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1. MONITORING AND REPORTING ON CIVIC SPACE

1.1. Monitoring initiative from the side of the State

Has there been any initiative from the side of the State (government/parliament) to observe/monitor the
restrictions/challenges/threats for civic space actors in your country in the last three years?

No such initiative was identified.

1.2. Other monitoring initiatives

Has there been any other actor/body/mechanism that has observed/monitored civic space restrictions/
challenges/threats in your country in the last three years?

The Belgian Federal Institute for the protection and promotion of Human Rights (hereafter
Federal Institute) conducted a research project between 2022 and 2024 on the space for
human rights defenders in Belgium.' The research report,” presenting the project’s findings,
was published in 2024. 159 organisations, including non-governmental organisations,
associations and public institutions were surveyed in the context of the project. In its report,
the Federal Institute notes that despite the fact that the Belgian Constitution foresees
multiple guarantees for civil society and that the general situation for human rights
defenders in the country is considered good, the surveyed organisations face many
challenges. For example, the Institute noted that 55% of the surveyed organisation were
victims of at least one form of intimidation and aggression between 2020 and 2022. In this
regard, 24% faced legal action that was perceived as unfounded (SLAPP), 22% were
subjected to negative media campaigns, 19% were targeted by online attacks on their digital
infrastructure and 17% were subjected to political sanctions.®> Almost half the organisations

1 Belgium, Federal Institute for the protection and promotion of Human Rights (Federaal Instituut
voor de bescherming en bevordering van de rechten van de mens), Research, (last accessed 13
February 2025).

2 Belgium, Federal Institute for the protection and promotion of Human Rights (Federaal Instituut
voor de bescherming en bevordering van de rechten van de mens) (2024)," A space for human
rights defenders in Belgium. The situation of human rights organisations’ (Espace pour les
défenseur-e-s des droits humains en Belgique. La situation des organisations de défense des
droits humains), 8 July 2024 .

3 Belgium, Federal Institute for the protection and promotion of Human Rights (Federaal Instituut
voor de bescherming en bevordering van de rechten van de mens) (2024), ‘A space for human
rights defenders in Belgium. The situation of human rights organisations’ (Espace pour les
défenseur-e-s des droits humains en Belgique. La situation des organisations de défense des

droits humains), 8 July 2024, p. 41 ;Belgium, Federal Institute for the protection and promotion



https://federaalinstituutmensenrechten.be/en/your-rights/research
https://institutfederaldroitshumains.be/sites/default/files/2024-07/Rapport%20IFDH%20D%C3%A9fenseurs%20droits%20humains%202024.pdf
https://institutfederaldroitshumains.be/sites/default/files/2024-07/Rapport%20IFDH%20D%C3%A9fenseurs%20droits%20humains%202024.pdf
https://institutfederaldroitshumains.be/sites/default/files/2024-07/Rapport%20IFDH%20D%C3%A9fenseurs%20droits%20humains%202024.pdf
https://institutfederaldroitshumains.be/sites/default/files/2024-07/Rapport%20IFDH%20D%C3%A9fenseurs%20droits%20humains%202024.pdf
https://institutfederaldroitshumains.be/sites/default/files/2024-07/Rapport%20IFDH%20D%C3%A9fenseurs%20droits%20humains%202024.pdf
https://institutfederaldroitshumains.be/sites/default/files/2024-07/Rapport%20IFDH%20D%C3%A9fenseurs%20droits%20humains%202024.pdf

also declared that their collaborators had been verbally aggressed, with most aggressions
occurring online.* The Federal Institute is currently preparing an action plan to continue
their work monitoring civic space — also focusing on different actors — in the years to come.”

The Human Rights League (Ligue des Droits Humains) also publishes an annual report on
rule of law in Belgium, which includes some reflections on civic space in the country. In the
2024 edition of the report,® published in January 2025, the League expressed concern over
increasing pressure by the government to prevent the publication of certain news articles,
which is said to infringe on freedom of the press.’

of Human Rights (Federaal Instituut voor de bescherming en bevordering van de rechten van de
mens) (2023), ‘First survey on the pressures suffered by human rights organizations in Belgium:
more than half of the organizations questioned have suffered intimidation and attacks’
(Premiere enquéte sur les pressions subies par les organisations de défense des droits humains

en Belgique : plus de la moitié des organisations interrogées ont subi des intimidations et

agressions), 5 December 2023.

