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Executive Summary

Against a background of growing challenges to the protection and promotion of human rights,
rule of law, and democracy, the work of civil society organisation (CSOs) and human rights
defenders (HRDs) is increasingly important towards ensuring continued respect for the EU Treaty
values and the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. The EU Civil Society Strategy is a necessary step
towards establishing a stronger framework for the protection, empowerment, and support of
CSOs and HRDs across Europe, and their essential role in upholding EU Treaty values.

As unique independent public bodies with a broad human rights mandate, and with their pluralist
engagement across various actors, ENNHRI's submission highlights the vital role that National
Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs) play in protecting, empowering and supporting CSOs and
HRDs. At the same time, as HRDs themselves, NHRIs face threats and challenges in carrying out
this work. To further enable and support NHRIs" work in this area, the submission calls for the Civil
Society Strategy to recognise the role of Paris Principles-compliant NHRIs as key national actors
and ENNHRI as a regional partner in the implementation of the Strategy, as well as to reinforce
their capacity in this area.

In the submission, ENNHRI highlights the need for the EU Civil Society Strategy to build on
existing initiatives and address gaps in the EU protection system for CSOs and HRDs, both at
national and EU level, ensuring interconnection and synergy between the two. It should pave the
way for the establishment of a dedicated EU protection mechanism for HRDs, which would ensure
the identification of early warnings of deteriorating civic space, follow up emerging challenges, as
well as effective and timely responses to immediate threats to CSOs and HRDs. At national level,
the Strategy should include dedicated focus on establishing and supporting national HRD
protection mechanisms, including through further support for the role of NHRIs, CSOs, and other
HRDs.

Stronger protection for CSOs and HRDs and their enabling environment is also a crucial aspect of
the Strategy's anticipated focus on ensuring more effective participation and dialogue with CSOs
and HRDs. ENNHRI calls for the EU Civil Society Strategy to commit national authorities to
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guarantee and safeguard avenues for meaningful participation of CSOs and HRDs (including
NHRIs) in national law and policy development. In addition, ENNHRI's submission highlights that
at EU level, the Strategy should strengthen participation in EU law and policy making, including by
facilitating more meaningful and inclusive fundamental rights impact assessments and platforms
for dialogue, particularly where these impact on CSOs and HRDs.

Finally, ENNHRI's submission outlines the importance for the Civil Society Strategy to support
adequate access to and provision of sustainable funding for CSOs and HRDs by Member States as
well as at EU level. ENNHRI highlights the need for inclusive and sustainable EU-funding, including
as a way to strengthen resilience and holistic protection for CSOs and HRDs. The Strategy should
establish dedicated EU financial support for CSOs and HRDs, and their networks such as ENNHRI,
including to support holistic HRD protection at national and EU level.

Overview

ENNHRI, the European Network of National Human Rights Institutions, welcomes the European
Commission’s initiative to consult ENNHRI and individual NHRIs on the establishment of a
framework for action towards greater EU engagement with and protection of civil society.

ENNHRI's input draws on activities and reports of NHRIs and ENNHRI, and provides input to the
European Commission on key areas requiring targeted action. In line with the priorities outlined in
the Strategy call for evidence, the submission is structured around three main pillars:

e strengthening protection for CSOs and HRDs in the EU;
e empowering their participation and dialogue in the EU; and
e ensuring their adequate and accessible funding.

These three elements are deeply interconnected and mutually reinforcing. Strong protection
mechanisms are vital to ensure that civil society actors and human rights defenders can operate
freely and safely. A safe and enabling environment is crucial towards ensuring effective and
inclusive participation and dialogue. Equally, adequate, accessible and sustainable funding is a
vital pillar ensuring that CSOs and HRDs have the capacity and resources to fulfil their role.

The relevance of an EU Civil Society Strategy

The increasing challenges in the promotion and protection of human rights, rule of law and
democracy in Europe make the work of CSOs and HRDs ever more important. CSOs and HRDs
(including NHRIs) contribute to respect for human rights, democracy, and rule of law - the EU


https://ennhri.org/
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values enshrined in Article 2 TEU - both at national and regional levels. They do so through
engaging with governments, awareness-raising, and contributing to efforts to ensure
implementation of regional and international human rights obligations at national level. They are
recognised as an essential element of democratic societies and contribute significantly to
ensuring that rights enshrined in the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights (EU Charter) are
implemented and accessible to individuals across Europe.

Moreover, a growing body of EU regulation includes obligations for compliance with the EU
Charter and fundamental rights and a subsequent requirement for the establishment of
monitoring bodies to ensure this compliance. This has included a specific role for CSOs and HRDs
(including NHRIs), which have been called to contribute to monitoring and implementation
efforts. By setting out a coherent framework that protects, empowers and supports CSOs and
HRDs in carrying out this work, the Strategy is an important and necessary tool both for these
actors themselves, Member States and the EU.

The work of CSOs and HRDs is interconnected and complementary, but they are also distinct.
While all HRDs work towards the promotion and protection of human rights, their set up and
functioning varies. HRDs include any type of actor dedicated to human rights. This includes CSOs,
individuals, as well as public institutions established for the promotion and protection of human
rights, such as NHRIs. While NHRIs are HRDs (as recognised internationally and at EU level), they
cannot be considered CSOs. NHRIs are independent public bodies, legislatively mandated to
promote and protect human rights. NHRIs work with other HRDs, and with CSOs, and are relevant
actors to protect and empower civil society. ENNHRI encourages the Commission to include
CSOs and HRDs into the scope of the Civil Society Strategy, while also recognising the
specific status and added value of each type of actor, including NHRIs.

