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Executive Summary

The report paints a grim picture of the state of civic space worldwide, with a growing
number of countries facing restrictions on civic freedoms and an increasingly hostile
environment for civil society. In 2023, about a third of the world’s population resided in
countries with a closed or repressed civic space. Urgent measures are required to address
this trend and create an enabling environment for civic participation and the protection of
human rights and freedoms. The global community must remain vigilant in defending these
fundamental principles.

In fact, this research report focuses on developing an advocacy tool to promote
awareness of the importance of a healthy civil society. It establishes the diminishing
recognition of the value of civic space and seeks to understand the reasons behind this
trend. The report also works to define the characteristics of a healthy civil society, assess
recognition among different stakeholders, improve the accessibility of related language,
and emphasize the benefits of a strong civil society for communities.

Although civil society is separate from the state, it influences and is influenced by the state.
For civil society to function properly, an open civic space is needed, which depends on three
key fundamental rights: (1) the right to freedom of association, (2) the right to freedom of
peaceful assembly and (3) the right to freedom of expression. It is often said that civic space
and civil society are a prerequisite for a functioning democracy, but this report argues that
civil society is a prerequisite for and a consequence of democracy.

The latest data indicates that democracy is in decline. Many democratic countries are
experiencing democratic backsliding, while a growing number of countries are moving
towards an authoritarian rule. Although authoritarianism and democracy are often seen as
two opposite ends of a spectrum, many authoritarian regimes nowadays employ
democratic-looking institutions to increase their legitimacy and international recognition,
while many democratic regimes increasingly employ traditionally authoritarian tactics to
monopolize power.

In 2024, a global trend of further regression of civic space freedom is continuing to be
observed. According to the CIVICUS Monitor, civil society faces an increasingly hostile
environment with 27 countries rated as closed, 50 rated as repressed, 40 rated as obstructed,
42 rated as narrowed, and 38 countries rated as open. Although only 42.7% of the countries
have been rated as closed or repressed, CIVICUS estimated that 70.7% of the world’s
population resides in those countries. On the other hand, 19.3% of countries have been rated
as open, but only 3.2% of the population resides there and enjoys an open civic space. The
top 10 violations of civic freedoms in 2022 were: harassment, protestor(s) detained,
intimidation, restrictive law, attack on journalists, protest disruption, censorship, human
rights defenders (HRD) prosecuted, HRD detained, and journalists detained. What is
particularly concerning about the shrinking civic space is that violations are less exclusive
to closed and repressed countries, and restrictions are concerningly spreading to countries
with more enabling civic spaces.

The Global State of Democracy Indices estimate that, currently, the majority of states are
democratic regimes, 11% are hybrid and 29% are authoritarian regimes. Nevertheless, the
number of countries moving towards authoritarianism is more than double than the
number of countries moving towards democracy, while the number of backsliding
countries remains at its peak. The growing number of authoritarian regimes, as well as the



increased use of traditionally authoritarian tactics by democratic regimes, poses a serious
threat to the survival of democratic norms and governance.

Moreover, the latest data from the World Values Survey (WVS) shows that support
for ‘strong’ leaders who do not have to bother with parliament and elections has grown in
the last ten years. Although these results are concerning, the majority of respondents also
believe that having a democratic political system in their country is ‘good’. These answers
suggest that people concurrently hold opposing views and this requires deeper analysis. It
is possible that these results express the people’s disappointment in their democratically
elected representatives and their governance of the country, instead of the people’s support
for authoritarian regimes. These results raise many questions. What do the respondents
consider to be a democratic political system? Do they understand what it means for the
country to be governed by a ‘strong’ leader who does not have to bother with parliament
and elections? What role do they think that parliaments and elections have in a democratic
political system? What is a ‘strong’ leader? These are all very important questions which are
necessary to understand and correctly interpret the results of the World Values Survey.

Although civic space is very often equated with civil society, it is important to understand
and recognize that while not everyone is a part of civil society, everyone is affected by the
civic space freedom or lack thereof. In order to explain the importance and the role of civic
space and civil society in promoting and protecting democracy to the general population, it
is important to not get bogged down in technical and dry definitions of what ‘civil society’
is or what ‘civic space’ is. The danger of people perceiving civil society and civic space as
complex and difficult to understand concepts is that they may consequently see them as
inaccessible and foreign to them. Therefore, the focus should be on the values that CSOs put
into practice in a tangible way that brings to life the end products and experiences that
people get to enjoy when CSOs have a supportive environment in which to operate.

There are many benefits of a healthy civil society for communities and mainstream
populations which include contributing to development, providing essential services,
protecting and advocating for human rights, empowering and providing stability,
functioning on commitment, allowing for flexibility, shaping policy, and providing
information for citizens. Particularly in a situation where civic space is closing, service
providing organizations can play a big role in promoting civic space.

Based on the analysis, this report identifies 5 characteristics and 20 indicators of a healthy
civil society. The five identified characteristics are: structure, available resources, enabling
environment, values and impact of civil society. A healthy civil society is composed of many
different organizations and voices, who collaborate amongst each other, have the necessary
human, financial, organizational and technology resources, have financial independence
and autonomy, have access to public information, function in an open civic space, are able
to act independently of the state and advocate positions different from those of public
authorities, have public trust, and can make a positive impact on the different aspects of
society including social, economic or political problems.

To promote a healthy civil society and make it accessible for the mainstream
population, the report proposes the following recommendations: promote trust; nurture
civic engagement skills among the mainstream population, but especially the youth;
promote the inclusion of competences for democratic culture in primary and secondary
education; and increase the capacities of civil society to promote itself.



1. Introduction

On the International Day of Democracy 2023', the Secretary General of the Council of
Europe (CoE), Marija Pej¢inovi¢ Buri¢, organized an exchange of views with civil society
where she proclaimed that civic space is shrinking? and that “[c]ivil society is a prerequisite
for a functioning democracy.”® In response to her speech, the CSO representatives in the
room asked a very important and difficult question: is civil society a prerequisite for a
functioning democracy or is a functioning democracy a prerequisite for a healthy civil
society?

