic-space-consultation-2024_en_0.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/report-key-findings-fra-civic-space-consultation-2024_en_0.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/report-key-findings-fra-civic-space-consultation-2024_en_0.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/report-key-findings-fra-civic-space-consultation-2024_en_0.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/report-key-findings-fra-civic-space-consultation-2024_en_0.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/report-key-findings-fra-civic-space-consultation-2024_en_0.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/report-key-findings-fra-civic-space-consultation-2024_en_0.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/report-key-findings-fra-civic-space-consultation-2024_en_0.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/report-key-findings-fra-civic-space-consultation-2024_en_0.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/report-key-findings-fra-civic-space-consultation-2024_en_0.pdf


In November 2025, the European Commission published its first ever EU strategy for civil society
as a common framework to guide and strengthen the Commission’s engagement with civil society
organisations throughout the EU, and to promote and sustain a thriving civic space at both the EU
and national levels. It is focused on three objectives: fostering engagement, supporting and
protecting civic space, and facilitating sustainable and transparent funding. The Commission also
invites Member States to ‘develop or update dedicated national strategies or actions plan to
support, protect and empower civil society organisations and foster a safe and enabling civic
space, in line with Commission Recommendation (EU) 2023/2836’ [109] .

Previously, in this 2023 recommendation on participation, the European Commission had called
on Member States to monitor developments in civic space through clear indicators and reporting
frameworks, and to also encourage and facilitate cooperation and coordination between all actors
involved in the monitoring of developments in civic space. The Commission further encouraged
the Member States to adopt dedicated action plans or equivalent initiatives at the national level to
foster a safe and enabling civic space. Other international organisations have also pointed to the
need for such policies. For example, the OECD ‘Practical guide for policymakers on protecting and
promoting civic space’ underlines the need to recognise civic space as a national policy priority, to
review laws and policies against the applicable international standards, respond to identified gaps
and continue to regularly monitor how civic space is protected and promoted in practice [110] .

To gain a better understanding of the current situation and to inform and inspire national actors in
finding the best way to meet these objectives, FRA examined whether the 27 Member States and
three FRA observer countries of Albania, North Macedonia and Serbia had a general civil society
strategy or development strategy, and whether they had a dedicated policy framework or
individual measures in place to enhance and protect an enabling environment for civil society to
work on fundamental rights.

As at the end of 2024, two thirds of the countries studied did not have a comprehensive civil
society strategy or development strategy as a separate policy document. In Albania, Bulgaria and
Croatia, earlier civil society strategies had expired but had not been replaced [111] . In France and
the Netherlands, a civil society strategy had only been drafted in relation to civil society outside of
the country as part of foreign policy [112] .

A more comprehensive approach is found for example in Finland, Latvia and Slovakia. The
existence of an enabling environment for civil society is a political criterion for accession to the
European Union. To this end, Serbia has an explicit strategy for creating an enabling environment
for the development of civil society for 2022–2030 [113] . An adopted strategy is, however, only as

3. Efforts to promote an enabling civic space and protect
civil society

3.1. Government strategies
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effective as its implementation [114] .

Finland’s CSO strategy 2023–2027 outlines how the government will develop civic space, and
seeks to develop cooperation between the public administration and CSOs ‘to promote genuine
dialogue and strengthen democracy’ [115] . The strategy seeks to improve the preconditions for
CSOs to raise their own funds, continue to develop government grant activities and practices,
support access to EU funding in Finland, encourage civic and voluntary activities, and build the
knowledge base for civil society policy and cooperation. It also addresses the development of
civic space and the inclusion of CSOs at the regional level through the municipalities. The strategy
is accompanied by an implementation plan, and implementation will be coordinated by a cross-
administrative working group appointed by the Ministry of Justice [116] . In addition to the CSO
strategy, civil society is supported through two other complementary programmes.

In Latvia, the development plan for a cohesive and civically active society 2024–2027 includes
measures to strengthen the development and sustainability of civil society, such as through
ensuring continuous funding for participation and advocacy, improving the general participatory
framework, strengthening the financial literacy and capacity of CSOs and supporting the
development, capacity and participation of regional CSOs [117] . In Slovakia, the conception for the
development of civil society 2022–2030 is complemented by an action plan for 2022 –2016. The
main priorities explicitly include creating an enabling environment for the development of civil
society. Other goals include increasing the level of citizen participation, building and deepening
cooperation between civil society and the public sector and ensuring systematic data collection
on civil society [118] .

While few Member States have a comprehensive civil society strategy as such, this does not
mean that civic space-related issues are ignored in government strategies and policy documents
entirely. Some policy documents are either more specific or of a related scope. For example, in
Croatia, improving cooperation with civil society organisations and the media in protecting human
rights and combatting discrimination is part of the 2023–2027 national plan for the promotion of
human rights and combating discrimination [119] . In Czechia, the government adopted a general
strategy for cooperation between the public administration and non-governmental, non-profit
organisation for 2021–2030. This covers three strategic areas: improving the social climate for
NGOs, supporting effective partnership and cooperation between the public administration and
the non-profit sector, and ensuring adequate conditions for the functioning of NGOs [120] . In
Sweden, the government’s strategy for national human rights work established advisory bodies to
enhance collaboration between civil society and the government [121] .

