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Introduction 
 
FRA cooperates with civil society organisations (CSOs) active in the field of fundamental 
rights through its Fundamental Rights Platform. Around 1000 fundamental rights actors 
participate in the platform, forming a rich pool of experiences with civic space in the EU.   

Since 2018, FRA has consulted key players in civil society annually on their civic space 
experiences. This paper presents consultation results from FRA’s annual civic space 
consultation covering experiences by responding organisations in 2024. 

The consultation results contribute directly to FRA’s work on civic space, particularly its 
annual reports on key developments. These reports also incorporate findings from other 
sources, most notably research conducted through FRA’s FRANET network, which 
examines the enabling environment across all EU Member States and the candidate 
countries Albania, North Macedonia, and Serbia—each participating as observers in FRA. 
Additional input comes from desk research, expert interviews, and dedicated meetings. 

 

1. Responding organisations 
 
FRA’s civic space consultation covering 2024 was open for online participation from 26 
February to 7 April 2025. In total, 453 organisations provided valid responses – that is more 
than one third higher compared to FRA’s previous annual consultation. 376 participating 
organisations are based in the European Union (EU), another 77 are based in the FRA 
observer countries Albania, North Macedonia or Serbia. Results shown in this summary 
report are based on responses from the EU Member States, unless indicated otherwise in 
special sections.  
 
As shown in Figure 1, 36 participants declare themselves as organisations with their 
working base at EU level, or as an umbrella organisation. Among those based in a particular 
EU Member State, organisations from Ireland stand out in this annual consultation, with 57 
participants. 
 
  

https://fra.europa.eu/en/cooperation/civil-society
https://fra.europa.eu/en/cooperation/civil-society/civil-society-space
https://fra.europa.eu/en/cooperation/civil-society/civil-society-space
https://fra.europa.eu/en/cooperation/franet
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Figure 1: (Main) residence of responding organisations 

 
Question: "Where precisely does your organisation mainly work (or is based in)?" (N=453) 
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Asked about their primary level of activity, 60% of the organisations from EU countries say 
they are mostly active at the level of a country or a federal region. 22% say they are 
primarily active at local level, while the remaining 18% indicate the EU or international level 
as the one primarily concerning their work (see Figure 2).  
 
 
Figure 2: Primary level of activity of responding organisations 

 
Question: "On which level is your organisation primarily active?" (N=376) 
 
 

Almost 90% of responding organisations self-describe as non-governmental organisation 
(NGO), while the other respondents represent other categories of organisations 
represented in FRA’s Fundamental Rights Platform (such as trade unions or faith-based 
organisations).  
 
To describe their main areas of activity, CSOs are allowed to select up to 30 area-specifying 
categories – or one of three alternative categories. Figure 3 indicates that the most 
frequently chosen main areas are "democracy and rule of law" and "human rights – 
general", much like in FRA’s consultation covering 2023. Among the further areas 
represented by more than 100 organisations, there is "civic space, protection of human 
rights defenders" and "education, human rights education". Less general categories of 
human rights work are selected less frequently by responding CSOs. Yet, most main areas 
have been indicated more than 30 times, which allows for conclusions about civic space 
issues across different areas. 
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Figure 3: Main areas of activity of responding organisations (multiple responses) 

 
Question: "Please indicate your main areas of activity" (N=376) 
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The size of organisations can have important implications for their human rights work in the 
EU. As shown in Figure 4, a majority of 172 out of 376 participating CSOs say they have the 
full-time equivalent of one to ten paid employees. 114 say they have between 11 and 50 
employees, measured in full-time equivalents. Large CSOs with 51 to 500 employees and 
volunteer-run CSOs with no paid employees at all are both represented by 42 participants. 
Five very large professional organisations with more than 500 employees also responded to 
the consultation. 
 
 
Figure 4: Number of paid employees of responding organisations 

 
Question: "How many paid employees does your organisation have? (full time equivalent)" (N=376) 
 
 
As visible in Figure 5, the pattern is quite similar regarding the approximate number of 
volunteers per participating organisation. However, large organisations with more than 500 
individuals occur more frequently in the form of affiliated volunteers (18 EU-based 
participants satisfying this condition) – rather than having employees on a payroll (only 5 
CSOs of this type, as mentioned above).  
 
