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Key takeaways 

 
Rule of law challenges concern all EU Member States, although the magnitude of these challenges 
varies a lot according to national situations. A distinct degradation has been  observed in many EU 
Members States regarding, for example, media freedom and media diversity, civic space, 
concentration of powers and access to justice. 
 

 
 
All speakers recognised the importance of civil society in monitoring respect for the rule of law 
and providing input to the EU and Member States on how to protect it, as well as in supporting 
all citizens in knowing and defending their rights and ensuring that expectations are heard and 
met at EU legislative level. 
 
 
Civil awareness and an overall 'culture of the Rule of Law' will only become a reality if the relevant 
topics are communicated clearly and in full transparency in layperson's terms. Likewise, civil 
society needs to feel empowered in political decisions to fully embrace its civic role. 
 
Economic and social rights should be kept high on the agenda, as inequality and economic 
disparities for the most vulnerable are a serious cause for the erosion of trust in society and 

https://twitter.com/DiversEESC/status/1456559885659815940


institutions, lack of civic involvement and traction for populist discourses. Degradation in the rule 
of law in the form of corruption, also poses very real problems for investors and businesses. 
 
Having rights remains theoretical, without the guarantee offered by access to fair and 
independent justice. Participants underlined deteriorations in the judiciary caused by structural 
or funding cutbacks, attacks on the independence of the judiciary or inordinately lengthy 
procedures. The ethics of using digital tools in justice was also highlighted as a point needing 
attention. 
 
Corruption was identified as a cross-borders issue, with widespread economic and social 
implications threatening entire communities in their rights and access to public goods. There is a 
strong link between the Rule of Law, corruption and media independence, as highlighted during 
the parallel session on the media. In some countries, and among younger generations, corruption 
is  even considered regular practice. Participants underlined the need for education and more 
effective sanctions. 
 
Despite it being its most dramatic aspect, media freedom and independent information go well 
beyond the issue of the safety of journalists. Concentration of media ownership with a lack of 
transparency, political influence, deteriorating working conditions for journalists and the 
economic disruption introduced by digitalisation and social media, are profoundly affecting the 
quality and independence of the information that is available to citizens. Participants mentioned 
legal and soft tools, the European Media Freedom Act and  EU funding for journalists as ways 
forward. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic, in calling for restrictive measures to control its spread, revealed the 
inherent fragility of rights and freedoms even within the EU. Civic space has been put under 
pressure, and a crisis of trust between populations and their governments has become more and 
more prominent. Checks and balances are challenging to maintain in a context of mutual distrust. 
Improvements needed to build an enabling environment for civil society were mentioned such as: 
the better involvement of civil society in the National Recovery and Resilience Plans, providing 
sustainable financing through the EU Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), better inclusion of 
the real factors for deterioration and a greater  role for CSOs in the EC Rule of Law Reports.  
 
 

 

  



Main conclusions and recommendations  

 

 

On the EU response in general, including through the EU Rule of Law Mechanism: 

 

 The scope of the EU Rule of Law Mechanism should be extended to cover fundamental rights 

and the civic space. 

 The EU Rule of Law Reports' findings should be better contextualised, and should highlight the 

systematic attacks on fundamental rights and the rule of law. 

 The EU Rule of Law Reports should include country recommendations that are directly linked 

to follow-up actions, including sanctions. 

 Civil Society Organisations should be more involved in the preparation and follow-up phases 

of the EU Rule of Law Mechanism, and not just sources of information in the drafting of the 

reports.  

 The EU should increase its efforts in the communication, awareness raising, and education 

around fundamental rights and the rule of law to allow citizens to benefit from a full and 

informed public debate. A civil society forum on fundamental rights and the rule of law could 

be part of this effort. 

 The rule of law budget conditionality regulation should be used to its full extent, and without 

further delay, to address the most pressing deteriorations in the rule of law. 

 

On Justice:  

 

 The EU response should integrate the role of law professionals such as  lawyers and judges as 

guardians of the rule of law in a more effective way, including through better support for the 

profession's human and financial resources, and by addressing the threats and attacks against 

lawyers and other law professionals like judges.  

 The EU should develop legislation on the ethical requirements surrounding the use of 

technology in the field of justice, especially as many Member States have included the 

digitalisation of justice in their National Recovery and Resilience Plans. 

