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THREATENED, SILENCED AND 
SIDELINED: WHY CIVIL 
SOCIETY SPACE IS AN URGENT 
ISSUE  
  
ACTION IS NEEDED TO PROTECT CIVIL SOCIETY  
Civil  society’s  role  in  holding  the  powerful  to  account  is  under  
increasing threat around the world. Hardening of legislation, 
state violence, extra-judicial measures and restrictions on 
funding are just some examples of how the space in which to 
speak out safely is narrowing. From women leaders in remote 
rural areas facing smear campaigns, to investigative journalists 
risking assassination in major cities, the voices of those who 
speak out on injustice and play a vital role in ensuring that 
governments are accountable, are in danger of being silenced. 
Whilst these problems will be familiar to many reading this, the 
extent to which civil society space is increasingly deteriorating 
and facing new challenges may not be. This briefing paper 
explains why urgent action is needed from both international 
donors and INGOs in order to ensure and protect an open, 
supportive and enabling environment for civil society. 
 
THE ROLE OF AN ENABLING CIVIL SOCIETY 
ENVIRONMENT FOR DEVELOPMENT AND HUMAN RIGHTS  

Civil  society  has  a  key  role  in  both  speaking  out  on  ‘bad  
governance’  (such  as  corruption,  service  delivery  failure,  
electoral  fraud  or  disregard  of  human  rights)  and  enabling  ‘good  
governance’  by  identifying  and  articulating  citizens’  
development needs and priorities. The role of an active civil 
society is now recognised in the highest levels of government. 
This basic underpinning of good governance, whilst important in 
itself, is one of the cornerstones of development. The UK 
government has drawn attention to this with ‘open  societies’ 
and ‘fighting  corruption’ being key themes in the Prime 
Minister’s  ‘golden  thread’  of Development and Coalition 
Pledges.1 The necessity for encouraging a vibrant and active 
civil society is a key priority in the DFID Civil Society 
Operational Plan. 2  The Plan acknowledges the compelling 
evidence that citizen mobilisation and engagement has 
contributed to national level policy change and development 

  
Eradicating 
poverty 
requires... open 
societies: rights 
for women and 
minorities, a free 
media...and 
freedom to 
participate in 
society and have 
a say over how 
your country is 
run. 

 
 

 (Prime Minister David 
Cameron) 

http://www.dfid.gov.uk/Documents/publications1/op/csd-2011.pdf
http://www.dfid.gov.uk/Documents/publications1/op/csd-2011.pdf
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outcomes in countries around the world. In order for civil 
society to remain active and be able to grow, an open and 
supportive civil society space must be protected and promoted 
through appropriately resourced actions. 
 
Work towards a Post-2015 global framework to replace the 
Millennium Development Goals has also highlighted the need to 
consider good governance as a cornerstone of all work to build 
development  and peace. The High Level Panel on the Post-
2015 Agenda has recognised the importance of good 
governance in eradicating extreme poverty and achieving 
lasting peace.3 
 
The High Level Panel explicitly links its twin concerns of peace 
and good governance to the building blocks of an open and safe 
operating space for civil society, noting the importance of the 
rule of law, freedom of speech, a free media and access to 
justice as key pillars of good governance.  
 
CURRENT GLOBAL TRENDS IN CIVIL SOCIETY SPACE 

 
Different sources of research confirm that despite the opening 
up we  have  seen  in  some  countries  since  the  ‘Arab  Spring’,  the  
evidence points to the conclusion that restrictions on civil 
society space are on the increase globally.  
 
Research with Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) in 33 
countries carried out by Civicus in 2011 paints a bleak picture. 
Of the CSOs surveyed, 21 per cent reported that they had 
experienced illegitimate attacks from central or local 
government, almost 50 per cent thought that the legal and 
policy environment was restrictive in some way, and only eight  
per cent believed that the legal and policy environment was 
fully enabling for their operations.4   
 
Restrictions on media freedom and access to information also 
seem to be worsening. Civicus researchers measured a 20 per 
cent increase in journalists imprisoned in 2011, the highest 
level since the mid-1990s.5 According to the Committee to 
Protect Journalists, 232 journalists were behind bars in 2012. In 
some contexts, this deterioration takes on alarming 
proportions: in India at least 12 right-to-information activists 
were murdered in just 18 months in 2010-11.6  
 
The Aid Worker Security Report shows that 308 aid workers 
were attacked in 2011, of which 86 were killed, the highest 

  
For lasting 
change and 
development, the 
UK government 
recognises the 
value of a vibrant 
and active civil 
society.  

