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Community-based organizations play a fundamental role in strengthening democratic values in Europe: 
from fighting social inequalities, through defending civil liberties, to protecting the environment. They are 
natural allies of European institutions defending values such as human rights, dignity, solidarity, equality 
and the rule of law. Unfortunately, in many countries, civic space has been shrinking and civil society is 
under pressure. The violation of democratic principles, the weakening of the rule of law and the erosion 
of checks and balances are dangerous trends observed in our countries that harm citizens and society. 
Therefore, the inclusion of actions to strengthen civil society in the European Union’s programmes and 
policies is crucial and cannot wait any longer. We firmly believe that to effectively defend democracy, civil 
society should become a protected European value and a resource in and of itself.

	 Through the creation and dissemination of the Civil Society Strategy, we want the collective voice 
of civil society organisations to be heard in Brussels and the proposed strategy’s underlying principles and 
recommendations to be incorporated into European policy.

Veronika Mora, Ewa Kulik-Bielińska
Jacek Michałowski, Dominika Zaręba

FOREWORD: WHY DO WE NEED A EUROPEAN 
CIVIL SOCIETY STRATEGY?
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A strong, diverse and independent civil society is an indis-
pensable component of any healthy democracy, acknowl-
edged by all major international institutions. Civil society 
organisations (CSOs) and informal groups/movements 
of citizens play a vital role in the promotion and application 
of universal and European values on the local, national and 
supra-national levels, and are often the first and last fron-
tier upholding and promoting respect for human rights, 
dignity, freedom, tolerance and solidarity. CSOs, as the 
organised part of the broader civil society, are key chan-
nels enabling citizens to voice their concerns, and act as 
a two-way link between the public and private arenas. They 
also perform vital functions in maintaining social inclusion, 
constructive dialogue and a healthy environment, and 
in our times marked by multiple crises affecting the climate 
that sustains us, the integrity of our societies and our per-
sonal health these are more important than ever. In these 
respects, CSOs, community and citizen groups as well as 
social movements may be or already are important allies 
of European institutions grappling with escalating tensions 
with minorities, xenophobia, increasing levels of corruption, 
nepotism and weak democratic institutions in some Mem-
ber States. Conversely, CSOs look toward the European 
Union both as a supportive political actor and an important 
funder of their activities 1.

	 However, in order to fulfill its democratic roles and 
functions, as well as to secure safe space for citizens to ex-
ercise their freedoms, civil society needs an enabling envi-
ronment to flourish. However, today, contrary trends, and 
in particular, the shrinking of spaces where civic engage-
ment can flourish may be observed in more and more Eu-
ropean countries, manifesting in vilification and smear cam-

paigns, harassment and various legal restrictions hindering 
civic action. Whilst Member States are largely free and have 
independent competences to design their own policies 
and strategies aimed at fostering civil society, EU institu-
tions have relatively few effective instruments to counter 
the negative trends in spite of their concerns, and even 
these do not constitute a systematic approach, but rather 
a piecemeal, case-by-case reaction to developments as 
they unfold.

	 Nevertheless, several recent developments dem-
onstrate the increased attention and efforts to protect civil 
society by both the European Commission and the Par-
liament, as evidenced e.g. by the inclusion of civil society 
as a sub-chapter in the annual Rule of Law report, in the 
new Strategy to strengthen the application of the Charter 
of Fundamental Rights, the European Democracy Action 
plan as well as several EP reports. The introduction of the 
new Citizens, Equality, Rights and Values (CERV) program 
is another important step in terms of giving greater support 
to civil society within the EU.

	 However, none of the above address civil society 
per se or describe all the tools and instruments EU institu-
tions, particularly the Commission, could employ and/or 
develop to strengthen and advance civil society across the 
continent. While such strategies exist in terms of describing 
the role and place of civil society in external relations (e.g. 
COM(2012) 492)2, and the European Economic and Social 
Committee has also issued own-initiative reports to this ef-
fect3, a strategy addressing civil society matters in their en-
tirety within the EU is still missing.
	

