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1. How can we better detect and respond to changes in civic space in partner countries 

and better engage to strengthen an enabling environment for civil society?  

 

Research and experience have shown that 2 elements are critical for successfully countering 
closing space: a pro-active approach to pre-empt attacks on civic space and be well prepared 

when such attacks are imminent; and a multi-stakeholder approach, including civil society and 
its allies, such as parliaments, independent media, opposition parties, the judiciary, private 

sector allies. This has two main implications for civil society thematic programming: 

  
• Civil society needs the long-term funding to allow it to play an agenda setting and 

oversight role. This is an essential part of the pro-active approach. Recent years have 
seen a decrease of such funding for advocacy and oversight activities, despite the 

importance of such work. A renewed focus on civil society support in its advocacy and 

watchdog role is needed, in addition to supporting civil society in playing a 
constructive, supporting role to governments in policy-making, through inclusive 

policy-dialogue.  
  

• Civil society can’t be supported in silos: in successful cases of countering closing 

space, it’s always a coalition of various actors pushing for change (see for instance 
here). Breaking silos between civil society and other actors, and incentivising alliance-

building between media, the judiciary, opposition parties, pro-democracy 
parliamentarians proves to be critical for success.  

  

For such an approach to be successful, EU Delegations need to look out for early warning signs 
and be incentivised to come up with innovative ideas for using local entry points and windows 

of opportunity to counter attempts to close civic space. Support and guidance to EU 
Delegations is essential for the effectiveness of EU efforts; particularly with a focus on how to 

creatively and proactively seize opportunities to defend and expand civic space. 
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It is crucial that EU Delegations, in cooperation with CSO, adopt a clear framework to define 
and identify what constitutes a shrinking civic space, taking into consideration the non-linear, 

gradual, and differential nature of shrinking space. EU Delegations should closely monitor and 
analyse all the factors that could contribute to a shrinking civic space (legal and administrative 

restrictions, public discourses, smear campaigns, hate speech, online and offline, physical 

attacks, restrictions in funding for civil society, lack of open consultations, apparition of 
GONGOs, etc), coming from both state and non-state actors. In particular, it is important that 

EU Delegations assess how different sectors of civil society can be differently impacted by a 
shrinking civic space, adopting an intersectional and gender-sensitive perspective. In some 

contexts, particular CSOs and individuals can be specifically targeted because of the rights they 

defend or because of their identity (women’s human rights defenders and their organisations, 
LGBTI rights, and SRHR organisations can be particularly targeted in countries where anti-

gender and anti-reproductive rights discourses and groups are very present; in other contexts 
migrants’ rights, ethnic and religious minorities, indigenous people, land rights activists, 

environmental HRDs, disability rights HRDs, justice advocates etc. can be particularly under 

threat). The impact of the shrinking space and these attacks on civil society organisations 
should therefore be assessed in each country; and a strategy adapted to each context should be 

adopted.  

In addition, civic society oversight over budget support and government policy is essential to 

ensure EU funding is effective and contributes to protecting civic and democratic space. To 

this end, the EU should support civil society-led multi stakeholder policy dialogue and closely 

involve civil society in sectoral policy dialogue. 

 

a. What short and long-term modalities could be used on country level, 

regionally and globally? 

The CSO program should promote and guarantee an enabling environment for all CSO. 
Specific attention should be paid to ensuring that people facing multiple discrimination and 

people who are most marginalised because of stigma and other barriers. Actions for the creation 
of a safe and enabling environment for civil society organisations should include: working 

with State Authorities to fulfill their obligations and to promote structural changes that ensure 

a legal framework and a social context that respects, protects and legitimizes CSOs; ensuring 

HQ oversight when CSO signal a lack of willingness of some EU delegations to fund actors 

doing work that could expose them or report other issues affecting the capacity of the EU to 
channel support to CSO, headquarters should verify and take actions; adopting long-term 

approach and a clear strategy towards CSOs in every country where the EU has external 

aid programs.  

Ensuring close involvement and active consultation with and sufficient support to a wide 

variety of civil society organisations, including representative organisations of the most 
excluded, discriminated against, marginalised and underserved people in society. 

At funding level, grants should be systematically preferred to service contracts. Grants are 

more accessible for CSOs and allow for more local ownership. Support to CSO, both national 
and international, implies values, pluralism and trust, for which inclusive, accessible and 

participative approaches are necessary, and these can be guaranteed through grant agreements, 
in a way that service contracts do not allow for. Moreover, projects are often implemented in 

difficult, fragile and volatile political environments.  



Also, the EU should maintain a low level of co-funding. Low co-funding requirements in 
both global and country level calls should be maintained to allow a large variety of actors to 

implement projects and not to exclude too many organisations on the basis of their financial 
capacities. 

No EU funding should contribute to the institutionalisation and the segregation of the most 

excluded groups in society. Transparency in where EU funds are going with details of projects, 
implementing organisation and impact should be guaranteed. 