In Ireland, civic space and civil society organisations are framed as the community and voluntary
sector, with a national strategy titled Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities: A five-
year strategy to support the community and voluntary sector in Ireland 2019–2024 and the
National Volunteering Strategy 2021–2025 [122] . Similarly, in Malta, the national volunteering
strategy focuses on volunteers and their organisations and establishes an agreement between the
government and the Malta Council for the Voluntary Sector on behalf of the voluntary sector in
Malta [123] .
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In Estonia, France, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, the Netherlands, Romania and Spain, civic space and civil
society are addressed in the context of an Open Government Partnership (OGP) action plan [124] .
The OGP is an international initiative aimed at promoting the principles of transparency,
participation and accountability in government with the participation of 75 states as national
members and thousands of CSOs worldwide [125] . In its Member States, OGP multi-stakeholder
forums institutionalise government–civil society engagement by providing spaces for dialogue
and the co-creation of OGP national action plans [126] . For example, Spain’s Open Government
Forum (Foro de Gobierno Abierto) exemplifies this approach through a legally established, parity-
based structure with clear rules, defined roles and regular working arrangements [127] .

As another example of an OGP action plan, France includes 17 commitments grouped around
three main thematic priorities: to improve and strengthen citizen participation and democratic
innovation practices to give citizens a more prominent role in government decision making,
improve inclusion and citizen engagement nationwide to address majority public policy
challenges, and use digital technology to encourage more transparent and more participatory
government action [128] . In Ireland, the fourth OGP national action plan consists of seven high-
level commitments, including two related to civil society and the policymaking process [129] .

With or without a comprehensive civil society strategy, many of the Member States and FRA
observer countries that were studied have measures in place to enhance and protect an enabling
environment for civil society to work on fundamental rights. These address one or more of the
different aspects of an enabling civic space and the challenges that have been identified in
Chapter 2.

Some measures affecting CSOs are embedded within broader programmes. For example, while
not directly aimed at civic space or exclusively at civil society organisations, in Germany, a federal
programme ‘Live democracy’ has been supporting civic engagement for a democratic society
since 2015. It seeks to protect democracy, promote democratic education and prevent all forms of
extremism, including through funding projects. In Finland, as part of the national democracy
programme up to 2025, the ‘Vapaa! – Fri! [Free!]’ project studied and issued recommendations to
address the administrative, legislative and other challenges facing civil society and voluntary
activities in Finland [130] .

In Estonia, the National Foundation of Civil Society is an independent centre for supporting and
developing civil society, established and funded by the government. The network of county
development centres includes consultants who deal specifically with civil society organisations,
including by providing free-of-charge support in project writing, funding options and strategic
development. The foundation also hosts a website that serves as a roadmap for CSOs, with quick
answers to frequently asked questions on founding and running a CSO and guidance on
navigating the complex world of funding opportunities [131] .

An interesting example of an amendment to the legal environment that is viewed as having a
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protective effect for civic space actors is the criminalisation of doxing (i.e. the provision,
distribution or otherwise making available of personal data with the intention of intimidation or
harassment) in the Netherlands [132] .

Issues regarding the availability of resources and provision of funding have been addressed
through various government funding programmes that provide funding or capacity-building
support to CSOs. For example, in Portugal, the people 2030 programme includes financial support
to CSOs working in the area of equality and non-discrimination, and the action plan for migration
includes a measure to strengthen financial support for civil society associations operating in the
sector [133] . In Finland, there are measures to help CSOs improve their ability to raise own
funds [134] , and in Latvia, measures seek to improve the financial literacy of CSOs [135] .

Another way in which the funding of civil society has been supported is through taxation policies
that provide incentives for CSO funding by private or public actors. For example, in Albania, a 0 %
VAT (value added tax) rate has been introduced for projects funded by foreign donors, although
there are concerns that administrative burdens have limited the ability of CSOs to benefit from
it [136] . In Italy, taxpayers can donate a share of personal income tax to an eligible CSO of their
choice [137] . Similarly, in Slovenia, 1 % of income tax may be allocated to publicly beneficial
purposes, including NGOs, while in Poland, individuals can donate 1.5 % of their personal income
tax to support civil society organisations [138] .

Support is also available to Member States through the newly established OGP civic space lab,
which is designed to help governments strengthen civic space [139] .

In many national systems, Ombudsman institutions are mandated with promoting and protecting
human rights and freedoms, including as these affect civic space and civic space actors. One way
that they monitor civic space is through systematic reporting. For example, in Croatia, the
Ombudswoman reports regularly on the situation of civil society organisations, including issues
related to the freedoms of expression, information and association, the financing framework,
participation, cooperation with authorities and a safe civic space [140] . In Spain there are one
national and eight regional Ombudsman institutions, all of which report regularly on a safe and
protected civic space, the freedoms of association, peaceful assembly, expression and
information, access to justice, participation and cooperation with authorities [141] . Ombudsman
institutions are often mandated with addressing individual complaints, which can also shed light
on general trends. They may also address civic space issues in the course of addressing
complaints by individuals or on their own initiative, where this is in their mandate [142] .

Another important role is played by NHRIs. These are independent, state-mandated bodies that
are accredited based on their compliance with the UN Paris Principles and aim to enhance the
promotion and protection of human rights [143] . Some are also Ombudsman institutions or
include an Ombudsman institution. While they are not CSOs, they are considered important civic
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space actors that also require an enabling environment. Many contribute to monitoring
developments in civic space at the national level, in particular as these relate to the freedoms of
association, peaceful assembly and expression.

For example, the Danish NHRI has launched a tool that provides an indicator framework and
methodology to systematically monitor progress on the enabling environment for human rights
defenders, using human rights-based indicators. The tool is open for use by all stakeholders, such
as government authorities, NGOs, academia and think tanks [144] .