 Communication and training courses on the importance of the rule of law should be held in 

the EU Member States and on an EU level. 

 Access to justice should be improved by reinvesting in free legal assistance.  

 

 

 



On Corruption: 

 

 The EU should adopt a holistic approach to tackling corruption, in cooperation with the 

Member States. In particular, it should pay more attention to the connection between 

corruption and the rule of law, and support education and awareness raising activities in this 

area.  

 More robust, systematic monitoring mechanisms are needed to better track the 

implementation of national and EU-level reforms. The EU should also work on preventative 

indicators in order to identify phenomena such as state capture or conflicts of interest at an 

early stage. 

 The EU should continue to ensure full, adequate protection of all civil society organisations, 

human rights defenders, investigative journalists, and whistle-blowers who play a central role 

in bringing crimes of corruption to light.  

 Business associations should lead by example by holding their members accountable for rule 

of law breaches, such as corruption. 

 

On the Media: 

 

 The EU should adopt a holistic approach to media freedom and pluralism, as it is a 

multifaceted question which includes  issues as diverse as competition regulation, the safety 

of journalists and working conditions. 

 A key way to combat disinformation is to restore public trust in independent media, which 

involves taking action in a variety of areas such as  funding for media and support to new 

economic models for media, ending  threats and attacks against journalists, increasing 

transparency of media ownership, etc.   

 The Digital Service Act and the Digital Markets Act will have a significant impact on media 

freedom and could address the current market failure. The future European Media Freedom 

Act should propose an updated definition of media and common standards for media 

independence and media ownership. The EU should create a European fund for journalists. 

 Online platforms should be held accountable and should pay a digital tax on the content they 

use that is provided by journalists or other media sources. 

 Media freedom and pluralism closely concern civil society and European citizens, and the 

topic should therefore have a central place in the discussion of the Conference on the Future 

of Europe and in the activities of all European institutions.  

 

 

 

 



On Checks and Balances: 

 

 The EU should continue monitoring the medium and long term impact of national responses 

to COVID-19, in particular in relation to emergency regimes and the weakening of national 

systems of checks and balances. 

 When monitoring the rule of law, the European Commission should pay more attention to the 

challenges that CSOs face. The EU Rule of Law Report should include a separate chapter on 

civic space based on clear indicators. 

 The EU should invest in preserving an enabling environment for CSOs in all Member States. 

This includes requiring structured dialogues and other meaningful involvement mechanisms 

to allow CSOs to take part in all relevant decision-making processes at EU and national levels, 

including the Rule of Law review cycles and the Recovery and Resilience Facility process. 

 The EU should draw up a comprehensive policy framework to allow for the independent 

funding of CSOs. 

 

 

  



Summary 

 

1. Opening session 

Giulia Barbucci, Vice-President of the EESC, opened the conference by recalling its general objectives. 

The annual event was a stocktaking exercise on trends in the area of the rule of law, giving the floor to 

civil society. This year's event aimed to gather civil society's perspectives on the European Rule of Law 

Mechanism and, more specifically, on the four themes of the European Commission Rule of Law Report 

(justice, media, corruption, checks and balances). The EESC fully understands the magnitude of the 

challenges the EU is facing, and is convinced that civil society can play a decisive role in reversing 

negative trends. In a context of erosion of citizens' trust in the institutions, civil society can be the 

bridge between the expectations of the general population and the institutions. Although the general 

European population might not always formulate its expectations using the relevant rule of law "legal 

vocabulary", all surveys showed that a clear-cut majority valued the rule of law and EU actions to 

protect it, such as rule of law budget conditionality.  

Ms Barbucci concluded that the EESC was ready to work with other institutions on creating of a civil 

society forum on fundamental rights and the rule of law, which the Committee has repeatedly called 

for over the last few years. 

  

Gašper Dovžan, State Secretary at the Slovenian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, underlined the 

importance of the rule of law as the backbone of resilience and mutual trust. He reiterated the 

Slovenian presidency's intention to ensure respect for EU fundamental values, regardless of the crisis. 

