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Joint Statement  
Consultation on EU Civil Society Strategy  
 

Introduction 

As a coalition of Irish NGOs, trade unions, and civil society organisations,  we welcome the 
European Commission’s intention to develop an EU Civil Society Strategy, in response to 
campaigning by European civil society, in addition to the European Parliament resolution on 
shrinking civic space for civil society in Europe ((2021/2103(INI)) and the final report of the 
Conference on the Future of Europe. In the context of a deteriorating climate for civil society 
within certain Member States, coupled with attacks from within the EU institutions themselves, 
namely the increase in criticism of EU funding for NGOs by certain factions within the European 
Parliament, the importance of a robust strategy to enable and protect civil society cannot be 
overstated.  

Europe is at a crossroads. Despite the vital role of civil society organisations (CSOs) in sustaining 
open and vibrant democracies, civic space in some Member States is shrinking, making it 
increasingly difficult for NGOs, human rights defenders (HRDs) and smaller grassroots and 
community organisations to operate. Civil society plays a fundamental role in upholding the 
democratic foundations of the EU. This is achieved by holding policymakers to account, 
monitoring and advocating for human rights, ensuring citizens’ voices are represented in 
policymaking and oftentimes, filling gaps across society which are not met by public services. 
Civil society also contributes to public debate and actively engages in information sharing, 
knowledge building and awareness raising so as to support citizen participation in democratic 
life in addition to providing expertise and critical analysis to inform policymaking. Fulfilling these 
roles often means civil society must be robust and challenging in its relationship with authorities, 
but this too is fundamental to the maintenance of a healthy and vibrant democracy.  
 
At a time when human rights are increasingly undermined, civil society across Europe is at the 
vanguard of upholding the EU’s core and legally binding values of human dignity, freedom, 
democracy, equality, the rule of law, and respect for human rights, including the rights of 
minorities both at national and EU levels. In contrast to the fear-based narratives of anti-rights 
actors in Europe, civil society offers a hopeful vision for the future.   

Yet across the 27 Member States of the EU, the changing dynamics of European politics and 
public opinion; a rise in mis- and disinformation including narratives scrutinising the work of civil 
society; democratic backsliding in some countries; as well as funding cuts and a change in 
budgetary priorities, are contributing to a squeezing of civic space. As well documented by many 
organisations, including the EU’s Fundamental Rights Agency, and domestically by the Irish 
Council for Civil Liberties and the Coalition for Civil Society Freedom, civil society organisations 
in Europe face a range of restrictions to their work, including legal, financial and administrative 
barriers. CSOs report being subjected to attacks and harassment - both physical and digital, 
smear campaigns and disinformation, surveillance, administrative restrictions, criminalisation 
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of their work and strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPPs) across the continent. 
Research from the Irish Council for Civil Liberties and the Coalition for Civil Society Freedom 
mentioned above, shows evidence of public funds being used as a tool to stifle dissent in the 
former and the inappropriate application of electoral law to curtail CSO funding in the latter. 

We call for a robust Civil Society Strategy that explicitly endorses the vital role of civil society in 
sustaining democracy, including their contribution to safeguarding EU values; and that ensures 
a safe and enabling environment. It is essential that the Commission uses the strategy to reassert 
the rights of civil society organisations and their members, as guaranteed by the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights, the European Convention on Human Rights and the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights , in particular the right to hold governments and institutions 
accountable and engage in advocacy work.       

 

Implementation: Regardless of the strategy’s position as an EU-wide initiative, it should entail 
detail as to how its implementation will be monitored across individual Member States. It is 
important that the strategy does not become an exercise in mapping best practice at state level 
but rather the Commission must use it to set out an ambitious plan for addressing and holding 
Member States and institutions accountable for violations contributing to a squeezing of civic 
space, or a persistent failure to address identified issues.       

The strategy should include a meaningful and effective monitoring framework, with year-on-year 
action plans to monitor progress against states’ obligations as well as regular evaluations to 
assess impact.  Clear and measurable targets should be set up to define progress and self-
assessments of Member States should not be a substitute for effective monitoring. Without 
effective monitoring and enforcement, the strategy will not achieve its objectives.  

Adequately addressing the undermining of civil society will be important for the credibility of the 
strategy, and the European Commission must be prepared to take on a leadership role in not only 
preventing infringements but also undoing existing constraints.  