NHRIs also cooperate through the European Network of National Human Rights Institutions
(ENNHRI), which brings together information from its members. Since 2019, ENNHRI has
published an annual report on the State of the Rule of Law in Europe, which includes an analysis
of the overall enabling environment for civil society and human rights defenders based on the
country reports. In its 2025 report, ENNHRI calls upon national authorities in Europe to ‘firmly
support the establishment and enabling space for independent and effective NHRIs’. ENNHRI also
calls on states to address persisting challenges for the rule of law, including structural human
rights issues, and to work together with civil society to ensure the effective implementation of
European courts’ judgments. ENNHRI also calls upon EU enlargement countries to ‘safeguard
civic space and human rights defenders, including through legal protections, access to funding
and regional and national protection mechanisms’ [145] .

Civil society organisations are also involved in monitoring various aspects of civic space at the
national, regional, European and international levels.

For example, the CIVICUS Monitor is a monitoring tool built by a civil society alliance that tracks
the state of civic freedoms – specifically the freedoms of association, peaceful assembly and
expression – in every country in the world. For two decades it has compiled data from civil society
groups, researchers and media sources to rate each country’s civic space as ‘open’, ‘narrowed’,
‘obstructed’, ‘repressed’, or ‘closed’. The platform provides real-time updates and analysis on
trends and violations [146] .

In the Western Balkans, for the past 10 years, the Monitoring matrix on enabling environment for
civil society development has been published annually by the Macedonian Center for International
Cooperation together with the Balkan Civil Society Development Network (BCSDN). It is structured
around three areas: basic legal guarantees and freedoms, the framework for CSO financial
viability and sustainability, and the relationship between the government and CSOs. The BCSDN
also publishes reports for Albania, Croatia and Serbia, and some of the other EU candidate
countries, i.e. Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro and Türkiye [147] .

The situation in 21 EU Member States is examined through the prism of the rule of law in the
annual Liberties Rule of Law Report published by the Civil Liberties Union for Europe. The country
chapters in the report include a look at developments in civic space, including the online civic
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space [148] .

In 2025, the European Civic Forum together with Civic Space Watch published a Civic Space
Report with country reports for 15 EU Member States and a Western Balkans chapter
encompassing Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, North Macedonia and Serbia, written by
21 member and partner organisations [149] .

A recent civil society monitoring initiative that was funded by the EU (citizens, equality, rights and
values programme) is the monitoring action for civic space (MACS). MACS is a joint initiative by
the European Centre for Not-for-profit Law and the European Civic Forum that tracks
developments affecting civic freedoms across the EU. It systematically gathers evidence on laws,
policies and practices that impact the ability of civil society to operate, mobilise and advocate.
The initiative provides analyses and alerts to support timely responses and strengthen
protections for civic space. The first analytical reports by MACS are expected in spring 2026. The
system already provides real-time alerts on developments in seven EU Member States (Bulgaria,
Denmark, France, Hungary, the Netherlands, Poland and Romania) with plans to expand to more
countries [150] .

Other smaller civil society initiatives cover certain countries or certain aspects of civic space, such
as the two EU-funded projects ‘Civic champions’, which monitors new and emerging threats to
CSOs in Bulgaria, Cyprus, Greece and Italy [151] , and ‘B.RIGHT SPACES’ (better rights in better
civic spaces), which aims to understand, develop and network civic spaces at the local level [152] .

Many of these civil society actors also contribute to the country visits and country reports for the
European Commission’s annual Rule of Law Report, which also looks at civic space in the context
of the national system of checks and balances. The aim of these reports is to identify
inconsistencies with rule of law standards at an early stage so governments can respond to them
before they become more problematic. Through input from various civil society actors, the Rule of
Law Report is also seen to serve ‘as a stimulus for deeper civil society and stakeholder
engagement’ [153] . The 2025 report notes that ‘most Member States continue to ensure an
enabling and supportive framework for civil society’; however, the trend of increasing challenges
for civil society has continued. Progress over past years is noted in the recommendations for
Ireland, Poland and Sweden, while recommendations relating to civic space are made in the
country reports of Germany, Greece, Hungary and Poland [154] .

In addition to monitoring civic space, CSOs are active in finding ways to protect but also empower
other CSOs. All civic space actors, including CSOs and less formal associations, need resources
of all kinds to operate effectively, including the knowledge and capacity to engage meaningfully
with public authorities. In a number of countries, this know-how is supported by a central
organisation. For example, the National Resource Centre for Civil Society in Albania is run by two
CSOs and a think tank and plays a crucial role in supporting civil society organisations by
enhancing their capacity, promoting participation in decision making and monitoring the enabling
environment. The centre provides training, technical assistance, mentorship and guidance to
CSOs in navigating legal and financial challenges, such as registration and taxation. It also
provides legal advice and resources to CSOs to help them address bureaucratic obstacles and
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political interference and respond strategically to pressures on civic space through legal action
and coordinated advocacy [155] .

Other initiatives by CSOs include a civic participation toolkit published by the multinational CSO
The Good Lobby, with information on the different forms of participation in public and political life
available to citizens, associations and social movements. The toolkit aims to empower citizens
and civil society actors to fight for the issues they believe in and includes practical examples of
how to influence law- and policymaking [156] .

As another example, the pan-European Civil Liberties Union for Europe has published several
toolkits to strengthen the capacity of CSOs, including training on how to use the EU Charter of
Fundamental Rights to advance the protection of fundamental rights in the EU, training on
cybersecurity awareness, and a messaging guide for civil society actors facing smear
campaigns [157] .

Also, at the pan-European level, the European Civic Forum published two papers in 2024 on the
protection of CSOs and HRDs in the EU [158] . Based on their findings, a pilot project
‘Net4Defenders’ has been launched to adopt a proactive approach to protecting civic space in
Europe. Selected CSOs at the national level in France, Italy, Poland, Slovenia and Spain are serving
as ‘protection hubs’ that are piloting approaches to holistic protection and serving as focal points
for coordinated support, including legal advice, psychological support and digital protection /
cybersecurity measures [159] .