1 Civil Society in Central and Eastern Europe: Monitoring 2019, Eva More-Hollerweger, Flavia-Elvira Bogorin, Julia Litofcenko, Michael Meyer (eds.), ERSTE Foundation, 
Vienna.
2 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2012:0492:FIN:EN:PDF.
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	 A Commission communication in this matter would 
considerably contribute to the visibility of the problems and 
to putting civil society on the European agenda, by em-
phasizing its importance and determining the key points 
of action. Europe’s democracy can only be as strong as the 
citizens upholding it, working for it, and protecting it for 
next generations, too. Therefore, we believe that in order 
to efficiently defend democracy and rule of law, civil society 
should become a protected European value and asset in its 
own right.

	 Of course, civil society cannot be treated as a mon-
olithic entity, as it is a very diverse collection of various 
groups, movements and organisations with differing goals, 
principles and interests. Indeed, it has no one accepted 
definition, but - and this is well documented in the literature 
on the subject - there are several common features that 
- taken together - can describe what civil society is - and 
what it isn’t 4.

3 www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/resilient-democracy-through-strong-and-diverse-civil-society-own-initiative-
opinion 
4 see: Lester M. Salamon, S. Wojciech Sokolowski, Regina List (2003). Global Civil Society. An Overview. The Johns Hopkins University, Institute for Policy 
Studies, Center for Civil Society Studies, Baltimore, USA.

CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS ARE:

non-profit and non-commercial (i.e. CSOs, while 
they can pursue economic activities, are not 
set up with the primary goal of gaining material 
profit for their members and beneficiaries),
non-governmental (i.e. are independent from 
state and/or business structures, but do not 
strive to gain political power),
voluntary in nature (i.e. not established 
by a compulsory act; while CSOs can have em-
ployees, voluntary contributions are part of their 
operations),
have some level of institutionalisation and self-
governance that go beyond purely informal 
activities, regardless whether they have a legal 
personality or not,
work for the public good (i.e. beyond the private 
interests of their members, rather for broader 
societal objectives).

6



	 The civil society strategy we envision should de-
scribe, in a structured manner, as comprehensive an array 
of measures and actions as possible that are at the dispos-
al of the Commission or can be developed to help CSOs 
in the EU to flourish. It should:

1. THE RIGHT TO ENTRY 
(FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION)

2. THE RIGHT TO/ FREEDOM 
OF PEACEFUL ASSEMBLY 

3. THE RIGHT TO OPERATE 
FREE FROM UNWARRANTED 
STATE INTERFERENCE AND STATE 
DUTY TO PROTECT5

4. THE RIGHT TO FREE EXPRESSION

6. THE RIGHT TO SEEK 
AND SECURE RESOURCES

5. THE RIGHT 
TO COOPERATION 

AND COMMUNICATION 

	 The structure of such a strategy could be based 
on relevant international expert recommendations, and 
discuss the enabling environment for civil society along e.g. 
the below main criteria.

	 The following draft, which also builds on the work 
of several international and European networks, lists the 
potential elements of this strategy in the proposed struc-
ture.

acknowledge the importance and the role of CSOs 
in upholding and promoting European values, 
review ongoing initiatives and processes that have a rel-
evance to civil society, 
identify gaps and shortcomings, 
integrate existing, new and future tools to defend and 
expand civil space.

5 Defend Civil Society Report, 2nd edition, June 2012, World Movement for Democracy/ICNL.
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Citizens across the European Union have the right to come 
together for a common cause, take action and represent 
their interests in any group. They are free to form civil 
society organisations – mostly associations and founda-
tions. However, legal frameworks vary among Member 
States: different rules apply to the registration process, 
administration, taxation, etc. These create an uneven 
playing field, hinder or at least complicate cross-border 
activities and other international initiatives bringing to-
gether European citizens. Hence, a European civic space 
is much needed. It should be promoted through the con-
vergence of these regulations and the creation of a com-
mon European legal status for associations.

