
   
 

 1  
 

                                                  

 

SOLIDAR Foundation Statement on the state of civic space in Europe  

 14 July 2021 

 

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, many countries in Europe imposed limitations on the 
freedom of assembly, forcing civil society to find alternatives to their vital work. The unprecedented 
level of civic space restrictions imposed during the crisis have sparked civil society initiatives to counter 
the shrinking of civic space.  

At the beginning of the pandemic, SOLIDAR Foundation, as well as partner organisations,1 reported 
on the shrinking civic space developments, but as the state of emergency no longer is the rule within 
the EU, it is now time to ensure that the COVID-19 restrictions will not shrink fundamental rights in 
the long term. In this framework, the second annual Study Visit of the SOLIDAR Foundation 
addressed the issue of the state of the civic space in Europe and enabled the sharing of experiences 
of the SOLIDAR membership in countering the attacks on the civic space.  

SOLIDAR Foundation and its members recognise the efforts of the European Union and its Member 
States in stopping the expansion of the outbreak and the need to adopt extraordinary measures. 
However, these measures must fit in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union and 
the international legal framework, ensuring the respect for fundamental rights, including the right to 
freedom of expression, freedom of association and the access to information. 

In response to this situation, SOLIDAR Foundation together with its members and partners, calls upon 
the European Union institutions to: 

 

1. Promote a strong civil society in Europe 

 Many governments have used the pandemic to shut down civic freedoms through emergency 
laws and the use of extraordinary powers, even going beyond what is permissible in 
international human rights law2. Restrictions on the freedom of association, expression and 
peaceful assembly have posed serious threats to democracy. The emergency procedures 
adopted during the pandemic restricted the space for constructive dialogue by shifting the 
power from the legislative to the executive branch, thus leading to serious consequences on 
the civic space. We call on the EU to guarantee that the laws restricting freedoms adopted 

 
1 CIVICUS (2020). Civic freedoms and the COVID-19 Pandemic: a snapshot of restrictions and attacks. Available 
at: https://monitor.civicus.org/COVID19April2020/ 
European Civic Forum (2020). Civic Space Watch Report. Available at: https://civic-
forum.eu/publications/activizenship/civic-space-watch-report-2020 
2 See Siracusa Principles on the limitation and derogation provision in the International Convenant on Civil and 
Political Rights (1984). Available at:https://www.icj.org/wp-content/uploads/1984/07/Siracusa-principles-
ICCPR-legal-submission-1985-eng.pdf 

https://www.solidar.org/system/downloads/attachments/000/001/111/original/Lockdown_Democracy_BriefingNote.pdf?1588170993
https://monitor.civicus.org/COVID19April2020/
https://civic-forum.eu/publications/activizenship/civic-space-watch-report-2020
https://civic-forum.eu/publications/activizenship/civic-space-watch-report-2020
https://www.icj.org/wp-content/uploads/1984/07/Siracusa-principles-ICCPR-legal-submission-1985-eng.pdf
https://www.icj.org/wp-content/uploads/1984/07/Siracusa-principles-ICCPR-legal-submission-1985-eng.pdf


   
 

 2  
 

during the pandemic are not used to attack fundamental rights and do not have long lasting 
effects on civil society. The EU institutions should have a holistic, comprehensive and all-
encompassing view of the civic space. Democracy is in danger of becoming a formal set of 
tools for governing the public opinion rather than a participatory exercise for collective 
decision-making. To counter such risk, the institutions need to face the crisis of political 
representation and the increasing weakness of local as well as global institutions, due to the 
decline in political trust and the closely related lack of citizenry's involvement in decision-
making.  

 

 The past year has highlighted how free civil society is fundamental together with the 
protection of pluralistic media for protecting social cohesion and for opposing the infodemic3. 
Civil Society is the backbone of any open and democratic society, even more so in countries 
where democratic systems are at risk of being eroded. The civil dialogue should be improved 
upon by governments and national authorities and introduced in countries that don't have 
any. The Civil Dialogue can help to bridge the gap between the citizenry and the institutions 
and foster democratic participation.  

 

 In view of the increase in attacks against NGOs in many Members States, we call on the Union 
to take urgent protective measures of support for Civil Society Organisations (hereafter 
CSOs) against the attacks of the authoritarian-leaning governments for electoral purposes. 
More specifically, it is essential to break the cycle of misrepresentative narratives in which 
CSOs are often framed, in order to allow them to continue supporting social cohesion and 
social inclusion. Further, we call on the EU to ensure that grassroots activists and 
organisations on the ground are supported through ad-hoc programmes, awareness raising 
campaigns, trainings and grants so that the civic space is protected. 