4 Belgium, Federal Institute for the protection and promotion of Human Rights (Federaal Instituut
voor de bescherming en bevordering van de rechten van de mens) (2024), ‘A space for human
rights defenders in Belgium. The situation of human rights organisations’ (Espace pour les
défenseur-e-s des droits humains en Belgique. La situation des organisations de défense des
droits humains), 8 July 2024, p. 65.

> Information obtained via written communication from a member of the Federal Institute received
on 13 February 2025.

® Belgium, Human Rights League (Ligue des Droits Humains) (2025), ‘Rule of law in Belgium — 2024
report’ (Etat des droits humains en Belgique — Rapport 2024), 15 January 2025.

’ Belgium, Human Rights League (Ligue des Droits Humains) (2025), ‘Rule of law in Belgium — 2024
report’ (Etat des droits humains en Belgique — Rapport 2024), 15 January 2025,pp. 9-14 and 61.



https://institutfederaldroitshumains.be/fr/premiere-enquete-sur-les-pressions-subies-par-les-organisations-de-defense-des-droits-humains-en
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https://institutfederaldroitshumains.be/fr/premiere-enquete-sur-les-pressions-subies-par-les-organisations-de-defense-des-droits-humains-en
https://institutfederaldroitshumains.be/sites/default/files/2024-07/Rapport%20IFDH%20D%C3%A9fenseurs%20droits%20humains%202024.pdf
https://institutfederaldroitshumains.be/sites/default/files/2024-07/Rapport%20IFDH%20D%C3%A9fenseurs%20droits%20humains%202024.pdf
https://institutfederaldroitshumains.be/sites/default/files/2024-07/Rapport%20IFDH%20D%C3%A9fenseurs%20droits%20humains%202024.pdf
https://www.liguedh.be/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/EDH_2024-derniere-version.pdf
https://www.liguedh.be/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/EDH_2024-derniere-version.pdf

2. PARTICIPATION

2.1. Rules on participation

Are there any binding rules in place in your country for the participation/consultation of civil society
organisations for developing/implementing/monitoring laws and policies?

Article 28 of the Belgian Constitution® prescribes the right to petition, which allows anyone
to address public authorities via a signed petition. This right can be exercised by civil society
organisations and human rights defenders to engage with public authorities.

Statutory human rights bodies have structured cooperation with public powers. For
example, the Federal Institute for the protection and promotion of Human Rights, as the
national human rights institution, provides advisory opinions, recommendations and
reports to the federal government, the Federal Parliament or any other public authority on
any matter relating to the promotion and protection of fundamental rights, either at their
request or on its own initiative.” Other statutory bodies, such as the Flemish Children's
Rights Commissioner (Kinderrechtencommissariaat) and the High Council for Persons with
Disabilities (Conseil Supérieur National des Personnes Handicapées) also have advisory roles
towards, respectively, the Flemish and Federal Parliaments.

While binding rules requiring the participation of civil society organisations in the
development and implementation of laws and policies are lacking, in practice, there are
frequent consultations with civil society organisations at different levels or power.'° For
example, when a law proposal is being discussed, the parliamentary commission
responsible for the proposal may opt to solicit written advisory opinions from relevant
actors, including civil society organisations, or to arrange hearings involving such actors.
Generally, parliamentarians can propose these actors, after which the secretariat of the
relevant commission compiles a list that is mutually agreed upon. In practice, this process
is regularly followed.**

8 Belgium, Coordinated Constitution (La Constitution coordonnée), 17 February 1994.

9 Belgium, Article 5 Law establishing a Federal Institute for the Protection and Promotion of Human
Rights (Loi portant création d'un Institut fédéral pour la protection et la promotion des droits
humains), 12 May 2019.

10 Information obtained via written communication from a member of the Human Rights League
received on 14 January 2025 and confirmed in a written communication from a member of the
Federal Institute received on 13 February 2025.