Historically speaking, the origin of both concepts can be traced back to Ancient Greece;
however, the concept of ‘democracy’ precedes the concept of ‘civil society’ by about one
century. As a political system, democracy first appeared in Ancient Athens in the 5th
century BCE*and it referred to the direct rule of the people, i.e. where everyone participates
in the decision-making process.” However, at that time, ‘the people’ included only a very
limited part of the population® since women and slaves, for example, were excluded from
direct participation in governance.” Nowadays, democracy refers to the rule of the people
through elected representatives, who are meant to represent the entire population.®

On the other hand, the origin of civil society can be traced back to 4th century BCE
and Aristotle’s concept of the politike koinonia (political community), which was further
developed by Cicero and translated into societas civilis, “from which the modern English
term is derived”.’ These ancient notions of civil society were closely associated with the
state.'” In political thinking, the separation of civil society from the state happened centuries
later. Civil society was, for the first time, defined as voluntary associational life by Alexis de
Tocqueville (1805 - 1859)," who highlighted “the importance of political associations for
limiting the power of the central government, viewing freedom of association as a vital
safeguard against the tyranny of the majority.”" This notion of civil society is much closer
to today’s understanding of the concept and, therefore, much more relevant to enhance our
understanding of the role of civil society in modern governance structures.

The term civil society became popular in the 1980s" but “since the turn of the millennium,
fascination with the term has somewhat declined”'* and a global trend of a shrinking civic
space can be observed."” In 2022, 70.7% of the world’s population resided in countries with
a closed or repressed civic space,'® while only 3.2% enjoyed an open civic space, 11.3%
experienced a narrowed civic space, and 14.9% faced an obstructed civic space.”
Additionally, global freedom has declined the 17th consecutive year'® and internet freedom
has declined for the 13th consecutive year."

Despite these worrying findings, the role of civil society in upholding human rights and
democracy cannot be denied. According to the latest results from the World Value Survey,*
37% of people in the surveyed countries believe that civil rights are an essential
characteristic of democracy.? In fact, civil society has played a key role in responding to
conflicts and humanitarian crises all around the world by providing essential services,
helping and advocating for victims, monitoring human rights and collecting evidence of
violations.?? Additionally, in the past year, “digital activism, civil society advocacy, and
independent judiciaries drove real-world improvements for human rights online.”*

Civil society plays a very important role in today’s world, but it is also faced with many
threats and challenges. This report aims to define and conceptualize the characteristics of a
healthy civil society by investigating whether there is a decline in the recognition of the



value of civic space among various stakeholders, assessing the accessibility and
understandability of the language used in discussions related to civic space, and identifying
and highlighting the benefits of a healthy civil society for communities and mainstream
populations.

2. Theoretical Background

Civil society and civic space

Although it is a commonly used term, civil society can sometimes seem elusive and difficult
to define. There have been “significant changes over time in the civil society landscape” and
the concept has evolved to “comprise a wide range of organized and organic groups of
different forms, functions and sizes.”?* Nevertheless, there are several features that seem to
be common among the many different contemporary definitions of civil society.

Namely, civil society is always defined as separate from the state, but also as separate
from the market.? It refers to a voluntary* collection of individuals that have come together
to pursue a common goal or shared interests?” with the purpose of creating social value® in
what they consider to be the public interest.?” Although it is separate from the state, civil
society influences and is influenced by the state®® and “plays the role of mediator between
public authorities and citizens.”* Civil society organizations (CSOs) are task-oriented and
they can be local, national or international.* According to CIVICUS, “civil society is broad
and covers non-governmental organizations, activists, civil society coalitions and
networks, protest and social movements, voluntary bodies, campaigning organizations,
charities, faith-based groups, trade unions and philanthropic foundations.”*?

Generally, civil society promotes democratic values and human rights, and performs a
variety of humanitarian functions,* provides different services, advocates/campaigns, acts
as a watchdog, participates in governance processes, and is involved in building active
citizenship.?® Additionally, civil society is “an important source of information for both
citizens and government.”?

In order for civil society to function properly, an open civic space is needed. According to
CIVICUS, civic space refers to the environment in which individuals and civil society can
act without hindrance, are able to claim their rights, and can influence the certain political
and social structures around them. This kind of environment depends on three key
fundamental rights: (1) right to freedom of association, (2) right to freedom of peaceful
assembly and (3) right to freedom of expression.?” The CIVICUS Monitor assessed the civic
space conditions around the world and rates them as: (1) open, (2) narrowed, (3) obstructed,
(4) restricted and (5) closed.*® On one end of the spectrum, an open civic space is an
environment in which citizens enjoy freedom of association, freedom of peaceful assembly
and freedom of expression both in law and in practice. There is a low level of fear in the
society, civil society is able to criticize the government and there is space for open dialogue.
Citizens are protected by the police when demonstrating and the national peaceful
assembly laws adhere to international law and standards. The media is free, there is no
censorship of online content, and government information is easily accessible.** On the
other end of the spectrum, closed civic spaces are characterized by the inability to exercise
freedom of association, freedom of peaceful assembly and freedom of expression in law and
in practice. When citizens attempt to exercise these rights, they are routinely imprisoned,
injured and killed by state and non-state actors which enjoy impunity. There is a high level



of fear in the society and atmosphere of violence. Criticism of the government is severely
punished, both offline and online. The media is not free, many websites are blocked and
there is heavy censorship of online content.*

Democracy

Democracy is a concept which is easier to define in theory rather than in practice.”
Cunningham talks about a conversation he had with a participant at the 1989 Tiananmen
Square demonstrations who told Cunningham that neither he nor his friends, some of
whom had lost their lives for the democratic cause, could claim to know what democracy
is.