At the national level, in Cyprus, for the past three years, the NGO Civil Society Advocates has been
running a project to monitor the implementation of the law regulating the operation of CSOs. The
project is aimed at identifying gaps and good practices, and fostering better cooperation between
CSOs and government ministries, including through seminars, conferences and online
consultations with CSOs [160] .

CSOs can contribute to strengthening democracy and democratic resilience through efforts to
combat disinformation and other forms of FIMI. For example, in Lithuania, since 2018, the non-
profit organisation Civic Resilience Initiative has focused on countering foreign influence in
democratic processes by enhancing societal resilience through educational programmes.
Democracy is also cultivated through the democracy festivals that are held in a number of
countries in Northern Europe, including the EU Member States Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Latvia,
Lithuania and Sweden. These festivals feature constructive political dialogue in an informal
setting between government officials, politicians, civil society organisations, businesses, media,
academia and the general public [161] .
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In international human rights law, the right to participate in democratic processes finds its roots in
Article 25 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. This provision requires states
to give all citizens the right and the opportunity to take part in the conduct of public affairs, directly
or through freely chosen representatives. It was not originally intended to establish a binding
obligation for government to consult with civil society or other stakeholders as a rule [162] .
However, since the 1990s, the understanding of democracy has shifted from a purely
representative model to a model of representative democracy complemented by active
involvement of people in decision-making processes [163] . Direct consultation with stakeholders,
including civil society organisations, is characteristic of such participatory democracy [164] . This
is reflective of the open government and good governance movement that is based on the
principles of transparency, integrity and stakeholder participation in support of democracy and
inclusive growth [165] .

Some specific human rights instruments at the UN level impose an obligation on states to consult
with those who are affected by their implementation. For example, the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities requires states to consult with and actively involve
persons with disabilities through their representative organisations. Article 8 of the Aarhus
Convention requires states to strive to promote effective public participation at an appropriate
stage when drafting legally binding rules that may have a significant effect on the environment,
and to take the results of the public participation into account as far as possible [166] . More
generally, however, consultation with civil society is still primarily a matter of good lawmaking, not
legal obligation, unless states have chosen to adopt such rules in their national systems.
Nevertheless, even in relation to the national level, some scholars have recently argued that
inclusive participation in lawmaking processes is more than just a matter of good governance,
rather it should be viewed as a constitutional principle and obligation [167] . The Council of Europe
published ‘Guidelines for civil participation in political decision-making’ in 2017 [168] .

Also at the EU level, the importance given to participatory elements has increased over time.
According to the Treaty on European Union (TEU), the functioning of the EU is founded on
representative democracy, where citizens are represented directly in the European Parliament and
through their democratically elected governments in the Council and the European Council.
Additionally, however, Article 10(3) of the TEU provides that every citizen has the right to
participate in the democratic life of the Union, and that decisions shall be taken as openly and as
closely as possible to the citizen. Article 11 of the TEU requires that EU institutions hear citizens
and their representative organisation in all areas of EU action, and maintain an open, transparent
and regular dialogue with representative associations and civil society. The EU strategy to
strengthen the application of the Charter, along with many sectoral EU action plans and strategies,
call for the engagement of CSOs throughout the design, implementation and evaluation of relevant
measures [169] .

4. Framework for the effective participation of civil
society organisations in policymaking processes
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Engagement with civil society is also one of the three key pillars of the recently published EU
strategy for civil society [170] . The strategy announces the establishment of a Civil Society
Platform which will provide a regular and structured framework for dialogue on the protection and
promotion of EU values, streamlining and strengthening engagement on fundamental rights,
democracy, equality and the rule of law, and offering a space to address challenges faced by
CSOs working in these areas. The strategy also proposes 10 guiding principles for dialogue
between the Commission and civil society [171] .

Moreover, as part of the EU’s institutional architecture, the European Economic and Social
Committee is an EU advisory body representing employers, workers and civil society
organisations that is heralded as ‘the voice of organised civil society in Europe’ [172] . At the EU
level, the Have Your Say public consultations platform [173]  allows citizens and businesses to
share their views on new EU policies and existing laws, while the Citizens’ Engagement
Platform [174]  allows for individual to collaborate on input and also features the European
Citizens’ Panels that bring together 150 randomly selected citizens from across the EU to make
recommendations on key policies that affect everyone in the EU [175] .

In any case, the expectation that stakeholders will be consulted on public policy-making
processes has become an established feature of European democracies. To gain a better
understanding of the current situation and to inform and inspire national actors in finding the best
way to incorporate participatory democracy into their law- and policymaking, FRA research
examined the situation in 27 Member States and three FRA observer countries. As this chapter
will show, throughout the Member States and FRA observer countries, the development of a model
of representative democracy that is complemented effectively by a participatory democracy
framework is still very much a work in progress. Despite improvements, channels for CSOs to
participate effectively in policy and decision-making have yet to be fully developed. According to
data from FRA’s civic space consultation [176]  which are corroborated by other sources [177] , the
reported/perceived challenges in CSO participation include limited interest or time among
policymakers to consult meaningfully, difficulties in accessing consultations, weaknesses in
consultation processes, insufficient feedback on follow-up to consultations and insufficient
capacity among organisations to contribute, including due to a lack of funding for such
processes. Furthermore, cooperation is often ad hoc and incident specific. These challenges are
exacerbated for those organisations working with groups or persons at risk of exclusion [178] .

