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Liaison Group – Civil society organisations only
Minutes of the hybrid meeting
24 April 2025, 15:00-17:00, room JDE 63/Teams 
  
1. Welcome and recap of activities by Brikena Xhomaqi, Liaison Group co-chair

Brikena welcomed the new members attending for the first time, as well as civil society representatives from candidate countries attending as observers: Güneş Engin (TÜSEV, Turkey), Blagica Petreski (Finance Think, North Macedonia), Tamar Toria (Georgian Farmers’ Association), Dren Puka (Kosovo Civil Society Foundation, Kosovo), Tamara Malkova (Green Dossier, Ukraine), Mersiha Jaskic (Centre for Civil Society Promotion, Bosnia-Herzegovina) and Anja Bosilkova-Antovska (Balkan Civil Society Development Network). The agenda was approved without amendments.

Brikena provided an overview of her recent activities as co-chair within the EESC. She reported on presentations of the group’s activities and work programme 2025 to the Equality Group, the Disability Rights Group, the Bureau, the Youth Group, the Roma Group and, at the beginning of May, to the Group on Immigration and Integration. She highlighted her participation, together with the European Environmental Bureau (EEB) and Transparency International (T.I.EU), in the EESC’s February plenary debate on civil society organisation funding and democracy, and in the March plenary debate on depolarisation with Commissioner McGrath, where she presented the key recommendations from Civil Society Week. Liaison Group members had also contributed to several EESC opinions, including on the Union of Skills, the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR), the cost-of-living crisis, the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), the European Research Area (ERA) Act, and sustainable finance and financial literacy and education.

2. Civil Society Week 2025 – Debrief

Brikena reported that Civil Society Week 2025 had seen strong participation, with an average of 200 attendees per day and 17 civil society organisations (CSOs) co-organising six sessions in cooperation with the six EESC sections and the CCMI. The approximately 80 speakers had included high-level contributions from two representatives of the Polish EU presidency, two commissioners, eight MEPs, 13 EESC members and the EU Ombudsman.

Gabriella Civico (Centre for European Volunteering, CEV) expressed appreciation for the week’s success, particularly praising the noticeably stronger engagement of EESC members compared to previous years. She congratulated the organising team and asked what changes or improvements had contributed to this higher level of EESC participation, noting that understanding these factors would help ensure that future Civil Society Weeks were equally successful.

Piotr Sadowski (Volonteurope) praised the overall organisation but criticised the European Commission’s limited participation, contrasting it with the more engaged approach of the European Parliament. 

Iris Kimizoglu (European Students’ Union, ESU) mentioned a security issue involving unwanted photographs and online harassment (stalking of the booth attendants). 

Sarah de Heusch (Social Economy Europe, SEE) suggested that future Civil Society Weeks should systematically track the follow-up on previous recommendations. Specifically, she suggested that organisers prepare a short report detailing which past recommendations had been addressed or implemented before moving on to new topics.

Petra Kogelnik (European Parents’ Association, EPA) praised the opening session and the World Café format used in the sessions, describing the environment as ‘supportive and fruitful’. She noted that deadlines for preparing sessions had been tight but that this had kept the momentum high. She suggested creating more informal networking opportunities for civil society participants – for example, dedicated team-building activities or extra meeting spaces – to help members get to know each other better outside the formal sessions. 

Alexandre Météreau (ALDA) underscored the importance of actively using recommendations in the daily activities of civil society organisations. 

Lucia Plantamura (Philea) expressed strong satisfaction with the event overall and had particularly appreciated that parallel sessions had been avoided, allowing for broader participation. She reported positive feedback from Philea members, who had found the sessions engaging and beneficial. Lucia highlighted the importance of clearly conveying the challenges faced by civil society, especially given the current EU political context, and emphasised the need to enhance mechanisms for tracking and reporting on the follow-up on and impact of Civil Society Week recommendations.

Nataša Vučković (ALDA and Centre for Democracy Foundation, Serbia) spoke positively about her experience as a speaker at the closing session, stating that she had appreciated the insights generated by the discussions. She particularly underscored the importance of addressing the challenges civil society was experiencing within and outside the EU. She emphasised the need to build coalitions and strengthen cooperation among civil society actors to effectively advocate for democratic values, inclusiveness and resilience. 

Brikena briefly mentioned the idea of having thematic days for the next Civil Society Week and committed to continuing efforts to track the implementation and impact of the recommendations made.