Delegations continue to be constrained by yearly programming cycles, compounded by limited 
resources and oftentimes by the lack of an overarching strategy encompassing CSOs. A 

continued short-term approach is especially detrimental to the development of trustworthy 

relationships with local actors and to the development of their own capacities, which for the 
EU should be a key investment for the long term.  

 
b. What other actors beyond CSOs should be engaged to strengthen and protect civic 

space?  

 
A whole-of-society approach is essential for successful action on civic space. Below we list 

some key actors and potential allies of civil society in countering attacks on democratic space. 
 

1. State authorities, including the judiciary. An independent judiciary is, in many 

countries, one of the only allies of CSOs for countering attacks on civic space, 
particularly for upholding constitutionality and fundamental freedoms enshrined in the 

constitution. Capacity building and political support to independent judiciary 
institutions is an important safeguard for civic space. Programmes to support civil 

society should therefore encourage engagement with key judicial actors. 

 
2. Media, journalists, and those working for the protection of freedom of 

speech.Independent media are a critical oversight institution for countering attacks on 
civic space and space for political contestation, and form a bridge towards engaging 

with citizens. Research shows that they are often an ally of civil society in countering 

closing space. 

 

3. (Grassroots) movements (unorganised, unregistered civil society), including youth and 

women’s rights movements, justice advocates, representative organisations of persons 
with disabilities; 

 

4. Political parties can play a key role in defending democratic space, particularly when 

in opposition or outside parliament. Effective party regulation related to transparency, 

campaigning, and financing, as well as support to internal party democracy and smaller 
non-parliamentary political parties are of particular relevance in contexts of shrinking 

space. 
 

 

 
 

2. How do we best build capacity in CSOs, in partner countries and globally, to 

empower civil society, both as an actor of governance and as a development partner? 

https://ecdpm.org/wp-content/uploads/Claiming-Back-Civic-Space-Towards-Approaches-Fit-2020s-Report-May-2020-ECDPM.pdf


 
a. How can we increase capacity of CSOs in partner countries to further their 

participation in policy dialogue and contribution to reducing inequalities?   

We recommend the establishment of a regular, consistent and meaningful formal 

mechanism for consultations and involvement with a wide variety of civil society actors, 

and diaspora actors if possible, at headquarters and delegations levels, in order to fully 
appraise their needs and resources, and to find a structured way to define, pursue and evaluate 

a joint strategic approach on the basis of shared human rights indicators. These consultations 
should include the voices of the most excluded groups in society and their representative 

organisations, with a gender-sensitive and intersectional approach, as for example 

representative organisations of persons with disabilities, women’s rights organisations, justice 
advocates, LGBTI rights organisations, ethnic and religious minorities, rural communities, and 

other discriminated, marginalised or underserved groups. Whenever possible, consultations 
should be announced in advance and open to the participation of a wide range of stakeholders, 

to ensure the inclusion of diverse voices, experiences and needs. Proactive outreach strategies 

may be needed to ensure this diversity, with an intersectional and gender-sensitive perspective. 
Accommodation should be made so that those with the least access to dialogue spaces can 

participate (e.g. consultations outside of capitals, remote participation, the arrangement of 
interpretation for groups who do not speak the dominant language, etc.). Intersectional 

approaches should be mainstreamed in these programmes and the EU should verify that 

funding is not excessively biased towards already networked actors. 

CSOs’ institutional resilience should be supported by adopting more flexible budgetary 

requirements in relation to the ratio of operating vs. programme quality costs, at the very least 
with applicants who have already received EU funding, and thus are trusted partners. 

Programme quality costs (M&E, research, networking, organisational development, staff…) 

directly serve the project purpose. Overly prioritizing the funding of direct beneficiary costs 
creates unfair and unrealistic expectations on the functioning of organisations and severely 

constrains the sustainability and efficiency of their work. In the context of Covid19, we also 
call on the EC to allow broader headings within projects without a detailed breakdown of 

numbers of participants, days etc (such as 'Workshops',  'Capacity-Building Programmes'), 

and/or lump sum costs based and justified on averages, with details negotiated closer to the 
date of the activity or ex post.  CSOs’ projects can devote a large part of their budgets to human 

resources because they require significant expertise, both in terms of content and know-how 
(advocacy, training, support, etc.). We therefore advise to drop the required correlation between 

the percentage dedicated to activities and the percentage dedicated to human resources. We 

also advise that the EU should consider increasing the percentage amount allowed for indirect 
expenses and should not reduce these costs in the evaluation phase or in the contracting phase 

of the preliminarily approved projects.  Logical frameworks should be abandoned as they are 
an overly restrictive, administrative tool that are a burden to small organisations. Similarly, 

flexibility around impact indicators and related reporting requirements should be increased to 

reduce time spent on reporting rather than actual action. 
 