 
Figure 5: Approximate number of volunteers 

 
Question: "How many volunteers does your organisation have approximately?" (N=376) 
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2. The situation of civil society organisations 
 
FRA uses several recurring questions in its annual consultations for monitoring important 
developments affecting human rights CSOs in the EU. One of them asks how often the 
participating organisations have faced barriers in conducting their activities in the past 12 
months. Among the 376 responding CSOs based in the EU, 18% report to have faced such 
barriers often, 55% report that they have faced them sometimes, while only 23% indicate 
that they have never faced any barriers (Figure 6). 
 
 
Figure 6: Faced barriers in conducting human rights activities (%) 

Question: "In the past 12 months, how often did your organisation face any barriers in conducting your 
activities for human rights and the rule of law?" (N=376) 
 
 
FRA’s annual consultations also allow organisations to rate how they perceive the general 
conditions for their work, on a scale ranging from ‘very good’ to ‘very bad’. As shown in 
Figure 7, more than a third of responding CSOs have to deal with conditions perceived as 
either bad or very bad, regardless of the level they operate on. At local level, the situation 
seems most polarised, with most organisations reporting either (very) bad or (very) good 
conditions. 
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Figure 7: General conditions for human rights CSOs at different levels of activity (%)  

 
Questions: "How would you describe in general the conditions for civil society organisations working on 
human rights issues in your country today?", "How would you describe in general the conditions for civil 
society organisations working on human rights issues at local level in your country today?", "How would you 
describe the general conditions for civil society organisations working on human rights at EU level (including 
advocacy and human rights work with EU institutions)?" (N=69-225) 
 
 
When asked about changes in these general conditions compared to the previous year 
(Figure 8), most CSOs report deteriorated or even greatly deteriorated conditions, at all 
levels of operation. The most extreme results in this respect concern the EU level, where no 
less than 70% of the participating CSOs report (great) deteriorations as compared to the 
previous year. The respective combined figures of deterioration are 67% for the country 
level of operation and 58% for the local level.   
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Figure 8: Changes in general conditions described for human rights CSOs at different 
levels of activity (%) 

 
Questions: "How have these general conditions for civil society organisations working on human rights 
changed in the past 12 months in your country?", "How have these general conditions for civil society 
organisations working on human rights changed in the past 12 months at local level in your country?", "How 
have these general conditions for civil society organisations working on human rights changed in the past 12 
months at EU level?" (N=69-225) 
 
 
A separate question asking only about changes for their own organisation has extra validity, 
as all provided information can be considered as based on first-hand experiences. Also in 
the case of this question, perceptions of deterioration or great deterioration dominate, 
compared to the perceptions of (great) improvement for human rights organisations. The 
combined figures are 45% for (great) deterioration, and only 11% for (great) improvement 
(see Figure 9). 43% of respondents indicate that their own situation has more or less 
remained the same. 
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Figure 9: Changes in general conditions for own organisation (%) 

 
Question: "Thinking about your own organisation, how has its situation changed in the past 12 months?" 
(N=367) 
 
 

3. Access to finance 
 
In FRA’s civic space consultation covering 2024, funding issues have been a focus of 
interest. As a prelude to various funding-related questions, organisations were invited to 
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authorities or governments are mentioned most frequently (34%), followed by the European 
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the EU-based participants mention US government funding as their most or their second 
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Figure 10: Funding sources among the two most important ones for organisation in 
past 12 months (%) 

 
Questions: "In the last 12 months, what was the main funding source for your organisation’s work?", "And 
what was the second most important funding source for your organisation’s work in the past 12 months?" 
(N=367) 
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Figure 11: How much of a concern funding has been – last 12 months (%) 

 
Question: "In the past 12 months, how much of a concern was funding for your organisation?" (N=347) 
 
 
The consultation also asked CSOs whether funding concerns are expected to be a threat in 
the next 12 months. Figure 12 shows that concerns threatening all of the organisation’s 
work are mentioned even more frequently in regard to the future. Such concerns are voiced 
by 21% of all responding EU-based CSOs. Only 10% expect that their work will not be 
threatened at all because of funding issues in the forthcoming year. 
 
 
Figure 12: How much of a concern funding is expected to be – next 12 months (%) 

 
Question: "How much of a concern do you expect funding to be for your organisation in the next 12 months?" 
(N=349) 
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unexpected cuts are mentioned by 13% or less of the concerned CSOs. Unexpected 
funding cuts by the European Union are mentioned by 4% of the affected organisations. 
 