1 Information obtained via written communication from a member of the Federal Institute received
on 2 February 2024 in the context of a research on “Mapping and analysis of national human
rights structures in the EU” conducted by the contractor to the FRA.



https://www.ejustice.just.fgov.be/cgi_loi/change_lg.pl?language=fr&la=F&cn=1994021730&table_name=loi
https://www.ejustice.just.fgov.be/cgi/article_body.pl?language=fr&caller=summary&pub_date=19-06-21&numac=2019012931
https://www.ejustice.just.fgov.be/cgi/article_body.pl?language=fr&caller=summary&pub_date=19-06-21&numac=2019012931

In its report concerning the space for human rights defenders in Belgium,'? the Federal
Institute reported that most of the organisations surveyed never faced challenges
concerning their participation in the development of policies.”® Certain organisations,
however, affirmed that they had difficulty participating in the process of developing public
policies. This was the case mainly for organisations that denounce acts of human rights
violations, often through actions to support target groups such as the organisation of social
and cultural gatherings, demonstrations or protest actions.'*

2.2.Consultative/participatory bodies

Are there any consultative/participatory bodies in your country that ensure the participation of civil society in
developing/implementing/monitoring laws and policies?

The Flemish government has eight strategic advisory councils that include civil society
organisations and stakeholder organisations, supplemented by representatives of local
governments, research institutions, and other experts. These advisory councils are divided
per topic - there is a council for social and economic matters; for education; for health and
welfare; for culture, sport, media and youth; for agriculture and fishery; for mobility; for
environment and nature; and lastly, for spatial planning and immovable heritage. The
Flemish Government must request advice from these advisory councils for each legislative
proposal. The councils also take the initiative themselves to issue opinions.*”

12 Belgium, Federal Institute for the protection and promotion of Human Rights (2024), ‘A space for
human rights defenders in Belgium. The situation of human rights organisations’ (Espace pour les
défenseur-e-s des droits humains en Belgique. La situation des organisations de défense des droits
humains), 8 July 2024.

13 Belgium, Federal Institute for the protection and promotion of Human Rights (Federaal Instituut
voor de bescherming en bevordering van de rechten van de mens) (2024), ‘A space for human
rights defenders in Belgium. The situation of human rights organisations’ (Espace pour les
défenseur-e-s des droits humains en Belgique. La situation des organisations de défense des
droits humains), 8 July 2024,p. 55.

14 Belgium, Federal Institute for the protection and promotion of Human Rights (Federaal Instituut
voor de bescherming en bevordering van de rechten van de mens) (2024), ‘A space for human
rights defenders in Belgium. The situation of human rights organisations’ (Espace pour les
défenseur-e-s des droits humains en Belgique. La situation des organisations de défense des
droits humains), 8 July 2024,p. 57.

15> Belgium, Flemish Government, ‘Advisory councils in Flanders’ (Adviesraden in Vlaanderen), (last
accessed 13 February 2025).
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https://www.vlaanderen.be/uw-overheid/werking-en-structuur-van-de-vlaamse-overheid/adviesraden-in-vlaanderen

Citizens’ initiatives were also organised at the regional level in the last legislature (2019-
2024), allowing citizens to bring suggestions to regional or community parliaments. Citizens
assemblies, composed of citizens selected by random drawing, were organised to bring
suggestions to the parliaments of Brussels,'® Wallonia'’ and the German speaking
community in Belgium.'® In Brussels, it is also possible for citizens to organise petitions and
suggestions.”” If the proposals gather 1000 signatures, they are discussed with
parliamentarians.

2.3.Awareness raising and capacity building on participation

Does your Member State fund or carry out meaningful awareness raising and/or capacity building to support
participation in your country?

No such initiative was identified.

16 Belgium, Agora.brussels, ‘Brussels citizen assembly’ (Assemblée Citoyenne Bruxelloise), (last
accessed 13 February 2025).

17 Belgium, Walloon Parliament (Parlement de Wallonie) (2024), ‘Publication of the report adopted
by the first deliberative commission of the Parliament of Wallonia’ (Publication du rapport

adopté par la premiére Commission délibérative du Parlement de Wallonie), 8 March 2024.

18 Belgium,Parliament of the German-speaking Community of Belgium (Parlament der

Deutschsprachigen Gemeinschaft Belgiens), ‘What is the Citizen’s Assembly’ (Qu'est-ce que
I'"Assemblée Citoyenne ?), (last accessed 14 March 2025).

19 Belgium, democratie.brussels, ‘The citizen participation in the Brussels Region’ (La participation
citoyenne en Région bruxelloise), (last accessed 13 February 2025).



https://www.assemblee.brussels/
https://www.parlement-wallonie.be/publication-du-rapport-adopte-par-la-premiere-commission-deliberative-du-parlement-de-wallonie
https://www.parlement-wallonie.be/publication-du-rapport-adopte-par-la-premiere-commission-deliberative-du-parlement-de-wallonie
https://www.buergerdialog.be/fr/assemblee-citoyenne/quest-ce-que-lassemblee-citoyenne
https://www.buergerdialog.be/fr/assemblee-citoyenne/quest-ce-que-lassemblee-citoyenne
https://democratie.brussels/
https://democratie.brussels/

3. ENABLING ENVIRONMENT AND PROTECTION

3.1.Civil society strategy

Does your country have a general civil society strategy / civil society development strategy in place?