	 The statutory regulations governing the establish-
ment and operation of CSOs – associations and founda-
tions in particular – differ widely across Member States, 
usually for historical reasons. While the basic freedom 
of association is guaranteed across the various jurisdic-
tions, the detailed regulations regarding e.g. the registra-
tion process, public benefit (PB) status, taxation, admin-
istrative and reporting obligations vary, as they fall under 
the Member States’ competences. In order to achieve con-
vergence across the European Union, and to enable CSOs 
to act more efficiently across borders without hindrances, 
minimum legal standards for the interpretation and imple-
mentation of the freedom of assembly should be adopted. 
In this respect, the recently approved EU Parliament report 

with recommendations to the Commission on a statute for 
European crossborder associations and non-profit organi-
sations (A9-0007/2022, rapporteur: Sergey Lagodinsky) 
is a very significant development. The Commission should 
speedily act on this motion by adopting the proposed di-
rective on minimum standards. 

	 In the single European market and in times of glo-
balisation, civil society organisations increasingly work and 
operate across borders, regionally or internationally. In or-
der to facilitate this type of transboundary civil society ac-
tivity (or, alternatively relocation among countries), the 
Lagodinsky report, building on earlier similar efforts (e.g. 
COM(2012) 35 final - 2012/0022 (APP)) and also includes 
a recommendation for a regulation on a European legal 
form for associations. This initiative should also be followed 
up on, also considering introducing a similar legal form for 
foundations. Legislative work should also use inputs and 
be further developed in consultation with representatives 
of civil society networks and academic experts in order 
to avoid unintended and unnecessary bureaucratic hurdles 
in the creation and operation European civil society organi-
sations6. 

	 In addition, measures should be introduced 
to enable the legal recognition of civil society organisations 
in Member States other than their own. One possible option 
for this is the better use of the European Convention on the 

6 see: https://we-are-europe.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/wae_eas_historyandlegal_100918.pdf.

1. THE RIGHT TO ENTRY (UNIFORM 
    STANDARDS AND LEGAL FRAMEWORK 
    IN THE EU)
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Recognition of the Legal Personality of International Non-
Governmental Organisations (Council of Europe ETS 124, 
1986). To date, 8 Member States signed and ratified this 
treaty – the Commission should encourage others to follow 
suit, and consider integrating the convention’s provisions 
into European legislation as well. 

	 Another important barrier for European/interna-
tional activity is the divergence of taxation systems of CSOs 
especially as regards cross-border giving and funding. 
A series of cases before the European Court of Justice 
examined the tax treatment of public benefit entities and 
their donors (e.g. Hein Persche/Finanzamt Lüdenscheid 
[2009]; C-25/10 Missionswerk Werner Heukelbach eV/Bel-
gien [2011]). In its judgements, the ECJ upheld the principle 
of non-discrimination, implying that public benefit organi-
sations and their donors acting across borders within the 
EU are entitled to the same tax incentives as would apply 
in a wholly domestic scenario, where the foreign EU-based 
organisation can be shown to be comparable to a domestic 
one. However, in practice, most Member States have not 

developed procedural rules or guidelines to implement this 
principle, and those who did employ diverging approaches. 
Therefore, as suggested by the Social Economy Action 
Plan the Commission should develop uniform guidelines for 
the tax authorities of the Member States on the applica-
tion of this principle and on how to test the comparability 
of non-domestic public benefit entities to domestic ones7. 

	 Besides European legislation directly dealing with 
or regulating CSOs, many other pieces of EU law or their in-
terpretation and (over)implementation by Member States 
can directly or indirectly negatively affect their operation - 
anti-money laundering rules being a case in point (see un-
der point 3.). In order to prevent or avoid these unintended 
consequences, draft EU legislation with such potential im-
pact should undergo an ex-ante assessment process from 
the civil society point of view. Similarly, the impacts of ex-
isting legislation should be regularly reviewed with inputs 
and contributions from the affected organisations, and 
based on these changes or recommendations introduced.

7 see: https://philea.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Boosting-Cross-Border-Philanthropy-in-Europe-Towards-a-Tax-Effective-Environment.pdf.

