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These recommendations have been developed by Global Focus and members 
through inputs from partners and experts from around the world and own experiences.
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PREAMBLE

NECESSITY FOR DANISH ACTORS TO ACT 
Recent trends paint a picture where civic space restrictions also take place in historically 
strong  democracies and, at the moment, authoritarian regimes gravely violate civic freedoms 
almost without consequences or international pressure. At the same time, current globalisa-
tion trends have also  provided new challenges and risks towards the enjoyment of fundamental 
rights and civic freedoms, in recent years violations caused or contributed to by private sector 
actors have been on a global rise. Civil society partners throughout the world, receiving Danish 
development and humanitarian aid,  particularly those working to enhance enjoyment of rights, 
are under particular pressure. The Danish state is committed to respecting human rights 
 globally and through its membership in the  European  Union also committed to include human 
rights and fundamental freedoms as an integral part of trade  relations. Danish actors cannot 
let this situation pass by unnoticed and should stand firm on the  democratic values that are 
eroding. The very existence of civil society is under attack and now is the time to act. It is further 
important to note that the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals can only happen 
if those working to reach the goals are allowed to do their job. Therefore, civic space is  central to 
the SDG initiatives by Danish actors. This especially calls for interlinking goal 16 (peace,  justice 
and stronger institutions) with other goals and for establishing inclusive multi- stakeholder 
review  mechanisms and processes taking annual national stock of the SDG implementation.

THE PROBLEM  
Throughout the world, civil society is increasingly under attack. Civic space, which refers to 
freedoms of association, assembly and expression, is the cornerstone of a vibrant democracy 
where citizens can participate and take active part in their own society. It is being restricted by 
both states and  non-state actors. According to the CIVICUS Monitor, that monitors civic space 
globally, 111 countries were either obstructed, repressed or closed in November 2018, which 
means that only 4% of the world’s  population lives in countries where freedom of association, 
assembly and expression are properly  respected. The civic space restrictions include repres-
sive laws that for example criminalize civil  society organisations (CSOs) receiving foreign 
funding, makes it impossible to gather in peaceful protests or give lengthy prison sentences 
to people expressing opposing views to the government. Civic space can also be restricted in 
practice, for example through arresting and killing peaceful  protesters and imposing bureau-
cratic burdens that makes it impossible for CSOs to register, as well as,  surveilling, public 
slandering, physically attacking or torturing and killing human rights defenders. The space for 
CSOs to operate effectively in humanitarian crisis situations is also shrinking over time.

DANISH ACTORS’ CURRENT CONTRIBUTION TO CIVIC SPACE
Many inspiring initiatives by civil society, governments and the private sector are 
 addressing civic space restrictions in various contexts and have been successful in 
tackling the problem and have in some  cases increased civic space. Danish civil society 
has a human rights-based approach in its work and many CSOs are supporting active 
citizenship initiatives globally. Additionally, Danish civil society often focus on local 
empowerment and leadership, which has proven important in supporting local resilience. 
The Danish  government is working to ensure democracy and human rights in several of 
their foreign relations such as in the Multiannual Financial Framework negotiations at the 
EU and  occasionally mentions civic space in some of their recommendations to govern-
ments  under the Universal Periodic Review and other treaty bodies at the United Nations. 
Additionally, some actors within the Danish private sector have shown  commitment to 
supporting human rights through public statements and in their operations.

CHALLENGES FACED 
AND THE ROLE DANISH ACTORS CAN PLAY
However, there is room for improvement within civil society, the government and the 
 private sectors and the Danish actors are committed to exploring how they can play a role 
in this. Furthermore, there is scope to create a stronger, more focused joint approach to 
civic space space-related challenges within and between the three sectors rather than 
facing similar challenges separately.