One way of supporting a proactive and multistakeholder approach for countering closing space, 
is by supporting civil society to be engaged in multi stakeholder policy dialogue, advocating 

for inclusive policies in all those sectors in which partner countries are receiving EU support. 
Engagement of CSOs in policy dialogue is not only a means of setting the reform agenda and 

ensuring a broader base of support, but also a way of monitoring EU funding and promoting a 

culture of dialogue amongst domestic actors. EU Delegations are already making use of the 



leverage provided by Budget Support to engage CSOs into their policy dialogue with the 
central government, setting a path that could be replicated in other countries. To this end, a 

regional support scheme could support CSOs in strengthening their capacities to engage in 
policy dialogue, by means of exchanging tools and best practices and building P2P networks 

for mutual learning and support.  

  
Capacity building for CSOs should also be conducted in a multi-stakeholder way, so as to build 

on existing capacities of civil society (and other) actors, facilitate peer-to-peer learning and 
strengthen the networks between various actors. For such capacity building to be successful, it 

is most conducive to focus around a particular topic - especially an area that is being supported 

by the EU. Capacity building and the application of skills around a shared concern may focus 
on mapping the policy networks and strengthening policy partnerships - so as to pave the way 

for multi stakeholder alliances for inclusive policy-making.  

The obligatory nature of sub-granting should be carefully considered and made optional 

whenever possible, as many smaller organizations can struggle to fulfil the administrative and 

legal requirements necessary to effectively carry it out. When sub-granting is obligatory, 
sufficient additional resources should be allocated for the administrative, legal, human 

resources, and financial costs that these programs require in order to operate effectively. 

This would signal the EU’s willingness to invest in the capacities of CSOs and build trusted 

partnerships in the long run.  

 
b. Is the FPA framework a good modality to strengthen regional and global 

networks and the capacity of local members? 

  

This framework so far supports only networks of civil society, leaving out other methods 

of supporting the capacity of local, grassroots actors (e.g. through country offices of large 
INGOs). Moreover, eligibility criteria for the FPA have been too constraining in the past. 

The previous call for the FPAs included a requirement that networks were homogenous 
entities (eg. only foundations or only associations) - thereby disqualifying a number of 

multistakeholder networks such as our own. For the FPA to be inclusive of the variety of 

civil society networks, the eligibility criteria should allow for multi stakeholder networks 
of non-governmental organisations. 

 

3. How can the existing EC instruments to engage with civil society can be 

improved?  

 
a. How can we develop the PFD platform, including the future digital format, to 

ensure an inclusive and effective policy dialogue, making sure that civil society is 

consulted appropriately and that the voices of women, youth, minorities and marginalised 

groups are heard? 

 
Sectoral networks should be involved, e.g. VOICE, Human Rights and Democracy Network 

(HRDN), EPLO, CONCORD, etc. This will ensure a holistic approach and reinforce the triple 
nexus.   

The PFD platform should be accessible to all civil society organisations and ensure the 
participation of the most excluded groups in society, such as persons with disabilities and their 

representative organisations (DPOs).Youth groups and women activists should participate in 

consultations and panel discussions. 



 

b. How can the Roadmaps better create complementarity between thematic and 

geographic programmes and between EU and Member States initiatives? How 

can civil society be better mainstreamed in the new cooperation priorities at 

country level? 

The EU should guarantee that programs implemented during the period 2021-2027 be 
accompanied by complementary political and diplomatic actions led from EU Delegations 

with a clear and strong commitment towards CSO’s engagement, participation and 
consultation. This commitment, in line with the EU guidelines, should not be discretionary, but 

assumed as a duty by all EU representatives on the ground.  

Consistent support to CSO in geographic programs is crucial in bringing transformative 
changes in societies, especially those deeply affected by conflict, violence and egregious 

violations of human rights. Those systemic changes require prolonged support and can’t be 
limited to thematic programs. While we acknowledge the policy discourse to 

ensure complementarity between thematic programmes and the geographic programmes, we 

strongly urge the EU to concretely and systematically translate these recommendations into 
actual engagements in the new geographic programs. Geographic programmes need to ensure 

continuity and support to CSOs in every country where the EU implements development aid 
programs. 

 

Complementarity and coordination between the Programming of the CSO Programme, the 
Human Rights and Democracy Programme, the Global Challenges Programme, and the 

Geographic Programmes will be essential, to ensure various programmes can together help 
break silos and foster alliances to protect and expand civic space. All the Programme should 

contribute to reaching the objectives and implementing the actions defined in the Action Plan 

for Human Rights and Democracy 2020-2024 and the Gender Action Plan III. 
 

c. How can we make the DEAR Programme respond to global challenges in a 

more strategic and focused way in order to increase its impact?  

We recommend facilitating sector coordination, including by strengthening coordination with 

other bilateral and institutional donors. The lack of donor coordination and the competing 
priorities notably of bilateral donors continue to contribute to limiting the options for the 

sustainability of CSOs’ projects. 

 

For further information please contact HRDN at  troika@hrdn.eu or the WG coordinator 

at sfalasca@ictj.org 
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