Findings by NHRIs and CSOs demonstrate HRDs are increasingly targeted due to their work to
promote key EU values and the Charter. This is confirmed in the European Commission’s 2022
Annual Charter Report, which highlights both the challenges faced by CSOs and HRDs, as well as
their vital role in implementation of EU Charter rights, values, and EU legislation.

Through ENNHRI's 2025 Rule of Law Report, NHRIs indicate that shrinking space for CSOs and
HRDs has been confirmed and further deteriorated. This includes through laws and measures
impacting on freedom of assembly, limitation on freedom of expression and association,
numerous cases of intimidation, harassment, or violence, and a growing trend of negative
attitudes and stigmatisation of CSOs and HRDs. These restrictions, while manifesting at national
level, create challenges also at European level for their ability to monitor, report and support


https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7388-2023-INIT/en/pdf
https://docs.un.org/en/A/RES/53/144
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7388-2023-INIT/en/pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52022DC0716
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52022DC0716
https://rule-of-law.ennhri.org/?country%5B0%5D=69&year%5B0%5D=2025&
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implementation of EU values as well as the ambition outlined in the EU Charter Strategy to
mainstream fundamental rights throughout European legislative processes.

Against this background, the creation of an EU Civil Society Strategy is timely and vital to
responding to these challenges across the region and at the national level. ENNHRI welcomes the
announced Commission objective to ensure a framework of action across EU and national levels
to strengthen meaningful engagement and protection for civil society, recognising the
importance of coordinated and coherent action to deliver meaningful responses to the challenges
faced by HRDs across the EU. The EU Civil Society Strategy provides an opportunity to ensure
coherence with the EU’s external policies to protect and support HRDs outside of the EU and
in enlargement countries.

Outlining the importance of strong and independent NHRIs for the EU Civil
Society Strategy

Across Europe, NHRIs play a vital role in protecting, empowering, and supporting CSOs and
HRDs. As independent public bodies, NHRIs occupy a unique position within the national human
rights architecture. They engage with individual rights-holders and HRDs, and cooperate with
government authorities, CSOs, and international organisations. They act as bridge builders
between CSOs and national authorities, while remaining independent of each. As public
institutions, they enjoy privileged access to national authorities, on the basis of their mandate to
advise and support authorities to comply with human rights standards, which they are able to
leverage to empower and protect CSOs and HRDs.

NHRIs are periodically assessed for their independent and effective functioning, in line with the
UN Paris Principles. The Paris Principles highlight the requirement for NHRIs to be pluralistic and
to cooperate with diverse civil society actors, working on a broad range of human rights topics.
Therefore, at the core of their functioning, NHRIs are called to collaborate with and engage CSOs
and HRDs that may otherwise not be heard.

Several key EU milestones which have paved the way for the EU Civil Society Strategy already
recognise the unique role of NHRIs. The EU Charter Strategy highlights their role as a critical link

between civil society and national authorities. In 2023, Council Conclusions reiterated that NHRIs
are indispensable elements in the system of checks and balances in a healthy democracy, and
identified the establishment and existence of independent, well-resourced, and strong NHRIs as
one of the recommendations addressed to EU Member States for ensuring an enabling civic
space.



https://ennhri.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Publication-NHRIs-and-Human-Rights-Defenders-Enabling-Human-Rights-and-Democratic-Space-in-Europe.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/countries/nhri/ganhri-sub-committee-accreditation-sca
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/principles-relating-status-national-institutions-paris
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0711&qid=1608047356199
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2023/03/10/fundamental-rights-council-approves-conclusions-on-the-role-of-the-civic-space/
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This recognition is aligned with the findings of the European Commission, in its 2022 Annual
Charter Report, which notes the role of NHRIs to promote a safe and enabling environment for
civil society at the national level. Throughout its rule of law reporting, including in its 2025 Report,
the Commission has reaffirmed the important role of NHRIs in promoting respect for the rule of
law and considers them as an essential element of the system of checks and balances (as in 2022,
2023, 2024).

While NHRIs have been positioned by the EU as critical actors for the national implementation of
the EU Charter and values and as fundamental rights bodies under EU law, it is important that EU
initiatives expand on a common understanding of what constitutes a strong and independent
NHRI in EU Member States and further support NHRIs in the current challenging context.

As such, ENNHRI encourages that the EU Civil Society Strategy builds on the existing recognition
of NHRIs" and ENNHRI's important role in supporting regional and national efforts towards
enabling civic space. ENNHRI recommends that the EU Civil Society Strategy further strengthens
this recognition by explicitly reflecting and acknowledging NHRIs" and ENNHRI's role.

ENNHRI's Rule of Law reporting highlights that, as HRDs themselves, NHRIs increasingly face
threats, attacks, and undue obstacles, including specifically when implementing their work in
support and protection of other human rights defenders. This includes, among others, political
pressure placed on NHRIs when they speak out against legislation which would harm the rights of
HRDs and CSOs, or in support of HRDs engaged in particularly challenging areas, such as
environmental defenders, or rights of LGBTQ+ people, as well as hostile messages addressed to
the institution in response to their positions on these. This aligns with the overall trend of
challenges to rule of law and shrinking space for the work of HRDs.

At the same time, the European Commission has repeatedly highlighted that threats to NHRIs,
constitute a threat to the rule of law and outlined the need to ensure an enabling environment for
their functioning as an indicator of healthy rule of law in country. This has also been recognised at
the level of the EU Council and corresponds to the Council of Europe Committee of Ministers’
commitment to protect and support NHRIs against any form of intimidation and threat.