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS:

Follow up on the recommendations of the European Parliament report (the Lagodinsky report) on introducing a Eu-
ropean Statute of Association and minimum standards of civil society legislation, develop these further in consulta-
tion with civil society stakeholders and adopt the proposed regulation and directive,
Integrate the CoE Convention on the recognition of civil society organisations into European law,
Review tax regulations affecting civil society and develop Commission recommendations to improve convergence 
of Member State rules,
Carry out ex-ante and ex-post assessments of the impact of relevant EU legislation (e.g. related to rule of law, 
financing) and its implementation on civil society in the Member States.
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Everybody has the right to protest. In recent years, several 
Member States approved restrictive legislation on peace-
ful assembly, justifying this as emergency measures nec-
essary for maintaining public order and safety. Such ex-
cessive and unreasonable actions have been observed 
especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. It is crucial that 
European institutions monitor both restrictions and good 
practices and publish their findings in order to promote 
unrestricted civic activism.

	 Non-violent protest is an important tool, often the 
last resort of civic activism and advocacy, and a basic right 
all citizens and their organisations should be able to exercise 
freely without undue impediments. In spite of this, recently 
several Member States tabled or approved legislation re-
stricting free assembly, under the guise of (pandemic-
related) emergency measures or public order and safety, 
ranging from a total ban to allowing excessive room for in-
tervention by the police. Such restrictions must always be 
proportional, justified and limited in their time - but some 
current legislative proposals do not meet these criteria. 

	 While the regulation of assemblies is again a Mem-
ber State competence, EU institutions (the Commission 
in particular) could and should monitor these potential re-
strictions, publish findings regularly (e.g. in the annual Rule 
of Law report), and formulate recommendations for best 
practice to Member States.

2. THE RIGHT TO FREEDOM OF PEACEFUL 
     ASSEMBLY

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS:

Monitor and regularly report on the 
state of and potential restric-
tions on the freedom of assembly 
across Member States, highlight-
ing practices that contravene 
relevant international law.
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Members of civil society act for the common good. They 
represent an asset to the European community and con-
tribute to sustaining our democracies. Their role should 
be acknowledged and properly communicated by the 
European institutions, especially because CSOs suffered 
media smear campaigns, stigmatisation, harassment and 
politically motivated administrative processes by state 
and non-state actors over the past decade. The Commis-
sion should monitor these attacks and step up to protect 
European civil society. Civic actors should be able to sig-
nal threatening issues through a newly established alert 
mechanism and existing procedures, such as infringe-
ment, should continue.

	 Over the past decade, CSOs in more and more 
Member States experienced attacks and harassment 
by state and non-state actors: these took the form of me-
dia smear campaigns and stigmatisation, harassing or po-
litically motivated administrative processes or even restric-
tive legislation. In some Member States, the pure existence 
of some CSOs may be under threat as a result of these oc-
currences. The Commission should monitor these develop-
ments and step up as and where necessary and possible. 
To this end, the annual Rule of Law report should describe 
and analyse the state of civil society in each Member State 
in greater extent and detail than at present (in a separate 
chapter), and also formulate concrete recommendations 
for improvement as and when needed. An important refer-
ence for the content and the structure of such a chapter 

may be found in the outputs of the Fundamental Rights 
Agency’s annual civil society consultations which survey 
the situation along 4 main criteria: (1) legal environment (2) 
funding and resources (3) participation and consultation 
(4) threats and attacks. In this regard, the Commission can 
build on its experience and practice of its external policies 
regarding the assessment of the state of civic freedoms 
and developing defence mechanisms for their defenders8.

	 While recognising the strong need of coordinated 
efforts to counter terrorism financing and money launder-
ing worldwide, examples also in Member States show that 
the disproportionate or simply careless application of exist-
ing legal standards (e.g. the Anti-money Laundering Direc-
tive) may harm legitimate civil society organizations work-
ing for the public good (e.g. through excessive reporting 
obligations). Therefore, during the ongoing review of this 
legislation, the Commission should engage with key expert 
CSOs, and employ a uniform, risk-based and proportionate 
approach across the EU with special attention to the appli-
cation of the term ‘beneficial owner’ in case of CSOs (and 
the related exception from obligations) in order to avoid 
undue impact on CSOs (see also in point 1.)9.

