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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?

There is no monitoring by the state in Ireland of restrictions or challenges to civic space
actors.

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 Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC), which is an A-rated
independent NHRI, reports on civic space restrictions in its periodic international reporting
to the UN and EU bodies. A recent submission to the UN Committee on Committee on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR)" highlighted the definitions in the Electoral
Acts, which risk restricting civil society advocacy, and the need for increased, autonomous
funding to support the meaningful participation of disabled people through their
representative organisations. Its submission to the UN Universal Periodic Review? also
highlighted IHREC’s own budgetary restrictions preventing it from fulfilling its mandates.

The TASC - Think-tank for Action on Social Change [report "Civil Society Under Duress"
examined the current challenges faced by civil society organisations (CSOs) in Ireland,

! Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC). ‘Ireland and the International Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights: Submission to the Committee on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights on Ireland’s Fourth Periodic Report’, 2024.
https://www.ihrec.ie/documents/ireland-and-the-international-covenant-on-economic-social-
and-cultural-rights-2/.

Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC). ‘Mid-Term Report to the UN Human
Rights Council for the Third Cycle of the Universal Periodic Review of Ireland’, 2024.
https://www.ihrec.ie//app/uploads/2024/10/IHREC-UPR-mid-term-report-to-HRC-57th-
session-ltem-6-UPR.pdf.

———. ‘Policy Statement on the Electoral Acts and Civil Society Space in Ireland January 2019’,
2019. https://www.ihrec.ie/app/uploads/2019/01/Policy-Statement-on-Civil-Society-and-the-
Electoral-Acts-F-11012019.pdf.




particularly concerning their participation in democratic processes.? The report recognised
the need for a more supportive environment that encourages active participation of CSOs
in Ireland's democratic processes, free from financial or political constraints that may
hinder their advocacy roles. The report advocates for more robust partnerships between
the state and CSOs, emphasizing that such collaboration can enhance democratic
engagement and ensure that diverse voices are represented in decision-making processes.
It highlights a tension between CSOs' roles in service delivery and advocacy. While state
funding often supports service provision, there is a perception that advocacy activities,
especially those critical of government policies, may jeopardize funding. This dynamic can
lead to self-censorship, limiting CSOs' participation in public discourse and policy debates.
It recommends that funding bodies explicitly support advocacy initiatives, recognizing
their importance in addressing systemic issues and influencing positive social change.

The Irish Council for Civil Liberties (ICCL) also regularly publishes on changing legal and
regulatory constraints to civic space. In a 2024 report on state funding and advocacy in the
Irish community, voluntary and non-profit sector, found that a significant proportion of
community and voluntary organisations which receive State funding are curtailing their
advocacy and campaigning efforts due to implicit and explicit restrictions associated with
the funding they receive.” The report also highlighted civil society’s poor perception of the
effectiveness of the State’s stakeholder engagements for policy formation.

3S Cohen, J Lartigau, and T McDonough (2024) Civil Society Under Duress: Assessing the Impact of
Political, Financial, and Governance Pressures on CSOs. Dublin, Ireland: TASC and the Rowan
Trust. Available at: https://www.tasc.ie/assets/files/pdf/civil society under duress report-
compressed _final.pdf.

*1rish Council for Civil Liberties (ICCL). ““That’s Not Your Role” State Funding And Advocacy In The
Irish Community, Voluntary And Non-Profit Sector’, April 2024. https://www.iccl.ie/wp-
content/uploads/2024/04/Thats-Not-Your-Role-WEB.pdf.
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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?

There are no binding rules in place in Ireland for the participation/consultation of civil
society organisations for developing/implementing/monitoring laws and policies at
national level.

At local authority level, where community representation is required on local authority
committees, it must be sourced through the Public Participation Networks (PPNs) which
enable the participation of volunteer-led community representative groups in local
authority policymaking and decision-making. Membership of a PPN is open to all
volunteer-led/not-for-profit groups in a local authority area. In 2024, over 18,000 groups
nationwide were members of a PPN. °

PPNs were introduced following the enactment of the Local Government Act 2014,
Section 46.° It requires each local authority, in accordance with general policy

guidelines issued by the Minister, to adopt a Framework for Public Participation in Local
Government for the purposes of promoting, developing and implementing a coherent and
integrated approach to participation in decision-making processes of the local authority.
Funding for PPNs is provided by both the Department of Housing, Planning, Community
and Local Government (DHPCLG) and the Local Authorities (LAs). This funding facilitates
the engagement of a resource worker and other costs. Every PPN is a flat structure and
the plenary meets twice annually to set policy and direct operations.” The PPN structural
review published in 2022 noted the need for greater diversity and younger voices.?