For civil society, a critical self-assessment of the situation globally reveals civil society lacks 
 mobilisation across movements and that true solidarity is sometimes undermined when civil 
society actors fail to stand up for each other when facing restrictions. Even though some 
examples counter this trend, the reasons for the situation include competition among civil 
society organisations to receive funding and historical differences  between the causes they 
fight for. Additionally, the support for civil society from populations around the world is not 
strong. In some countries, reasons include propaganda by state media vilifying civil society 
but in other contexts where governments generally support civil society, reasons include that 
civil society have not adequately focused their attention on the worries and fears of commu-
nities but have been led by donor agendas in order to be financially sustainable. Danish civil 
society must address these challenges in their work. 
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The Danish government can also improve its support for civic space by increasing civic 
space leadership in its actions at the EU, the UN, and in bilateral relations with governments 
violating civic space. We see how authoritarian governments globally are able to pressure the 
international community and  democratic governments into not calling them out. Cases where 
individual governments have called out violations of fundamental freedoms have in the worst 
circumstances led to diplomatic  crisis between the countries. In some instances, the repres-
sive government has even placed life threats against  representatives of governments that 
have criticized civic space restrictions in their country.  Governments violating fundamental 
freedoms are also becoming increasingly good at  covering up the violations by using termi-
nology that allows for the restrictions. These include calling them anti-terror  efforts, security 
measures, putting an end to blasphemy, preventing treason,  fighting corruption etc. Such 
terminologies are also being used by member states at the UN and other multilateral settings 
to validate civic space restrictions thus eroding the legitimacy of the international institutions 
from the inside. Individual  governments have tried to push for civic space both in multilateral, 
bilateral and  development relations and while some have collaborated in various  coalitions, it 
is safe to say that no coordinated efforts have led to systemic  improvements for civic space. 
Some initiatives have  supported civic space to some extent but can still be improved. Many 
things can be done by governments and the Danish government has a lot of options to help 
change the situation. These include truly supporting civil society representatives in danger, 
taking brave  actions in support of civic space in multilateral and bilateral relations, ensuring 
policy  coherence for civic space and clearly linking civic space with the SDG framework and 
review process. The  government must send a clear, synchronized message reaffirming the 
legitimate role that civil  society undertake through statements, declarations, and resolutions 
and engage directly with civil society.  

The global private sector also has an important role to play but is unfortunately not only a 
force for good when it comes to civic space. We see how companies in some contexts are 
involved in  restricting or curtailing the activities of civil society and even in direct attacks 
against human rights defenders. Especially environmental-, land- and indigenous rights 
activists face grave  restrictions linked to business activities. At the same time, we also 
see that companies around the world,  including Danish companies, want to comply with 
and support human rights and put in place  initiatives that  contribute to making positive 
change, and companies need to get on board with the civic space agenda. By respecting 
internationally recognized environmental and human rights  standards and by developing 
sustainable and fair modes of production, companies can help foster a safe environment 
for civil society within a country, which in turn creates stability for business.

PURPOSE, BACKGROUND 
AND TARGET GROUPS OF THIS DOCUMENT 
With this document, the Danish civil society network, Global Focus, provides concrete 
 recommendations on how Danish actors can better respect, protect, maintain and expand 
civic space globally. The recommendations are based on political analysis throughout a 
 series of eight learning events in the fall of 2018. At these events, partners and experts 
from different parts of the world gave their critical assessment of the problem from 
 thematic perspectives and gave recommendations as to how Danish and  international 
actors can improve their efforts to claim civic space. Their political analysis is the 
starting point of this document and has strongly influenced the recommendations. The 
target groups of these recommendations are the Danish civil society sector, the Danish 
 government and the Danish private sector. This is based on the realization that all three 
actors play an important role regarding civic space and can all act as important change 
makers to improve the situation. The three actors are encouraged to commit themselves 
to the recommendations relevant for their work and to use this document as a guideline  
for future strategies on civic space. 

DEFINITIONS
Throughout this document, civil society is broadly defined to include civil society  organisations, 
 human rights defenders, social movements, media, academia, trade unions as well as 
community- based groups and organisations. A human rights defender is anyone who 
 individually or in association with others promotes and protects human rights. This 
includes all working on issues within a broad human rights issue spectrum such as 
 environmental rights, gender equality, LGBTI+ rights,  indigenous rights, children and youth 
rights, religious rights, refugee rights etc. We especially acknowledge the multiple layers 
of restrictions faced by excluded groups and human rights defenders such as children-  
and youth, refugees, women human rights defenders, LGBTI activists, environmental 
human rights defenders, indigenous human rights defenders and human rights defenders 
from religious minorities. 
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10 MAIN RECOMMENDATIONS DETAILED RECOMMENDATIONS

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR DANISH CIVIL SOCIETY

•  Danish civil society’s support to protect and expand civic space globally should  
be guided by and empower local ownership and action

•  Danish civil society must support innovative local, national and global advocacy  
to build political commitment to and support for protection and expansion of  
civic space