 
 

 (DFID Civil Society 
Operational Plan, 
2013) 

  
People [expect] 
honest,  
accountable, and 
responsive 
governments. 
Good governance 
and peace  
[should be 
recognised as 
core to] 
wellbeing, not 
optional extras.  

 
 

 (UN High-Level Panel 
on the Post-2015 
Agenda) 

http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/mdgoverview.html
http://www.post2015hlp.org/
http://www.post2015hlp.org/
https://aidworkersecurity.org/incidents/report/summary
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Umme Kulsum from 
Bangladesh speaking 
out on climate change 
in 2009. 

since records began in 2001.7 These figures occurred in spite of 
a shrinking aid presence and withdrawal from more security- 
challenged countries, such as Somalia. Research by ODI notes 
that, amongst aid workers, national staff are most at risk and 
that their vulnerability has increased in direct proportion to the 
improvement in security experienced by international staff. 
 
Different factors are contributing to this trend, including the 
way civil society actors communicate, the issues they work on, 
and their own resilience. The explosion of new media has led to 
new ways to organise but has been accompanied by an equal 
fear of this novel power, leading to blocking of content and 
monitoring of activities. Some issues that civil society engages 
with involve more risks than others. Activists working on issues 
of land and natural resources often face severe restrictions and 
threats.  
 
The internal resilience of organisations is also having an impact. 
The crisis of the global economy has led to the shrinkage of 
international aid budgets, with 60 per cent of CSOs consulted 
by Civicus reporting constraints in accessing funding before 
2008, with the situation having worsened during 2010 and 
2011.8 
 
NATURE OF THE RECENT DETERIORATION IN CIVIL 
SOCIETY SPACE 

Restrictions on civil society space take different forms in each 
context. Government institutions have a major role to play, 
whilst private sector, non-state actors, and even the family also 
play their part and sometimes do so in conjunction with the 
state. Additionally, the state may also reduce the space to 
speak out when it is absent, neglectful, biased or fails to 
protect.  
 
 
Below is a summary of some of the key restrictions on civil 
society space which CAFOD has noted in research and in 
learning from its programmes. 
 
Legislative measures include restrictive laws, banning of 
certain activities - such as advocacy and work on human rights 
issues, bureaucratic measures restricting operations, and 
criminalisation of certain activities or social movements.  
CSO laws which could adversely impact civil society space were 
tabled in at least six countries in 2011. These laws are 
ostensibly intended to improve the transparency and 

  
In the first half of 
2013, 37 human 
rights defenders 
were killed in 
Colombia. This 
represents a 
human rights 
defender killed 
every four days.

 
(Source: Programa 
Somos Defensores, 2013) 

http://www.odi.org.uk/resources/docs/269.pdf
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accountability of civil society. However, implementation by 
institutions with weak governance can mean that the framework 
in which civil society operates becomes rigid and restrictive.9 
One example is where the proposed Law on Associations and 
NGOs of Cambodia, the passing of which has until now been 
delayed, would limit civil society space. Another case is 
Bangladesh where there are proposals to pass a Foreign 
Donations (Voluntary Activities) Regulation Act and establish a 
new  commission  to  investigate  NGOs  involved  in  ‘anti-state’  
activities. Civil society remains concerned about the possible 
impact these changes could have on access to external funding. 
 
Misapplication of legislation including international counter-
terrorist laws, can also affect civil society space. For example, 
under the 2002 Ugandan Anti-Terrorism Act, the Minister of 
Internal  Affairs  can  declare  an  organisation  ‘terrorist’  without  
challenge in court.10  Anti-defamation law is also sometimes 
used to silence civil society actors. For example, independent 
journalist Fernando Pessoa, famous for his investigative articles 
on corrupt judges, environmental devastation and human rights 
abuses in the Brazilian Amazon has been subject to 33 lawsuits, 
most  recently  by  the  family  of  one  of  the  country’s  richest  
farmers  for  ‘personal  offence’.11    
 
Restrictions on funding can be used to silence CSOs, 
particularly for those working on advocacy and human rights 
issues. 87 per cent of CSOs consulted by Civicus identified 
national or internal factors as a constraint on funding. These 
include  political  uncertainty  in  CSOs’  home  countries,  lack of 
trust and civic support, and governmental restrictions on 
receiving international funding and on what it can be spent. One 
example is Russia where a 2012 law labels organisations 
receiving  foreign  funding  and  carrying  out  ‘political  activities’  as  
foreign agents and forces them to reregister within 90 days or 
face stiff penalties and possible imprisonment.12 Another 
example is Egypt where in June 2013 43 NGO staff were found 
guilty of operating without a licence and receiving foreign 
funding, 27 of whom received prison sentences.13  
  
 
These sorts of restrictions can have a negative impact on work 
on governance, transparency and human rights and can have 
the effect of silencing alternative views from peace and human 
rights organisations, and thus legitimise the infringement of 
their civil and political rights.  
 