No such strategy was identified.

3.2.Protecting an enabling environment

Is there a dedicated policy/framework (or support measures) in place in your country to enhance and protect
an enabling environment for civil society to work on fundamental rights?

There are regional policies in Belgium that aim to subsidise civil society organisations.

At the level of the Flemish Region, two Decrees were revised, including rules for awarding
subsidies for civil society organisations: the Decree on Social-Cultural Work and the Equal
Opportunities Decree.”’ These revisions are an attempt of the Flemish Government to meet
the financial challenges faced by these organisations. However, civil society has voiced
concerns regarding these new rules. On the Decree on Social-Cultural Work, subsidies are
awarded on the basis of substantive justifications - resulting in more substantive
government interference in the functioning of organisations.’*

Notably, one of the conditions to receive subsidies under the Decree on Social-Cultural
Work was nullified by the Constitutional Court. The concerned condition entailed that
“Organisations that segregate by merely folding back on ethnic-cultural origin are not
eligible for funding.”?? The Court reasoned that this forms an additional negative condition
that only applies to organisations that associate on the basis of ethnic-cultural origin. The

20 Belgium, Flemish Government (Vlaams parlement), Decree on Subsidising Social-Cultural Adult
Work (Decreet over de subsidiéring van het social-cultureel volwassenenwerk), 10 March 2023;

Belgium, Flemish Government (Vlaams parlement), Decree establishing a framework for Flemish
equal opportunities and equal treatment policy (Decreet houdende een kader voor het Vlaamse

gelijkekansen- en gelijkebehandelingsbeleid), 10 July 2008.

21 Belgium, De Federatie Sociaal-cultureel werk & amateurkunsten, ‘Flemish Governement

intervenes on Decree on Socio-cultural adult work’ (Vlaamse Regering grijpt in op decreet

sociaal-cultureel volwassenenwerk), 24 May 2023.

22 Belgium, Flemish Government (Vlaams parlement), Article 14, 3° Decree on Subsidising Social-
Cultural Adult Work (Decreet over de subsidiéring van het social-cultureel volwassenwerk), 10
March 2023.



https://codex.vlaanderen.be/PrintDocument.ashx?id=1038228
https://codex.vlaanderen.be/portals/codex/documenten/1017082.html
https://codex.vlaanderen.be/portals/codex/documenten/1017082.html
https://www.defederatie.org/dossiers/decreet-sociaal-cultureel-werk-davert-op-zn-grondbeginselen-maar-sector-blijft-overeind
https://www.defederatie.org/dossiers/decreet-sociaal-cultureel-werk-davert-op-zn-grondbeginselen-maar-sector-blijft-overeind
https://codex.vlaanderen.be/Zoeken/Document.aspx?DID=1038228&param=inhoud

provision was therefore nullified based on grounds of discrimination due to legal
uncertainty.?

At the level of the Wallonia-Brussels federation, the permanent Education Service (Service
de I’Education permanente), on the basis of the Decree relating to the development of

24 subsidises associations that

lifelong education action in the field of associative life,
promote continuing education, cultural leisure and initiatives relating to participatory

citizenship issues. The Service also subsidises specific projects and education programmes.?®

Despite such initiatives, in its report concerning the space for human rights defenders in
Belgium,’® the Federal Institute reported that 47% of surveyed organisations considered
that their financial situation degraded in the years preceding the survey.?’ In this regard,
organisations indicated that they may be confronted with a form of financial intimidation
by actors from the political environment and more particularly from governments at the
federal, regional and local levels. For example, organisations that work against racism and
support migrants encounter more difficulties than others in obtaining subsidies because of
the "controversial" nature of the issues they deal with.?® In addition to the political
pressures that threaten the granting of subsidies, the deterioration in the financial situation

23 Belgium, Constitutional Court (Grondwettelijk Hof), nr. 93/2024, 19 September 2024.

24 Belgium, Wallonia-Brussels Federation (Fédération Wallonie-Bruxelles), Decree relating to the
development of lifelong education action in the field of associative life (Décret relatif au

développement de |'action d'Education permanente dans le champ de la vie associative), 17 July
2003.