 

A Safe and Enabling Environment for Civil Society: Drawing on existing best practice from 
respected organisations such as the Fundamental Rights Agency, the Venice Commission and 
the OECD Observatory of Civic Space, the strategy must prioritise concrete and evidence-based 
actions to ensure civil society across the EU has a safe and enabled environment in which to 
operate. The strategy should support the further development of an EU specific protection 
mechanism for HRDs and CSOs, which includes an early warning mechanism, formal alerts and 
investigation systems for attacks, and rapid response measures rooted in holistic protection 
approaches, among other measures such as those currently funded under the CERV programme. 
Moreover, the EU should build on its existing EU Guidelines on HRDs, which while applicable only 
externally, will have relevance and lessons for the European context. See the detailed analysis 
and proposals conducted on this by Front Line Defenders, Civil Society Europe, European Civic 
Forum and a number of other coalition partners.  

The EU must be unequivocal in its support for civil society, calling out Member States’ violations 
of human rights and restrictions of civic space where they occur. This must include a zero-
tolerance approach to tactics used and emerging trends in Member States aimed at undermining 
civil society – including the prevention, disruption and pre-emptive banning of peaceful protests 
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and demonstrations relating to Palestinian human rights and environmental justice, among other 
themes. It must serve as a clear reminder to all Member States of their legal obligations, 
anchored in domestic, regional and international law, to respect freedom of expression, peaceful 
assembly, association and non-discrimination; key prerequisites to protecting civic space at 
national level. Existing tools such as the European Court of Human Rights should be fully utilised 
to ensure adherence to states obligations’ including protecting fundamental freedoms of 
association, expression and peaceful expression.       

 

Facilitating Dialogue: Strengthening civic space also requires enhanced efforts from 
policymakers and institutions to ensure meaningful participation of civil society organisations to 
guarantee their views are represented in finalised policies and legislation. In line with Article 11 
of the Treaty of the Functioning of the EU, EU institutions are required to ensure open, transparent 
and regular dialogue with civil society actors. The strategy should support the development of 
such processes and guarantee permanent and structured dialogue processes both at EU 
institutional and Member State level, based on principles of transparency and openness and 
“capacity meeting” where processes are tailored to the needs of stakeholders. Moreover, the 
strategy should ensure inclusive representation of diverse civil society voices, particularly of 
grassroots organisations, marginalised groups and others under-represented in and under-
served by decision-making spaces. In line with this, the strategy should recognise that 
meaningful participation of under-represented groups is not a cost-neutral exercise and as such 
must ensure these processes are adequately resourced and facilitated to allow voices to come 
forward.  

Any endorsement of a formal dialogue structure should entail an inter-institutional agreement, 
as outlined by the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC). Building on this, existing 
transparency mechanisms such as the Transparency Register should be strengthened to ensure 
updated information as to levels of access held by for-profit compared to non-profit 
organisations.  

 

Civil Society Funding: The right of civil society organisations to freely access and use funding 
from anywhere within the EU is an integral part of the right to freedom of association and has 
been confirmed by ECJ judgment C-78/18 (Commission vs Hungary). Furthermore, access to 
public funding is crucial to maintaining the independence of organisations, and ensuring they 
can contribute effectively to policy. The strategy should support the provision of accessible and 
sustainable funding, advocating for an increase in operational as well as project-based funding 
streams and ensure funding initiatives are accessible to small and grassroots organisations in 
line with this judgment across all Member States. The strategy should advocate for strong ring-
fenced support for civil society in different regulations in the upcoming MFF, and across the 
negotiation period. 

In addition, the strategy should explicitly tackle the growing practice of restricting funding for 
NGOs through legal and other means in certain Member States, in particular the stigmatisation 
of foreign funding by explicitly setting out the rights of CSOs under the aforementioned human 
rights treaties and the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union with respect to the free 
movement of capital.  Furthermore, CSOs should participate in the design of funding modalities 
and dialogue should be facilitated with donors on the needs of CSOs. Their expertise in 
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identifying their needs and those of the populations they support needs to be recognised and 
their autonomy respected through a genuine partnership. Challenges to cross-border funding 
should be addressed, to allow organisations to benefit from philanthropy originating in other 
Member States. Special attention should also be given to the impact that restrictions on the 
activities of cross-border associations have on states such as Ireland and Cyprus where cross-
border associations in the fields of peacebuilding work with non-EU partners.  

