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Co-creating a strategic approach for an open civic space in the EU

During 5 and 6 December 2022 more than 100 civic actors, donors and institutional represen-
tatives gathered in Brussels to work together towards a strategic approach for protecting and 
expanding Europe’s civic space. This convening gathering was organised by European Civil 
Forum and Civil Society Europe in order to create a strategic approach ahead of the European 
Parliament elections in 2024. However, this gathering was not just about identifying issues and 
priorities, it was about building networks, trust, motivation, and momentum in the process.

European Convening 



DAY ONE  |  5 DECEMBER 2022

Arriving together 

The gathering was opened by Alexandriine 
Najmowicz, Secretary General of European Civic 
Forum who welcomed everyone and shared 
the purpose of meeting is to discover a strategic 
approach so as to protect and expand civic space 
in Europe.  She also invited everyone to share their 
knowledge and fully participate.  Carlotta Besozzi, 
Coordinator, Civil Society Europe, followed by 
sharing some of the challenges that European 
civic space is facing and reinforced the invitation 
to everyone to contribute to the gathering. Maria 
Scordialos, facilitator, Living Wholeness Institute, 
followed by framing the programme and how we 
will work in a fully collaborative way over the next 
two days. Maria also introduced her colleagues, 
Julia Hoffmann and Christa Cocciole.

Maria and Julia invited everyone to begin to see our ecosystem by offering several ‘physical 
maps’, where people were invited to stand up and move to different positions in response to 
the following questions:

• Who is here today - civil society working at the national and European level; European 
 Union institutions including several DGs of the European Commission and the European 
 Parliament; Member States;  donors; Intergovernmental Organisations and more - so we 
 could understand the different stakes we bring into the room.

• Where do you come from? - so we could see our diverse geographical representation 
 from across Europe.

• Who cares about protecting and expanding Europe’s civic space? - we formed a line 
 showing the spectrum from ‘Everything is fi ne we just need incremental change’ to ‘Civic 
 Space is really threatened we need systemic change’ - so we could see how many of us 
 care and believe we need to work together to not only protect each other from the 
 threats, but also expand democracy, social and environmental justice. 



Identifying challenges and opportunities 

    

Everyone was then invited to map the trends, themes and issues that participants found relevant 
for the protection and development of civic space in Europe. What was named was either 
identifi ed as a challenge or an opportunity. Issues that came to the forefront were clustered in 
the following overarching themes, issues and connections. Participants were then invited to 
vote to identify their key priorities. 

Theme Issue
Challenge or 
opportunity

Number of votes

Participation, 
Diversity & 
Inclusion

Total = 19 
votes

Misuse of civic participation 
by governments via the 
establishment of GONGOs

Challenge

Grassroots lack resource and 
capacity 

Challenge 5

Lack of consultation Challenge 1



Due to the complexity of EU 
policy-making processes as 
well as lack of understanding 
many citizens do not engage

Challenge 3

Diffi cult to fi nd allies in the 
polical sphere nationally

Challenge

Lack of a European public 
sphere and effective 
communication to the public

Challenge 3

Diversity and inclusion: Need 
to engage vulnerable groups 
and diverse voices to ensure 
their participation

Opportunity 6

European elections - call for 
European political partiies to 
take stances on civil space

Opportunity 1

Legislation
(4 votes)

Total = 19

Better use of EU law to foster 
civic space

Opportunity 4

Protecting legal standards in 
courts 

Opportunity 2

Use of anti-terrorism 
laws against peaceful 
demonstration

Challenge 1

Anti-money laundering 
restrictions

Challenge 1

Foreign agent laws Challenge 1

Mainstream impact-
assessment of EU laws and 
policies on civil society to 
avoid undue restrictions  

Opportunity 3

Civil Society regulated at 
Member State Level - some 
Member states see civil society 
as an enemy

Challenge 3



Funding
(4 votes)

Total =17 
votes

Structured dialogue for 
programme and policy 
development

Opportunity 7

Broader defi nition of what 
civil society organisation is 
to ensure access of grassroots 
organisations

Opportunity 2

Governments' use of EU 
funding to create obedient 
civil society and drain the 
capacities of critical ones

Challenge 1

EU Bureaucracy Challenge 3

Shared Self-
nderstanding 
of Civil 
Society
(1 vote)

Total = 13 
votes

Connected through big 
challenges

Opportunity

What is civil society and what 
is it not?