Nevertheless, one aspect of democracy has remained constant across contexts and
time: “[d]lemocracy means rule by the people”*? or “power of the people: a way of governing
which depends on the will of the people.”* The concept has evolved significantly since its
conception in Ancient Athens, but the political ideals on which it was developed - equality
among citizens, liberty, respect for the law and justice - have remained the bedrock of
democracy to this day.* Nowadays, democracy refers to the rule of the people through
elected representatives, while free and fair elections are one of its defining characteristics.*

For the purposes of this report, democracy will be defined based on the Global State of
Democracy (GSoD) Indices methodology. The methodology identifies two core principles of
democracy: popular control (over public decision-making and decision-makers) and
political equality (equality of respect and voice between citizens in the exercise of that
control).*® Namely, the GSoD Indices measure “the extent to which there is effective popular
control over public decision-makers (vertical accountability); the extent to which the
citizens hold politically relevant freedoms and power resources; the extent to which
executive powers are checked effectively by other powers (horizontal accountability); the
extent to which public authorities are impartial and predictable in implementing the law;
and the extent to which people have and make use of various opportunities for political
participation at different levels.”” To better quantify democracy, it has been defined
through four measurable attributes:*

1. Representation - free and equal access to political representation;
2. Rights - individual liberties and fundamental resources;

3. Rule of Law - predictable and equal enforcement of the law and judicial checks on
government power; and

4. Participation - refers to active political involvement by the citizens.*

Each of these four attributes is further specified though sub attributes,*® which can be seen
in the table below:



Representation Rights Rule of Law Participation

1. Credible 1. Accessto Judicial Civil Society;
elections; Justice; Independence; Civic

2. Inclusive 2. Civil Liberties; Absence of Engagement;
Suffrage; 3. Basic Welfare; Corruption; and

3. Free Political and Predictable Electoral
Parties; 4. Political Enforcement; Participation

4. Elected Equality and
Government; Personal

5. Effective Integrity and
Parliament; Security
and

6. Local
Democracy

Table 1. - Attributes and Sub attributes of Democratic Rule, as defined by the GSoD Indices*!

Additional relevant concepts

Moreover, for the purposes of this report, it is relevant to define a few additional concepts
including democratic backsliding, authoritarianism, and democratic authoritarianism.
“The latest GSoD Indices data show that democracy is in decline,”*? and one of the reasons
for this decline is the phenomenon of democratic backsliding.

“Countries that are experiencing the most severe declines in democratic quality are
classified as experiencing democratic backsliding. [...] This process included the sustained
and deliberate process of subversion of basic democratic principles by political actors and
governments. [...] Backsliding democracies are those that have experienced gradual but
significant weakening of Checks on Government and Civil Liberties, such as Freedom of
Expression and Freedom of Association and Assembly, over time. This is often through
intentional policies and reforms aimed at weakening the rule of law and civic space.
Backsliding can affect democracies at any level of performance.”** Democratic backsliding
has become a serious problem which also afflicts “large and influential democracies that
account for a quarter of the world’s population.”*

Another concern is the growing number of countries moving towards an
authoritarian rule.”® Authoritarianism is characterized by the concentration of power in
the hands of one authority which remains in power by restricting civic freedoms and
undermining democratic processes, such as elections, separation of state powers, checks
and balances and so forth.*® Freedom House defines authoritarianism as “closed societies in
which dictators prevent political competition and pluralism and are responsible for
widespread violations of basic political, civil, and human rights.”*’

Although authoritarianism and democracy are often seen as two opposite ends of a
spectrum, Bajpai and Kureshi argue that they should not be treated as mutually exclusive
and that the concept of ‘democratic authoritarianism’ can be used to understand and
explain the global trend of democratic regression.”® Democratic authoritarianism is “the
mobilization of multiple democratic-looking institutions across state and civil society,
including elections, constitutional courts, and private media, to expand authoritarian forms
of power in a polity.”*® They outline two inter-related processes that characterize this
phenomenon: “institutional capture, or the removal of political opposition from positions



of power in key institutions, and ideational capture, or the exclusion and delegitimization
of competing or opposing ideological frameworks.”®® The goal is to achieve monopolistic
control of the political system by creating the appearance of popular support for the
regime.®'

3. Research Design and
Methodology

The purpose of this research report is to develop an advocacy tool that encourages civil
society to recognize the significance of a healthy civil society. The project aims to explore
whether there is a decline in the recognition of civic space's value and, if so, the reasons
behind this trend.

To achieve the objectives of the research, desk research was conducted to define and
conceptualize the characteristics of a healthy civil society (in alignment with the work and
definitions of CIVICUS), to investigate whether there is a decline in the recognition of the
value of civic space among various stakeholders, to assess the accessibility and
understandability of the language used in discussions related to civic space and offer more
accessible terminology, and to identify and highlight the benefits of a healthy civil society
for communities and mainstream populations.

The desk research was conducted based on a literature review of academic articles
and a comparative analysis of relevant reports and indices on civic space, civil society and
democratic trends, predominantly published no earlier than January 2018. The first part of
the literature review was exploratory in nature and the initial findings were categorized
under several topic based on the objectives of the research: (1) Shrinking civic space, (2)
Growing popular support for authoritarian regimes, (3) Recognition of the value of civic
space among various stakeholders, (4) Accessibility and understandability of the language
used in discussions related to civic space, and (5) Promoting civic space. The desk research
was based on academic articles, reports by civil society and international organizations,
policy documents, media articles, and legal texts.

In addition to the literature review, two exploratory interviews were conducted with AFSC
members. One interview was conducted with Mike Merryman-Lotze about the role of
intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) in the Middle East and the Americas, and another
interview was conducted with Bilal Olimat about the tools used to promote civic space and
civic engagement in Jordan though AFSC’s program.

Last but not least, quantitative data was analyzed from multiple online indices, such
as CIVICUS Monitor, Freedom in the World, Freedom on the Net, Global State of Democracy,
and the World Value Survey. The majority of the findings are based on data from the most
recent reports, which is from the years 2022 and 2023. However, in order to explore global,
regional or national trends over time, data from the past five years was also analyzed (2018-
2023).