The 2023 Commission recommendation on participation calls for a clearly defined policy or
regulatory framework for civil society participation that allows for meaningful input. Such
frameworks should clearly define procedures and the relevant actors involved. Member States are
encouraged to provide adequate information and sufficient resources and time to allow for
appropriate participation and meaningful impact. The framework should be transparent, inclusive
and accessible, and also reach out to those who may be underrepresented, including the most
vulnerable and marginalised persons [179] . In the 2024 Fundamental Rights Report, FRA echoed

4.1. Rules and practices to support participation at the national level
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this recommendation, calling for Member States to review their legislation to ensure that rules on
public participation are clear and sufficiently broad. Moreover, the inclusion of expertise in
fundamental and human rights and people in vulnerable situations, such as LGBTIQ+ people,
persons with disabilities and members of ethnic, racial and religious minorities, should be
promoted and enabled [180] . In the new EU strategy for civil society published in November 2025,
the Member States are once again invited to strengthen engagement mechanisms and policies
towards full implementation of the recommendation as regards the effective participation of civil
society organisations.

FRA research reveals that, as at the end of 2024, the situation varies considerably across the 27
Member States and the three FRA observer countries. Whereas the majority of countries have
established at least some binding rules for public authorities on public participation, one third
consult with civil society solely on the basis of non-binding guidelines, frameworks and practices.
Some countries have quite a broad and well-developed binding framework, while in others the
scope is rather limited. Both binding and non-binding frameworks function with varying degrees of
consistency and effectiveness. This is particularly the case since in many countries, a significant
amount of discretion is left to policymakers, government ministries or parliamentary committees
as to whether, when and how to consult with CSOs. Where binding rules exist, they usually do not
meet all of the expectations for a framework as set out in the recommendation. It would also
appear that having a framework is no guarantee of meaningful participation in practice.

For example, Portugal has a broad framework, with binding rules on public consultation covering
all legislative initiatives at both the parliamentary and governmental levels. The parliament hosts
an online consultation platform for input on legislative files, and the responsible standing
committees are also obliged to organise consultations with the organisations representing the
sector in question where there is a constitutional or legal right to be heard, for example in the
areas of disability, consumer protection, family and education policy. More specifically, trade
union associations have a right under the constitution to participate in the drafting of labour
legislation. CSOs can also have a say on legislative initiatives originating in the government
through its online public consultation portal [181] .

In contrast, binding rules are rather limited, for example in France, where consultations with civil
society organisations are mandatory only under the French Labour Code in relation to individual
and collective labour relations, employment and professional training [182] . However,
engagement with civil society is also structured through the French Economic, Social and
Environmental Council (ESEC) that is defined by the French Constitution as the third assembly,
after the Senate and the National Assembly. Moreover, in 2024 the French Government, as part of
its policy to renew democracy, published an interministerial guide on public participation [183] .

In most Member States, the rules on consultation are spread out in different laws, regulations and

4.1.1. Examples of frameworks for the participation of civil society
organisations in public policymaking
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guidelines, and may differ depending on who the legislator is or what the topic is. For example, in
Poland, there are different rules relating to stakeholder consultation for legislation drafted by a
ministry, and for both the lower and upper houses of parliament. While parliament is required to
consult with some stakeholders, there are no legal requirements to organise consultations with
civil society more broadly. For legislation drafted in government ministries, the ministry or
authority drafting a legislative act may refer the draft for public consultation, but this will depend
on factors such as its expected social and economic effects. There are, however, no clear criteria
to set the limits to this discretion and therefore for any right to be consulted. CSOs in Poland have
raised concerns about the declining quality of legislation due partially to very short deadlines for
the adoption of legislation and other ways of bypassing meaningful consultation [184] .

A more comprehensive approach has been taken by Austria, which has broad binding rules,
guidelines for public authorities, and easily accessible information for members of civil society
and the general public (see the box below) [185] .

Promising practice – Comprehensive approach to consultation in Austria

In Austria, the law was amended in 2021 to require that all legislative initiatives that are
discussed in parliament, whether they originate in the government or in parliament, must
undergo an open consultation procedure. Information on how to participate and the online
participation platform are easy to access on the website of the Austrian Parliament. There is
also a detailed guide for the public service on the design and execution of the participation
process in all policy areas throughout the policy cycle.

Source: Austrian Parliament, ‘Begutachtungsverfahren’, Parlament Österreich website

The framework in Luxembourg provides for both mandatory and discretionary consultations,
depending on the subject matter, however without clear rules on timelines or an obligation to give
feedback. Moreover, this framework is applicable only in relation to policy and legislative
proposals that originate from the government.

A developed framework in and of itself does not guarantee meaningful consultation, for various
reasons. For example, the rules in Romania are quite clear and broad. Minimum rules for public
consultation are focused in a law on decisional transparency in public administration. The law
sets the requirements for public consultation for the central and local public authorities and other
public institutions. It imposes an obligation to publish all draft legislation for consultation, and for
the initiator to respond to any comments. However, the same law also defines the exceptions for
emergency decisions which do not have to undergo the normal consultative process. In practice,
the exceptions have been described as controversial, and it has been reported that these rules on
consultation are not necessarily followed [186] . Similarly, in Croatia, the obligation to conduct
public consultations is set out in the Act on the Right to Access to Information. Public
consultations must be held for at least 30 days, and the authorities must publish a report on the
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consultation to provide transparency in the consultation process. The framework for the
participation of civil society organisations and other stakeholders is found in a code of practice
that sets standards for the form, duration and methods of public consultations, but this document
is not legally binding. However, civil society organisations have reported that in practice, the
quality and consistency of feedback can vary [187] .