While EU Member States had to adopt restrictive measures to address the spread of COVID-19, it was 

essential that these responses remained temporary, proportionate, within the boundaries of the law 

and that they respected checks and balances. In that regard, Mr Dovžan referred to the European 

Commission Report on the Rule of Law, which found that most national systems were resilient, while 

also highlighting that no Member State was immune to challenges. He emphasised the importance of 

basing the monitoring of the rule of law on credible criteria, comparable sources, and dialogue. Finally, 

Mr Dovžan called for economic and social rights in the recovery phase  not to be overlooked, as the 

rights to education, healthcare, decent work, or freedom to conduct business have been particularly 

affected by the pandemic, as have vulnerable groups. He considered properly involving local and 

regional authorities and civil society in a process of inclusive implementation of Next Generation EU, 

essential. 

https://twitter.com/EFJEUROPE/status/1456188821679263746


 

Florian Geyer, Head of Unit ‘Justice policy and rule of law’, Directorate-General for Justice and 

Consumers (DG JUST), recalled that the rule of law was central for the functioning of the EU as an 

area of freedom, security, and justice, but that it was also essential for the internal market and 

ensuring economic growth. He referred to the Rule of Law Mechanism as one of the tools created by 

the European Commission to address the current rule of law challenges. This mechanism aimed to play 

a preventive role by fostering dialogue and exchanges of best practices, and highlighting issues and 

areas where Member States should take action. Mr Geyer presented the key findings of the 2021 Rule 

of Law Report, covering developments in the justice system, anti-corruption frameworks, media 

freedom and pluralism and checks and balances. He encouraged European and national actors to 

organise discussions based on the Report and to involve civil society in such discussions, as done by 

the EESC. 

 

2. Main trends in Europe: a discussion on national experiences and European perspectives 

The second session of the Conference was an interactive dialogue between participants on  trends in 

the area of justice, corruption, media and checks and balances in Europe. 

https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456194485327699969
https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456196369564241927


That session was opened by Cristian Pîrvulescu, President of the EESC Fundamental Rights and Rule 

of Law (FRRL) Group. He presented the activities of the FRRL Group carried out since its last conference 

in 2019, and recalled that the approach of the group was to listen to and relay the voices of civil society, 

anchoring the unique asset of the EESC's contribution to EU discussions on fundamental rights and the 

rule of law: a social and economic view on what EU values could mean for the daily reality of the 

European population.  

To illustrate this, Mr Pîrvulsecu mentioned three particular opinions with links to the FRRL Group, 

since the last conference: "the rule of law and its impact on economic growth" (ECO/511), "Populism 

and fundamental rights - suburban and rural areas" (NAT/771), and "Principles for public services that 

contribute directly to the stability of the free democratic basic order" (SOC/643).  

He considered it  important for the  European Commission to consult civil society in order to feed into 

the preparation of its Rule of Law Reports, but he also called for a more ambitious approach whereby 

civil society organisations would not only be approached as experts, but as genuine partners and 

agents of change, to be put at the heart of open debates on defending  EU values. He concluded by 

reiterating the call by the EESC for the creation of a civil society forum to discuss the progress be to 

made in this area. 

 

During the interactive dialogue on Justice, Rebecca Schonenbach, Chief Executive Officer at "Veto! 

Für den Rechtsstaat" e.V. (Germany), commented that a side effect of the COVID-19 crisis had been a 

greater focus on questions related to the rule of law in public discussions. She underlined that civil 

society played an important role in raising awareness on the rule of law amongst the general 

population, and in explaining principles like separation of power and the proportionality of measures 

taken to address the pandemic.  

https://europa.eu/!Df64YR
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/populism-and-fundamental-rights-suburban-and-rural-areas-own-initiative-opinion
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/populism-and-fundamental-rights-suburban-and-rural-areas-own-initiative-opinion
https://europa.eu/!KX36hJ
https://europa.eu/!KX36hJ
https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456201078668677120


   

Zara Iqbal, Programme Lawyer at the International Bar Association's Human Rights Institute 

(IBAHRI), agreed that while it was admittedly complicated for the general public to understand legal 

systems in detail, a key concern to keep in mind was the need to show the daily implications of the 

rule of law for people's everyday lives. She found that education and open debates were particularly 

important in that perspective. 

