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The importance of civic space

Open and democratic civic space is one of key safeguards against tyranny and oppression
and is promoted by civil society organisations.

There is a global trend of ‘reverse transitions’ (democratic regression); i.e. ‘global authoritarian
pushback against democracy and human rights’ composed of anti-democratic and neoliberal
tendencies including hate speech, fake news, populism, conflicting diversity.

The persistent silencing of voices of civil society under the camouflage of alleged “urgency” to
respond to various crises (economic, health etc.).

The “shrinkage” appears irrespective of ‘traditional’ distinctions between countries (wealth,
democratic tradition, human rights track record, geopolitical location etc.).



What is a civic space?

Civic space is a physical, virtual and legal place that allows citizens to form associations, to gather,
to speak out on public issues and to participate in public decision making with an aim of
improvement of our collective wellbeing.

Civic space is generally constituted around freedoms of expression, association and assembly and
facilitates the ability of citizens to debate and exchange information, to organize and to act.



Why youth civic space?

Youth civic space is a space for meaningful participation of young people in society where one
can take advantage of its basic democratic freedoms.

Since youth civic space is particularly dynamic and constantly changing, certain types of
actors/organizations prove to be key in their safeguarding because they target youth-specific
issues and place them on the agenda.

These are youth-led, youth work, for-youth organisations, non-formal groups of young people that
act as ‘laboratories of democracy’ and are an important catalyst of social innovation.



Key analytical dimensions of a civic space

Five dimensions of examination of shrinkage:
1. freedom of information and expression;
2. rights of assembly and association;
3. citizen participation;
4. non-discrimination and inclusion;
5. human rights and the rule of law.



- more than a third of 
organizations have troubles 
accessing  information

- almost a half have at least some 
fear of retribution as a result of 
expressing themselves

Results – access to information



- one fifth of organizations 
experience visible difficulties 
expressing themselves

- one quarter of EU13 MSs
- almost a half of organizations 

outside EU/EEA

Results – freedom of expression



- around 15% of organizations 
experience difficulties in 
organizing/participating in public 
assemblies and demonstrations 
without fear of retribution

- more than 30% of organizations 
outside EU/EEA

Results – rights of assembly and association



- more than 40% of organizations 
do not feel completely free from 
government interference

- 15% of organizations experience 
at least some difficulties

Results – rights of assembly and association



- only 60% of organizations report 
the ability of full engagement

- 15% experience clear difficulties

Results – engagement in advocacy activities



- one tenth of organizations report 
their opinion is sometimes or 
always discouraged

- one fifth in EU13 countries
- one third of organizations report 

their opinion is never encouraged

Results – collaboration with authorities



- half of organizations believe the 
opinion of youth organizations is 
rarely taken into account

- only around 5% of organizations 
believe it is always taken into 
account

Results – acknowledgment of opinion



- a third of organizations 
experience problems with access 
to funding due to “market 
indicators” 

- more than 10% to a great degree 
regardless of region

- more than a third experience 
barriers to foreign funding

Results – access to funding



The nature of shrinkage in the youth field

• Confirmation of the general trend of shrinking civic spaces (regardless of economic condition,
democratic tradition etc.).

• There is a difference in sophistication of the governments’ toolkit across countries.

• “Conventional” shrinkage is accompanied with social market failures (inability of the state to
meet social needs as a result of budgetary deficit and/or privatization agenda).

• Tackling social market failures presents a form of shrinkage (increased need of CSO to fill the
gaps in services created by withdrawal of the state; creation of new, contested spaces by the creation of
government-organized NGOs).

• Amplification of shrinkage as a result of COVID-19 pandemic.



Recommendation for action
• detection and prevention of anti-democratic legal and policy manoeuvres by governments and other
actors

To do this, it is essential to:

• define shrinking space more broadly to also include processes having indirect effect on the exercise of
basic freedoms

• develop analytical lenses and collect data that bring the stratification of access and agency across
identities, cultures, and communities

• develop and support strategies for reclaiming the civic space tailored to the particular circumstances
and needs of those affected



More at