3. Exchange of views and update on the current attacks on CSOs funding

Nick Aiossa (Transparency International EU, T.I.EU) briefed the group on ongoing attacks against civil society organisation funding, primarily originating from the European Parliament and especially involving far right and certain EPP factions. He emphasised that these attacks, which involved discreditation, distraction and attempts to restrict advocacy by constraining funding, could severely limit civil society’s role in democratic processes.

Carlotta Besozzi (Civil Society Europe, CSE) elaborated further on developments relating to the discharge procedure and the ambiguity of the European Commission’s new guidance on advocacy funding. She explained the risks this guidance posed to the operations of civil society organisations and the risks posed by recent developments, including the proposed inquiry committee. She emphasised the need for collective advocacy and clear political messaging in response.

Brikena, following on from Carlotta, expressed concern over the growing number of political attacks on civil society organisation funding, the lack of strong defence from the European Commission and the questioning of civil society’s right to engage in advocacy. She stressed the need for EU funding to ensure fair participation and highlighted legal and communication gaps affecting NGO recognition and transparency.

Anna Striethorst (EFTA Financial Mechanism Office) highlighted the EEA and Norway Grants as stable funding sources designed to support civil society, particularly in countries facing shrinking civic space. She explained that the grants aimed to enhance civil society organisations’ resilience and long-term sustainability. Drawing on a case from Bulgaria, she described how a foster care project funded by the programme had been falsely portrayed in the local media as child abduction, demonstrating how even positive initiatives could be politicised to attack both NGOs and their funders. She stressed that such narratives often targeted the legitimacy of the EU as a funder and warned that weakening CSOs would leave policy-making increasingly dominated by commercial interests, undermining democratic participation.

Mikael Leyi (Solidar) stressed the importance of framing funding attacks as a threat to democracy and rule of law, rather than as sectoral or budgetary issues. He emphasised the need to engage moderate political actors, particularly within the EPP, to highlight the political cost of supporting anti-civil society organisation narratives and ensure continued parliamentary support for civil society.

Lilia Zaharia (Transparency International Moldova) shared the experience of increasing restrictions against civil society in Moldova, noting that misinformation and foreign-agent narratives posed significant risks, especially in the context of the upcoming parliamentary elections.

Dirk Bochar (Engineers Europe) expressed surprise at the severity of these threats, reflecting on the differing experiences across sectors. 

Klaus Thürriedl (CEPLIS) called for better communication from civil society to rebuild public trust, emphasising the need to speak plainly and clearly. 

Philippe Seidel (AGE Platform Europe) affirmed CSOs’ inherently political nature, warning that new restrictions undermined their democratic role. While AGE had not been targeted, he raised concerns about future funding and stressed the need for accessible, inclusive mechanisms.

Blagica Petreski (Finance Think, North Macedonia) highlighted severe funding cuts facing CSOs in the Western Balkans, including for long-established organisations, and called for greater recognition of their role in filling public service gaps, as well as for expanded access to EU funding and stronger sector-wide alliances.

Iris Kimizoglu (ESU) warned that the loss of Erasmus+ operating grants would bankrupt most major European student organisations and stressed that the issue was not one of credibility, but of politically motivated attacks by the far right, reflecting broader democratic backsliding rather than public or institutional distrust.

Gabriella Civico (CEV) stressed the difference between being political and being partisan, warning that mainstream parties were increasingly driving attacks that fostered public distrust in civil society.

Sarah de Heusch (SEE) underlined civil society’s democratic role but noted that it was underfunded and outmatched by corporate lobbies. She called for clearer, visual communication to counter populist narratives.

Roy Virah-Sawmy (European Partnership for Democracy, EPD) stressed the need for a proactive, unified narrative to defend civil society’s role in EU policymaking and called for participation in the consultation on MFF to protect future funding.

Nick Aiossa (T.I.EU) responded that CSOs were facing institutionalised disinformation campaigns aimed at undermining trust, and called for coordinated, proactive countermeasures.

Carlotta Besozzi (CSE) agreed that civil society enabled citizen participation and called for the upcoming EU consultations to be used to defend democratic spaces.
Anna Striethorst (EFTA Financial Mechanism Office) added that attacks often targeted funders rather than specific issues, warning that weakening advocacy by civil society organisations would strengthen the undue influence of corporate actors.
Brikena announced plans to invite the EU Budget Commissioner to the full Liaison Group meeting in June for further dialogue on attacks on civil society organisation funding. She encouraged members to join Civil Society Europe’s task force and to follow relevant updates via Liaison Group and partner newsletters.