 

Responding to a question on the link between corruption and the rule of law, Sándor Léderer, Director 

of K-monitor (Hungary), explained that malfunctioning rule of law systems, where independent media 

and civil society struggled, created a real "ecosystem" favouring the development of corruption in 

the absence of proper oversight. It was generally the taxpayers who ended up paying more for 

investments due to corruptive acts or nepotism, with worse end results for the project invested in as 

well.  

https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456204687812800513
https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456222480964726787


 

From a  European perspective, Nicholas Aiossa, Deputy Director and Head of Policy and Advocacy at 

Transparency International, indicated that while the Transparency International Corruption 

Perceptions Index listed EU Member States amongst the world's best performers in terms of anti-

corruption, the situation between individual states was unequal, and the general trend has seen a 

reversal  over the last decade. He considered that corruption could be devastating for society, not 

only in economic terms but also because it threatened the democratic order and eroded trust in public 

institutions. 

Matthew Caruana Galizia, Director of the Daphne Caruana Galizia Foundation, regretted that the EU 

did not yet have all the tools necessary to tackle corruption as a cross border crime. Indeed, criminals 

managed to evade justice by increasing the complexity of their schemes to cross as many borders as 

possible. The Panama and paradise papers have shown that collaborative cross-border investigations 

between journalists were effective. He therefore considered that the EU should learn from this and 

support these kind of investigations.  

 

In terms of the media, Renate Schroeder, Director of the European Federation of Journalists (EFJ), 

called for the consideration of journalism as a public good, and for an alliance of all actors to replace 

the current culture of impunity surrounding crimes against journalists with a culture of respect for 

journalists and for media freedom. She found that the role of journalists was pivotal in promoting the 

accountability of the government. Therefore, the current trend of self-censorship among journalists, 

fueled by an increase in smear campaigns, should be addressed. 

Taking part in the discussion on checks and balances, Maria Ventegodt, National head at the Danish 

Institute for Human Rights, welcomed the rule of law mechanism as good way to address challenges 

exacerbated by the COVID-19 crisis. She considered that the concept of checks and balances should be 

understood as a holistic approach, including independent media and civil society, and strong but 

distinct judicial, legislative and executive powers. 

https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456206876014792705
https://twitter.com/EFJEUROPE/status/1456207172157706247


 

Linda Ravo, Senior advocacy consultant at the Civil Liberties Union for Europe (Liberties), added that 

civil society organisations also existed to help people enforce their rights, and to raise awareness on 

the defence of democratic values. Attacks, hate speech, and violence against civil society organisations 

and human rights defenders have increased in recent years, which called for a strong political response, 

including an improvement of the regulatory framework and more opportunities for meaningful 

participation in decision-making. 

 

 

The interactive dialogue was also the opportunity for participants to put forward their 

recommendations on the EU Rule of Law Mechanism, which are set out – alongside other conclusions 

and recommendations made during the conference – at the beginning of this document.  

 

 

https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456212816780791810
https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456214462264918016


3. Parallel sessions 

3.1. Parallel session on Justice 

Stefano Mallia, President of the EESC Employers Group (I), emphasised that the rule of law provides 

the structure for the relationship between state institutions and society. Entrepreneurs and 

businesses need to trust public institutions, and the law should be upheld in a consistent manner in 

order to invest, recruit, buy and sell in any Member State. The rule of law is a precondition for the 

common market; the fact that the proportion of businesspersons who rated the independence of 

courts and judges in their country as "good" varied considerably across Member States, means that 

the common market is in practice not yet fully achieved. Stefano Mallia also called for the better 

integration of the rule of law in the European Semester, as previously called for in the own initiative 

Opinion on "The rule of law and its impact on economic growth".  

   

 

Róisín Pillay, Director of the Europe Programme of the International Commission of Jurists (ICJ), 

illustrated the current deteriorating rule of law situation and particularly worrying situations in Poland 

and Hungary, where governments have set aside judicial guarantees and gradually deconstructed 

judicial independence. She underlined that such an erosion of the rule of law goes hand in hand with 

that of human rights guarantees, and called for action to avoid a normalisation of such a situation in 

the EU. Ms Pillay also mentioned the judicial reforms that were currently ongoing in many EU Member 

States, stressing the need for these reforms to be guided by the EU rule of law mechanism. She 

emphasised the role played by civil society in fostering a culture of the rule of law.  In conclusion, she 

called for the EU to step up action, including by providing country specific recommendations linked to 

possible sanctions in the next Rule of Law Reports. 

https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456261275277619214


 