  
179 writers, 
editors and 
photojournalists 
were behind bars 
in 2011, 34 more 
than in 2010. 

 
 

 (Source: Committee to 
Protect Journalists, 2011) 
 

  
[Government fear 
of the internet] 
has led to... 
technologies to 
block content, 
monitor and 
identify activists 
and critics, 
criminalisation of 
legitimate 
expression and 
adoption of 
restrictive 
legislation. 

 
 

 (Frank La Rue - UN 
Special Rapporteur on the 
the Promotion and 
Protection of the Right to 
Freedom of Opinion and 
Expression, 2011) 
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[Environmental 
and land rights 
defenders] are 
targeted as a 
consequence of 
their peaceful 
activities to 
protect natural 
resources and the 
livelihood of their 
communities.  

 
 

 (Margaret Sekaggya, 
UN Special Rapporteur 
on Human Rights 
Defenders) 
 

 
 
Extra-judicial measures include verbal threats, intimidation, 
physical and sexual violence. It may be organised by state 
institutions such as the police and army, or private security 
forces or paramilitary groups (sometimes working with the 
state), community members or family. One example is 
Colombia, where the situation for human rights defenders has 
worsened in recent years, with 69 defenders killed in 2012 (nine 
by paramilitaries, 11 by guerrillas, 47 unknown and one by the 
state), compared to 32 in 2010 when President Santos came 
into office.14 Following the military coup in Honduras in 2009 
and the subsequent election of President Porfirio Lobo as head 
of government, these tactics were used to try and silence a 
wide range of civil society groups which were perceived to be 
opposed to the government. Torture, disappearances and 
killings have become the norm and a climate of impunity 
prevails: over 20 land activists in northern Honduras were 
assassinated during 2010 and 2011. 
 
Harassment, whether verbal, physical, or moral, such as 
name-calling, threats, stigmatisation, beatings and spreading of 
false rumours, can subtly undermine civil society as it can  
contribute towards psychological stress, discredit critics and 
inflame others into violent action. For example, in the Amazon 
region, verbal threats are often made against land rights 
activists marked for assassination, instilling a sense of fear and 
impotence in the community. 
 
Targeting through the media: defamatory articles in the 
media are sometimes employed to try to undermine a civil 
society  organisation’s  credibility  in  the  eyes  of  the  public  and  
weaken it internally. Defamatory statements can damage 
reputations and be used to intimidate, and are used particularly 
towards women when they are operating outside of traditional 
gender roles. 
 
Private sector actors have significant influence on the shape 
of civil society space as well as the economy. Under the UN 
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, they have a 
corporate responsibility to protect, respect and remedy.15   
Small and medium sized enterprises may provide an 
opportunity for people to join together in associations to 
represent the views of their sector, such as agricultural 
associations. These platforms can then negotiate contracts with 
the supply chains of large and sometimes foreign-owned 

  
In 2011, 308 aid 
workers were 
attacked, of which 
86 were killed, the 
highest since 
records began in 
2001.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Source: The Aid Worker 
Security Report, 2012) 
 



 

6 

Carmen from São Paulo  
housing rights movement 
speaking out on housing 
justice.   

companies.  
 
Large companies often have a different kind of influence over 
the space in which civil society operates, sometimes being able 
to employ their own private security forces or benefit from a 
special collaboration with state ones. One example of this is the 
extractives industry in Peru. In May 2012, protesters in Espinar 
began a series of demonstrations calling for more dialogue 
between the mining company and local communities. Police 
were sent in to protect the mine site and control the 
demonstrations. Clashes resulted in police opening fire on 
protestors with two people being killed.16 Later, two CAFOD 
partners were arrested by police whilst investigating human 
rights abuses during the protests and allegedly beaten in a 
police station located on the mine site. Since then, the 
government has created special police units in mining zones to 
guarantee the security of investments.17 The establishment of 
such units sits uncomfortably with instruments designed to 
prevent abuses such as the UN Guiding Principles on Business 
and Human Rights.18 Adequate prevention of human rights 
abuses is one necessary element required to facilitate civil 
society space in such a context. However, if companies fail in 
their responsibilities, it is not always clear what avenues are 
open to local civil society to access remedy. There are many 
well-documented cases of private security forces employed by 
extractives industries being involved in human rights abuses, 
such as sexual violence; the Porgera Gold mine, owned by a 
Canadian company, in Papua New Guinea, being one such 
example.19  
 