	 The Commission should also continue to use exist-
ing legal remedies to the greatest extent possible in cases 
where national legislation on civil society contravenes Euro-
pean law or standards (particularly the freedom of associa-
tion and assembly), including infringement procedures and 

8 see: https://protectdefenders.eu.
9 SLAPP – Strategic Lawsuit Against Public Participation.

3. THE RIGHT TO OPERATE FREE FROM 
     UNWARRANTED STATE INTERFERENCE 
     AND STATE DUTY TO PROTECT
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initiating cases at the ECJ, also in accordance with the Strat-
egy to strengthen the application of the Charter of Funda-
mental Rights. The recently proposed SLAPP directive10 
(and related planned measures) will be an important sys-
temic safeguard against a specific type of intimidation af-
fecting CSOs, therefore its speedy adoption is desirable.

	 Also, an alert mechanism should be established 
(possibly at the European Ombudsman) to enable civil so-
ciety actors to promptly signal to the European Commis-

sion serious issues and/or threats on civic freedoms, includ-
ing potentially restrictive regulations or measures passed 
by Member States.
	
	 In their communication the institutions, including 
the Commission, also on the political (e.g. Vice President) 
level should condemn every instance of harassment and at-
tacks on civil society (both by state and non-state actors) 
as well as give more regular visibility and acknowledgement 
to the contribution of CSOs to the common good. 

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS:

Cover civil society in the annual Rule of Law 
reports in a structured and detailed manner,
Continue the regular FRA data collection and 
monitoring of the state of civil society,
Continue using infringement and legal proce-
dures in case of legislation restricting legiti-
mate civil society action,
Create an alert system to report attacks 
on civil space,
Condemn instances of harassment and at-
tacks on civil society on the political level,
Continue acknowledging the contribution 
of civil society to the European project.

12

§

10 Directive on protecting persons who engage in public participation from manifestly unfounded or abusive court proceedings (“Strategic lawsuits against public 
participation”) COM(2022) 177 final.



Fake news, disinformation and distorted reporting con-
tributes to the vilification and stigmatisation of CSOs. 
In consequence, they often suffer from a negative im-
age despite defending democratic values. In addition, 
CSOs can’t reach citizens outside of the ‘opinion bubbles’ 
if there is no balanced and unbiased media coverage. 
Hence, the Commission should give attention to an ena-
bling media environment with special attention to top-
ics covered by actors of civil society. The Commission 
should also promote European values and citizenship via 
civic education and raise awareness together with CSOs 
to counter antidemocratic trends and overcome current 
divides. 

	 In times of fake news and disinformation, distorted 
reporting contributes to the vilification and stigmatisation 
of CSOs defending democratic values, creating a negative 
image. This is exacerbated by the lack of access of the very 
same organisations to media outlets. At the same time, 
CSOs often create their own media (mainly in the online 
sphere), and as such are important sources of credible in-
formation and fact-checking, however, their voice needs 
to be amplified. Without the help of a balanced and un-
biased media (print, electronic and online) environment, 
CSOs also have difficulties in conveying their message 
to broader audiences, outside of the ‘opinion bubbles’. 
When implementing the European Democracy Action Plan 
and the Media Action Plan, the Commission should give 
attention to the problems of reporting about and access 
of civil society to the media, in particular as regards EU 
cooperation among media regulators and self-regulatory 
bodies, support to greater media diversity as well as en-
hancing media literacy. Possible concrete proposals could 
include e.g. programming and social advertisement space 
dedicated to CSOs and their causes. 