 
Figure 13: Who has cut or frozen the funding (multiple responses) (%) 

 
Question: "Who has cut or frozen the funding?" (N=147) 
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Figure 14: Months of usual activity covered by financial reserves (in categories) (%) 

 
Question: "Please estimate the number of months of your usual activity, that your financial reserves could 
cover?" (N=229) 
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Figure 15: Frequency of incidents faced in past 12 months (%) 

 
Question: "In the past 12 months, how often did you or any of your employees / volunteers face the 
following?"  
(N=93-310) 
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There are considerable differences in the types of incidents experienced by CSOs active in 
different areas. For instance, when it comes to criminalisation of their work, the most 
affected were those respondents working on freedom of speech/expression, anti-racism 
and non-discrimination, immigration, asylum and refugee support, integration of migrants, 
hate crime, civic space, and environmental protection. SLAPPs were experienced in 2024 
predominantly by those responding organisations that worked on anti-corruption and 
transparency, digital rights, freedom of expression, environmental rights, and minority 
rights. Suspected surveillance is reported notably by those working on freedom of 
speech/expression, anti-corruption and transparency, civic space, digital rights, 
democracy and rule of law, access to justice, and Roma and Travellers. Higher levels of in-
person threats and attacks are reported by those working on Roma and Travellers, 
minority rights, LGBTIQ+ rights, hate crime, integration and inclusion of migrants, anti-
racism and non-discrimination, and homeless people. Physical attacks against people 
and property were reported predominantly by those respondents working on hate crime, 
sexual and reproductive health and rights, freedom of speech/expression, anti-racism and 
non-discrimination, integration of migrants, LGBTIQ+ rights, homeless people, civic space, 
and access to justice. 
 
Those experiencing threats and attacks are given the possibility in the consultation to 
specify who was involved in the most serious experienced incident of the past 12 months. 
The results are shown in Figure 17. The largest group of concerned organisations – 31% – 
indicates a state actor, public official or civil servant from the organisation’s country as 
being responsible for the most serious experienced incident. 25% indicate members of a 
right-wing political party or movement as being responsible for the incident, and 21% 
indicate unknown. Both private or public media, and members of extremist or racist 
groups, are indicated by 18% of the affected organisations. Other categories have been 
selected by 13% or less of the concerned CSOs. The overall pattern is very consistent with 
the results from earlier annual consultations: State actors and right-wing or racist groups 
are indicated most frequently as being responsible for incidents. 
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Figure 16: Experienced incidents by main areas of activity (in % of average incident 
occurrence across all CSOs) 
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Question: "In the past 12 months, how often did you or any of your employees / volunteers face the 
following?", "Please indicate your main areas of activity." Areas of activity represented by 30 or more CSOs 
and incidents experienced by 20 or more CSOs shown. (N=289-310) 
 
 
Figure 17: Responsible for most serious incident (multiple responses) (%) 

 
Question: "Who did this to your organisation?" (N=252) 
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5. Impact of attacks and reporting 
 
Organisations reporting the experience of threats or attacks in the past 12 months were 
encouraged in the consultation to also assess the impact of these experiences on their 
organisation, their employees and volunteers. Psychological effects such as burnout, 
depression, anxiety and feelings of vulnerability are indicated most frequently as areas 
where high (18%) or medium (33%) impact has been felt. In second place financial 
problems or loss of funding were mentioned, with 17% describing the impact as high in this 
regard, and 21% indicating medium impact. In third place, respondents indicated to have 
discontinued or reduced activities due to external pressure (see Figure 20). 
 
Figure 18: Impact of experienced incidents (%) 

 
Question: "Was the impact of these incidents high, medium, low or was there no impact at all in relation to 
the following?" (N=57-226) 
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Irrespective of the impact of such incidents, 61% of the concerned EU-based CSOs 
indicate that they did not report or make a complaint about them (see Figure 19). 
 