Partial or complete failure in the duty of the state to 
protect citizens such as can happen in so-called  ‘hybrid-
states’,  the  failure  to  provide  consistent  basic services, limited 
access to justice and lack of infrastructure can make the 
environment for civil society difficult.20  The Brazilian Amazon, 
where  power  is  quite  often  conferred  through  one’s  ability  to  
pay hired gunmen and where the Church has been supporting 
the poorest and most disadvantaged is one example. Research 
by CAFOD partners CPT and MST show that whilst the numbers 
of people killed in land conflicts is less than in past decades, 
killings have been more specifically targeted at leaders. In 
2012, 36 people were murdered in conflicts over land in the 
whole country, an increase of 24 per cent on 2011, with 
Amazon states Rondônia and Pará, leading the way with nine  
and six deaths respectively.21    
 

  
Research in 21 
countries showed 
that only eight 
per cent of CSOs 
believed that the 
legal and policy 
environment was 
fully enabling. 

 
(Source: Civicus, 
2011) 
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Gender and other social dimensions such as age, ethnicity, 
and sexuality complicate further the shape of civil society space. 
Men and women active in civil society are affected in different 
ways by the restrictions noted above. Women are more likely to 
be victims of sexual violence and less likely to seek redress, as 
well as being more likely to be victims of attacks on their 
reputation. Vulnerable and marginalised groups such as 
indigenous people and migrants are less likely to have access to 
justice, strong infrastructure and institutional resilience with 
which to withstand threats to their operations.  
 
WHAT THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY CAN DO          
TO HELP  
 

The international community has a clear role in supporting an 
enabling environment for civil society to speak out and the 
Coalition Government has recognised this. It has pledged to use 
the aid budget in support of local democratic institutions and 
civil  society  groups.  DFID’s  Operational  Plans  also  recognises  
this and includes the following objectives:  
 
i. to help people in developing countries to hold 

governments and others to account and influence 
decisions  that  affect  poor  people’s  lives. 

 
ii.        to encourage the growth of an active civil society. 
 
In order to enable citizens to speak out and hold their 
governments and others to account, a safe and enabling space 
for civil society to operate in is needed. Without a firm 
commitment to this, accompanied by clear action plans and 
resources for supporting an enabling environment, these 
objectives will remain as little more than pleasant words.   
  
Given  the  depth  and  breadth  of  DFID’s programming work, 
there are many opportunities to ensure that these objectives 
are fully integrated into its plans. In anticipation of our 
forthcoming research being carried out in conjunction with 
CIDSE and ACT Alliance, we outline below some initial 
suggestions as to what DFID and others in the international 
community can do to support an open and safe civil society 
space. 22 
 
  

Conflicts over land are one 
of the factors leading to 
deteriorating civil society 
space   

  
The biggest 
challenge here is 
land...the second 
biggest challenge 
is the violence. Of 
92 killed [in land 
conflicts] only 22 
made it to court... 
only six were 
convicted, not one 
[of whom] is still 
in prison. 

 
 

 (Frei Henri des Roziers, 
retired Human Rights 
Lawyer  for  CAFOD’s  
partner the Pastoral Land 
Commission (CPT) and 
Priest on the challenges 
faced in the state of Pará, 
Brazil). 
 



 

8 

SUGGESTED ACTIONS FOR DFID 

 
 Ensure that sufficient resources are available within country 

programmes to enable civil society to carry out analysis of 
risks to its space, plan mitigation strategies and formulate 
programmes that help support an enabling environment.  

 Ensure that civil society space concerns are built into 
country-programming work. 

 Work to ensure that criteria for an enabling environment for 
civil society are incorporated into discussions about post-
MDGs. 

  

SUGGESTED ACTIONS FOR INGOS 

 
 Highlight examples of good practice in creating an enabling 

environment for civil society space. 
 Speak out on threats to civil society space that are taking 

place in the countries where they work. 
 Resource and support local civil society to identify, reduce, 

mitigate and speak out on threats to civil society space. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Contact details 
Kezia Lavan  

klavan@cafod.org.uk 
Tel: 0207 733 7900. 

www.cafod.org.uk 

   
We will use the 
aid budget to 
support the 
development of 
local democratic 
institutions, civil 
society 
groups...and 
efforts to tackle 
corruption…  

  
 

(Coalition Pledges, 
2010) 

mailto:klavan@cafod.org.uk
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Page 7. Photo by Flickr user visionshare- deforestation in Capixaba, 
Acre, Brazil. http://www.flickr.com/photos/43008179@N00/2395956399   
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