•  Danish civil society should engage and invest in building public support for protection 
and expansion of civic space

•  Danish civil society should enhance solidarity and alliance building efforts to support 
protection and expansion of civic space in particular for democratic dissenting  
voices and excluded groups

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE DANISH GOVERNMENT

•  The Danish Government should take more risk and show more flexibility in support  
for civil society

•  The Danish government must promote civic space and civil society representation  
in all engagements in multilateral processes, institutions and fora

•  The Danish Foreign Ministry must be proactive in ensuring that all embassies  prioritise 
and act on civic space

•   The Danish government must put in place policies towards non-state actors  
violating civic space

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE DANISH PRIVATE SECTOR

•  Danish companies must abide by their responsibility to respect international human 
rights in accordance with the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights  
and the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises

•  Danish companies should step up to demonstrate support for a vibrant civil society 
and human rights defenders and their ability to speak out, building on best corporate 
 practices in this area

1.  RECOMMENDATIONS 
 FOR DANISH CIVIL SOCIETY

1.1.  Danish civil society’s support to protect and expand civic space globally should be 
guided by and empower local ownership and action 

1.1.1.  Civil society should share experiences and strategies to enhance capacities and 
 colla boration in support of local leadership in long term strategies to protect and expand 
civic space and in immediate protection of human rights defenders at risk

1.1.2.  Civil society should make efforts to protect and expand civic space for groups that are 
facing  exclusion and multiple layers of civic space restrictions, such as children- and youth 
groups, women human rights defenders, LGBTI activists, environmental and indigenous 
human rights defenders, non-religious human rights defenders and human rights defenders 
belonging to religious minorities etc.

1.1.3.  Civil society should support social movements, including community movements, 
 creative activism and new opportunities for organising to protect and expand civic 
space, including by being more innovative and flexible in supporting these struggles

1.1.4.  Civil society should support local documentation, monitoring and opportunities to voice 
concerns through advocacy related to civic space 

1.1.5.  Civic space should be integrated in projects on other thematic issues acknowledging 
that the SDGs only can be achieved if citizens have access to information they can trust 
and can actively engage through freedoms of expression, association and assembly also 
acknowledging the potential for change that comes from involvement of children and 
youth etc.

1.1.6.  The localisation agenda should be a key platform for Danish NGOs to strengthen robust 
local actors and systems and support local communities and local civil society to better 
prepare for and respond to crises. The interlinkages between civic space and humanitarian 
action should be further  analysed and understood without compromising the principles of 
humanity, neutrality, impartiality and  independence
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1.2.  Danish civil society must support innovative local, national and global advocacy to  
build political commitment to and support for protection and expansion of civic space

1.2.1.  Civil society should coordinate their efforts to put pressure on governments at local, 
 national, regional and international levels. Danish CSOs must support their partners 
at risk by advocating the Danish government to speak up about individual cases and 
 restrictions bilaterally, at the EU, Council of Europe and UN and support their  partners 
 engagement in international and regional agreements and review processes to 
 advocate for civic space at national level 

1.2.2.  Civil society must gather and present evidence-based documentation and analyses of 
violations to push back on civic space restrictions

1.2.3.  Civil society must act as watchdogs, build alliances and information sharing networks to 
engage and potentially negotiate with businesses to ensure that transnational companies 
are held accountable according to the UN Guiding Principles on Businesses and Human 
Rights, when they violate civic space including cracking down or contribute to cracking 
down on human rights defenders

1.2.4.  Civil society must find solutions to diversify funding models and end rigorous reporting 
to ensure sustainability of local led initiatives independent from internationally focused 
short-term projects. Funding partnerships to achieve maximum impact should be in 
focus rather than competition for funds

1.3.  Danish civil society should engage and invest in building public support for protection  
and expansion of civic space

1.3.1.  Civil society, and the media in particular, should raise public awareness of the  importance 
of civic space and create positive narratives of civil society in contexts where civil society  
is vilified. This should not only reach civil society but especially the general public 

1.3.2.  Civil society should collaborate on strategic communication initiatives in the  positive 
contribution of civic space to peaceful, stable societies, including inclusive and 
 sustainable economic growth for instance through co-financing a study on civil society’s 
positive contribution to these agendas