Challenge 2

How to understand and 
communicate with NGO’s 
‘outside’ the values based 
bubble?

Challenge 4

Building a new narrative 
about civil society

Opportunity 5

GONGOs Challenge 1



Threats and 
attacks

Total = 9 votes

CSOs need direct assistance Opportunity 1

Criminalisation Challenge 6

Smear campaign Challenge

Increased impunity of public 
authority

Challenge

Need for building resilience 
and resistance

Opportunity 3

Greater 
Democracy

Total = 7 votes

Need for broader defi nition of 
rule of law

Opportunity

Civic education - greater role 
of the EU towards improved 
coordination

Opportunity 4

Polarisation Challenge 3

Digital Civic 
Space
Total = 6 votes

Greater digital participation in 
order to rebuild trust

Opportunity 6

Pegasus - surveillance Challenge

Explosion of hate speech Challenge



Crisis 
Management

Total = 4 votes 

Authorities dismissing civil 
society due to “urgency and 
lack of  time” 

Challenge

War in Ukraine - collaborative 
action and solidarity

Opportunity 1

Human rights approach (vs. 
security fi rst and rights after)

Opportunity 3

Cooperation
(1 votes)

Total = 2 votes

With business sector Opportunity

Need for more cooperation 
between EU and civil society 
organisations 

Opportunity 1

Strengthen links between 
academics and civil society 

Opportunity

Sharing of resources Opportunity

Information 
Ecosystem

Total = 1 vote

Shrinking press freedom Challenge 1

Restrictions to access on 
information

Challenge

Vilifi cation of journalists Challenge

Defamation laws are misused Challenge

Silencing Challenge

Right to truth Challenge



Digitalisation

Total = 1 vote

How to adapt? What is the 
future for organised action?

Challenge 1

The following are the priorities that were identifi ed:

Participation, Diversity & Inclusion (17 votes)
Funding (17 votes)
Legislation (16 votes)
Shared self-understanding of civil society (13)
Attacks (9 votes)



Drawing out visions  

    

The focus of the conversation shifted towards drawing out visions for our common future(s) 
and creating an enabling civic space in Europe. Everyone participated through a World Cafe 
over three rounds on the questions, “Where do we wish our societies and democracy to be by 
2030?”, “What is the future we want for civic space in the EU?” and “What is our vision for a 
Common Future for civic space in the EU?”

The visions that came forth centred around:

• A vibrant and resilient Europe, with civil society nurturing democracy
• A space inclusive, equal and plural, giving room to multiple voices
• A space where alliances and connections are strong across sectors, beyond 
 existing silos and beyond the current crises
• A space where civil society’s work is recognised for creating public value



Co-creating action areas 

The afternoon of the fi rst day was devoted to co-creating action areas that can make these 
visions palpable. The question in the centre of the afternoon was “What can we work on 
together to make a systemic impact for civic space in the EU by 2030?”.  Over two rounds 
of “Open Space Technology”, participants were able to propose topics for collective discussion. 

The following topics were announced and conversations took place on: 

• Getting rid of hierarchical corporate culture in CSOs 
• Diverse and inclusive representation and access to power 
• Prevention of attacks and criminalisation
• Culture of care to ensure civil society sustainability and resilience
• Stronger civic education across the EU 
• Strategies to respond to attacks: strategic litigation & international advocacy 
• Defending EU values 
• Civic engagement & constituency- building 
• Cross-sectoral stakeholder communication as a strategic priority
• How can CSOs sit at the table for decisions in a structured way? 
• Resilience of CSOs against disinformation 
• Monitoring & follow-up of Rule of Law 
• Creating alliances and collaborations between NGOs and grassroots movements 
• Funding: redefi ning project cycle management and shifting power dynamics
• What if the people do not want democracy and human rights universality? 
• How can we connect HRDs’ allies?  
• Mapping & Information sharing for common issues for CSOs in member states 
• How do we connect different bubbles (e.g. pro faith organisations to human 
 rights organisations)? 