Simone Cuomo, Secretary-General of the Council of Bars and Law Societies of Europe (CCBE), 

underlined that having rights without being able to access justice was meaningless. The independence 

of lawyers is therefore a key consideration for ensuring the right to a fair trial and the defence of public 

interest. In this regard, it was particularly problematic to observe that access to legal aid had been 

structurally undermined and underfunded in the last few years. Mr Cuomo considered that the Rule 

of Law Reports were a remarkable initiative, to which the CCBE contributed by highlighting the current 

major challenges faced by lawyers' activities, including breaches of confidentiality, identification of 

lawyers with their clients, and concrete threats made against individual lawyers. He called for EU 

Member States to support judicial staff in all their capacities, including through more training, and for 

the EU to set up ethical requirements for the use of digital tools in justice. 

 

Colin Smith, Member of the Bar of Ireland, pointed out how recent events such as Brexit, the COVID-

19 pandemic and developments in Poland and Hungary had weakened the rule of law foundations of 

Europe. He noted that discussions on rule of law issues tended to focus in general on the independence 

of the judiciary, while the integrity of the judicial process could be compromised by methods that are 

more subtle than exercising improper influence over judges, resulting in real-life effects on citizens. He 

gave an example of a case concerning labour law, in which the state of Ireland interfered in private law 

proceedings, by making its own official available as an expert witness to the employer. Mr Smith 

explained that a lack of access to legal aid negatively affected equality before the law and access to 

remedy. He regretted that the Rule of Law Report devoted little attention to the issue, which was 

however a serious rule of law issue in almost all EU Member States. Mr Smith also illustrated how 

insufficient funding for courts led to judicial processes that were too long. 

 

3.2. Parallel session on Corruption 

Ms Ramona Strugariu, a Member of the European Parliament intergroup on corruption (Romania, 

Renew Europe Group), referred to the 2016 Study on the 'Cost of Non-Europe in the Area of 

Corruption', commissioned by the European Parliament, which estimated that up to 990 billion euros 

are lost to corruption in the EU every year. She stressed that corruption was not a specific problem of 

certain Member States, but that it was transnational and affected entire communities. This calls for 

https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456263125854875664


increased cooperation at EU level to develop appropriate measures to prevent and detect corruption. 

Ms Strugariu presented the concrete anti-corruption measures recommended in the latest report of 

the European Parliament Committee on Budgetary Control, and which covered the prevention of any 

potential conflict of interest, the need for p controls, a stronger involvement of civil society and better 

protection of whistleblowers and independent journalists. Ms Strugariu also refered to the national 

best practices identified by the Group of States against Corruption (GRECO).  

Cristian Pîrvulescu, President of the EESC Fundamental Rights and Rule of Law Group, pointed out 

the strong links between the rule of law, media, civic space, and corruption. Using the example of 

Romania, he referred to the key role played by civil society in the fight against corruption. Independent 

media were also essential in making issues linked to the fight against corruption better understood 

among the general population. Therefore, situations where the media were controlled by the 

government or businesspersons, were conducive to the development of corruption. He also felt it 

necessary for the EU to intervene to prevent conflict of interests which are conducive to a more general 

deterioration of the rule of law. Mr Pîrvulescu found it alarming to see that, in some Member States, 

the entire state apparatus was orientated against civil society.  

Bilyana Wegertseder, co-founder of the Bulgarian Institute for Legal Initiatives (BILI), presented the 

situation in Bulgaria, which has reached a situation of "state capture", with most state institutions not 

serving the public interest. According to a study by the BILI, two-thirds of people are afraid to report 

corruption or conflicts of interest in the workplace. Ms Wegertseder regretted that the Cooperation 

and Verification Mechanism (CVM) for Bulgaria did not entail clear sanctions and therefore considered 

it important to link recommendations on corruption in the future Rule of Law Reports with the use of 

budget conditionality. She also advocated for a stronger focus on education, to foster a change in the 

mind-set of the new generation towards zero tolerance for corruption. Finally, she called for more 

resources to be devoted to monitoring the implementation of reforms.  

