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Report 
 

The focus of the hybrid workshop was to discuss existing barriers to civil society space and 
civil dialogue and solutions to the problems, including the need to overcome barriers for cross-
border action, the call for an overall civil society strategy, an EU wide discussion on the role 
of civil dialogue, and a discussion on the funding of civil society. 

- Welcome and setting the scene 

Hanna Surmatz, Head of Policy at Philea and Ionut Sibian, Member of Civil Society 
Organisations’ Group at the EESC, outlines existing barriers for civil society including 
philanthropy.  
Hanna Surmatz highlights the crucial role of civil society, including philanthropy, in addressing 
our multilayered societal challenges, the ongoing war in Ukraine as well as social, digital and 
green transformations, and the need for an enabling space to do this. She illustrates a number 
of examples of barriers to the action of associations and foundations, including the obstacles 
encountered by these entities when moving their seat from one Member State to the other, 
the absence of rules on cross-border merging, the limited access to foreign funding and 
banking services. Ionut Sibian gives some practical examples of the shrinking civil society 
space in Romania, which include both a proposal of law to restrict public gatherings and a bill 
presented to amend the law on associations and foundations, with the motivation that CSOs 
are against the public good. These attempts have been proposed more than once between 
2017 and the present, in a worrying trend which ultimately harasses civil society.  

 

- First round of interventions and conversation, moderated by Alva Finn 

Alva Finn, Secretary-General at Social Platform, asks the panelists their views on what can 
be done to improve the operating space for civil society, including philanthropy, in view of 2024 
EP elections. Despite the existence of several important building blocks, such as the initiatives 
announced in the Social Economy Action Plan, the EP call for a European Statute for 
Associations and NPOs, the EC report on civic space within the Charter of Fundamental rights 
annual review and the review of the European Democracy Action plan, an overall strategy for 
civil society does not exist.  



Riccardo Rossella, Coalition and Campaign Officer at Social Platform and Civil Society 
Europe, presents the keys asks of civil society and philanthropy. 
Noticing that the upcoming EU elections will be a key moment to ask concrete steps on better 
civil society space, recognition and dialogue, Social Platform and Civil Society Europe are 
launching a coalition campaign in this regard and welcome wider civil society to be part of this 
initiative. One of the main asks will be the call on the European Commission to launch a EU 
strategy for civil society. This would allow to address the current fragmentation of practices 
and initiatives and the many challenges civil society is still facing on the ground. On civil 
dialogue, current practices are inconsistent among and within institutions. It is necessary to 
harmonise such practices and standards through an interinstitutional agreement on civil 
dialogue. 
 
Anna Athanasopoulou, Head of Proximity, Social Economy and Creative Industries Unit 
in DG GROW, stresses the crucial role of civil society in promoting social values and creating 
economic activities in the single market. The Commission is currently assessing priorities for 
a legislative initiative on helping overcome cross-border activities of associations and NPOs, 
by looking at a targeted and proportionate approach, which focuses on associations given the 
prevalence of the association form in the non-profit sector and the leverage effect of 
associations due to their membership structure. The initiative complements two other 
measures announced in the Social Economy Action Plan: the Council recommendations to 
develop framework conditions for social economy and the set of guidance for the tax treatment 
of associations and foundations.  
She also notes the essential role of philanthropy for the civic sector for its leverage effect: 
under InvestEU, the EC is working with the European Investment Fund and representatives 
of philanthropic organisations to roll out a pilot to create co-investment mechanisms.   
 
Ingrid Bellander Todino, Head of Unit of Fundamental rights policy in DG JUST, 
acknowledges the essential role of civil society in shaping matters of public interest at national 
and EU level. She refers to the EC report on the application of the Charter of Fundamental 
Rights of the EU published in December 2022. The report is not a political document setting 
out future actions, but very important in the development of the EC policy. Key chapters include 
the need for protection of civil society, with initiatives both at MS and EU level as ROL and 
Antislapp, support of the sector, which includes improved access to funding as seen in the 
Serve Programme, and empowering civil society with tools such as the Defence of Democracy 
package to be released by EC in May. 

Waltraud Heller, Programme manager for Cooperation with civil society at the EU 
Agency for Fundamental Rights, explains the 5 key needs for civil society identif ied by the 
2022 edition of the yearly FRA report on civic space, which is based on consultation with civil 
society and research at MS level. These are recognition, resources, representation, regulation 
and resilience.  
 

- Second round of interventions and conversation taking into account questions and 
inputs from the floor, both in presence and online 

Questions from the floor largely focus on the issue of funding, including the need for the EU 
to ensure that there is a common practice so that all EU funding programmes involve CSOs 
appropriately and the needed shift from project-cycle to more structural funding. Answers from 
the EC involve considerations on InvestEU as a pilot to  experiment investment products 
coming from philanthropic sector with an impact investing angle, the need to consider that 
Member States complement funding by EU for the civil society sector, and the 
acknowledgement of the need to streamline EU funding (with a positive example in going 
through intermediaries to channel funds to grassroots organisations provided by the new 
Serve Programme).  

- Closing remarks 



 
Jan Dirx, Vice-President of Civil Society Organisations’ Group  at the EESC highlights 
two worrying aspects of the current threats to civil society space which demonstrate that the 
space cannot be taken for granted. Drawing on examples which took place in the Netherlands, 
he cites the dominance of nationalist and populist presence in social media (with reference to 
the Netherlands example) and its worrying repercussions on civil dialogue and civil society 
space, and the attempts to limit access to justice for CSOs by some political parties.  
Hanna Surmatz concludes with the main calls heard throughout the workshop, both from 
speakers and the public: for recognition of civil society and civil dialogue, an enabling 
environment, resources and resilience. These building blocks involve a great deal of work 
ahead of the 2024 EP elections, to ensure that civil society has a key role in shaping the future 
of Europe. 

 
- Recommendations 

The following recommendation emerged from the workshop and was presented in the closing 
panel of the Civil Society Days 2023: the need for a European strategy for civil society, 
including philanthropy, to unfold and connect different building blocks for a truly 
empowering space, which entails: better recognition; renewed engagement and 
structured civil dialogue across EU institutions; enabling legal, tax and policy 
frameworks also across-border and development of protection tools; building 
resilience within the sector including access to flexible and sustainable resources, be 
they private or public; and an approach which also includes the perspective of 
candidate countries. 

 
The complete recording of the session is accessible here. 

 

 

 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/civil-society-days-2023/recordings-0103