 
Figure 19: Reporting of incidents or complaint made about them (%) 

 
Question: "Thinking about these incidents, did your organisation report or make a complaint about any of 
these?" (N=218) 
 
 
Figure 20 shows that complaints or reports were most often not made because 
organisations reckoned that nothing would happen or change. While 54% of the 
respondents indicate this reason, 28% say that the incident was minor and not worth 
reporting. 26% say they dealt with the problem themselves. Further reasons for not 
reporting or complaining shown in Figure 22 include that it would have been too 
bureaucratic or time-consuming (22%), the lack of trust in public authorities including the 
police (14%), and a lack of information about where to go or whom to contact (8%). 7% 
indicate a fear of reprisals or a stop of funding, and 6% say they were afraid of intimidation 
or retaliation by the perpetrators. 
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Figure 20: Why did organisation not report or make a complaint (multiple responses) 
(%) 

 
Question: "Why did your organisation not report or make a complaint to anybody?" (N=123) 
 
 
Those who did make a complaint or report about incidents addressed the media most 
frequently (46%), followed by the police (41%), legal services or lawyers (28%), the 
European Commission or European Parliament (23%), and other civil society or victim 
support organisations (19%). Further addressees of reports or complaints are shown in 
Figure 23.  
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Figure 21: To whom incidents were reported (multiple responses) (%) 

 
Question: "Who did you report or make a complaint to?" (N=69) 
 
 
Given its key role for law enforcement, the consultation asked those who reported threats 
or attacks to the police about their satisfaction with the response. While dissatisfaction 
prevails among those answering the question, the results in Figure 22 must be interpreted 
with caution, since only 26 valid responses were given for this question. 
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Figure 22: Satisfaction with how the police handled the complaint or report (%) 

 
Question: "To what extent were you satisfied with how the police handled the report or complaint?" Figures 
based on less than 50 cases: shown in parentheses. (N=26) 
 
 

6. Protection of organisations and defenders 
 
Apart from the topic of funding, protection issues are another focus of interest in the 
consultation covering 2024. CSOs working on fundamental rights are asked about the 
measures they find important to protect their organisation from threats and attacks, and 
allowed to indicate as many measures as desired from a selection visible in Figure 25. 
 
The results in Figure 23 show that a large proportion of the selectable categories are 
deemed important by many respondents. Even though legal advice or aid is indicated most 
often (by 58% of all respondents), similar importance is assigned to coalition-building for 
protecting the civic space (57%), to digital security measures (54%), psychological support 
(46%), capacity building and training (42%), and communications support (41%). Further 
important measures include preparedness and risk management (39%), rest and respite 
(27%), emergency protection funding (23%), as well as physical security measures for 
buildings (16%), safety measures for people (7%) and medical support (5%). 
 
The same measures could also be selected in a further question asking respondents about 
what has been used by the organisations in the past 3 years, for protection against threats 
and attacks (see Figure 26). While many measures have been used approximately 
according to their importance ranking seen in Figure 25, others have obviously been 
underused or insufficiently available, for example, emergency protection funding 
(mentioned as being used by only 3%, despite being deemed important by 23%). 
 
The costs for protection measures employed in the past 3 years had to be covered by own 
organisational resources in the vast majority of cases, as shown in Figure 27. While 86% of 
the respondents claim to have used own resources, 17% say they could rely on a private 
foundation for covering protection costs. National authorities (10%), individual donors 
(10%) and the European Union (9%) provided resources for protection according to even 
less respondents. All further sources mentioned in Figure 27 are mentioned by 5% or less of 
the responding EU-based CSOs.   
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Figure 23: Deemed important to protect organisation (multiple responses) (%) 

 
Question: "Which of the following is important to protect your organisation / employees / volunteers at work?" 
(N=291) 
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Figure 24: Used for protection in the past 3 years (multiple responses) (%) 

 
Question: "Has your organisation or any of your employees / volunteers used any of the following in the past 3 
years?" (N=286) 
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Figure 25: Who covered the costs for protection measures in the past 3 years (multiple 
responses) (%) 

 
Question: "Who covered the costs for the measures you have used to protect your organisation / employees / 
volunteers and your work in the last 3 years?" (N=249) 
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7. Regulatory environment and laws 
 
One of the questions asked most regularly in FRA’s annual civic space consultations 
across the years examines difficulties faced regarding three basic freedoms in the EU, in 
the 12 months preceding a consultation. Figure 28 suggests that most EU-based 
organisations did not often encounter difficulties regarding the freedoms of peaceful 
assembly and of association, while the situation seems more critical regarding freedom of 
expression. More than one third of the responding CSOs (34%) state that they faced 
difficulties often or sometimes in this area in 2024. 
 