4. Discussion about membership applications and members’ engagement

Brikena informed members of new applications from Democracy International and the European Network Against Racism, which would be decided on at the full meeting in June. She asked for suggestions on improving engagement among members and proposed exploring the possibility of setting up a task force to enhance participation and collaboration within the Liaison Group.

Johanna Tirinelli (R.E.D.) suggested creating more focused opportunities within the Liaison Group for organisations working on specific topics, such as rural development and local infrastructure, noting that broader themes like the SDGs might be too general for meaningful engagement.

5. Dialogue Cycles in 2025 (SDGs and Capacity building for CSOs)

Brikena issued a reminder about the upcoming dialogue cycle on SDGs, due to take place on 6 May and 19 June, as well as about the dialogue cycle on capacity building for civil society organisations on 26 June and 11 September. She encouraged members to participate, particularly given the importance of strengthening organisational capacity alongside funding.

6. Any other business

Brikena reminded members to contribute to the Liaison Group newsletter and thanked all participants for their valuable contributions, emphasising the importance of continued collective action in defending the civic space. The meeting was officially closed with encouragement for ongoing cooperation and communication within the Liaison Group. 


Attendance list on the following pages


LIST OF PARTICIPANTS
(in alphabetical order)

	CSO
	Mr/Ms
	Present
	Remotely

	ACE
	Pierre OBAJTEK
	x
	

	AGE
	Philippe SEIDEL
	x
	

	ALDA
	Alexandre MÉTÉREAU
	x
	

	CEPLIS
	Klaus THÜRRIEDL
	x
	

	CEV
	Gabriella CIVICO
	x
	

	COFACE
	Elizabeth GOSME
	
	x

	CPME
	Nikoleta Plamenova ARNAUDOVA (CED)
	x
	

	ECAS
	Marta AZEVEDO SILVA
Elisa LIRONI
	
	x
x

	ECF
	Alexandrina NAJMOWICZ
	
	x

	EMI
	Maja BOBIC
	
	x

	EPA
	Petra KOGELNIG
Renate HEINISCH
	
	x
x

	EPD
	Roy VIRAH-SAWMY
	x
	

	Engineers Europe
	Dirk BOCHAR
	x
	

	ESU
	Iris KIMIZOGLU
Arno SCHROOYEN
	x
x
	

	EUROCHILD
	Ally DUNHILL
	x
	

	IUT
	Daniele ZURIGO
	x
	

	LLLP
	Brikena XHOMAQI
	x
	

	R.E.D.
	Johanna TIRINELLI
	x
	

	PHILEA
	Lucia PLANTAMURA
	
	x

	SEE
	Sarah DE HEUSCH
	x
	

	Social Platform
	Laura DE BONFILS
	x
	

	Solidar
	Mikael LEYI
	x
	

	TI.EU
	Nick AIOSSA
	x
	

	Volonteurope

	Piotr SADOWSKI
Marie JANSSENS
	x
x
	

	YES Forum
	Violeta BAKIA
	
	x

	YFJ (Youth Forum)
	Rares VOICU
	
	x



Observers (online):

	
	Carlotta BESOZZI
	Civil Society Europe 

	
	Günes ENGIN
	TUSEV 

	
	Mersiha JASKIC
	CPCD 

	
	Blagica PETRESKI
	Financethink 

	
	Dren PUKA
	KCS Foundation 

	
	Dardan KRYEZIU
	Platforma CiviKos 

	
	Tamara MALKOVA
	Information Center "Green Dossier" 

	
	Nataša VUČKOVI´C
	Centar Online 

	
	Djordje DIMITROV
	Cep.org.rs 

	
	Tamar TORIA
	Gfa.org.ge 

	
	Zaharia LILIA
	Transparency International Moldovia 

	
	Anja BOGILKOVA-AUTOVSKA
	Balkan Civil Society Development Network 



Guest speaker:

	
	Anna STRIETHORST
	EFTA Financial mechanism Office – Civil Society Funds



EESC staff:

	
	Janine BORG
	Head of CSS unit

	
	Oliver BYRON
	Trainee, CSS unit

	
	Edoardo CAROLI
	CSS unit

	
	Catlin LHOEST
	GR. III secretariat (remotely)

	
	Karen SERAFINI
	CSS unit, LG secretariat
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