4. Summary of Findings

Shrinking civic space

In September and October of 2023, I attended two events®® organized by intergovernmental
organizations with the aim to bring together civil society representatives from Europe and
Asia to discuss how their participation in international, regional and national governance
can be supported and scaled up to achieve greater impact. The overwhelming consensus at
both of these events was that civic space is shrinking and that urgent steps are needed to
create an enabling environment for civic participation. This trend has also been observed
and documented by human rights organizations and activists across the world® since the
beginning of the 2000s.** Recent reports from relevant international human rights
organizations confirm that this trend is ongoing and seems to be getting worse.

The People Power under Attack (PPUA) 2022 report®® shows a global trend of further
regression of civic space freedom. Since the previous report published in 2021, the civic
space ratings of 25 countries have changed with 15 countries downgrading and only 10
countries improving civic space freedom.®” Out of the 15 countries whose ratings were
downgraded, five countries were downgraded to the worst category - closed. Those five
countries include Afghanistan, Hong Kong, Myanmar, Russia and Tajikistan.¢®
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Figure 1. - List of countries whose ratings were downgraded and upgraded in 2022, according to the CIVICUS
Monitor. Source: People Power Under Attack 2022 report, CIVICUS Monitor®®

A recent update of the CIVICUS Monitor in September 2023 indicates that civil society faces
an increasingly hostile environment with 27 countries rated as closed, 50 rated as repressed,
40 rated as obstructed, 42 rated as narrowed, and 38 countries rated as open.” Although



only 42.7% of the countries have been rated as closed or repressed, CIVICUS estimated that
70.7% of the world’s population resides in those countries. On the other hand, 19.3% of
countries have been rated as open, but only 3.2% of the population resides there and enjoys
an open civic space.”

Country ratings aggregated per category (September 2023)  WHERE DO PEOPLE LIVE?

CLOSED
13.7%

OPEN
19.3%

OPEN

42.2%
REPRESSED

REPRESSED

NARROWED
21.3%

28.5%
OBSTRUCTED CLOSED

20.3%

Figure 2. - Percentage of countries rated as open, narrowed, obstructed, Figure 3. - Distribution of the
repressed or closed by the CIVICUS Monitor world’s population based on
the civic space conditions in
which people live
Source: People Power Under
Attack 2022 report, CIVICUS
Monitor™

According to the CIVICUS Monitor, the top 10 violations of civic freedoms in 2023 were:"

1. Intimidation;”

2. Protest disruption;

3. Protestor(s) detained;

4. Censorship;

5. Harassment;

6. Journalists detained;

7. Attack on journalists;

8. Excessive force;

9. HRD detained;

10. Human rights defenders (HRD) prosecuted;

What is particularly concerning about the shrinking civic space is that “violations are less
exclusive to closed and repressed countries, and restrictions are concerningly spreading to
countries with more enabling civic spaces.”” For example, attacks on journalists are almost
as widespread in narrowed countries as in obstructed or repressed. Moreover, 27.8% of the
countries where protesters were detained are rated open or narrowed.

Support for authoritarian regimes

The Global State of Democracy Indices estimate that the majority of states today are
democratic, 11% are hybrid regimes and 29% are authoritarian regimes.” Nevertheless, the
number of countries moving towards authoritarianism is more than double than the
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number of countries moving towards democracy,” while the number of backsliding
countries remains at its peak.” The growing number of authoritarian regimes, as well as the
increased use of traditionally authoritarian tactics by democratic regimes, poses a serious
threat to the survival of democratic norms and governance,” which are “especially critical
in times of crisis and fear.”®

In addition, there seems to also be increased support of these regimes by citizens.
The latest data from the World Values Survey (WVS)® shows that, on average, 42.69% of
respondents believe that it is good® for their country to be governed by a ‘strong’ leader
who does not have to bother with parliament and elections, compared to only 34.6% in
2009.% However, at the same time, 84.4% of respondents believe that having a democratic
political system is good®* and for 49.3% of respondents it is absolutely important to them to
live in a country that is governed democratically, while only 4.7% state that it is not
important.® Moreover, 60.8% of respondents believe that individual human rights are
respected in their country.® On the other hand, only 10.3% of respondents believe that they
live in a completely democratic country, while 8.1% believe that they live in countries which
are not at all democratic.¥

These results from the WVS are slightly contradictory because they suggest that
people concurrently believe that it is good for their country to be governed democratically
and to be governed by a ‘strong’ leader who does not have to bother with parliament and
elections. Unfortunately, there is not enough research on this topic which explores why
people hold these contradictory beliefs, but based on the findings from this report and my
experience in the civil society sector I will attempt to provide a few possible explanations.
Given that almost 80% of respondents believe that they do not live in a completely
democratic country,® it is possible that the results from the WVS survey express the
people’s disappointment in their democratically elected representatives, instead of the
people’s support for authoritarian regimes. The fact that the majority of respondents say
that having a democratic political system is good further supports this claim, but it also
raises many questions. What do the respondents consider to be a democratic political
system? Do they understand what it means for the country to be governed by a ‘strong’
leader who does not have to bother with parliament and elections? What role do they think
that parliaments and elections have in a democratic political system? What is a ‘strong’
leader? These are all very important questions which are necessary to understand and
correctly interpret the results of the WVS.

Moreover, the questions posed by the WVS do not take into account the different
ways in which political systems are organized around the world which may impact people’s
perception of their state leaders.