There have additionally been efforts by the State in the last three years to create and
implement guidance for consultation and participation. The government’s five year
strategy to support the community and voluntary sector in Ireland 2019 — 2024,

5 Houses of the Oireachtas, Community Development Projects, Déil Eireann Debate, 5 March

2024. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2024-03-05/68/

6 Local Government Reform Act 2014 https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2014/act/1

7 Department of Rural and Community Development, Public Participation Networks (PPNs)
Handbook, November 2020.
https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/97296/79d48b54-0557-493e-9aal-
1d910364d41e.pdf#tpage=null

8 Department of Rural and Community Development (2022) PPN Structural Review Report. 17
June 2022. https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/19e5e-ppn-structural-review-report/
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Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities, set out a long-term vision for
government policy and support in relation to community and local development, and the
community and voluntary sectors. ° The following activities emanate from this strategy.

In May 2022, the “Values and Principles for Collaboration and Partnership Working with
the Community and Voluntary Sector” were agreed by Government and adopted on a
whole of government basis. *° The aim of this document was to provide Government
Departments, Local and Regional Government, agencies of the State and organisations in
the community and voluntary sector with an agreed set of the values and principles to be
utilised as the foundation for all collaborative and partnership efforts with communities
and organisations of the community and voluntary sector. This document provides
guidance and is not binding in any way.

In April 2023, the Minister of State for Community Development, Integration and Charities
wrote to all government departments to seek an update on the steps taken to embed the

values and principles in each government department with the community and voluntary

sector. The letter and the responses to this were published as a single report in 2024.*

In December 2023, the government concluded a two-year project working with local
authorities and other local stakeholders to improve the engagement of marginalised
communities in local planning and decision making. The project was funded under the
Dormant Accounts Fund and ran several pilots as well as developing resources and
toolkits. In February 2023, the Department for Rural and Community Development
published ‘A Guide for Inclusive Community Engagement in Local Planning and Decision
Making’ to support consultation and engagement at local level. An updated, second
edition was published in October 2023 using learnings from three pilot programmes and

Department of Rural and Community Development. ‘Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered
Communities: A Five-Year Strategy to Support the Community and Voluntary Sector in Ireland
2019-2024’, 28 August 2019. https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/d8fa3a-sustainable-inclusive-
and-empowered-communities-a-five-year-strategy/.

Department of Rural and Community Development. ‘Values and Principles for Collaboration
and Partnership’, 1 June 2022. https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/d4445-values-and-

principles-for-collaboration-and-partnership-working/.

1 Department of Rural and Community Development. ‘Report on the Application by Government

Departments and Agencies of the Values and Principles for Collaboration and Partnership
Working with the Community and Voluntary Sector’, November 2024.
https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/311425/de291853-036a-423b-845f-
bbl6eed329af.pdf#fpage=null.
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feedback gained from the process.'? Training was also provided in engagement strategies,
inter-cultural awareness, the Public Sector Duty and facilitation skills.

The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC) noted in its report to ICESCR
the need for more structured and inclusive frameworks to facilitate active civil society
participation in Ireland's policy-making processes.'®* The report notes that while the Irish
government has mechanisms for public consultation, these processes are often
inconsistent and lack standardization, leading to varied levels of engagement across
different sectors. The report suggests that the government should support initiatives that
build the capacity of CSOs to engage effectively in policy development and advocacy.
IHREC advocates for the establishment of mechanisms to monitor and evaluate the
effectiveness of civil society participation in governmental processes, aiming to identify
and address existing gaps. IHREC also observes that marginalized groups frequently face
barriers to participating in decision-making processes, resulting in their perspectives being
underrepresented in policies affecting them. A recommendation is made for the
development of clear guidelines to ensure meaningful and consistent engagement with
civil society organizations (CSOs), particularly those representing marginalized
communities.

IHREC has obligations to consult with civil society as well as other stakeholders in
developing its strategic plans'*, although it does not have any formal structures for civil
society consultation. It recently held a series of Thought Forums with civil society for the
first time in its history, on the topics of Keeping Hate out of Communities, Artificial
Intelligence and Digital Transformation, and Climate and Environmental Justice and Just
Transition.'?