To strengthen and safeguard NHRIs’ work to protect, support and empower CSOs and
HRDs, it is important to ensure that the EU Civil Society Strategy foresees recognition and
support for NHRIs themselves. This includes in their joint work at regional level through
ENNHRI, to connect, support and strengthen their capacity in this area.


https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52022DC0716
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52022DC0716
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/0f7b852b-6b8a-4e21-8579-69db5386c6a2_en?filename=1_1_63910_communication_rol_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:2e95c008-037b-11ed-acce-01aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:f3880d7f-1c13-11ee-806b-01aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/27db4143-58b4-4b61-a021-a215940e19d0_en?filename=1_1_58120_communication_rol_en.pdf
https://rule-of-law.ennhri.org/?country%5B0%5D=2&year%5B0%5D=2025&topic%5B0%5D=56#6627_56_6626
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7388-2023-INIT/en/pdf
https://rm.coe.int/0900001680a1f4da
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Therefore, ENNHRI recommends that the Civil Society Strategy:

e Recognise NHRIs in compliance with the UN Paris Principles as key national actors,
and ENNHRI as regional partner in the implementation of the Civil Society Strategy.

e Reinforce NHRIs' capacity to carry out their work to promote and protect civil society
and HRDs, including through ENNHRI;

e Support an enabling environment for NHRIs to support, protect, and empower civil
society by reinforcing the requirement for all EU members to ensure a strong and
independent NHRI in compliance with the Paris Principles, as well as specifying EU
Member States responsibilities in relation to ensuring an enabling environment for
their functioning, including through commitment towards the adoption of a
dedicated Commission Recommendation on NHRIs.

Strengthening protection for civil society and human rights defenders in the
EU

Across the EU, CSOs and NHRIs have consistently highlighted significant gaps in their protection
in the EU. This is exacerbated by the increasingly negative trend of attacks, threats, criminalisation

and stigmatisation of HRDs as well as a wider context of deterioration of rule of law, democracy,
and fundamental rights. This is confirmed in ENNHRI's 2025 Rule of Law Report, which highlights,
as detailed above, a shrinking space for CSOs and HRDs.

NHRIs' role in protection of civil society and human rights defenders

Across Europe, NHRIs are initiating and stepping up their work to protect civil society and other
HRDs, including alongside support from ENNHRI.

At the regional level, ENNHRI supports NHRIs in their work to protect HRDs, through peer
learning, supporting monitoring efforts and their reporting at regional level, and through
dedicated capacity building. For example, through ENNHRI's annual rule of law reporting process,
NHRIs monitor and report on the state of civic space and HRDs across the region as well as the
activities NHRIs undertake to address this.

In addition, ENNHRI has provided spaces for peer-exchange and learning on HRD protection. This
includes through the organisation of a series of meetings in 2024 focused on supporting NHRIs
role in protection of HRDs, which identified the key opportunities for NHRIs to strengthen their
work in this area as well as the ways in which ENNHRI can support them in doing so. Furthermore,



https://www.liberties.eu/en/stories/protection-mechanism-mapping/45162
https://rule-of-law.ennhri.org/?country%5B0%5D=69&year%5B0%5D=2023&year%5B1%5D=2024&year%5B2%5D=2025&topic%5B0%5D=57
https://rule-of-law.ennhri.org/?country%5B0%5D=69&year%5B0%5D=2025&
https://ennhri.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Outcome-report-ENNHRI-exchange-on-human-rights-defenders-May-2024.pdf
https://rule-of-law.ennhri.org/?country%5B0%5D=69&year%5B0%5D=2025&topic%5B0%5D=57
https://ennhri.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Outcome-report-ENNHRI-exchange-on-human-rights-defenders-May-2024.pdf
https://ennhri.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Outcome-report-ENNHRI-exchange-on-human-rights-defenders-May-2024.pdf
https://ennhri.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/ENNHRI-proposal-for-a-European-Commission-Recommendation-on-NHRIs.pdf
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ENNHRI has promoted knowledge sharing and peer-learning through a dedicated online learning
resource on HRDs, which contains key promising practices by NHRIs, including on HRD
protection. In addition, ENNHRI's 2025 NHRI Academy, provided dedicated capacity building on
NHRIs role in protection of HRDs.

At the national level, based on their human rights promotion and protection mandate, NHRIs
play an important role in the protection of CSOs and HRDs, as well as prevention and addressing
of challenges and attacks faced by these actors. They do so through supporting individual human
rights defenders, as well as working towards systemically stronger national protection, such as
through monitoring, reporting, and advising states on their obligation to protect HRDs.

The significant majority of European NHRIs carry out regular monitoring and reporting on the
situation of civil society and HRDs nationally. In particular, the NHRIs in Croatia, the Netherlands,
Sweden have each included a chapter on HRDs in their annual reports. In addition, NHRIs in
Belgium, the Netherlands, and Sweden are developing a dedicated monitoring methodology to
report on the situation of HRDs nationally. Yet, NHRIs indicate the need for enhanced capacity
and resources to enable continued dedicated monitoring and research on civic space, in order to
systematically track developments over time.