    

Mr Lukáš Kraus, head of the analysis unit of the project "Reconstruction of the State" at the Frank 

Bold society, presented the work done by the "Reconstruction of the State " coalition of CSOs that has 

sought to obtain systemic change on corruption in the Czech Republic since 2013. It has been active in 

specific areas of anti-corruption measures, the digitalisation of state administration and media 

freedom. Mr Kraus presented around ten laws which the coalition had contributed to, and which 

included the reform of political parties and campaign financing, the regulation asset declaration (the 

Conflict of Interest Act), and an act on transparency for companies receiving public money. Mr Kraus 

https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456274073097420809


concluded that the various EU initiatives in this particular area of the rule of law and conflicts of interest 

were useful and necessary in order to help civil society advocacy in the Czech Republic. 

 

3.3. Parallel session on Media 

Oliver Röpke, President of the EESC Workers Group (Group II), recalled that the COVID-19 crisis has 

had multiple effects on the media, amplifying existing challenges and highlighting the importance of 

reliable information. He said that he was in favour of financial support to the media weakened by the 

crisis, as long as the process would be fair and transparent, to avoid economic influence and preserve 

media pluralism. Mr Röpke also referred to the EESC Opinion on Securing Media Freedom and Diversity 

in Europe which reaffirmed the EESC's commitment in this area. In his opinion, the European 

Commission's recommendations on the safety of journalists should be complemented d by a more 

systematic approach, combining legal and soft tools to address the interconnection between 

journalists' safety, media freedom, and the transparency of media ownership. Mr Röpke considered 

that positive examples existed in countries with well rooted cultures of political and societal 

appreciation of independent media, which was generally linked to good working conditions and strong, 

inclusive trade unions of journalists.  

 

Isabella Splendore, Head of the Legal and International Affairs Department of the Italian Federation 

of Newspapers and Magazine Publishers (FIEG), analysed the situation of the concentration of the 

media market in the EU. She explained that, in recent years, online platforms had garnered an 

increasing amount of advertising revenues, imposing financial difficulties for publishers. The pandemic 

further exacerbated the gap between online advertising and traditional media in such a way that half 

of all advertising resources in 2020 were spent on online advertising. As far as the pluralism of 

information was concerned, Ms Splendore noted that the lack of quality and diversity of information 

created an environment for hatred and discrimination. She also called for policies to support quality 

information, for example through the introduction of a digital tax and the improvement of the 

legislation on intellectual property rights for newspaper content and copyright protection in the digital 

space. 

Elda Brogi, Scientific Coordinator of the Centre for Media Pluralism and Media Freedom (CMPF), 

explained how the findings of the Media Pluralism Monitor nourished the Rule of Law Reports. A 

general trend in the deterioration of media pluralism was the result of several factors such as media 

https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456268806485987338


concentration, unfair allocation of financial resources and political influence. The lack of appropriate 

competition regulation allowed online platforms to dominate the advertising market and threatened 

the financial security of traditional media. Targeted political propaganda and increasingly polarised 

debates also posed a risk for media freedom. Ms Brogi hoped that the future European Media Freedom 

Act would allow for an adjustment of the definition of media to fit the current times, and would entail 

measures to enhance the transparency of online platforms, the protection of journalists from online 

threats, and create a European fund for journalists.  

   

 

3.4. Parallel session on Checks and Balances 

Séamus Boland, President of the EESC Diversity Europe Group (III), felt that the main lessons learned 

from the COVID-19 pandemic were the importance of the rule of law for democracy, the fragility of 

rights and freedoms even within the EU, and the essential role of CSOs in protecting them. He 

informed participants that a study on the implications of COVID-19 for fundamental rights and civic 

space would be presented at a Group III conference the following day. In the context of the significant 

restrictions of freedoms resulting from the pandemic, Mr Boland deemed it necessary to establish an 

enabling environment to support the role of independent civil society. In practice, this means civil 

society being better involved in the National Recovery and Resilience Plans, providing sustainable 

financing with the EU Multiannual Financial Framework, and ensuring the adequate regulation of the 

civil society sector. 

https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456275972085346311
https://twitter.com/EFJEUROPE/status/1456290040351531010


  

Alexandrina Najmowicz, Director of the European Civic Forum, described the current state of the rule 

of law as a "crisis of trust in democracy and a feeling of insecurity in a shared future". A tendency has 

developed in some countries for authorities to describe CSOs as political and partisan, in order to 

undermine their work and justify actions against them; civic space has been particularly affected by 

the COVID-19 pandemic. As far as the EC Rule of Law Reports were concerned, Ms Najmowicz 

considered that they did not fully reflect the systemic aspects that contributed to the deterioration of 

the rule of law, and that the important role of civil society was not sufficiently considered in the 

reports. She hoped that the announced inclusion of country recommendations in the next report 

would improve the situation, and she also proposed a revised methodology based on five indicators 

concerning civic space: an enabling legal environment, the financial viability of CSOs, modalities for 

political participation, protection of freedoms by the authorities, and the contribution of civil society 

to protecting the rule of law. 