12 pepartment of Rural and Community Development. ‘Supporting the Engagement of

Marginalised Communities in Decision-Making Processes’, 27 June 2022.
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/b97fd-supporting-the-engagement-of-marginalised-

communities-in-decision-making-processes/.

3 rish Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC) (2024) Ireland and the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights: Submission to the Committee on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights on Ireland’s fourth periodic report. Available at:
https://www.ihrec.ie/documents/ireland-and-the-international-covenant-on-economic-social-

and-cultural-rights-2/

* Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014, S.25(3)
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2014/act/25/enacted/en/print.html

15 |HREC Strategy Statement 2025-2027 https://www.ihrec.ie/about/strategy-statement-2025-
2027/
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IHREC also recently published a letter to the Minister responsible for the Commission’s
funding to highlight the impact of budgetary constraints on a range of its functions
including engagement with civil society.*®

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?

Action 1.4 of Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities strategy committed to
‘Support participative and deliberative approaches for developing public policy, including
establishing a Civic Forum for formal dialogue between the sector and local and central
government’. Prior to 2022 there was no Civic Forum in place as a forum for dialogue with
the community and voluntary sector at a national level.

The Department of Rural and Community Development designed a national Civic Forum
event for the community and voluntary sector informed by preparatory focus groups with
stakeholders. The first annual National Civic Forum for Dialogue with the Community and
Voluntary Sector was held in 2022 in Dublin attended by over 100 delegates from the
community and voluntary and state sectors. The second, under the theme of ‘Bringing the
Values and Principles to Life’, was held in 2023, designed drawing on the feedback from
the 2022 Forum with a new Terms of Reference and attended by 130 delegates from
across community and voluntary and state sectors.'’” The third Civic Forum was held in
December 2024.

'8 Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC). ‘Letter to the Minister for Children,
Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, Regarding Budget 2023, and Specifically on the
Budgetary Allocation under Vote 25 for the Operation of IHREC as Ireland’s National Human
Rights Institution and National Equality Body. Sent 6 July 2022. Published September 2024.", 6
July 2022. https://www.ihrec.ie/documents/letter-to-the-minister-for-children-equality-
disability-integration-and-youth-regarding-budget-2023-and-specifically-on-the-budgetary-
allocation-under-vote-25-for-the-operation-of-ihrec-as-irelan/.

7 Department of Rural and Community Development, National Civic Forum for dialogue with the
community and voluntary sector, 28 August 2024. https://www.gov.ie/en/news/37401-

national-civic-forum-for-dialogue-with-the-community-and-voluntary-sector/
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The National Economic and Social Development Office Act 2006 (as amended by SI 603,
2010) was established with representation at Council level for 3-4 government nominated
community or voluntary organisations to represent the community and voluntary sector.®

Youth consultation and deliberative structures are supported by the National Participation
Office (NPO) established in 2021 within the Department of Children, Equality, Disability,
Integration and Youth (DCEDIY) to manage and coordinate the activities of Comhairle na
nOg (youth councils), Dail na nOg (youth parliament), the Comhairle na nOg National
Executive, The National Youth Assembly of Ireland and other related youth participation
initiatives and structures.

Combhairle na nOg (local youth councils) are child and youth councils (12 — 17 years) that
operate in each of the 31 Local Authority areas across Ireland. D&il na nOg (youth
parliament) is a biennial national youth parliament for young people (12 — 17 years), with
200 delegates elected through local Comhairli. Each Comhairle na nOg (youth council)
elects representatives to the Comhairle na nOg National Executive to take action at a
national level on young people’s vote at Dail na nOg.°

The NPO operates under the guidance and oversight of DCEDIY and has responsibility for
overseeing and implementing the Comhairle na nOg Five Year Development Plan, which
aims to strengthen and develop Comhairle to be the leading youth participation structure
in Ireland. DCEDIY directs, oversees and supports the work of the NPO and collaborates
with the Office on cross-government engagement with Comhairle na nOg and other
participation structures, stakeholder engagement and relationship building. DCEDIY, in
partnership with the National Participation Office (NPO), collaborates closely with other
government departments to convene Youth Assemblies on specific topics.?°

For example, the establishment of a Rural Youth Assembly in 2021 delivered on a
commitment in Our Rural Future, the government’s rural development policy. It has now
been incorporated into the wider programme of the National Youth Assembly of Ireland
supported by the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth. The
fourth Assembly was held on 27 November 2024.%*

8S.1. No. 603 of 2010 NATIONAL ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL COUNCIL (ALTERATION OF
COMPOSITION) ORDER 2010