It is important to also consider the notion of a ‘strong’ or ‘dominant’ leader and what that
really means. This concept has been explored in academic literature and an analysis of such
literature shows that a strong leader does not always mean an authoritarian leader. In fact,
Kakkara and Sivanathana suggest that support for dominant leaders® is often a
consequence of economic uncertainty which is further increased by a sense of a lack of
personal control. In these situations, individuals prefer an external agent who can lower the
threat posed by one’s environment and reduce the feeling of lacking control over one’s life,
which results naturally from economic uncertainty and hardship. To reduce this threat,
Kakkara and Sivanathana find that people specifically “prefer a leader who is perceived to
be decisive, authoritative, and dominant over a leader who is respected, knowledgeable,
admired, and permissive.”*°
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However, a dominant leader does not have to mean an authoritarian leader. In fact,
Jiménez, Flitton and Mesoudi reexamine the findings of Kakkara and Sivanathana and
conclude that economic uncertainty increases the preference for leadership in general,
including both dominant and prestigious leaders. Additionally, they show that the
perception of a leader as dominant or prestigious depends on one’s own political ideology.
For example, left-wing individuals perceive right-wing leaders as dominant and left-wing
leaders as prestigious, while right-wing individuals perceive left-wing leaders as dominant
and right-wing leaders as prestigious.” Therefore, they suggest an alternative explanation
according to which electoral support of populist leaders is due to the discourse they use,
which tends to be simple, concrete, emotional or negative.’? Additionally, populist leaders
analyze “social problems as differences in power between racial, gender and sexual
orientation groups and seek to rectify these power imbalances between groups,” while
appealing to a common-enemy.”® These are some of the reasons why “strong leaders” tend
to appeal to the electorate. Unfortunately, the concept of strong or dominant leaders has
not been sufficiently researched in the context of democratic and authoritarian regimes but
rather in the context of left-wing and right-wing political ideologies. Further research is
required in this field to better understand the implications of the WVS results.

Recognition of the value of civic space among various stakeholders

Although civic space is very often equated with civil society, it is important to understand
and recognize that while not everyone is a part of civil society, everyone is affected by civic
space. This section of the report focuses on the recognition of the value of civic space among
various stakeholders, including intergovernmental organizations,’* donors, the private
sector, civil society and citizens.

Intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) are principally a mechanism for states to
collaborate in the areas of mutual self-interest, such as trade, economic integration,
development, dispute resolution and so forth. The UN is still to this day the only universal
multi-purpose 1GO, while other IGOs operate on regional or sub regional levels, or are
specialized in a specific field.* In the post World War II era, IGOs emerged as major actors
in the international system and took on a bigger role in global governance®® by promoting
peace and security, human rights, democracy and the rule of law. This is especially the case
in Europe, where organizations such as the European Union (EU), the Council of Europe
(CoE), and the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) play a
significant role in setting international standards and promoting civic space.”” In general,
IGOs recognize the value of civic space®® and try to promote the inclusion of civil society in
national, regional and global governance.®® They recognized that civic space is shrinking,'*°
and that civil society plays a crucial role in defending and opening up civic space.'”

IGOs, in addition to many other actors, can also find themselves in the role of donors. For
example, states, international organizations, other non-profit or civil society organizations,
private businesses, and private individuals can all provide funding to civil society. Donor
support is crucial in strategically combating shrinking civic space'®? and, in general, donors
recognize the value of civic space. However, ‘donors’ are not a homogenous group. This
section focuses on international donors - more specifically Western donors or development
donors - and their impact on civic space in developing or transitioning states. Civic space
matters to international donors because of its impact on development outcomes and
effectiveness,'”® democracy and human rights. However, donors are often more concerned
with their own priorities and objectives, rather than the specific conditions or needs of the
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country in which they are operating. “Poorly coordinated and ad hoc donor responses can
in practice facilitate the shrinking of space,” especially since the reasons for the restrictions,
as well as the restrictions themselves, differ from country to country.!® This is a serious
problem in regions where CSOs completely depend on foreign funding, such as the South-
Western Asia and Northern Africa (SWANA) region.'® The perception is that donors usually
have good intentions and they want to support the work of CSOs.!%®

In the case of Jordan, the NGO sector plays a key role in the economy, with hundreds
of organizations responding to all types of social issues at the local, national, and
international levels. However, the sector has fallen under extensive criticism due to the
tendency for donors to leverage resources and dictate the direction of interventions and
services. Government agencies, donor institutions, and INGOs (through the practice of sub-
granting to local organizations) hold significant power as they outline the nature of projects,
define priorities, and control messaging. Jordanian based NGOs scramble to compete for
funding, which is often unstable, dependent on political developments and current trends,
and lacks long-term sustainability.’”” When local CSOs lack the ability to control the
direction of their work and respond to community needs in a culturally appropriate
manner, projects are sometimes implemented which lack sensitivity to the local context or
are even harmful to communities, which in turn damages the reputation of CSOs and brews
distrust. Disregard for societal and cultural norms, and disconnection from the realities
which communities are facing, has led to growing disillusionment with the humanitarian
sector as a whole and, by consequence, a weakening of civil society.

Equally troubling is the practice of conditional funding, or funding that is provided
by donors only to then be weaponized against recipients due to political or ideological
differences. This trend, which has long been employed, became increasingly common due
to escalations in regional tensions following the outbreak of the war in Gaza in October
2023. Jordanian civil society organizations have played a crucial role in mobilizing around
the ongoing genocide, launching advocacy campaigns and submitting statements
discussing human rights violations. In response, several Western donors pressured
Jordanian CSOs to change their messaging or disengage from their advocacy efforts.'°® Those
who refused were subject to additional penalties including the withdrawal of funding. This
lack of independence and conditionality threatens the autonomy, freedom of speech, and
sustainability of CSOs who are already facing significant challenges.