4. THE RIGHT TO FREE EXPRESSION
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​​	 Another important precondition of the free expres-
sion of active citizens and civic engagement is the exist-
ence and implementation of meaningful citizen education, 
at all levels, both formal and informal, intra- and extracurric-
ular in all Member States. Civic education is a key tool in ef-
forts to counter antidemocratic trends, promote European 
values and citizenship and to overcome current divides. 
Vice versa, CSOs can efficiently contribute to good citizen 
education and awareness raising through many of their ac-
tivities and projects – therefore their access to and coop-
eration with educational institutes should be encouraged 
and facilitated. As current practice is again very divergent 
across the Union, the Commission should develop a com-
prehensive guidance for Member States to develop educa-
tional curricula and programs based on the Council of Eu-
rope Charter on Education for Democratic Citizenship and 
Human Rights Education (CM/Rec(2017)711). Existing initia-
tives in the field of education that further promote and sup-
port this effort should be coordinated on the Union level 
by establishing a separate agency for citizen education, 
as proposed by networks active in the field. The priorities 
and calls of the Erasmus+ program should ensure that citi-
zen education is integrated to the broadest extent possible 
in the program’s framework12, thereby providing support 
to both CSOs and educational institutions in this field.

	 Similar to the above, a monitoring mechanism 
should be put in place to assess the implementation and 
impact of citizen and media education across the Member 
States.

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS:

Encourage balanced reporting about and 
giving more space to civil society in me-
dia during the implementation of the 
European Democracy Action plan and 
the Media Plan,
Fully implement and use the CoE charter 
and framework for citizen education; cre-
ate European best practice and a separa-
te agency devoted to the subject.

14

11 Charter on Education for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights Education, CM/Rec(2010)7.
12 see also: www.nece.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/NECE_declaration.pdf



Truly inclusive democracies encourage dialogue between 
decision makers and civil society. Yet, CSOs still often find 
it difficult to access EU institutions and it is hard to effec-
tively convey their messages and bring the voice of the 
people they represent to the European level. There is 
a strong need for a system of open and structured dia-
logue between EU institutions and organised civil society, 
which includes more transparency (such as easily acces-
sible documents), better representation (involvement 
of CSOs in different stages of decision-making process-
es) and regular contact via high-level meetings. Existing 
tools (e.g. Conference on the Future of Europe, European 
Citizens Initiative) should be improved after evaluation.

	 Civil society can only fully fulfil its democratic roles 
if its organisations have access to decision-makers and in-
stitutions and are able to convey their messages to them. 
While Art. 11. of the TEU lays down the basic principles 
of dialogue, and significant progress in implementation has 
been achieved in recent years (not least by including this 

mandate in the mission letter of the Commission Vice-Pres-
ident), civil society organisations still often find it difficult 
to access the institutions. Indeed, it is a well-documented 
fact that access to EU institutions is skewed in favor of busi-
ness and public authorities.

	 Therefore, the Commission should initiate the de-
velopment of an inter-institutional guidance for devising 
a system of open, inclusive, regular and structured dialogue 
between EU institutions (the Commission as a whole, indi-
vidual DGs, the President and the Committees of the Par-
liament, the Council Presidency) and organised European 
civil society to ensure that policies and legislations are de-
signed and implemented with their participation and con-
tribution in the interest of the whole EU and its people. This 
should apply not only to specific sectors and pieces of con-
crete legislation, but should also encompass horizontal and 
transversal issues (including budgetary matters), in their 
whole legislative cycle. 

5. THE RIGHT TO COOPERATION 
     AND COMMUNICATION

15



	 The modalities of such a dialogue (whom, when, 
where and how to access) should be publicly available, with 
contact points indicated. There should also be measures 
developed for cooperation between civil society and EU 
institutions in times of crises, as this need was highlighted 
by the past years’ events. The Representations in the Mem-
ber States could play a role in bringing these consultations 
closer to the ‘ground’ i.e. to CSOs working on the local and 
national levels, by creating a network or infrastructure of 
dialogue ‘hubs”, and therefore this should be included 
in their core tasks.