Claudiu Crăciun, Lecturer in European politics at the National University of Political Studies and 

Public Administration (Romania), explained that the COVID-19 context exacerbated a tendency of 

confusion in vocabulary, where concepts such as freedoms and democracy moved towards political 

actors, and a sizeable part of society that considered itself victims of governmental actions deemed 

excessive and restrictive. An increasingly large part of the electorate supported political parties that 

systematically blamed the government and referred to rights and liberties to speak out against 

vaccinations and restrictions. Mr Crăciun considered this a great challenge for civil society, as it was 

becoming increasingly difficult to distinguish between a genuine critique of the government and 

attacks on democratic principles, state institutions, and minorities. As far as the economic impact of 

the crisis was concerned, Mr Crăciun warned that this effects young people in particular, who are 

already dissatisfied with democracy, a tendency which the pandemic has exacerbated.  

 

4. Concluding session 

Debbie Kohner, Secretary-General of the European Network of National Human Rights Institutions 

(ENNHRI), emphasised the urgency of acting in a holistic way against the deteriorating trend in the 

four areas discussed during the conference. She underlined that the EU should support CSOs' 

fundamental role as watchdogs and bridges between the institutions and the general public. Ms 

Kohner also summarised the main conclusions of the conference. Participants generally agreed that 

the EU rule of law mechanism was a good step forward, but that monitoring should lead to more 

https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456258954267291659


concrete action. They recommended extending the scope of the report to include fundamental rights 

and civic space, to better contextualise the findings, to include country recommendations that would 

be directly linked to follow-up actions including sanctions, and to involve CSOs more in the preparation 

and follow-up phases. Ms Kohner also pointed to the general recommendation made by participants 

to communicate the rule of law to citizens in a better way in order to foster a full and informed public 

debate, for example in relation to emergency measures and restrictions linked to the pandemic. She 

concluded by referring to the role that National Human Rights Institutions could play in this regard.   

 

Nicole Romain, Head of Unit for Communications and Events, EU Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA), 

considered that the discussions of the conference were a wakeup call for the incremental erosion of 

the rule of law and fundamental rights across the EU. She dwelled on the need for all actors to invest 

more in communication on the rule of law and fundamental rights, and she referred to the '10 keys to 

effectively communicating human rights' developed by the FRA. The point of departure for this new 

approach is that, instead of trying to convince people, one should seek to engage people. Creating such 

engagement requires focusing on value driven messages in a language that is accessible to the general 

public, and putting forward positive perspectives as a vision of hope. Nicole Romain concluded by 

highlighting the convening power of the FRA towards these objectives.  

 

Eszter Nagy, Member of the Executive Bureau of the Union of European Federalists (UEF), brought 

the perspective of a Hungarian federalist to the discussions. She considered that there was a clear 

definition and set of standards on the rule of law at European level, and that every country consciously 

committed to comply with them upon accession to the EU. Therefore, one should refrain from entering 

into the game played by some governments which pretend that these definitions and standards are 

relative, or attempt to portray EU action as ideological attacks. Ms Nagy considered that the case of 

Hungary showcased the democratic backsliding. She referred to a 2020 survey which indicated that 

two third of Hungarians supported the EU rule of law mechanism. In a context where national CSOs 

had few opportunities to weigh-in on the situation, this clearly called for EU action.  

https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456294734691979266


 

In his concluding remarks, Cristian Pîrvulescu, President of the EESC Fundamental Rights and Rule of 

Law Group, summarised the deterioration of the rule of law in a number of EU countries as a three-

step process: first, attacks target human rights; then they extend to civil society organisations; and 

finally, these attacks spread to the institutions as a whole, endangering democracy itself. Against this 

backdrop, he underscored the urgency to act beyond recommendations and monitoring. 

 

 

 

END 

https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456302536676286471
https://twitter.com/EESC_SOC/status/1456304368907657218