There are over 6,600 registered humanitarian organizations in Jordan,'” which
consists of a collection of “...standard nonprofits (NGOs), community-based organization
(CBOs), civil society organizations, royal nonprofits, government nonprofits, or
charities.”"® These organizations are in turn typically registered with the Ministry of Social
Development or the General Union of Voluntary Societies, and thus are subject to several
restrictions stipulated by the ministries.""! For example, detailed requirements outline the
minimum standards required to register an organization, placing administrative and
financial burdens on small-scale entities. Some CBOs are unable to meet the minimum
criteria to register as an NGO, and instead are relegated to operating at a smaller scale,
distributing resources and information and relying on the support of more prominent
stakeholders. Other restrictions, such as the Foreign Funding Mechanism, further limit the
growth of small nonprofits through granting the Ministry of Planning and International
Cooperation (MOPIC) oversight of all international contributions, complicating the process
and ability for local organizations to receive foreign funding."”> The duality of a restrictive
environment created by the Jordanian government, alongside donor constraints and the
practice of conditional funding, results in a wealth of obstacles which CSOs must navigate,
and a repressed civic space.
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Although the private sector is often seen as most removed from civic space and civil
society, in the past decade both the role of the private sector in protecting civic space, as
well as the impact of civic space on the private sector has been emphasized."® Namely, free
civic space enables “stable, profitable and predictable business environments in which
companies thrive and economies and people prosper.”* The private sector is becoming
increasingly more and more involved in global governance. Businesses are among the
richest entities in the world. Some of the world’s biggest companies are richer than some
countries"® and there is increasing pressure and expectations on companies to protect
democratic values and human rights."® On paper, the larger private companies support and
promote civic space'” and they have often issued statements in defense of democracy and
human rights."® For example, many corporations condemned Russia's invasion of Ukraine
in 2022," and over 150 companies condemned the Hamas attack on Israel.”** However, most
major companies are silent about Israel’s retaliatory actions against Palestinians in Gaza.'*
Not only are private companies unwilling to take a stand which they believe may hurt their
bottom line, but they are often the ones violating human rights."”> Nevertheless, the
momentum is building for the private sector to uphold their human rights duties and
protect the civic space,” and civil society and citizens are putting increasing pressure on
companies to do so. For example, many global companies are currently the target of a
nonviolent, global protest as individuals are calling for the boycott of companies who have
expressed their support for Israel.'**

Social media has allowed individuals and civil society to raise their voices and take a
stand on issues that matter to them. However, research on public attitudes towards civic
space and civil society is lacking. In general, CSOs are seen as trustworthy and as an
essential element of a democratic society.'” For example, the World Values Survey shows
that around 73% of individuals in 2022 believed that civil rights are an essential
characteristic of democracy.'* However, there is some evidence to suggest that the public
perceives activists themselves negatively and, consequently, is reluctant to support their
cause.'”’

One of the few surveys which measure the public opinion of civil society is the
Edelman Trust Barometer. According to the 2023 results, 51% of individuals see NGOs as a
reliable source of trustworthy information.”” When people perceive their country as
polarized, they also do not trust NGOs and the media.'* NGO leaders are more likely to be
seen as a unifying force that brings people together, while journalists are more likely to be
seen as a dividing force that pulls people apart.’** In 2023, trust in NGOs declined in 17 out
of the 27 countries surveyed by the Edelman Trust Barometer, while it improved in only 6.
Similarly, trust in media declined in 16 countries, while improving in 6.*! According to the
results of the survey, the World Health Organization is the most trusted Multinational
Organization, followed by the United Nations and the European Union.'* However, trust in
the United Nations decreased in 21 out of the 27 countries (almost 80% of the surveyed
countries).'®® Lastly, when individuals were asked whether they trust different types of
sources for general news and information, they responded that they trust search engines,
they are neutral about traditional media, and they distrust owned media and social media."*
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Accessibility and understandability of the language used in discussions
related to civic space

Civic space and civil society are not concepts that are familiar to the general population.
They are often cloaked in ambiguity and confusion. Therefore, when talking about civic
space or civil society and explaining their role in promoting and protecting democracy to
the general population, it is important to not get bogged down in technical and dry
definitions of what ‘civil society’ is or what ‘civic space’ is. The danger of people perceiving
civil society and civic space as complex and difficult to understand concepts is that they may
consequently see them as inaccessible and foreign to them. Although an open civil space is
necessary for the proper functioning of civil society, we are all affected by civic space
freedom.

Therefore, Butler proposed that the focus should be on “the values that CSOs put into
practice in a tangible way that brings to life the end products and experiences that people
get to enjoy when CSOs have a supportive environment in which to operate.”'** He gives the

following examples of value statements:

A CSO is an organisation that is not a business,
is not government, does not operate to create
profits and pursues a charitable purpose.

Civic space refers to the room that CSOs have to
operate free from undue restrictions or burdens
from the government.

Most of us want to know that no matter where
we live or how much we have in our wallets, each
of us gets a fair start in life / can count on clean
air to breathe and water that’s safe to drink. We
work with citizens to demand that our leaders
deliver on things all of us find important.

When citizens are free to work together we can
make sure that our representatives listen to our
concerns and fund the things we want for our

loved ones, like good health and a good educa-
tion.

Figure 4. - Examples of value statements. Source: How to Talk about Civic Space: A Guide for Progressive Civil Society
Facing Smear Campaigns by Israel Butler (2021)*%

Another useful tool to make discussions around civic space is metaphors. “To be effective, a
metaphor should be easy to understand, easy to remember and easy to repeat.”’® One
example of a metaphor used in the civic space is referring to some CSOs as watchdogs “that
make sure that those in power stick to the rules and who alert the public when this is not
the case.”®® However, when using metaphors, it is important to be mindful of the fact that
metaphors are subject to personal interpretation which may not always be positive.*® Butler
explains also how to talk about solutions to the particular problems that civil society is
facing, as well as how to respond to smear campaigns.'”*® His main point is that the
discussions should focus on the end result of the proposed action and how that action will
make a difference in people’s lives.'"

5. Benetfits of a Healthy Civil Society

As citizens of the 2Ist century, we live in an unprecedented time of innovation,
technological advancement and opportunities. Despite this, there is evidence that civic
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space is shrinking. Namely, civic space across the globe is closing and the world is moving
away from democratization. However, the question remains: is civil society a prerequisite
for a functioning democracy or is a functioning democracy a prerequisite for a healthy civil
society? Looking at the findings from the previous section, it is clear that the answer to this
question is not that simple. In fact, the most accurate answer is that civil society is a
prerequisite for and a consequence of democracy.
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Figure 5. - Visualization of the interconnectedness between civil society and democracy

Whatever the case may be, democracy and civil society are inextricably linked and civil
society plays a very important role in promoting and protecting democracy, rule of law and
human rights. Some of the benefits of a healthy civil society for communities and
mainstream populations include:

1.

2.

Contributing to development.'**

Providing essential services that are normally the responsibility of the state or the other
sectors such as the market or the family.'*?