In particular, NHRIs are well-placed to protect the rights of CSOs and HRDs in sensitive
contexts, on the basis of specific state mandates. For example, NHRIs with an National Preventive
Mechanism (NPM) mandate have unrestricted access to places of deprivation of liberty, allowing
them to access HRDs in detention, ensure protection, and challenge cases of arbitrary detention.
In addition, many NHRIs carry a mandate under the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (CRPD) facilitating their protection of HRDs with disabilities, including through access
to psychiatrics and specialised units.

Furthermore, they can provide dedicated support through specific mandates based on EU
legislation. For example, NHRIs are increasingly being appointed as an authority responsible for
protection of whistleblowers under the EU Whistleblower Directive, acting as a focal point under
the EU anti-SLAPP Directive thus providing protection to journalists and other HRDs, or even both
(e.g. Belgium). In Belgium, the Federal Institute for Promotion and Protection of Human Rights
(FIRM/IFDH) has published a guide for whistleblowers and launched an awareness campaign to
support reporting to the institution.

Further, as public bodies with a unique position within the state human rights infrastructure and
access to state authorities, NHRIs are mandated to advise the state on the human rights


https://ennhri.org/nhri-academy-2025/
https://www.federalinstitutehumanrights.be/en/guide-for-whistleblowers
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compliance of its laws and policies. In this sense, NHRIs engage with state authorities on (draft)
laws and policies which can impact on the enabling environment of civil society and HRDs.

For example, the French NHRI has issued an opinion on the need to strengthen legislative
protection against SLAPPs as well as a dedicated opinion on threats to civic space. In a similar
vein, the Belgian NHRI, FIRM/IFDH, issued an opinion on a draft law aimed at protecting critical
voices against SLAPPs. The Belgian NHRI furthermore devoted its 2024 annual report to the right
to protest, to draw attention to the growing pressure on this fundamental right. The Slovak NHRI
has advised Parliament and government on the human rights compliance of the Act on Non-
Profit Organisations, throughout its drafting and discussion in Parliament. Equally, the Dutch NHRI
has urged the House of Representatives to ensure that a recently proposed bill on foreign
funding — the ‘Law on Transparency and Countering Undermining by Social Organizations’ —
complies with the principles of the rule of law and human rights. Through their advisory mandate,
NHRIs play an important role in preventing threats to CSOs and HRDs, ensuring that national
policies are aligned with international and regional human rights standards.

In addition, around half of the NHRIs in the EU are mandated to address individual complaints,
both by individuals and by CSOs. These include individual complaints into threats, harassment,
and administrative obstacles to freedom of association. Such individual complaints-handling also
informs NHRIs' reporting and recommendations to national authorities for structural measures or
legislative changes needed to ensure that civil society and HRDs are protected in their work to
promote and protect human rights. In addition, some NHRIs are able to provide legal assistance
to HRDs (Belgium — Unia, Poland, Denmark, and Spain).

In cases where NHRIs do not have a formal mandate to handle individual complaints, European
NHRIs have provided individual support to HRDs, for example by referring them to relevant
appropriately mandated national mechanisms or supporting HRDs to access international
mechanisms. According to data from the FRA, around a quarter of all reported attacks on civil
society are reported to NHRIs or Equality Bodies, demonstrating the vital role that NHRIs play in
registering and responding to challenges faced by CSOs and HRDs.

Moreover, NHRIs have engaged in strategic litigation or supported individual litigation, including
as third-party intervenors on specific cases relevant for the protection of HRDs nationally, in order
to achieve systematic legal changes for HRDs. For example, the Swedish NHRI submitted a third
party intervention to the Supreme Court in favour of an environmental NGO and its right to hold
the state accountable for shortcoming its implementation of human rights commitments


https://www.cncdh.fr/sites/default/files/2025-02/A%20-%202025%20-%202%20-%20CNCDH%20-%20Avis%20Proc%C3%A9dures-b%C3%A2illons%2C%20f%C3%A9vrier%202025.pdf
https://www.cncdh.fr/sites/default/files/2025-06/A%20-%202025%20-%207%20-%20CNCDH%20-%20Avis%20R%C3%A9duction%20de%20l%27espace%20civique_0.pdf
https://www.federalinstitutehumanrights.be/fr/avis-sur-la-protection-des-victimes-de-poursuites-baillons-slapp
https://www.federalinstitutehumanrights.be/en/annual-report-2024
https://www.snslp.sk/aktuality/zakon-o-neziskovych-organizaciach-moze-byt-v-rozpore-s-pravom-eu/
https://publicaties.mensenrechten.nl/publicatie/78518667-2445-4fe1-9a6d-1370abc7a5a4
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/report-key-findings-fra-civic-space-consultation-covering-2023.pdf
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internationally. In addition, some NHRI have directly supported HRDs at risk through supporting
their litigation or providing legal assistance.

While NHRIs play an important role in the protection of civil society and HRDs, as HRDs
themselves, NHRIs require support to ensure that they can carry out this protection work.
ENNHRI members recently outlined key support required for NHRIs to continue and step up their
role to protect human rights defenders nationally. This includes the need for states and regional
authorities to ensure an enabling environment for this work; capacity building to support NHRIs
to use and strengthen their existing mandates; national and regional platforms for exchange; and
for greater understanding of and recognition for HRDs and their work, in order to ensure that
they receive adequate protection, grounded in a strong legal framework.

The need for interconnection between national and regional protection for CSOs and HRDs

EU level initiatives such as the European Commission Rule of Law Report as well as annual
reporting by the EU Fundamental Rights Agency on the situation of civic space seek to document
and address threats to rule of law and challenges faced by CSOs and HRDs, including NHRIs, as a
part of the system of checks and balances. The Civil Society Strategy is an opportunity to build
on existing initiatives and address gaps in the EU protection landscape for CSOs and HRDs,
including by ensuring a strong interconnection and synergy between regional initiatives and
national measures for the protection of CSOs and HRDs.