Promising practice – Consultation guide for legislative drafting in Finland

The Ministry of Justice of Finland has published comprehensive guidelines for consultation
in the legislative drafting process. It addresses such issues as the scope, objective, planning,
timing and methods of consultation, how to map participants and design consultation
questionnaires to allow for the processing of meaningful input, how to provide feedback and
how to record input and feedback in the explanatory memorandum of the legislative
proposal. The guide also includes information on obligations under the law for consultation
with the indigenous Sami people, social partners, universities and churches, and linguistic
requirements to protect the interests of the Finnish, Swedish and Sami speaking populations,
and users of Finnish and Finland-Swedish Sign Language. The online guidelines include links
to examples of different stages of successful consultation processes.

Austria and Sweden have similarly comprehensive guidelines.

Source: Ministry of Justice of Finland, ‘Säädösvalmistelun kuulemisopas’, Finlex website,
4 February 2016.

Even if not binding, there may exist a well-established framework and practice. For example in
Sweden, the consultation procedure is a well-established way for CSOs to participate in political
decision-making processes. The framework is established in law but does not set any minimum
timeframe. Nevertheless, the standard practice is to give stakeholders three months to submit
input to consultations [188] . In Belgium, while there are no binding rules requiring that CSOs be
engaged by public authorities in participation, consultations are nevertheless frequent [189] .
Similarly in Germany, FRA data show that there are no specific binding rules in relation to CSOs,
but it is common practice in the legislative process to consult experts and stakeholders in the
practice of federal states and association participation. However, there is a significant amount of
discretion left to the ministries as to whom to consult, and regarding the timing and scope of
consultation, and there are also no guidelines on how to ensure the participation [190] .

A number of documents by international organisations provide additional guidance on enhancing
meaningful participation, such as the Council of Europe’s ‘Guidelines for civil participation in
political decision-making’ [191] , the ‘OECD guidelines for citizen participation processes’ [192] , the
OSCE/ODIHR ‘Recommendations on enhancing the participation of associations in public
decision-making processes’ [193]  and the OSCE/ODIHR Guidelines on promoting the political
participation of persons with disabilities [194] .
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The Commission’s recommendation on participation calls on Member States to explore the use of
new technologies to facilitate and enhance participation. As technology has advanced, legislative
files and legislative processes have become digitalised and more readily accessible for public
authorities, politicians and stakeholders of all kinds. This has also increased the importance of
digital literacy to avoid widening digital divides that might limit the diversity of participants [195] . It
is likely that these increased possibilities have also raised expectations for consultations. Not
surprisingly, online consultation platforms of one type or another are used in the majority of EU
Member States.

While online platforms have the potential to allow for broad consultation and input, they may be
less effective where there is no underlying legal framework. For example, in the Netherlands,
internet consultation has been part of the legislative process since 2011 but it is not mandated by
any binding rules. In practice, it is up to the ministries to determine which proposals require
consultation [196] . Without a legal framework, such platforms are also less likely to be in full
compliance with fundamental rights, including as these relate to inclusiveness, accessibility and
data protection.

Decidim is a digital platform for citizen participation that has been designed to support
participatory democracy. It allows citizens and institutions to co-create public policy online. It is
built as an open-source tool and is used by the European Commission, national and regional
governments (such as the French National Assembly and the Belgian federal government), cities
(such as Barcelona and Helsinki), CSOs and universities [197] .

Indeed, factors such as inclusiveness, transparency and respect for the freedom of information
also affect whether consultation will be meaningful and effective. This includes who is notified of
a consultation either systematically or on an ad hoc basis based on relevance, who has the right
to contribute to a consultation and whether any feedback is provided to participants. For example,
in Spain, a notification is sent automatically through the online consultation system to all
identified stakeholders. In Estonia, the government legislative information system allows anyone
to upload comments and access the positions and comments of all public authorities and
stakeholders that have contributed to the process. Feedback on why the contributions were or
were not incorporated into the draft is also provided on this same platform [198] .

The overview of the existing frameworks shows that they do not generally meet the expectations
of the Commission’s recommendation. The invitation to Member States to strengthen
engagement mechanisms to fully implement the 2023 recommendation on participation is
therefore welcome and timely. There is significant room for development to establish a general
framework that could help ensure the meaningful and effective participation of civil society in law-
and policymaking at the national level. Without clear rules and guidelines for their implementation,
participatory frameworks will not be sufficiently clear or ensure inclusiveness. Without sufficient
information and clear objectives for consultation, policymakers will not fully benefit from the
expertise of CSOs or sufficiently take into consideration the interests and rights of all persons

4.1.2. Use of technology in consultations
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affected by a proposed policy. Without transparency and feedback, there is a risk that the full
potential to improve the quality of legislation and trust in the democratic process will be
undermined.

In the recommendation on promoting the engagement and effective participation of citizens and
civil society organisations in public policy-making processes, in addition to a safe and enabling
environment, Member States are encouraged to create strategic partnerships between public
authorities and civil society organisations to foster their participation in public policymaking
processes. Ideally, there should be regular, long-lasting and result-oriented structured dialogues
with CSOs that go beyond consultation for specific policy or legislative proposals [199] .

FRA examined whether there are bodies or structures, established by government, that ensure the
participation of civil society in developing, implementing or monitoring laws and policies at the
national level. This includes both general bodies and bodies or structures in a specific sector. As
at the end of 2024, the situation in the 27 Member States and in FRA observer countries varied
considerably.

In some countries, for example Cyprus and Estonia, no such formal body exists [200] . On the
opposite end of the spectrum is France, with the ESEC. It is heralded as ‘an essential cog in
[French] democracy’ and as ‘a democratic expression of civil society in action’. Eighty-two
organisations (companies, trade unions, associations, NGOs, etc.) nominate 175 members for a
five-year term. The ESEC advises the government and the parliament in the development of
economic, social and environmental policy. Since 2021, it is also responsible for fostering broader
citizen engagement [201] .