Protecting and advocating for human rights and working to change and uphold social
norms and behaviors."*

Empowering and providing stability to a society by creating a space where people can
talk, create, engage and support each other and it provides an alternative to formal
political participation. '*

Functioning on commitment. Individuals who are part of the civil sector are often
motivated by their commitment to a certain cause they believe in, which is part of the
reason why CSOs do things that the state, the market, and the family will never do, and
why their autonomy is so important.!#¢

Allowing for flexibility by having low costs of entry (in some cases). Anyone can
organize themselves to volunteer or clean up a park or fundraise for a specific cause. The
flexibility of civil society is also the reason why it responds first to a crisis or it can
respond to unexpected new needs.'"’

Shaping policy by advocating for the needs and demands of citizens, strengthening
public participation in democracy, and providing expertise and information. Civil
society can bring new information to decision-makers through research and close
contacts with particular populations, as well as it can provide public authorities with
new ideas and perspectives.!*®

Providing information for citizens by monitoring government institutions, policies
and activities, reporting on their progress and implementation, and holding
governments accountable.'*
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According to the CIVICUS Monitor report, only 10 countries have upgraded their civic space
ratings in 2022."° If we examine some countries where civic space has improved in the last
year, it is undeniable that the state plays the key role in opening up civic space. For example,
the civic space in Chile and the USA improved from obstructed to narrowed in 2022 due to
a change in political leadership which opened a path for better protection of civic space. In
the Czech Republic there was a draft legislative proposal to strengthen the editorial
independence of Czech Television, while in Latvia CSOs were more involved in decision-
making."™ The judicial system also plays a big role in protecting and opening up civic space.
Human rights defenders were released or acquitted in several countries such as Honduras,'?
Iran,’™® Kuwait,” and Rwanda.'®

Some other good practices that can be employed by states to protect and promote civic space
include:

e Protecting journalists and press freedom by adopting a legal framework for
protection of human rights defenders which also applies to journalists or adopting
legislation which specifically protects journalists, introducing aggravated sanctions
for homicides of journalists, and ensuring editorial independence.

e Reforming CSO registration proceduresby creating a registration system based on
notification instead of state authorization, not charging fees for registration,
making information about registered NGOs publicly available, and reducing the
number of administrative steps and required documents for registration of CSOs.

e Providing core and unconditional funding for CSOs, such as subsidies for
operational and capacity-building costs, subsidies for the construction of
educational and cultural sites, funding to strengthen CSOs’ autonomy and
networking, or unconditional funding that can be used for whatever purpose the
CSOs see fit.

e Creating an environment for giving by, for example, providing exemptions from
obtaining a license for small-scale fundraising from obtaining a license or providing
exemptions from VAT for donations sent by text message to CSOs.'*®

Although the state plays a critical role in opening up civic space, civil society is key in
promoting civic space and pushing back against authoritarian forces that are trying to
suffocate civil society organizations.

There are many ways civil society can promote or protect civic space:

1. First, civil society can promote civic space through protests.

For example, the 2018 ‘Velvet Revolution’ in Armenia dislodged the country’s kleptocratic
ruling elite and resulted in the election of a new government which promised domestic
reforms."” Since then, civic space in Armenia has been improving.””® A similar revolution
took place in North Macedonia in 2016, called the ‘Colorful Revolution’,"* which succeeded
in forcing the government (which had captured the state) to step down and resulted in the
election of a government which opened up civic space and drastically improved media
freedom. “In Sri Lanka, mass protests led to the resignation of President Gotabaya
Rajapaksa, who presided over a climate of repression against activists, journalists and
critics.”'6°
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2. Second, civil society can promote positive change through campaigning
and advocacy.

In Thailand, civil society has managed to pressure the authorities to formally charge a
former senior park ranger and three subordinates suspected of killing an activist, after eight
years of campaigning.’® In Indonesia, civil society finally managed last year to push the
country’s human rights commission to investigate the Killing of a human rights activist
which happened in 2004.'%? Also, after years of advocacy by activists and victims’ groups,
the government of Indonesia finally apologized for and acknowledged severe historical
human rights violations going back more than 50 years.'®® In Hungary, civil society
organized a successful campaign calling for the boycott of a referendum that was seeking
endorsement for the government’s anti-LGBTQI+ agenda.'** “In Iraq, despite the dire
situation, a resilient civil society has defied all odds to push back against government
excesses by continuing to take collective action to call for accountability, social justice and
the protection of human rights, particularly in regard to violations against protesters during
mass protests in October 2021. In response to mounting pressure from civil society, in
February 2022 the authorities arrested Lieutenant-Colonel Omar Nizar on charges of killing
protesters during an infamous 2019 crackdown on protests.”!¢®

3. Campaigns against repressive civil society laws are crucial in promoting
civic space, but they are not always successful.

Democracy, although a supportive factor, is not a determinative factor for an effective
campaign. Similarly, the amount of foreign aid is not a determinative factor, but rather the
priorities set by the donors. According to Cheeseman and Dodsworth, there are four main
characteristics of an effective campaign against repressive civil society laws: (1) cohesive
coordination between local and international actors, (2) the campaign is pre-emptive and
sustained, (3) is framed in a manner that resonates with the electoral incentives of
parliamentarians, and (4) it engages pragmatically with the both the informal political rules
that govern the behavior of legislators and the formal procedural mechanisms of
legislatures.'*®

4. Last but not least, civil society can take advantage of the legal system to
promote civic space.

“In the USA, lawsuits from racial justice groups resulted in security forces adopting positive
policy changes on the policing of protests. Civil society groups also frequently used strategic
litigation to appeal to the justice system to push back against restrictive laws and demand
recognition of their rights. In January 2022, Ecuador’s Constitutional Court handed down a
ruling reaffirming Indigenous peoples’ right to free, prior and informed consent, creating
what environmental group Amazon Frontlines said was ‘one of the most powerful legal
precedents’ on the matter.”¢’

“In settings characterized by authoritarianism, violent conflict, and restricted civic space,
relations between governments, civil society, and citizens at best tend to be fragile and
fraught.”'*® This situation is additionally complicated in times of crisis, such as a global
pandemic. Crises accentuate the need for a healthy civil society, while at the same time
restricting civic space. This paradox is referred to as the governance shock doctrine.'®® Civic
space was not only temporarily reshaped by the COVID-19 pandemic, but also reconfigured
in the long term. Just as we will have to live with the COVID-19 virus, we will also have to
live with the consequences of the pandemic on civil society and civic space, since measures
adopted in emergency situations have a tendency to persist or become permanent.'”° Civil

19



society organizations must also keep this in mind when designing action to reopen or to
keep civic space open. Moreover, CSOs should attempt to maintain into the post-pandemic
context the solidarity instinct that characterized the pandemic responses, “building and
maintaining alliances with each other across causes and identities.””

