
According to CIVICUS Monitor, today, only 3.4% of 
the world’s population lives in countries with an open 
civic space. Civic space is the extent to which people 
and groups in society can exercise their fundamental 
rights, more notably freedom of speech, assembly, and 
association. 

Civic space is shrinking everywhere through a variety 
of legal and extra-legal restrictions: Illegal arrests and 
detention, extra-judicial killings and murder of activists, 
online smear campaign against activists, unionists, and 
government opposition are just some of the tactics used to 
reduce and to close the space for CSOs, Trade Unions and 
HRDs to act and operate safely. 

During the last two years, SOLIDAR Members and Partners 
have highlighted that COVID 19 has worsened these 
worrying trends for Civil Society Organisations (CSOs), 
Trade Unions (TUs) and Human Rights Defenders (HRDs) 
as highlighted in the SOLIDAR Economic Social Rights 
Monitors.

Yet, all around the world CSOs, and TUs are fighting back:
From Indonesia – where precarious workers in the gig 
economy, ride-hailing sector have organised protests to 
claim their rights despite of a restrictive environment – to 
Cambodia, where workers continued striking against unfair 
dismissal and protests’ repression; From South Africa 
– where NGOs such as Casual Workers Advice Office 
support workers to defend their right to strike – to Serbia 
where the Forum Democratic Dialogue Network works 
to increase participation and citizens’ trust in democracy 
and politics in a context where law is abused, the media 
is controlled, the opposition is shut out of parliament and 
critical voices are silenced.

The European Union (EU) has recognized CSOs and TUs 
as vital actors for the attainment of human rights, the rule of 
law, accountability, democracy, peace and stability, and to 
promote a Just Transition fulfilling the central commitment 
of the 2030 Agenda to leave no one behind while 
respecting the planetary boundaries.

As a long-standing and trusted partner of civil society 
and a promoter of its independence, capacity and 
participation, as well as of an open and enabling 
environment for civil society, the EU has the political 
and financial tools to support these fights to counter 
shrinking civic space.

On the World Day for Social Justice, the SOLIDAR 
Network calls on the EU:

• To champion a just transition to a green economy 
with the involvement of CSOs and Trade Unions. 

•  To include stronger, legally binding, language on 
human rights and labor rights obligations in free 
trade agreements and establish a strong monitoring 
and accountability mechanism for rights’ violations. 

•  To highlight the most pressing human rights 
concerns and the obligations under international 
treaties during dialogues with partners countries. 
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•  To develop the capacity of CSOs, especially 
grassroots NGOs, to ensure they have access to 
adequate trainings and funding. 

•  To develop and design flexible funding mechanisms 
to provide support to independent and representative 
CSO and TU especially in countries where access to 
funding is being restricted by public authorities and to 
enhance a structured and meaningful dialogue with 
CSOs, TUs, HRDs to hear the proposals formulated by 
CSO and TU in these regards. 

•  To empower the EU Delegations to proactively stand 
by CSO, TU and HRD at risk and to offer protections to 
human rights activists and defenders who are at risk of 
state violence.

•  To ensure a constant dialogue on Human Rights 
also through safe, face-to-face meetings to protect 
the integrity of CSO, TU and HRD at risk. To establish 
channels for CSOs working on the ground to have 
dialogues with the EU to shed light on the most 
pressing rights issues.
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