NHRIs" work on protection of CSOs and HRDs at national level as well as their joint work through
ENNHRI, contributes to and informs the findings of regional mechanisms. Notably, ENNHRI's joint
reporting with members on civic space has proven to be a reliable source of information at EU
level, where the European Commission’s Rule of Law reporting has relied to a significant extent on
the findings of NHRIs in relation to the situation of CSOs and HRDs. This includes, among others,
the Commission’s findings concerning restrictions on freedom of assembly in Belgium and the
Netherlands as well attacks and negative discourse on civil society in France and Slovakia.

Drawing on this, a strong ecosystem of HRD protection in the EU should include the bolstering
of protection mechanisms both at regional and Member State level, and ensure
interconnection between those. This echoes the findings of an informal coalition of CSOs, with
ENNHRI as observer, which has highlighted the need for protection initiatives to be anchored in
both national and regional mechanisms and for these to interconnect. Notably, many initiatives
have also been developed by CSOs to monitor and register risks, as well as early warning to
support response to threats.


https://ennhri.org/human-rights-defenders/good-practices/complaints-handling-litigation/
https://ennhri.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Outcome-report-ENNHRI-exchange-on-human-rights-defenders-May-2024.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/en/cooperation/civil-society/civil-society-space
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/5fe5bb71-2898-4079-ad5a-19a3ff595a62_en?filename=5_1_63936_coun_chap_belgium_en.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/02c5f8a3-cb3c-466f-92f0-5233129091df_en?filename=2025%20Rule%20of%20Law%20Report%20-%20Country%20Chapter%20Netherlands.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/02c5f8a3-cb3c-466f-92f0-5233129091df_en?filename=2025%20Rule%20of%20Law%20Report%20-%20Country%20Chapter%20Netherlands.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/a237330c-e02b-4298-b589-d93d4e6ceb3a_en?filename=14_1_63946_coun_chap_france_en.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/44d5d5ba-27d1-4797-b412-83ad2cc4cb57_en?filename=29_1_63964_coun_chap_slovakia_en.pdf
https://www.liberties.eu/f/p7mmqo
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The Strategy should pave the way for the establishment of a dedicated EU mechanism for
the protection of HRDs, while ensuring interconnection with existing relevant EU policies and
mechanisms. For example, while the EU’s rule of law reporting provides valuable insight into
overall trends and challenges for civic space as an element of checks and balances, such annual
reporting should be complemented by a dedicated EU HRD mechanism which ensures
identification of early warnings and relevant follow-up to emerging challenges, as well as timely
and effective response to immediate threats.

In its external work, the EU has a dedicated protection mechanism for HRDs (ProtectDefenders.eu)
and has adopted EU Guidelines on Human Rights Defenders clarifying EU prioritised action in this
area. The set-up of an internal EU HRD mechanism embedded in the Civil Society Strategy would
strengthen EU policy coherence, and would allow complementarity and synergy between EU
internal and external action in relation to HRD protection. Drawing on the expertise of NHRIs
across wider Europe, including in enlargement states, ENNHRI can contribute to supporting
greater synergies in these areas.

Further, EU policy and HRD protection mechanisms should envisage synergies with other regional
and international HRD protection systems, including those at the Council of Europe and the
United Nations. Ultimately, such multi-layered HRD protection eco-system would greatly benefit
the protection of HRDs on the ground, and their work to advance the rights and values that lie at
the heart of the EU.


https://protectdefenders.eu/
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/eu_guidelines_hrd_en.pdf
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Against this background, ENNHRI recommends that the EU Civil Society Strategy should:

e Ensure dedicated funding for capacity-building to proactively build the resilience of

CSOs and HRDs, including through transnational exchange and cooperation for HRDs

and their networks, such as ENNHRI;
e Ensure dedicated focus on establishing and supporting national HRD protection

mechanisms in each EU Member State, including further support for the role of NHRIs,

CSOs, and other HRDs;

e Enhance NHRIs' capacity to conduct dedicated monitoring and research on the situation

of civic space, enabling systematic tracking of developments over time;

e Establish a dedicated EU internal HRD protection mechanism which interconnects with
national protection mechanisms and their relevant regional networks, and which ensures
early warning, registering of attacks, and effective response to both early warnings and

HRD attacks;
e Provide institutional avenues, through the EU protection mechanism, for HRDs to

address relevant EU institutions directly in relation to HRD protection needs with a view

to leverage EU political support;

e Ensure interconnection between existing relevant EU internal mechanisms, such as the

Rule of Law Report, FRA reporting on civic space, and rights-based infringement

proceedings before the CJEU, and the dedicated EU protection mechanism for HRDs;

e Build coherence and complementarity between the EU internal HRD protection

mechanisms and policy, and EU external action in protection of HRDs, as well as other

relevant regional and international HRD protection policies and mechanisms.