	 The recently concluded Conference on the Fu-
ture of Europe should be carefully evaluated together with 
CSO networks (united under the umbrella of the Civil So-
ciety Convention for the Future of Europe) in terms of its 
representativeness, inclusiveness and processes, and its 
lessons should be incorporated in any similar potential fu-
ture exercises, be they permanent or temporary. Similarly, 
improvements to the mechanisms of the European Citi-
zens Initiative should be considered with special attention 
to measures that would facilitate a higher success rate for 
future initiatives.
	 A key channel facilitating direct communication be-
tween the Commission and representatives of civil society 
is the European Economic and Social Committee. However, 
in the absence of detailed criteria, the delegation of na-
tional representatives in the 3rd group is divergent across 
member states – in some cases civil society representatives 
are appointed by the national governments without any 
consultation or transparent selection process. Therefore, 
the Commission should propose to the EESC to develop 
a uniform regulation for a transparent and participatory 

 	 The elements of this guidance should include:

16

13 see also: https://civilsocietyeurope.eu.

the establishment of a dialogue focal point in each DG 
with specially trained staff (who ideally have first-hand 
experience in CSOs e.g. through internships),
increasing the transparency of trialogue decision-making 
processes by making documents better available,
organising regular (high-level) sessions between the in-
stitutions and civil society representatives,
reviewing of composition of expert groups, advisory bod-
ies and task forces in all EU institutions, especially in the 
European Council, to ensure fair representation of CSOs 
and balance influence based on commercial interests.



14 see: https://ecnl.org/sites/default/files/2021-01/CSE-ECNL-Participation-of-CSOs-in-the-preparation-of-the-EU-NRRPs.pdf
15 European Citizens’ Initiative: https://europa.eu/citizens-initiative.

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS:

Develop and implement a comprehensive 
inter-institutional guidance for structured 
dialogue with civil society across all policy 
areas,
Improve the accessibility and the impact 
of the European Citizens Initiative15,
Develop binding rules for delegating civil 
society members to the 3rd group of the 
EESC,
Encourage consultation with and partici-
pation of civil society on the national and 
local levels,
Monitor national-level consultation pro-
cesses in the programming of EU funds 
under shared management.

17

system of delegating members of civil society (e.g. through 
an electoral system) including criteria guaranteeing their 
independence from governments. These guidelines should 
also cover the expectations regarding two-way commu-
nication between the members and their constituencies, 
mechanisms and guarantees of input by and feedback 
to local and national CSOs.

	 While structured dialogue on the EU level is very 
important also in terms of better popular support and 
‘ownership’ of policies, CSO participation and engage-
ment of course starts and is practiced first on the local 
level. To promote convergence in the levels of involve-
ment across Member States, guidelines enabling mean-
ingful contribution and increased transparency at all levels 
should be developed, e.g. that national budgets may not be 
passed without a process of open and inclusive civic par-
ticipation. The Council of Europe Recommendations (CM/
Rec(2018)4) on the participation of citizens in local public 
life provides a good basis in this respect.

	 In this respect, one specific area of interest is the 
use of EU funds under shared management by the Com-
mission and Member State authorities. As public consulta-
tion on the national level is supposed to be an integral part 
of the programming process, the Commission should strin-
gently monitor the actual implementation of this obliga-
tion and its outcomes, and step up in case of deficiencies, 
or where consultation was just a “tick-box exercise”14. The 
consultations should be based on the principles of open-
ness and inclusiveness, timeliness and continuity, transpar-
ency and accessibility, partnership and feedback.



Civil society thrives if people believe in the values it rep-
resents. In return, CSOs can improve societies across the 
European Union, and they need to have access to re-
sources in order to do so. Unfortunately, CSOs are under-
funded in most Member States and suffer from excessive 
administrative burdens. To counter this on the Euro-
pean level, the new Citizens, Equality, Rights and Values 
(CERV) programme should be continued and improved 
to become an even more transparent, flexible and user-
friendly grant program. Easy access to other funding 
programs, simpler procedures, capacity building of ap-
plicants and the monitoring of such shortcomings across 
Member States should all help build a flourishing Euro-
pean civil society.