Sharing results

    

The European Commission Vice President for Values and Transparency Věra Jourová joined 
the event and actively listened to all the presentations of the key outcomes of the conversations 
that had taken place.  Vice President Juourova responded in a candid and open manner, 
stressing that she is aware of many of the issues presented. She stressed that she deeply cares 
about civil society and acknowledged that the work done is of immense value to Europe.  She 
promised that in the time remaining of her mandate, she will continue to advocate and take 
actions that enable civil society to continue having an impact on a European level.  The fi rst 
day was concluded by MEP Sergey Lagodinsky, who also acknowledged the work being done 
and thanked everyone for their participation.



DAY TWO  |  6 DECEMBER 2022

The second day began with a moment of self-care, for presence, silence and allowing - with-
out speaking. The aim was to just “be” with what was present and what still resonated from 
the conversations of the fi rst day. We were called to not let the war in Ukraine slip from the 
agenda; our own and the policy makers’.  We also saw that a strategic approach for an open 
civic space in the EU might contain three strands: :

• Transforming destructive use of legislation into greater democracy
• Becoming sustainable through shared self-understanding and resources 
• Creating impact through participation and diversity 

DAY TWO  |  6 DECEMBER 2022



Towards Prototypes: 
Small scale areas for experimentation and action

The majority of the morning was devoted to developing the key areas of action into small-
scale tangible experiments and action. This is a systemic change approach that works on the 
basis that it is impossible to plan what will shift a system. Instead, this approach involves 
undertaking small scale prototypes in order to probe and discover what eventually will change 
a system. Prototypes that work can be scaled up and replicated.  

Following the question “What are the prototypes that will help us to live our emergent strategy?” 
the following seven ideas emerged:

• Structuring and widening Civil Dialogue 
• Finetuning the CERV programme Image
• Fair conditions and salaries in NGO enabled by just funding policies
• Campaign for the European Parliament Elections 
• European Protection Mechanism 
• Capacity Building Academy ahead of the European elections
• Structuring the engagement of CSOs in monitoring EU funds at Member state level 



Policy dialogue: 
An enabling environment for a civic space

The Convening concluded with a policy dialogue around an enabling environment for a civic 
space in the EU. Participants were in conversation with policymakers MEP Sergey Lagodinsky, 
Marie-Hélène Boulanger and Florian Geyer from DG JUST, Katju Holkeri, Ministry of Finance, 
Finland, Ima Gomez Lopez, Commission Secretariat General and Wal Heller, Institutional 
Cooperation and Networks Unit, Fundamental Rights Agency. 

Themes that emerged from the policy dialogue include:

• The value of civic society in times of crisis
• The threats of funding restrictions and challenges for CSOs to access EU funding
• The need for a protection mechanism
• Fighting disengagement with and distrust in democracy
• Working towards a common vision for another world and narratives that empower 
 people 
• The digital dimension of civic space 
• The perceived different treatment of Eastern and the Western Europe 
• Giving fi nancial value to the work of civil society and ensuring funding policies do 
 not force CSOs’ workers to work for free
• How to improve the rule of law mechamism 

“What more is needed?” was asked by policy-makers - and civil society answered: recogni-
tion, understanding, empowering legislation and funding, and a wish to remain in conversa-
tion, collaboration - as the defence of democracy is a collective task.



Closing

European Convening was closed by Alexandrina and Carlotta who shared how 
grateful they were for all that was shared and how all this information will be created 
into a record  that will lead to the development of concrete asks for a European Civil 
Society Strategy .  The gathering ended with everyone’s appreciation.
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