Empowering civil society and human rights defenders participation and
dialogue in the EU

CSOs and HRDs are crucial for checks and balances and a healthy democracy. Acting as
watchdogs of democratic values, they contribute to human-rights based and accountable

decision-making. In Recommendation 2023/2836, the European Commission recognised that civil
society participation in policy-making processes enhances both the quality of legislation and the

transparency of governance. The Recommendation also recognises the role of NHRIs in providing

information on the situation of civic space and calls for increased cooperation with them at
national level.



https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32023H2836
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Nevertheless, in the 2025 ENNHRI EU Rule of Law report, NHRIs across the EU have identified a
concerning trend of limited or insufficient access to decision-making processes for CSOs
(including in Belgium, Croatia, Estonia, Finland, Lithuania, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland,
Romania, Slovakia, and Sweden). Moreover, NHRIs have identified shortcomings in participating
in meaningful public consultations, and reported challenges such as shortened consultation
deadlines (including in Estonia, Finland and Romania), a lack of meaningful consideration of CSO
proposals (such as in Croatia and Lithuania), limited access to relevant information, and the
absence of feedback on how civil society contributions are taken into account. Consultations are
often reduced to tick-box exercises, and NHRIs have expressed concerns regarding the increasing

reliance on legislative decrees and emergency laws to bypass standard legislative procedures.
Furthermore, equal access to participation remains difficult to guarantee for all organisations due
to the lack of recognition of civil society actors employing non-traditional structures and
methods.

Effective and inclusive participation in public policy-making processes is only possible on
the condition that civil society operates in a safe and enabling environment. In this context, a
strengthened system of HRD protection is an important element of an enabling environment
which allows CSOs and HRDs to participate in and contribute to national and regional law- and
policy-making. Recognising the interconnection between a safe and protective environment for
CSOs and HRDs and their capacity to participate in national and EU level law-and policy-making is
crucial to ensuring the effectiveness of the Civil Society Strategy and tackling some of the key
obstacles to participation.

NHRIs role in facilitating civic participation and dialogue

NHRIs are key actors in fostering civic space in the EU, and facilitating CSOs’ and HRDs'
participation in national and regional dialogues as well as law and policy-making. Given their
unique role and mandate in the national human rights framework, NHRIs play a crucial role as a
bridge between state authorities and CSOs, and have demonstrated actions to empower other
HRDs nationally. In line with the Paris Principles, NHRIs maintain a pluralistic institutional
framework that is representative of all segments of society, including civil society. NHRIs work in
close cooperation with civil society in various formats.

Nationally, NHRIs support dialogue between CSOs and HRDs and state authorities. For
example, in ENNHRI's 2025 EU Rule of Law report, NHRIs indicated work they have done to
organise meetings and roundtables (including among others, in Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark,
Finland, Germany, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Poland). Some NHRIs have established
advisory bodies (including among others, Austria, Cyprus, Sweden, Finland, Ireland) to ensure the



https://rule-of-law.ennhri.org/?country%5B0%5D=69&year%5B0%5D=2025&topic%5B0%5D=57
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representation of CSOs" and HRDs' voices in the preparation of the institutions’ activities,
positions, and advise to national authorities. Through these initiatives, NHRIs provide spaces for
discussions and exchange, inclusive of a diversity of actors from civil society to national
authorities, on relevant human rights priorities at national level.

In addition, NHRIs advocate for and facilitate the involvement of civil society in national law
and policy-making processes. This role is particularly relevant in light of the preferential access
to law-and policy-making of NHRIs compared to private actors such as CSOs, in line with the
international standards set out in the UN Paris Principles, and reaffirmed in the Council of Europe
Recommendation CM/Rec(2021)1. NHRIs have made use of their mandate to advocate for law and
policy in support of CSOs and HRDs, facilitating consultation and input from civil society on law-
and policy-making, including initiatives impacting on their rights and enabling space.

In 2024, the Finnish NHRI provided input on the government’s proposal for the National
Programme for the Promotion of Democracy and Participation, advocating for specific measures
supporting civil society and their participation. At the same time, the French NHRI published an
opinion, calling on public authorities to take action to preserve the democratic integrity and
recognise the expertise and contributions of civil society. In 2021, the Irish NHRI launched a joint
project with a CSO to support CSOs engagement in the review of the national Equality Acts.

In addition, some NHRIs conduct joint monitoring, alongside CSOs and HRDs, which enables
these organisations to contribute to the findings and reporting of the NHRI, strengthening their
voice and conveying their findings to national authorities. This includes, for example, in Greece as
regards the monitoring of the execution of ECtHR judgments, the monitoring of racist violence,
and of incidents of informal forced returns of migrants, and in Slovenia as regards the rights of
migrants and asylum seekers.

The vast majority of NHRIs in the EU conducts capacity building activities and offers training for
CSOs, which seek to enabling their participation in national human rights discussions as well as
regional policy initiatives. For instance, the Lithuanian NHRI, in cooperation with UNHCR,
organised a training event on the EU Pact on Migration to expand understanding of the
legislative and policy developments related to its implementation. The Ombudswoman of the
Republic of Croatia is engaged in various EU-funded projects through which they have delivered
dedicated capacity building for CSOs on the implementation of the EU Charter and on equality
and anti-discrimination.

Beyond this, NHRIs have organised trainings for national authorities to better understand the
role and contributions of CSOs and HRDs, with the aim of encouraging greater cooperation and


https://rm.coe.int/0900001680a1f4da
https://bin.yhdistysavain.fi/1586428/PDNlPrvtX7jgv0x0H6kU0bEm9S/IOK%20lausunto%2C%20Demokratiaohjelma.pdf
https://www.cncdh.fr/sites/default/files/2025-06/A%20-%202025%20-%207%20-%20CNCDH%20-%20Avis%20R%C3%A9duction%20de%20l%27espace%20civique_0.pdf
https://ennhri.org/human-rights-defenders/good-practices/greece/
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engagement with these actors. For example, the Romanian Institute organised a training for staff
working in the Senate and Chamber of Deputies on the role of HRDs and NHRIs.