 
Figure 26: Frequency of faced difficulties regarding three freedoms (offline or online) 
(%) 

 
Question: "In the past 12 months, how often has your organisation faced difficulties in the following areas 
(offline or online)?" (N=270-279) 
 
 
Apart from difficulties with the mentioned basic freedoms, CSOs may also encounter 
problems in specific legal areas relevant for their human rights work. Figure 29 shows that 
most reported challenges have been associated with access to information in 2024, as it 
was encountered either often or sometimes by 55% of respondents. Difficulties with 
legislation on civil dialogue were encountered by 43%, difficulties with transparency and 
lobby laws by 35%, and difficulties with laws on funding by 34% of the respondents to this 
question. 28% report challenges with data protection laws, 27% with rules regarding 
foreign funding or foreign agents. 
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Figure 27: Frequency of encountered difficulties in legal areas (%) 

 
Question: "In the past 12 months, how often has your organisation encountered difficulties in conducting its 
work due to the legal environment in the following areas?" (N=237-269) 
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8. Participation 
 
70% of the EU-based respondents say they contributed to consultations at national level in 
2024 (see Figure 30). Despite the limited number of participants considering the EU their 
primary level of activity (see Figure 2), contributions at EU level were also made by an 
impressive 54% of the responding CSOs. Contributions at local level are reported by 35%, 
and at other international levels (besides the EU level) by 26%. 
 
Figure 28: Contribution to consultations in the past 12 months (multiple responses) (%) 

 
Question: "In the past 12 months, have you contributed to consultations by the following levels of 
governance?" (N=301) 
 
In general, EU level consultation processes receive a higher quality rating by contributors 
compared to processes at national level (see Figure 29).  
 
Figure 29: Quality of last consultation process, by level of governance (%) 

 
Question: "Think about the last consultation process at national level that you participated in. How would you 
rate its overall quality?", "Think about the last consultation process at EU level that you participated in. How 
would you rate its overall quality?" (N=158-218) 
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9. Observable trends over recent years 
 
Since 2019, a set of questions has been asked in similar ways in FRA’s annual civic space 
consultations. This allows to form hypotheses about possible trends affecting human rights 
CSOs in the European Union. It is important to understand the limitations of the tentative 
trend analyses presented in this section. Each year the group of responding organisations 
is composed somewhat differently, for example in what regards the proportion of EU-based 
umbrella organisations, or the proportion of organisations from specific regions or 
countries in the EU. To some degree, this difficulty can be addressed by applying statistical 
weighting adjustments to the data shown in this section. This serves to compensate for the 
over- or underrepresentation of key groups of organisational residence in earlier years, 
compared to the data covering 2024.1  
 
Figure 32 challenges earlier consultation findings that CSOs operating primarily at EU level 
face somewhat better conditions, compared to those operating at national or regional 
levels. The data, after applying weighting adjustments, suggests a substantial deterioration 
of general conditions at the EU level since 2022.    

 

Figure 30: General conditions for HR CSOs described as (very) good 2019-2024 (%) 
(N=154-377) 

 
 
Figure 31 suggests that organisations encounter comparatively the most difficulties 
regarding the freedom of expression, among three basic freedoms assessed regularly in 
FRA's civic space consultations. However, in the period of 2020 with its much-felt impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic and ensuing emergency measures in Europe, freedom of peaceful 
assembly (and the right to demonstrate) was associated with the most difficulties 
temporarily. 

 
1 The employed weighting classes are 'EU / umbrella organisation', 'Residence in Norway grant EU MS' and 'Residence 
in other EU MS', as these categories are known to shape CSC results more than other categories of organisational 
residence. It is currently expected that additional weighting adjustments will be possible for future CSC trend 
analyses, given the availability of further suitable weighting classes since 2022. CSOs from the following countries 
have been assigned to the weighting class 'Residence in Norway grant EU MS': Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, 
Cyprus, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia. 
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Figure 31: Never faced difficulties with three freedoms 2019-2024 (%) (N=154-377) 

 
 
Figure 32 indicates that threats and attacks have grown into a more common experience of 
EU-based human rights CSOs. This is most evident regarding the less physical incidents of 
negative media reports or campaigns, and attacks against digital infrastructure. It also 
seems true for attempted criminalisation of organisations' work.  
 
 
Figure 32: Incidents experienced often or sometimes 2019-2024 (%) (N=154-377) 

 
Answers 2020: 'yes, experienced'. 
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