 

 We call on the EU to politically and financially pressure the Member States which create an 
oppressive environment for Civil Society in order to discourage those practices and restrict 
Member States from interfering with the work of CSOs, through investigation and control of 
their activities. The EU should call on the national governments to increase the transparency 
in the decision-making process for allocating funds to CSOs. A thorough analysis of the tools 
to do so must be carried out so as not to use transparency tools in ways that restrict access to 
funding, but for building trust in the decision-making system. SOLIDAR supports the actions 
undertaken by the European Parliament to put the shrinkage of the civic space in the spotlight 
for all EU institutions and hold them accountable for the respect of the Treaties.  We call on 
the EU to take a stronger stand against the breach of the rule of Law by its Member States 
and improve the coordination among the EU institutions on the stances for the retaining of 
funding for Member States that breach the Rule of Law. Furthermore, we call on the EU to 
take important steps to meaningfully include civil society in the monitoring of the Rule of Law. 
 
 

 
3 Infodemic is a term coined by David Rothkopf in 2003 that refers to a rapid and far-reaching spread of both 
accurate and inaccurate information about something, such as a disease. 
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 Improve the bureaucracy burden of publicly funded programs – including EU funded 
programmes – and their accessibility for small organisations with less human and financial 
resources. In order to enable peer support among CSOs, we recommend in particular the EU 
to consider the possibility of including sub-granting in the calls for CSOs projects and 
mentorships programmes through which newcomers to the EU grants would be supported in 
regard to the administrative burden of project management. We call on the EU to pressure 
the Member States on providing funding mechanisms that are not sensitive to political 
interference and do not tend to reflect the strategic and political priorities of authorities.  

 

2. Meaningfully include the citizenry in decision-making processes to “build back better” 

Participatory democracy can address the recent crisis of representative democracy and the increased 
distrust in the institutions. We strongly encourage the EU and its Member States to: 

 Meet the ambitions of its citizens, as people are no longer indifferent to the EU and its 
decision-making processes. Consistent efforts need to be made to facilitate avenues for 
cooperation among civil society organisations, nationally and transnationally, to promote 
knowledge-sharing, peer learning and stronger resilience of the civic space. The Conference 
on the Future of Europe can be a vehicle for positive innovations in the EU decision-making 
system through the participation of civil society organisations and through citizens’ 
consultations. We encourage Member States to enlarge the ambitions of the Conference on 
the Future of Europe and to put the proposals from the citizens at the very core of the 
Conference. 

 

 Establish an open, regular, transparent, and inclusive dialogue with civil society to enhance 
the citizenry’s participation in the EU decision-making process and, in so doing, reinforce the 
Social and Civil Dialogue and support their role to achieve social progress. In particular, assess 
the way in which the Member States have involved stakeholders in the creation of National 
Recovery and Resilience Plans (NRRPs) and ensure the real and meaningful involvement of 
civil society as relevant stakeholders in the implementation phase. 

 

 Improve its stakeholder engagement mechanisms by strengthening the existing 
consultation frameworks. In fact, in many countries, civil society inclusion in the elaboration 
of National Recovery and Resilience Plans has been very limited and often non-transparent. 
We hope to see the EU institutions recognise that many civil society organisations were 
excluded from the process and commit to improve upon the process going, more specifically 
by facilitating the access to the institutions that oversee the coordination of the Plans4. 

 

 Use Citizens' assemblies more widely as tool for citizens’ engagement in a way that can be 
meaningful and effective by discussing well-defined topics, fostering the representation of all 

 
4 Civil Society Europe, European Center for Not-for-Profit Law (2020). Participation of civil society organisations 
in the preparation of the EU National Recovery and Resilience Plans. Available at: 
https://ecnl.org/sites/default/files/2021-01/CSE-ECNL-Participation-of-CSOs-in-the-preparation-of-the-EU-
NRRPs.pdf 

https://futureu.europa.eu/?locale=en
https://futureu.europa.eu/?locale=en
https://ecnl.org/sites/default/files/2021-01/CSE-ECNL-Participation-of-CSOs-in-the-preparation-of-the-EU-NRRPs.pdf
https://ecnl.org/sites/default/files/2021-01/CSE-ECNL-Participation-of-CSOs-in-the-preparation-of-the-EU-NRRPs.pdf
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groups of society and ensuring its independence from political actors. Finally, the 
recommendations coming out of the assemblies must be discussed and followed-up by the 
institutions, to avoid the worsening of the lack of trust in representative democracy.5 

 

3. Employ Citizenship Education as a tool to strengthen the democratic fabric of our 
societies 

 Ensure that citizenship education has a role in mobilising both individual and collective 
responsibilities, specifically by supporting the CSOs contributing to this effort through 
solidarity initiatives that are implemented in a participatory manner, as in facilitating bottom-
up and participatory methods. We urge the EU to create a European framework for 
Citizenship Education and build monitoring mechanisms for citizenship education in formal 
education. 