At the same time, NHRIs face obstacles to their own participation. As highlighted in ENNHRI’s
joint rule of law reporting, state authorities sometimes fail to effectively consult with NHRIs in a
timely manner. Some NHRIs identified obstacles in systematic access to information and decision-
making processes, including in Belgium, Greece, Lithuania, Luxembourg and Slovakia, where state
authorities are not obliged to ask NHRIs to provide opinions on legislative drafts. At the same
time, even where guarantees for NHRI's access exists, NHRIs are not always invited to submit
information during legislative and policy processes.

Against this background, the Civil Society Strategy is an important opportunity to recognise the
role that NHRIs play in facilitating national civic dialogue and participation in law and policy -
making, while recognising the challenges faced by CSOs and HRDs, including NHRIs, in accessing
these. The Strategy should encourage action by national authorities to create avenues for
and strengthen meaningful participation of CSOs and HRDs (including NHRIs) in national
processes. This should be interconnected with the Strategy’s pillar on protecting CSOs and
HRDs, ensuring an environment which enables their participation and effective contribution.

Strengthening CSO and HRD participation and dialogue on EU policy- and law-making

Based on their national mandates, and through ENNHRI, NHRIs contribute to EU-level dialogue
and policy- and law-making, bringing national perspectives to EU initiatives which impact on
human rights, rule of law and democracy. ENNHRI's annual rule of law reporting and its follow-up
is an important example of the dialogue between NHRIs, the EU, and national authorities. In
addition, based on NHRIs' domestic work on advancing implementation of the EU Charter, NHRIs
have also consistently engaged with the European Commission’s reporting on the application of
the EU Charter, bringing national perspective to the EU level, including through ENNHRI’s
submissions (2022; 2023; 2024).

Through ENNHRI, NHRIs have provided contribution to key EU legislation which impact on
fundamental rights and EU Charter compliance. This includes the Common Provision Regulation,
the EU Artificial Intelligence Act and the Screening Regulation as part of the EU Pact on Migration,
during which ENNHRI has engaged through common positions, clarifying the importance of
ensuring human rights-based approaches and highlighting the relevance of NHRIs' role.

At the same time, NHRIs have highlighted that more clear and timely information on how
fundamental rights impact assessments are undertaken at EU level and their results would benefit
meaningful and timely engagement by stakeholders and national follow-up. In this vein, EU actors


https://ennhri.org/human-rights-defenders/good-practices/#B8dir42YNJ
https://rule-of-law.ennhri.org/?country%5B0%5D=69&year%5B0%5D=2025&topic%5B0%5D=57
https://ennhri.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/ENNHRI-submission_EC-consultations-on-EU-Charter-Report-2022.pdf
https://ennhri.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/ENNHRI-submission_European-Commissions-consultations-of-2023-EU-Charter-Annual-Report.pdf
https://ennhri.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/ENNHRI-contribution-to-European-Commission-2024-report-on-EU-Charter-of-Fundamental-Rights.pdf
https://ennhri.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/FNL_ENNHRI-Charter-Mid-Term-Review.pdf
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should inform and consult NHRIs (including through ENNHRI), as well as other relevant
stakeholders, early in the process of legislative or policy initiatives that could have impacts on
fundamental rights to facilitate meaningful engagement and fundamental rights impact
assessments.

In this context, drawing on the existing engagement of ENNHRI and NHRIs, as well as CSOs and
other HRDs, in EU legislative initiatives, the Strategy is an opportunity to strengthen
meaningful participation and dialogue, particularly when developing EU law and policy. This
is especially the case for EU law and policy which impacts on civil society and HRDs. While
ENNHRI would welcome new initiatives such as the envisaged Civic Dialogue Platform, it would
be important to include consideration of the specific status and participation of varied CSOs
and HRDs, including participation of grassroot organisations as well as the consideration of
the independent position of NHRIs from CSOs. In order for a Dialogue Platform to be
meaningful, moreover, it would be key to ensure concrete follow-up and impact of such dialogue
on EU policy-and law-making.

ENNHRI recommends that the Civil Society Strategy should:

e Support and strengthen access to information and decision-making processes for CSOs
and HRDs (including NHRIs), particularly in the context of the development of laws and
policies which impact on their work and enabling environment;

e Support and facilitate more meaningful engagement and consultation with CSOs and
HRDs in national legal and policy-making processes, and recognise the role of NHRIs in
facilitating this;

o Facilitate more meaningful fundamental rights impact assessments in policy and law-
making, including through timely consultation with CSOs and HRDs such as NHRIs;

e Strengthen the involvement of CSOs and HRDs in EU law and policy-making processes,
including through the establishment of a Civic Dialogue Platform, with mechanisms for
feedback and visible incorporation of their input and with due account of NHRIs'
independent status.

Ensuring adequate and accessible funding for civil society and HRDs in the EU

Based on ENNHRI's joint annual rule of law reporting, there continue to be serious challenges in
access to sustainable funding for HRDs and CSOs. In at least half of the EU Member States,
ENNHRI members indicated serious obstacles in access to funding for CSOs and HRDs



https://rule-of-law.ennhri.org/?country%5B0%5D=69&year%5B0%5D=2025&topic%5B0%5D=57
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including insufficient funding (including in in the Czech Republic, Poland and Romania) and
reductions in available public funding (such as in Belgium, Croatia, Finland, France, Germany,
Ireland and Sweden). Furthermore, concerning trends are emerging, indicating efforts to restrict
CSOs" access to foreign funding, including EU funds (Slovakia, The Netherlands).

