


[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ]EN


	ANNEX V
to the minutes of the
February plenary session



Brussels, 20 March 2025


	ANNEX V
to the
MINUTES
of the 594th plenary session
of the
European Economic and Social Committee,
held in Brussels
on 26 and 27 February 2025
_____________

	
Meeting of 27 February 2025
_____________

Agenda item 16

The EU and Civil Society: Strengthening Democracy and Participation, with Michał Wawrykiewicz and Raquel García Hermida-Van Der Walle, Members of the European Parliament, Carlotta Besozzi, Director of Civil Society Europe, Brikena Xhomaqi, Co-chair of the Liaison Group, Andi Dobrushi, Director of Open Society Foundations Western Balkans, Faustine Bas-Defossez, Policy Director at the European Environmental Bureau, and Nicholas Aiossa, Director of Transparency International Europe
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EESC president Oliver Röpke asked the Committee to turn to agenda item 18 – the debate on The EU and Civil Society: Strengthening Democracy and Participation.
Mr Röpke opened the debate on The EU and Civil Society: Strengthening Democracy and Participation, emphasising the critical role of civil society organisations (CSOs) in democracy. He underscored the importance of sustainable funding for CSOs and warned against the misuse of funding as a means to exert pressure on these organisations.

Michał Wawrykiewicz shared his experience as a former NGO member involved in the 3 Courts Initiative, which played a crucial role in supporting the struggle for independent courts in Poland. He highlighted the vital role of NGOs in defending democracy and the rule of law. Stressing the need for a firm commitment to funding civil society, he cited the National Fellowship for Democracy to illustrate the struggles faced by NGOs, but also their importance in maintaining democratic integrity.

Raquel García Hermida-Van Der Walle addressed the challenges facing CSOs, including political attacks and misinformation. She emphasised the need to strengthen legislative mechanisms that protect these organisations, including amendments to safeguard funding and enhance participatory democracy through mechanisms like the European Citizens' Initiative (ECI).

Brikena Xhomaqi welcomed the discussion and noted that while CSOs have been under attack, these challenges have also revealed the importance of their work. She highlighted the Liaison Group’s role in coordinating across civil society, with 45 member organisations working towards strengthening EU democracy. She further pointed out the issue of limited funding, particularly regarding operational costs, and stressed the importance of increasing financial support for CSOs.

Carlotta Besozzi reiterated the importance of safeguarding funding for CSOs. She expressed concerns about increasing political scrutiny and attacks against civil society and called for concrete initiatives from the European Parliament to ensure the sustainability of CSOs.

Andi Dobrushi expressed gratitude the inclusion of the Western Balkans in the debate. He highlighted the progress made in coordinating CSOs with EU institutions and the particular significance of the Kosovo and Montenegro Civil Society Forums. He warned against transatlantic challenges and increasing attacks on the legitimacy of CSOs.

Faustine Bas-Deffossez addressed the LIFE Programme, the EU’s funding instrument for the environment and climate action. She highlighted the programme's significant impact on the ground, despite its relatively small budget. She underscored the need to defend the programme from funding cuts and political interference.

Nicholas Aiossa emphasised the growing scrutiny and attacks against civil society. He pointed to political campaigns aimed at discrediting and defunding CSOs, citing public figures like Elon Musk. He called for a committed pushback against these tactics and stronger institutional protection for civil society.

Sandra Parthie (DE-I) noted the importance of participatory democracy, particularly in creating spaces where young people can advocate for their ideas and engage in democratic processes. She emphasised the need for unity in strengthening the European project and ensuring continued support for civil society.

Franca Salis-Madinier (FR-II) acknowledged the crucial debate on the increasing attacks on civil society, quoting Hannah Arendt's observation that totalitarian regimes begin by destroying associations, trade unions and organisations, seeking to isolate individuals to achieve greater control. She reminded members that we have a European Treaty, a convention, that sets out funding for citizens' associations to participate, and that we need to defend it.

Jan Dirx (NL-III) addressed the subject of external threats to EU democracy, including influence from US political groups targeting European institutions. He urged the EU to take a firm stance against such attacks, whether they come from the US, Russia, or China.

Alberto Marchiori (IT-I) emphasised the crucial role of NGOs in defending democracy. He stated that NGOs must proactively counter attacks against them and pointed to the example of Donald Trump, noting how his actions have exposed weaknesses in democratic institutions. He called for greater EU independence in defence and taxation.

Sophia Reisecker (AT-II) stressed that the strength of democracy lies at the local level. She underlined the importance of social security, employment and economic stability in fostering trust in democratic institutions.

Lidija Pavić-Rogošić (HU-III) highlighted the need for constructive dialogue requiring mutual trust between institutions and EU Member States. She advocated the adoption of a European strategy to support civil society and ensure that Article 11 of the Treaty on European Union is enforced.

Peter Schmidt (DE-III) addressed the fundamental challenges facing the European system, which he argued is being undermined by external groups. He emphasised the importance of securing funding for CSOs, stating that history has shown that if CSOs are targeted, trade unions, business organisations and other independent groups could be next, making it essential to defend them for the sake of democracy in Europe.

Ionuț Sibian (RO-III) said that excessive bureaucracy has inadvertently fuelled attacks against civil society, emphasising the need to streamline administrative processes for CSOs.

Petru Sorin Dandea (RO-III) called for formalised consultation mechanisms for civil society organisations in the European Semester process, ensuring that their voices are included in policymaking.

Justyna Kalina Ochędzan (PL-III) linked the ongoing cost-of-living crisis to democratic dissatisfaction, warning that those economic hardships are exacerbating attacks on democracy. She called for greater support for CSOs to counter these challenges.

Andris Gobiņš (LV-III) recalled a proposal from 15 years ago to monitor civil society’s progress, saying that civil society is the foundation of European democracy. He noted that threats to CSOs are emerging from both the right and within the European People’s Party (EPP), calling on the EPP to take a stronger stance in defence of civil society.

Faustine  Bas-Deffossez defended the LIFE Programme and called on the European Commission to take a clear stance against disinformation and in defending civil society organisations from political attacks.

Nicholas Aiossa criticised attempts to defund civil society, saying that CSOs have been unfairly labelled the ‘Soros mafia’ and subjected to procedural attacks that mirror similar strategies used in the US.

Carlotta Besozzi reiterated the call for concrete initiatives from the European Parliament, particularly concerning the multiannual financial framework (MFF), to ensure continued support for CSOs.

Andi  Dobrushi warned that attacks on fundamental values in the EU could be mirrored in the Western Balkans, emphasising the need for proactive defence of democratic principles.

Brikena  Xhomaqi noted that funding is a key line of attack against CSOs, both as a means of control and as a way to delegitimise their work. She stressed the importance of a civil society strategy in this regard to ensure financial security for the sector.

Raquel García Hermida-Van Der Walle highlighted the role of the Civil Liberties, Justice, and Home Affairs Committee (LIBE) in defending CSO funding. She recognised that while the EPP as a whole is not hostile to civil society, certain members have spread misinformation without sufficient pushback.

Michał Wawrykiewicz pledged to continue advocating for civil society within the European Parliament. He stressed that CSOs provide crucial services beyond think tank work and called for a concerted effort to counter misinformation and hostile ideologies.

Oliver Röpke closed the debate, saying that the challenges facing civil society are not a technical question but a highly political one. He warned that sustained attacks on CSOs undermine the broader democratic framework and follow a certain pattern – starting with undermining credibility in the media, CSOs, trade unions and business organisations, ultimately leading to an attack on judicial independence. He called for greater efforts to defend civil society and ensure its continued role in strengthening European democracy.
______________
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