9 Houses of the Oireachas (2023) Youth Services, Dail Eireann Debate, 7 November 2023.
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2023-11-07/1035/

2 Houses of the Oireachas (2023) Youth Services, Dail Eireann Debate, 7 November 2023.
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2023-11-07/1035/

! Department of Rural and Community Development (2024) Rural Youth Assembly.
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/f910d-rural-youth-assembly/




Citizens’ assemblies in Ireland are designed to complement and support representative
democracy. The relationship between citizens’ assemblies and the Oireachtas is clearly
defined. Each assembly is proposed by the Government and formally established by the
Oireachtas. Once an assembly has been given its Terms of Reference, it operates
independently of the Oireachtas and Government. Each Assembly, when it has concluded
its deliberations, produces a report (or reports), which set out a series of
recommendations for the Government and the Oireachtas. Neither the Government nor
the Oireachtas is obliged to accept the recommendations of the Citizens’ Assembly.
However, both give an undertaking that they will carefully consider and respond publicly
to the recommendations. Membership of Citizens’ Assemblies is restricted to those over
the age of 18.7? Between 2022 and 2024, citizens’ assemblies were held on drugs use,
biodiversity loss and a mayor for Dublin city.?* Constitutional referendums on family and
care in 2024 arose from the Final Report and Recommendations of the 2020-2021 Citizens'
Assembly on Gender Equality.*

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?

The Scheme to Support National Organisations (SSNO), funded and overseen by Pobal,
provides financial support to community and voluntary organisations. The overall aim of
the SSNO is to provide multi-annual funding towards the core costs of national,
community and voluntary organisations in Ireland. The scheme assists organisations to
operate and fund core staff positions. The SSNO primarily focuses on the provision of core
funding to national organisations that:

e provide supports (both direct and indirect) to those who are disadvantaged;
e demonstrate good governance;

22 |reland, The Citizens’ Assembly (2025) About. https://citizensassembly.ie/about/

2 reland, The Citizens’ Assembly (2024) Previous assemblies.
https://citizensassembly.ie/previous-assemblies/

24 Loughnane, C., Kelleher, C., & Edwards, C. (2023). Care full deliberation? Care work and Ireland's
citizens’ assembly on gender equality. Critical Social Policy, 43(4), 697-717.; Ireland, The
Citizens’ Assembly (2024) Government approves referendums on family and care, to be held on
8th March 2024. https://citizensassembly.ie/government-approves-proposals-for-two-
referendums-on-8-march-2024/

10



e deliver services and supports that have a focus on one or more of the following:
addressing poverty, addressing social exclusion, promoting equality.?®

The SSNO scheme does not name “civic participation” explicitly in its objectives or criteria,
but many funded national organizations carry out civic participation through their work,
such as advocacy, voter education, community organizing, and public-policy input. The
eligibility criteria allow such work, and the funding awards to groups like the Youth
Council, Women’s Council, Volunteer Ireland, etc., confirm that civic participation
initiatives are being state-supported under SSNO in practice. Those organizations qualify
for SSNO support by linking their civic engagement efforts to the scheme’s key priorities of
reducing poverty, fighting exclusion, and promoting equality.”®

Access Europe is a support and capacity-building programme for Irish civil society
organisations to better access EU funds and engage in EU policy. It is funded by the
Department of Foreign Affairs and delivered by The Wheel.?’

The Good Friday Agreement and subsequent Agreements acknowledged the importance
of active and inclusive civic engagement on a cross-border basis, in supporting and
developing the relationships accommodated in the Agreement. Some civic society
organisations are constituted on an all-island basis, such as the major Sports Governing
Bodies. Others have formed strong cross-border partnerships, or have members in both
jurisdictions. However, in many areas, cross-border civic society interaction is limited or
non-existent, notwithstanding common circumstances, concerns, and interests. The
Shared Island Civic Society Fund was launched in 2023 to promote practical North South
cooperation and engagement across a range of sectors and themes consistent with the
objectives and commitments of the Good Friday Agreement. The Shared Island Civic
Society Fund has been developed as part of the government’s Shared Island initiative and
is supported through the Shared Island Fund. Applications for funding are invited from
civic societies, business and trade union representative groups and other regional or
national representative bodies, including of underrepresented voices of women, young
people, older people, ethnic minorities, and LGBTQI+.% In June 2024, the government

% Pobal, Scheme to Support National Organisations (SSNO), 2024.
https://www.pobal.ie/programmes/scheme-to-support-national-organisations-ssno-2022-
2025/