1.3.3.  Civil society should promote human rights education, including on the UN Declaration 
of Human Rights Defenders, and seek inclusive dialogue and transparency towards the 
public to build trust and also educate people to be active citizens who can effectively 
address relevant issues

1.3.4.  Civil society must positively utilise social-, mainstream-, alternative- and local media 
for  mobilisation impact and ensure that digital support is taken into physical protests 
and  formalised movements. Civil society must also address the negative aspects of 
social media and media in  general by countering hate speech, surveillance and fake news

1.4.  Danish civil society should enhance solidarity and alliance building efforts to support 
protection and expansion of civic space in particular for democratic dissenting voices  
and excluded groups

1.4.1.  Civil society should stand in solidarity to support each other when one organisation 
is silenced or driven out of a country and especially support dissenting voices. In 
crises situations, advocacy and financial support could be pivotal to prevent impunity 
and ensure that groups cut off from funding can receive it through other organisations 
 channelling the support

1.4.2.  Civil society should advocate for national human rights protection mechanisms in 
collaboration with other national actors, such as Paris-compliant national human rights 
institutions (NHRIs)

1.4.3.  Civil society should establish rapid response mechanisms and flexible risk mitigation 
funds to protect civil society actors and to ensure rapid advocacy and international 
 solidarity against civic space restrictions. These funds can also address security needs  
for civil society at risk such as urgent relocation, security instalments etc.  

1.4.4.  Civil society should support resources on digital- and physical security as well as 
 psychological well-being for activists, especially those facing multiple layers of 
 restrictions, through trainings, knowledge sharing and collaboration with experienced 
actors that have developed strategies and tech solutions tackling these issues to divide 
responsibilities related to individual expertise

1.1.1.  Civil society should build alliances with diverse actors such as the private sector, 
the government, parliamentarians, NHRIs, faith actors, if possible, to broaden the 
 understanding and push forward the civic space agenda through their spheres of 
 influence and advocate for mutual benefits on civic space, democratic organisation,  
good governance and rule of law
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2.  RECOMMENDATIONS 
 FOR THE DANISH GOVERNMENT

2.1.  The Danish Government should take more risk and show more flexibility in support  
for civil society

2.1.1.  The government should continue to provide both long-term funding to ensure  civil 
 society  responsiveness to  address structural and ongoing causes of civic space 
 restrictions and at the same time ensure  flexibility in funding to allow for the opportunity 
to address unexpected civic space crises

2.1.2.  A financial rapid response fund providing security for civil society actors at immediate 
risk, including digital security, and advocacy activities to counter escalations in civic 
space restrictions should be established

2.1.3.  The government should address challenges for and consult groups that are facing 
exclusion and multible layers of civic space restrictions, such as children- and youth 
movements, LGBTI activists, feminist movements, informal groups, indigenous peoples, 
religious minorities etc. and ensure their access in decision-making processes

2.1.4.  The government should have funding policies that support locally rooted projects and 
grassroot organisations to secure that decision making is as close to the ground as 
 possible and ensure support for movement and coalition building

2.1.5.  Funding for civil society should consistently be accompanied by diplomatic support to 
promote an enabling  environment for those receiving funds. Government donors should 
also find solutions to the issues of rigorous reporting excluding small, local and informal 
actors from funding

2.1.6.  The government should support solutions that provide safe havens for those who are 
threatened to relocate to Denmark, have safe meetings at the Danish embassies etc.

2.1.7.  The government should continue to encourage complementarity across responders in 
protracted crisis, while preserving the critical distinctions between humanitarian and 
other forms of action when required

2.1.8.  Surviving as an organisation that is severely restricted should be valued as an end in 
itself why reporting requirements on programme activities should be waived, when the 
organisation is busy with lawsuits against them etc.

2.1.9.  The government should increase the opportunity for support to civil society actors in 
exile that work to ensure civic space in their country of origin

2.2.  The government must promote civic space and civil society representation in all  
engagement in multilateral processes, institutions and fora. 

2.2.1.   At the United Nations: 

 2.2.1.1.  Take lead in the review of SDG follow-up modalities to support stronger civic 
space in the national preparation of countries’ Voluntary National Review 
reports on the SDGs and at the presentations of reports at the HLPF

 2.2.1.2.  Leading concrete resolutions regarding civic space e.g. on the link between 
civic space and other priority areas

 2.2.1.3.  Prioritising civic space in the support for relevant UN Agencies that Denmark 
supports such as UN OHCHR, UN Women etc. 