	 Civil society organisations can fulfil their social 
roles only with adequate funding and resources. However, 

in most countries across the EU, CSOs are often under-
funded, as public sources are cut back or due to excessive 
administrative burdens related to grants16. In this respect, 
the introduction of the new Citizens, Equality, Rights and 
Values (CERV) programme is a welcome development. 
However, lessons of its first calls must be carefully evalu-
ated in consultation with relevant experts and CSO repre-
sentatives and incorporated in future funding modalities, 
in order to ensure truly transparent, yet flexible and user-
friendly grant mechanisms (e.g. in terms of co-funding, 
reporting and administrative requirements), also paying at-
tention to capacity building and institutional development 
of CSOs. Appropriate assessment and appraisal proce-
dures should be put in place not only to reduce burdens, 
but also to guarantee that funds are only provided to CSOs 
that truly promote and protect democracy, the rule of law 
and fundamental rights.

16 https://fra.europa.eu.

6. THE RIGHT TO SEEK AND SECURE RESOURCES
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	 Furthermore, the Commission should explore pos-
sibilities for increased participation of CSOs as beneficiaries 
in other centrally managed programs, also using the option 
of third-party financing (i.e. redistribution of small grants 
by civil society intermediaries) and develop capacity build-
ing programs to enable their successful application (e.g. 
Creative Europe, Horizon Europe). In case of the funds un-

der shared management, the Commission should monitor 
the practices of the Member States and the extent to which 
CSOs can benefit from these funds both as lead applicants 
and partners (e.g. whether there are separate calls for pro-
posals targeting CSOs), and facilitate their direct access as 
much as feasible.

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS:

In consultation with civil society experts, review the experience with CERV programme to make it a really 
transparent, flexible and user-friendly grant mechanism by decreasing co-funding and administrative 
burdens on applicants, also taking into account capacity building and institutional development needs 
of target CSOs,
Increase the accessibility of other centrally managed funding programs to CSOs (through simplifying 
procedures, employing third-party financing and/or capacity building of applicants),
Monitor the accessibility of funds under shared management for CSOs and step up in case of deficien-
cies observed.
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​​While the overall legislation governing civil society remains a Member State competence, the role played by CSOs 
in upholding democracy and European values as well as their work across national borders warrants the need for a com-
prehensive European civil society strategy. The above summary describes the key potential measures the Commission 
could undertake to strengthen the status of civil society within the EU as the ally of European institutions, and to coun-
ter the negative trends observed in some Member States. Through giving due acknowledgement, following upon exist-
ing initiatives and launching new ones as proposed, civil society’s contribution to the European project can be utilised 
to its highest potential, while at the same time creating a “safety net” to prevent further shrinking of civil space. Going 
forward, even more ambitious plans for the legislation, financing and visibility of, and dialogue with CSOs may be con-
sidered – not least in light of the outcomes and recommendations of the Conference on the Future of Europe. CSOs 
on their side are committed to play their part in this endeavour.

	 In 2025, the European Commission decided to start work on a strategy to support, protect and em-
power civil society in Europe.  As the European Civic Forum notes – the campaign for crafting a strategy saw 
widespread mobilisation on the part of CSOs on the frontline, notably the Reclaim our Civil Space project, run 
by Ökotárs - Hungarian Environmental Partnership Foundation in cooperation with CSOs from Bulgaria, Czechia, 
Poland, Romania, Serbia and Slovakia17.

The following organisations participated in the project:  Ökotárs Alapítvány (Hungary), Fundusz 
Partnerstwa (Poland), Nadácia Ekopolis (Slovakia), Nadace Partnerství (Czechia), Fundația pentru 
Parteneriat (Romania), Fundația pentru Dezvoltarea Societății Civile (Romania), Hungarian Civil Liberties 
Union TASZ (Hungary), Fondaciya EkoObshtnost (Bulgaria), Youth Initiative for Human Rights (Serbia), 
Norwegian Helsinki Committee (Norway).

civilspace.eu

CONCLUSION

17 see:
https://civic-forum.eu/press/in-historic-decision-european-commission-promises-strategy-to-support-protect-and-empower-civil-society
​​
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Community-based organizations play a fundamental role in strengthening democratic values in Europe: from 
fighting social inequalities, through defending civil liberties, to protecting the environment. They are natural allies 
of European institutions defending values such as human rights, dignity, solidarity, equality and the rule of law. This 
document is a contribution to the European Civil Society Strategy.

The publication was made possible through the support of the Stefan Batory Foundation.