A similar structure, the Social and Economic Council (Sociaal-Economische Raad) has been
established under the law of the Netherlands to advise the government and parliament on
socioeconomic policy [202] . Romania also has an Economic and Social Council established by
statute that members of the government and parliament must consult when drafting legislation
that regulates socioeconomic matters [203] . In Sweden, the national body for dialogue and
consultation facilitates collaboration between public actors and civil society in all areas of politics,
based on an agreement signed in 2018 between the Swedish government and Swedish civil
society [204] .

CSOs are included in government bodies that are specifically mandated to develop policies that
affect civic space in a wide range of countries, including Albania, Bulgaria, Croatia, Finland, Latvia,
Lithuania, Malta, North Macedonia, Poland, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia and Sweden. For example,
Slovenian legislation establishes a Council for the Promotion of the Development of Voluntarism,
Volunteer Work, and Non-Governmental Organisations as an expert and advisory body on matters
related to volunteering and NGOs. The council consists of 16 members, including four
representatives from NGOs and four from volunteering organisations. The Council of the

4.2. Government consultative and participatory structures to support
participation at the national level
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government of the Slovak Republic for Non-Governmental Non-Profit Organisations is an expert,
advisory, coordinating and consultative body that has a chamber of NGOs (32 members) and a
chamber of public administration (20 members). However, perceptions as to how well such
bodies function vary between states. For example, in Croatia, although the council comprises 37
members, including representatives from government bodies, CSOs, foundations, trade unions,
employers’ associations and local government associations, there has been criticism that the
CSOs can easily be outvoted by government representatives [205] .

While many states have umbrella organisations representing youth organisations, only a few have
established some type of body to ensure a more systematic participation and engagement of
children and youth in policymaking. For example, in Germany, the Children’s Commission
(Kommission zur Wahrnehmung der Belange der Kinder) is a permanent sub-committee of the
Committee for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth in the federal parliament. It sees
itself as a guardian of children’s interests and has engaged with CSOs, experts and children
themselves since 1988 to raise awareness and influence policy [206] . In Poland, the Council for
Dialogue with the Young Generation (Rada Dialogu z Młodym Pokoleniem) has been established
by law, with 20 members including representatives of the President of Poland, the Children’s
Rights Commissioner, the prime minister, ministries, local governments and youth councils
operating at the local level [207] . In North Macedonia, a law mandates the establishment of a
youth assembly that would elect representative to the national advisory body for youth policies,
but neither of these bodies has yet become operational [208] . While not a government body, in
Portugal, the National Youth Council (Conselho Nacional da Juventude) is a not-for-profit
organisation that brings together youth organisations and regional youth councils. Portuguese
law guarantees the independence and autonomy of the council and obliges the state to provide it
with funding and consult with it on matters related to young people [209] .

In Denmark, the Youth Climate Council has a more specific mandate to advise the government on
issues related to climate change, with the goal of bringing new thinking into Danish climate policy.
Its members are appointed for a two-year period, with some members serving in an individual
capacity while others represent Danish youth organisations and movements [210] .

Across the countries studied, other bodies address more specific issues ranging from human
rights in general to non-discrimination, LGBTIQ+ issues, ethnic and/or religious minorities,
sustainable development, senior citizens, education and persons with disabilities [211] .

Promising practice – Council of Non-Governmental Organisations in Lithuania

The Council of Non-Governmental Organisations (Nevyriausybinių Organizacijų Taryba) is a
public advisory body operating under the government. It is composed of 9 representatives
from state institutions and agencies, 1 representative from the Association of Lithuanian
Municipalities, and 10 representatives from NGOs. It provides a structured and transparent
dialogue between civil society and public authorities. This formal mechanism is seen to
support both consistent and meaningful engagement, including in policymaking.
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Source: Ministry of Social Security and Labour of the Republic of Lithuania, ‘ Nevyriausybinių
organizacijų taryba’, Lietuvos Respublikos Vyriausybė website, 25 February 2026.

As the landscape of partnerships and established structures is diverse and developed to very
differing degrees across the Member States, implementation of the EU recommendation on
participation would benefit from additional evidence-gathering and further analysis of existing
approaches with a view to identifying their respective strengths and weaknesses. As suggested in
the EU strategy for civil society, enhanced cooperation and the exchange of experience and good
practices among Member States and with EU-level actors could support more consistent and
effective implementation of participatory frameworks across the EU.
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The continuing challenges to civic space in the EU are confirmed by data collected by FRA and
others. While their nature and depth vary across the Member States and depend on the area of
activity of the CSOs, several patterns recur across countries and across time, with several of the
identified problems becoming more serious in recent years, such as the availability of and access
to funding.

Without a comprehensive and clear overview of the situation within a given Member State and
across the EU, efforts of national authorities, the European Commission, NHRIs, Ombudsman
institutions and CSOs risk being less targeted, coordinated and effective. More efforts are
therefore needed to monitor the situation and look at civic space in a holistic manner. Strategies,
action plans and individual measures are only as effective as their implementation. Monitoring by
public authorities, NHRIs, Ombudsman institutions, CSOs and other civic space actors can help
ensure that policy is targeted and adjusted effectively to meet its set objectives.

The recommendations laid down in this report can be instrumental for the EU and its Member
States when designing the way forward for civic space in the EU. Taken together, they seek to
provide a blueprint for better monitoring of civic space developments at the EU and national levels,
the development of national strategies and measures that prevent challenges to an enabling
environment, strengthening the protection of civic space actors, securing access to funding, and
allowing for enhanced participation and engagement in law- and policymaking as a key pillar of a
healthy and resilient democracy.