 

Rule of Law Report: The strategy, acknowledging calls from civil society, should emphasise the 
importance of a standalone civic space chapter to be included in the annual Rule of Law Report. 
While civic space is included in the institutional checks and balances section of the annual Rule 
of Law Report, given the importance of a protected civil society to healthy democracies, a 
dedicated chapter to civic space is necessary. A focused chapter on civic space in the Rule of 
Law report will strengthen monitoring, visibility and accountability for attacks against and 
restrictions on civil society at Member State level. In addition, the strategy should explicitly 
recognise the role of civil society organisations in contributing to the Rule of Law Report process 
and commit to reflecting the concerns raised by organisations more accurately, given their 
proximity to on-going challenges. It is also critical that the recommendations in the report on civic 
space issues are not ignored by Member States, as has been the case previously, and that their 
implementation can be tracked effectively. It is crucial that the Commission gives an honest and 
transparent assessment of the state of civic space in Member States as part of the report.  

 

Disinformation and Smear Campaigns: The strategy should address the growing trends of 
smear campaigns and disinformation targeting civil society actors, emanating from both political 
actors and members of the public as well as the increasing use of surveillance technology by 
governments. The lack of enforcement of digital regulation undermines the protection of civil 
society.  Addressing this will require the Strategy to call for the robust enforcement of existing 
legislation and initiatives such as the Digital Services Act, the Media Freedom Act and other 
digital regulation in addition to the upcoming Democracy Shield.  Moreover, the strategy should 
challenge narratives that NGOs are maliciously benefitting from a lack of transparency in relation 
to funding and using EU funds to ‘lobby’ institutions. NGOs and civil society form an important 
part of the overall democratic ecosystem alongside other stakeholders, such as businesses. 
CSOs represent the views of many citizens and ensure the policymaking process is 
representative of them. Attacks on CSOs are an attempt to delegitimise their role in the 
policymaking ecosystem and should be challenged. 

 

Consultation with civil society: In addition to the public consultation on the Civil Society 
Strategy, ensure targeted and effective consultation with key civil society groups working across 
all sectors in the EU. This is essential not only in advance of the strategy, but across its 
implementation. The consultation process needs to be accessible and tailored to ensure all 
groups can participate. This will require adequate deadlines, access to information and 
communication in plain language, accessible spaces and supportive equipment when required.  
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Capacity Building/ Resilience: While supporting the provision of accessible funding and 
strengthening the operating environment, the strategy should advocate for the provision of 
training and skills development and wellbeing support, to ensure organisations have the capacity 
and resources to engage.  

 

Coordination: Additional recommendations include the establishment of civil society contact 
points within each DG to ensure organisations can effectively engage with relevant units with 
ease and in a manner that suits their capacities and abilities. Furthermore, the Civil Society 
Strategy should complement existing and developing initiatives related to civic space – in 
particular the new Democracy Shield, The European Centre for Democratic Resilience as 
mentioned in this year's State of the European Union speech and recommendations already 
made in the European Parliament resolution.  

In addition, the European Commission should use the design of the new civil society strategy as 
an opportunity to coordinate greater policy coherence between internal affairs and its external 
relations. A robust strategy that protects and enhances the role of civil society in the EU, will in 
turn serve to enhance the EU’s role in reinforcing and legitimising the role of civil society 
externally. At a time when international law and the UN system are under grave attack, the 
strategy should ensure continued and complementary engagement with the UN, particularly the 
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, to promote efforts to protect and expand 
global civic space.  

 

Coordinated by:  
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Signed by: 

Africa Solidarity Centre Ireland (ASCI) 

Alcohol Action Ireland 

AMACH! LGBT Galway Ltd 

AONTAS- National Adult Learning 
Organisation 

Balbriggan Sustainable Energy Community 
College 

Business in the Community Ireland 

Charities Institute Ireland 

Comhlámh 

Community Law & Mediation 

Community Platform 

COPE Galway 

Crann - Trees for Ireland 

Cultúr Migrants Centre 

CyberSafeKids 

Darwin & Goliath Ltd 

Disabled Women Ireland 

Down syndrome Ireland 

Dublin City Community Cooperative 

Dyslexia Ireland 

EAPN (European Anti-Poverty Network) 
Ireland 

FASD Ireland CLG 

Galway Traveller Movement 

Human Rights Sentinel 

Inner City Enterprise (ICE) 

Intersex Ireland 

Ireland-Palestine Solidarity Campaign 

Irish National Organisation of the 
Unemployed 

LGBT Ireland 

National Traveller Womens Forum Ireland 

Outhouse LGBTQ+ Centre 

Rape Crisis Ireland 

Rediscovery Centre - Ireland's National 
Centre for the Circular Economy 

Rialto Youth Project 

SAOL Project 

Sex Workers Alliance Ireland 

Simon Communities of Ireland 

Threshold 

Tipperary Rural Traveller Project 

Transgender Equality Network Ireland 

Transparency International Ireland 

Treoir - National Information Service for 
Unmarried Parents 

Women's Aid 