25 Belgium,Wallonia-Brussels Federation (Fédération Wallonie-Bruxelles), ‘Permanent education,
Who are we?’ (Edication permanent, Qui sommes-nous ?), (last accessed 14 March 2025).

26 Belgium, Federal Institute for the protection and promotion of Human Rights (Federaal Instituut
voor de bescherming en bevordering van de rechten van de mens) (2024), ‘A space for human
rights defenders in Belgium. The situation of human rights organisations’ (Espace pour les

défenseur-e-s des droits humains en Belgique. La situation des organisations de défense des droits
humains), 8 July 2024.

%/ Belgium, Federal Institute for the protection and promotion of Human Rights (Federaal Instituut
voor de bescherming en bevordering van de rechten van de mens) (2024‘A space for human
rights defenders in Belgium. The situation of human rights organisations’ (Espace pour les
défenseur-e-s des droits humains en Belgique. La situation des organisations de défense des
droits humains), 8 July 2024, p. 55.

28 Belgium, Federal Institute for the protection and promotion of Human Rights (Federaal Instituut
voor de bescherming en bevordering van de rechten van de mens) (2024), ‘A space for human
rights defenders in Belgium. The situation of human rights organisations’ (Espace pour les
défenseur-e-s des droits humains en Belgique. La situation des organisations de défense des
droits humains), 8 July 2024,p. 57.
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of these organisations can also be explained by the inflation of consumer prices in Belgium
and the state of public finances, as the high national budget deficit could limit the ability of
competent authorities to grant subsidies.””

3.3.Law on recognition and protection of defenders

Is there a dedicated law (and/or guidelines) in your country dealing specifically with the recognition and/or
protection of human rights defenders?

Belgium does not have a dedicated law aimed at recognising and protecting human rights
defenders as a whole. In 2023, however, two federal laws came into force to protect
whistleblowers in the country, one concerning whistleblowers in the private sector®® and
one concerning whistleblowers in the public sector.?! The different federated entities in
Belgium also adopted laws regarding the protection of whistleblowers between 2022 and
2024.%? The legislative framework adopted in Belgium in this regard aims to transpose EU
Directive 2019/1937 on the protection of whistleblowers.

3.4.Support and funding for protection of defenders

Is there any dedicated support/funding by the State for the protection of (individual) human rights defenders
in your country?

As noted above, Belgium does not have a dedicated law aimed at recognising and protecting
human rights defenders as a whole, but, instead, has enacted legislation to protect

29 Belgium, Federal Institute for the protection and promotion of Human Rights (Federaal Instituut
voor de bescherming en bevordering van de rechten van de mens) (2024), ‘A space for human
rights defenders in Belgium. The situation of human rights organisations’ (Espace pour les
défenseur-e-s des droits humains en Belgique. La situation des organisations de défense des
droits humains), 8 July 2024.

30 Belgium, Law on the protection of persons who report violations of Union or national law within
a legal entity in the private sector (Loi sur la protection des personnes qui signalent des violations

au droit de I'Union ou au droit national constatées au sein d'une entité juridique du secteur privé),
28 November 2022.

31 Belgium, Law on reporting channels and protection of those who report breaches of integrity in
federal public sector bodies and within the integrated police force (Loi relatif aux canaux de

signalement et a la protection des auteurs de signalement d'atteintes a l'intégrité dans les

organismes du secteur public fédéral et au sein de la police intégrée), 23 December 2022.

32 For an overview of all the different instruments
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https://www.ejustice.just.fgov.be/eli/loi/2022/12/08/2022034749/justel

whistleblowers. In this regard, the Federal Institute is mandated to provide to support to
whistleblowers, including legal assistance and information; psychological support; social
support (information on administrative procedures) and career support; financial assistance
in the context of legal proceedings; technical support (IT), for example, securing data against
cyberattacks; training to interact with the media, for whistleblowers who wish to contact
the press or who are contacted by journalists.**

33 Belgium,Federal Institute for the protection and promotion of Human Rights (Federaal Instituut
voor de bescherming en bevordering van de rechten van de mens), ‘Whistleblowers’ (Lanceurs
d’alerte), ‘Request support’ (Demandez un soutien), (last accessed 14 March 2025).
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