%6 Department of Rural and Community Development (2024) SSNO Funding Allocations. 13
December 2024. https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/1cc46b-list-of-ssno-funded-voluntary-

organisations/

27 https://www.accesseurope.ie/about

8 Department of Foreign Affairs (2023) Shared Island Civic Society Fund.
https://www.gov.ie/en/service/999af-shared-island-civic-society-fund/
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announced €1.5 million in a third round of funding for civic society organisations under
the government’s Shared Island Civic Society Fund.?®

For example, the All-Island Civil Society Forum on the Environment was established with
this funding to support cross-border collaboration between environmental groups.
Discrete arrangements for protecting the environment on the island has inhibited
meaningful cooperation in an advocacy context between environmental NGOs and civil
society on the island, and processes for input both at policy level and in the context of
public participation in environmental decision making are generally separate and vary
between the jurisdictions.*°

29 Department of Foreign Affairs (2024) Tanaiste announces €1.5 million fund for civic society
cross-border projects. https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/0bb89-tanaiste-announces-15-

million-fund-for-civic-society-cross-border-projects/

30 Brennan, C., F. Brereton, V. Gravey, A. Hough, and L. Whitten (2023) ‘Linking the Irish
Environment’. Environmental Justice Network Ireland. https://ejni.net/wp-
content/uploads/2023/06/Linking-the-Irish-Environment-Final-Report-24-May-2023.pdf.

12
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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?

The government’s five year strategy to support the community and voluntary sector in
Ireland 2019 — 2024, Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities, set out a long
term vision for government policy and support in relation to community and local
development, and the community and voluntary sectors. 3!

The government also published a National Volunteering Strategy 2020-2025%

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 no dedicated policy or framework, or support measures.

A private members’ bill to protect the right to freedom of association and expression for
civil society organisations in Ireland was first debated in 2020 in the Seanad and remains
incomplete.* There have been no similar bills from government or government parties in
this time frame.

31 Department of Rural and Community Development. ‘Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered
Communities: A Five-Year Strategy to Support the Community and Voluntary Sector in Ireland
2019-2024’, 28 August 2019. https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/d8fa3a-sustainable-inclusive-
and-empowered-communities-a-five-year-strategy/.

32 Department of Rural and Community Development. National Volunteering Strategy 2020-2025,
https://assets.gov.ie/100239/8e18fb45-6e72-47f9-alfb-7dcd59105cla.pdf

3 Bill entitled an Act to amend the Electoral Act 1997 to protect the right to freedom of
association and expression for civil society organisations in Ireland and to provide for related
matters, https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/2019/35/?tab=debates

13
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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?

There are no dedicated law (and/or guidelines) in Ireland dealing specifically with the
recognition and/or protection of domestic human rights defenders.

The government has stated that the protection and promotion of human rights is a core
pillar of Ireland's foreign policy, in particular, in bilateral, EU, and UN multilateral
engagement.®*

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?

There is no dedicated support/funding by the State for the protection of (individual)
human rights defenders.

34 Houses of the Oireachtas. Foreign Policy, Déil Eireann Debate, 21 February 2024.
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2024-02-21/29/

14



4. PROMISING PRACTICE (OPTIONAL)

Please highlight one specific practice that you consider a promising practice on civic space in your country in
the area of civic space - including monitoring, participation, enabling environment, and protection.

In May 2022, the “Values and Principles for Collaboration and Partnership Working with
the Community and Voluntary Sector” were agreed by Government and adopted on a
whole of government basis. >

The aim of this document was to provide Government Departments, Local and Regional
Government, agencies of the State and organisations in the community and voluntary
sector with an agreed set of the values and principles to be utilised as the foundation for
all collaborative and partnership efforts with communities and organisations of the
community and voluntary sector.

In April 2023, the Minister of State for Community Development, Integration and Charities
wrote to all government departments to seek an update on the steps taken to embed the

values and principles in each government department with the community and voluntary

sector. The letter and the responses to this were published as a single report in 2024.3°

35 Department of Rural and Community Development. ‘Values and Principles for Collaboration
and Partnership’, 1 June 2022. https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/d4445-values-and-

principles-for-collaboration-and-partnership-working/.

36 Department of Rural and Community Development. ‘Report on the Application by Government

Departments and Agencies of the Values and Principles for Collaboration and Partnership
Working with the Community and Voluntary Sector’, November 2024.
https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/311425/de291853-036a-423b-845f-
bb16eed329af.pdf#page=null.
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