 

 Take measures to highlight the role of citizenship education and Global Citizenship Education 
(GCE) to promote social cohesion, active citizenship and democratic participation to be 
recognised and supported by national and European authorities6. Global Citizenship 
Education has a pivotal role in equipping learners with the tools to understand and solve 
global challenges. By empowering learners to act responsively towards global issues, we 
create global citizens that can contribute to the achievement of the UN Agenda 2030. We call 
on the EU institutions to foster Global Citizenship Education further as a means to reinforce 
the commitment of the EU to UN 2030 Agenda, particularly by facilitating its shared 
ownership by the citizens, the private sector and other relevant stakeholders, as stated in the 
Council Conclusions on a comprehensive approach to accelerate the implementation of the 
UN 2030 Agenda for sustainable development – building back better from the COVID-19 
crisis7. To this end, increasing the investment in Global Citizenship Education (GCE) and 
ensuring that ministries of education are also providing funding for GCE and establishing 
structural cooperation with other ministries for comprehensive funding schemes can increase 
the implementation of GCE in formal education. 

 

 The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the role of digital transformation in creating spaces 
for civil society. In face of the restrictions of the freedom of assembly, civil society in many 
countries leveraged online spaces to continue their activities, as well as to provide key 
resources to spread trustworthy information. To this end, SOLIDAR Foundation calls on the EU 
to close the digital infrastructure gaps by investing in the digitalisation of education 
institutions, which can increase access to digital resources as a public good. The importance 

 
5 Friedrich Erbert Stiftung (2021). Progressive Manifesto for a European Democracy. Available at: 
https://brussels.fes.de/events/sign-progressive-manifesto 
6 Find more detailed recommendations from SOLIDAR Foundation on this in the Citizenship and Lifelong 
Learning Monitor (2020). Available at: https://www.solidar.org/en/publications/citizenship-and-lifelong-
learning-monitor-2020 
7 See Council conclusions on a comprehensive approach to accelerate the implementation of the UN 2030 
Agenda for sustainable development – building back better from the COVID-19 crisis (22 June 2021). Available 
at: https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-9850-2021-INIT/en/pdf 

https://brussels.fes.de/events/sign-progressive-manifesto
https://www.solidar.org/en/publications/citizenship-and-lifelong-learning-monitor-2020
https://www.solidar.org/en/publications/citizenship-and-lifelong-learning-monitor-2020
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-9850-2021-INIT/en/pdf
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of digital delivery and the need for the development of digital skills and competences to 
increase citizens’ engagement should be highlighted in EU-funded programmes. 

 

 Citizenship education is an essential tool to reinforce active citizenship as reported by the case 
studies within the membership of the SOLIDAR Foundation. Further, it can be an effective tool 
to respond to the restricting of civic space, as education raises awareness of the challenges of 
the civic space and promotes citizen’s engagement in the decision-making processes. 
Therefore, policy frameworks should foster an increase of access to citizenship education by 
protecting civic space and strengthening the civil society that can support the provision of 
such education with its expertise and innovative tools. To this end, we call on the EU 
institutions to set up avenues for cooperation between formal, non-formal and informal 
education. Particularly, by supporting civil society in their contribution to adult education and 
lifelong learning, ensuring access to the developments of crucial transversal competences to 
those otherwise left behind by mainstream policies. Their role should be acknowledged and 
supported by involvement in policy designing as well as implementation through the whole 
community approach to cope with the social and environmental challenges of the 21st 
century. To this end, we urge the EU to increase the funding for adult education programmes, 
put more focus on NFIL for adult education in the EU agenda and recognise the role of adult 
education in fostering citizens’ participation and contributing to social outcomes.  

 

SOLIDAR Foundation will continue to advocate on these recommendations and build upon them to 
further demand that the civic space and the Civil Society Organisations populating it, are enabled to 
continue operating freely in order to keep organising and activism accessible and provide quality 
learning opportunities for all to achieve just, inclusive societies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               

https://www.solidar.org/en/publications/citizenship-and-lifelong-learning-monitor-2020#:%7E:text=The%20Citizenship%20and%20Lifelong%20Learning%20Monitor%202020%2C%20released,through%20lifelong%20learning%2C%20for%20active%20participation%20in%20society.
https://www.solidar.org/en/publications/citizenship-and-lifelong-learning-monitor-2020#:%7E:text=The%20Citizenship%20and%20Lifelong%20Learning%20Monitor%202020%2C%20released,through%20lifelong%20learning%2C%20for%20active%20participation%20in%20society.