Conclusion
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Since 2018, FRA has reported on civic space based on the perceptions and experiences of civil
society organisations (CSOs) participating in the Fundamental Rights Platform. These reports
place CSOs and their concerns at the centre, focusing on the regulatory environment, the
availability and accessibility of resources, and incidents of attacks and harassment.

This report adds a new dimension by examining CSOs not only as stakeholders affected by civic
space conditions, but also as active contributors to the democratic functioning of our societies
(Chapter 2). It further highlights the efforts made by Member States to promote an enabling civic
space and to protect civil society, analysing both overarching government strategies and targeted
measures (Chapter 3). In addition, it deals with the frameworks, rules, practices and consultative
structures that facilitate the effective participation of CSOs in policymaking processes
(Chapter 4).

By broadening its scope, the report emphasises the role of CSOs as actors shaping and creating
social realities, rather than viewing them solely as recipients of government policies and norms.

The data and information presented in this report stem from three main sources which informed
the different parts to varying degrees.

Firstly, FRA’s research network, Franet, provided research on the enabling environment in all EU
Member States, Albania, North Macedonia and Serbia. This information maps national
approaches to civic space monitoring, participation and protection. All of the country research on
civic space delivered by Franet is available on the  . The research covers the situation
up to the end of December 2024. These data primarily inform Section 3.1 on government
strategies, Section 3.2 on targeted measures to promote an enabling civic space and protect civil
society and Section 4.1 on rules and practices to support participation at the national level.

The questionnaire for Franet included the following questions:

Monitoring and reporting on civic space

Has there been any initiative from the side of the State (government/parliament) to
observe/monitor the restrictions/challenges/threats for civic space actors in your country
in the last three years?

Has there been any other actor/body/mechanism that has observed/monitored civic
space restrictions/challenges/threats in your country in the last three years?

Participation

Are there any binding rules in place in your country for the participation/consultation of
civil society organisations for developing/implementing/monitoring laws and policies?
This could be a regulatory framework, or a targeted policy, or guidelines.

Are there any consultative/participatory bodies in your country that ensure the
participation of civil society in developing/implementing/monitoring laws and policies?

Annex: Methodology

FRA website
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Does your Member State fund or carry out meaningful awareness raising and/or capacity
building to support participation in your country?

Enabling environment and protection

Does your country have a general civil society strategy / civil society development
strategy in place?

Is there a dedicated policy/framework (or support measures) in place in your country to
enhance and protect an enabling environment for civil society to work on fundamental
rights?

Is there a dedicated law (and/or guidelines) in your country dealing specifically with the
recognition and/or protection of human rights defenders?

Is there any dedicated support/funding by the State for the protection of (individual)
human rights defenders in your country?

Promising practice: Please highlight one specific practice that you consider a promising
practice on civic space in your country – in the area of civic space including monitoring,
participation, enabling environment, and protection? (optional)

Secondly, an online consultation captured the experiences and perceptions of CSOs in 2024.
These consultation data primarily inform Chapter 2 on challenges faced by civil society
organisations. Since 2018, FRA has consulted key players in civil society annually on their
experiences relating to civic space through its Fundamental Rights Platform. In total, 453 CSOs
working on fundamental and human rights in the 27 EU Member States, Albania, North Macedonia
and Serbia responded to the latest online consultation, which was open from 26 February 2025 to
7 April 2025. The majority of responding organisations (60 %) work at the national level, 22 % are
primarily active at the local level and 18 % of the responding organisations work at the
EU/international level. They work in a range of areas, including advocacy, campaigning and
awareness-raising, service provision, community engagement, victim support, research and data
collection, and litigation. Most respondents (almost 90 %) are NGOs; the remainder are social or
professional organisations, faith-based organisations or trade unions. Responses were received
from all EU Member States except Luxembourg, with response rates ranging from 1 responding
organisation in one Member State to over 20 in 6 other countries.

The questionnaire comprised the following sections.

About your organisation.

Situation of civil society organisations: general conditions and concrete experiences.

Access to finance and other resources.

Experiences of threats and attacks.

Impact of attacks and reporting.

Enabling regulatory environment and laws.

Access to decision-making processes and participation.
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Closing questions.

The full questionnaire is available on FRA’s website. For details of results and findings, see
‘Summary          ’.

Thirdly, this report was also informed through desk research, interviews and stakeholder meetings
for a number of purposes. First, to identify the ways in which civil society and an enabling civic
space contribute to democracy and democratic resilience (Chapter 1); second, to provide a more
detailed overview of challenges for CSOs (Chapter 2); third, to identify monitoring and reporting
efforts undertaken by independent public bodies and civil society initiatives to monitor, protect
and empower civic space (Chapter 3); and finally, to frame Chapter 4 on frameworks for the
effective participation of civil society organisations in policymaking processes. Additional sources
of information included exchanges with intergovernmental organisations and participation in
conferences, workshops and focus group discussions with civil society representatives, think
tanks and NHRIs. Desk research drew on sources available up to January 2025.

of key findings from FRA’s civic space consultation covering 2024
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BCSDN – Balkan Civil Society Development Network

CSO– civil society organisation

ECHR – European Convention on Human Rights

ECtHR – European Court of Human Rights

ENNHRI – European Network of National Human Rights Institutions

ESEC – Economic, Social and Environmental Council

EU – European Union

FIMI – foreign information manipulation and interference

FRA – European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights

HRD – human rights defender

LGBTIQ+ – lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex or queer

NGO – non-governmental organisation

NHRI – national human rights institution

MACS – monitoring action for civic space

OSCE – Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe

ODIHR – Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights

OGP – Open Government Partnership

SLAPP – strategic lawsuit against public participation

TEU – Treaty on European Union

UN – United Nations
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