Additionally, NHRIs have reported administrative barriers and lack of sustainability in CSOs’
funding framework. For example, the Croatian NHRI reported on onerous administrative
requirements place excessive strain on CSOs during project management cycles, and public calls
for funding and payments are subject to delays. Similar delays have also been reported by the
Estonian NHRI.

In addition, recent developments in the global aid funding landscape pose significant
challenges and even existential risks to CSOs and HRDs working on human rights, rule of law,
and democracy, both within and outside the EU. In an appeal to the organisation’s member
states, the Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights highlighted that some 80% of the
civil society actors operating in Eastern Europe and the Western Balkans was reportedly being
directly affected by the 90-day suspension of US foreign aid, with some organisations losing
almost all of their funding.

This makes access to EU funding increasingly important towards sustaining CSOs and HRDs
to support and uphold human rights, rule of law and democracy. The 2024 Annual Report on
the application of the EU Charter recognised that funding for promotion, protection and
enforcement of fundamental rights remains limited, including for NHRIs. In the report, the
European Commission recognised the need to support through dedicated funding civil society
and HRDs in their efforts to uphold fundamental rights.

To support and enable a thriving civic space, the Civil Society Strategy should ensure
adequate, accessible funding for CSOs and HRDs over longer funding cycles, including
multi-annual funding.

NHRIs’ role in supporting civil society and human rights defenders access to adequate
funding

NHRIs have stepped in to support HRDs and CSOs, while facing their own resources constraints.
For example, The Irish NHRIs annually provides support to civil society though its Human Rights
and Equality Grants Scheme, allocating €350,000 in funding to national civil society actors.

Additionally, in recent years, European NHRIs have undertaken important work in countering
attempts to restrict CSOs access to funding, either through legislation underpinning funding


https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/us-aid-freeze-is-leaving-a-void.-europe-must-fill-it
https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/us-aid-freeze-is-leaving-a-void.-europe-must-fill-it
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cuts or through limitations on foreign funding. In 2024, in response to proposed restrictive
amendments to the Slovak NGO Act, the Slovak NHRI issued a letter to parliament highlighting
concerns over the introduction of the obligation to register as a 'foreign-backed organisation' for
CSOs. The NHRI later published an opinion urging deputies not to support the newly amended
bill, which included the obligation, limited to CSOs only, to register for ‘lobbying” activities. In
2025, the Dutch NHRI published a letter addressing the House of Representatives concerning the
‘Law on Transparency and Countering Undermining by Social Organizations'. The bill introduces
far-reaching administrative obligations for associations, raising concerns over restrictions of the
right of freedom of association.

As state-mandate bodies, NHRIs must receive core funding from the state, yet a key
challenge for European NHRIs remains a lack of sufficient funding. The majority of EU NHRIs
reported that that the resources provided were not sufficient to ensure the breadth of their
mandates. This issue is particularly relevant in light of increasing responsibilities and additional
mandates entrusted to NHRIs stemming from international treaties and/or EU Aquis, as reported
by Denmark, Croatia, Finland and Sweden. This includes mandates assigned to NHRIs on the basis
of the Whistleblower and SLAPP Directives, alongside thematic mandates such as in relation to Al,
fundamental rights at borders, and EU funds monitoring.

In 2025, through ENNHRI's Rule of Law Report, many NHRIs reported no or limited adjustments
of their annual budgets in line with the expansion of their mandates, which led in some cases to
the inability to fulfil these new functions. For instance, the Romanian NHRI reported that the
activities relating to their new role as focal point on SLAPPs had to be halted due to staff
shortages.

Yet, the EU has recognized the need to ensure adequate funds for NHRIs, particularly when
undertaking mandates under EU law. The 2025 Council Conclusions call on Member States to
provide, in line with national budgetary frameworks, adequate funding for NHRIs, reflective of
their mandates under EU law as well as the scale and range of challenges in the area of
fundamental rights protection. The Strategy therefore should recognise and support the
adequate funding of NHRIs, enabling them to continue to carry out their essential work to
promote and protect fundamental rights and EU values, including in the context of
protecting, empowering and supporting CSOs and HRDs.

Against the background of growing threats to human rights, democracy, and rule of law, and the
vital role that HRDs play in upholding these common European values, it is important to ensure
the sustainability of their operations through access to adequate funding.


https://www.snslp.sk/aktuality/zakon-o-neziskovych-organizaciach-moze-byt-v-rozpore-s-pravom-eu/
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Against this background, ENNHRI calls for the EU Civil Society Strategy to:

Support adequate access to and provision of sustainable funding by Member States for
CSOs and HRDs;

Recognise and reinforce the need for Member States to provide adequate funding for
NHRIs, especially when undertaking mandates stemming from EU law to enable them to
continue to support, protect, and empower CSOs and HRDs;

Commit to sustainable and inclusive access to EU funding to support the role of CSOs and
HRDs, thereby strengthening resilience and promoting holistic protection for CSOs and
HRDs within the EU;

Establish dedicated EU financial support for CSOs and HRDs facing challenges, including
for the establishment of HRD protection mechanisms at national and EU levels;

Include dedicated support for ENNHRI, as the only network of NHRIs in Europe, in
recognition of its role in supporting, connecting, and empowering NHRIs to carry out
essential work on civic space and for CSOs and HRDs.

Co-funded by i* *
the European Union
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