In a situation where civic space is closing, service providing organizations can play a big
role in promoting civic space. “[Slervice providers tend to be more capable of functioning
“under the radar” thus contributing to democracy in both direct and indirect ways, and thus
escaping closing space restrictions”.'”

After considering all of the different aspects of closing civic space and the role of civil

society in promoting it, it is important to also define and outline the characteristics of a
healthy civil society.'”
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Healthy Civil Society

Characteristics

Indicators

Structure

P4l

How large is the civil society sector?

Is it composed of diverse civil society actors?

Do those actors collaborate amongst themselves?

Are all civil society actors enabled to participate in public
life, without discrimination of any kind?

Resources

\

\2

Does civil society command the necessary human, financial,
organizational and technology resources to achieve its
objectives?

How is it funded? Is civil society dependent on donors or
does it have financial independence and autonomy?

Does civil society have access to public information?

Does it have access to long-term support and resources?

Enabling
environment

AR

\

\

Vi

[s civic space open (based on the CIVICUS Monitor)?

Are civil society actors able to act independently of the
state?

Are they able to advocate positions different from those of
public authorities?

Do they have shared goals and objectives with public
authorities?

Is there public trust and support for civil society?

Is the role of civil society in society recognized by the state?
Is the role of civil society in society recognized by the
citizens?

Is the legislation in line with international standards and
safeguard civil society activities? If so, are the laws and
policies being implemented in practice?

Values

Does civil society promote human rights, democracy and
the rule of law?

Does civil society act with transparency and accountability
towards the public?

Impact

Does civil society have an impact on the different aspects of
society including social, economic or political problems?
Does civil society have a place in decision-making
processes?

Table 2. - Characteristics and indicators of a healthy civil society
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6. Conclusion

The findings of this report paint a grim picture of the state of civic space worldwide, with a
growing number of countries facing restrictions on civic freedoms and an increasingly
hostile environment for civil society. Urgent measures are required to address this trend
and create an enabling environment for civic participation and the protection of human
rights and freedoms. The global community must remain vigilant in defending these
fundamental principles.

A significant concern is the growing number of authoritarian regimes and the
increased popular support for strong leaders who do not have to bother with parliamentary
or electoral processes. The data from the World Values Survey shows a rise in the percentage
of respondents who believe such leaders are good for their country. Interestingly, despite
this, a majority of respondents still view having a democratic political system as good and
consider it important to live in a democratically governed country. This reflects a complex
and potentially contradictory set of beliefs, which require further exploration.

The report underscores the importance of civic space in democratic governance and
development, as well as the role various stakeholders play in supporting or potentially
hindering this space. The interplay between IGOs, donors, citizens and civil society is
complex, and finding the right balance between them is a significant challenge. However,
addressing these challenges is vital to protect and promote civic space worldwide.

The following recommendations are proposed to promote a healthy civil society and make
it accessible for the mainstream population:

e Promote trust. “Research shows that people who trust CSOs are more likely to support
them and the causes they promote [...] by donating, volunteering, defending them from
criticism, participating in protests and campaigns, or repeating their messages to
others.”” Additionally, when public trust towards CSOs is high, authoritarian regimes
cannot easily restrict civil society. In order to build trust, civil society should identify
and focus on the shared values and things that the mainstream population finds
important, such as individual freedom and autonomy. Civil society can emphasize how
it gives individuals greater liberty.'”

e Nurture civic engagement skills among the mainstream population, but especially
the youth. Create actions through which individuals would be able to engage in solving
community issues in a collective way, by involving different members of the
community.'7

e Promote the inclusion of competences for democratic culture in primary and
secondary education. For example, the Council of Europe has created a set of
materials'”” that can be used by education systems to equip young people with “the
competences that are needed to take action to defend and promote human rights,
democracy and the rule of law, to act as active citizens, to participate effectively in a
culture of democracy, and to live peacefully together with others in culturally diverse
societies.”””® The materials simply provide a framework that teachers can easily
incorporate into their existing curriculum. The aim of the materials is to equip teachers
with the resources and tools to be able to develop competences for democratic culture
among their students. In order to promote civic space, these materials can be translated
and adapted to different contexts so that they could be used in other regions as well. The
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implementation of these materials would also require training of teachers and school
staff.

e Increase the capacities of civil society to promote itself. CSOs themselves have to take
an active role in promoting their work and their role in society. However, many CSOs
and civil society actors do not know how to do that. The capacities of civil society in this
regard should be increased through training, tools and resources. For example, Butler’s
guide on “How to talk about civic space: A guide for progressive civil society facing
smear campaigns”'”® can be used to develop such training or resources.

Future research

Research on public attitudes towards civic space and civil society is severely lacking. The
research that exists on the topic does not provide a very in-depth understanding of those
attitudes. For example, it does not take into account that people have different attitudes
towards different types of CSOs, nor does it explore the reasons behind those attitudes.
Therefore, it is necessary to conduct additional qualitative and quantitative research on this
topic to gain a better understanding of public attitudes towards civil society.

Additionally, it would be interesting to conduct research to study why support is growing
for strong leaders who do not have to bother with parliament and elections, while at the
same time, the majority of individuals report that it is important to them to live in a country
that is governed democratically. These findings point to the importance of ongoing research
and analysis to understand the factors and dynamics that drive these perspectives. Research
on this topic is crucial to address the challenges posed by the rise of authoritarian
tendencies, while safeguarding democratic principles and values.
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