 2.2.1.4.  Committing to UNs binding Treaty on Transnational Corporations to protect 
civic space when perpetrators are the private sector

 2.2.1.5.  At the UN Human Rights Council

  2.2.1.5.1.  The Government should take lead in delivering country  specific 
statements focusing on countries, which have had negative 
 development on civic space or continued state of severe civic space 
restrictions

  2.2.1.5.2.  The government should initiate meetings between embassy staff, 
civil  society, and human rights defenders at risk, in selected 
countries prior to council  sessions to get inputs on problems and 
priorities on civic space during the  council session

  2.2.1.5.3.  The government should focus on civic space in thematic  resolutions, 
reports from Special Rapporteurs, Working Groups, etc. and 
 establish a link between its focus areas and civic space 

 
  2.2.1.5.4.  Civic space should consistently be addressed by the government 

in their UPR recommendations and the government should be 
prepared to receive  confidential material from organisations in 
countries where they cannot deliver public reports to UPR for 
safety reasons 
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2.2.2.  At the European Union and Council of Europe: 

 2.2.2.1.  The Danish government should work to ensure that EU’s external relations, 
development aid and neighbourhood policies have democracy and human 
rights at the forefront of their priorities and stand firm on these principles in 
relations dealing with security, migration, trade, investments etc.  and especially 
ensure that EU Delegations, in countries that violate civic space, stand firm 
on these principles through diplomatic public actions at bilateral and multi-
lateral levels and by conditioning support on specific, measurable human rights 
progress

 2.2.2.2.  Supporting the establishment of well-functioning mechanisms that entitles  
the member countries to prioritise civic space and back any action from the  
EU Commission against member countries where civic space is threatened 

 2.2.2.3.  Ensuring policy coherence in EU trade agreements to effectively address civic 
space  restrictions, as well as, ensuring that trade policies do not undermine 
efforts to address civic space restrictions

 2.2.2.4.  The Danish government should be champions of civic space in the Council of 
Europe by ensuring consistent support for these rights in the European Court  
of Human Rights etc.

2.2.3.  Including civic space representatives in the Danish trade delegations to ensure broader 
 understanding among the delegation on policy coherence

2.2.4.  The Danish government should engage in the International Partnership on Religion and 
Sustainable Development and in develop policy measures under the third work-stream 
on SDG 16 that will allow for increased focus on relevant engagement with faith-based 
actors in pro-active defence of an open civic space for all

2.3.  The Danish Foreign Ministry must be proactive in ensuring that all embassies  
prioritise and act on civic space. Including: 

2.3.1.  Establishing concrete guidelines on how embassies can support civic space in  bilateral 
relations with governments, observations of court cases etc. drawing on the EU 
 Guidelines on Human Rights Defenders and others

2.3.2.   Training diplomats to counter civic space restrictions and engage with local civil society 
actors, as they know how and when to act from contextual knowledge. It can be achieved 
by regular  reaching out to them, e.g. through regular meetings at the embassy, as well as, 
supporting coalitions and developing joint strategy support

2.3.3.    Piloting a number of civic space attachés based in relevant embassies to ensure a 
 specific focus on civic space

2.3.4.    Establishing NGO-Forums for Danish INGO’s and partner organisations in all countries

2.3.5.   Speaking out and holding  governments accountable when they violate civic space 
through public statements and other actions especially highlighting those who face 
 double layers of restrictions (e.g. children- and youth movements, LGBTI activists, 
 feminist movements, indigenous peoples,  religious minorities etc.)

2.3.6.   Embassies must empower and show moral support for local civil society, for instance 
through capacity development, bringing local actors to international fora and through 
supporting civil society initiatives, attending their meetings and issuing supportive 
 statements

2.3.7.   Support broad coalitions and form different kinds of partnerships, including through the 
EU  Delegations, since cross-sectoral dialogue and alliances are important measures to 
counter  restrictions on civic space

2.3.8.   Supporting that annual, inclusive national multi-stakeholder review processes of the 
SDGs are developed in all countries

2.3.9.   Providing safety to civil society in danger through safe spaces for groups that need to 
meet (LGBTI etc) and visas for those in need of temporary relocation

2.4.  The Danish government must put in place policies towards non-state actors violating 
civic space

2.4.1.  The Danish government must in put place and enforce mandatory legislation on 
respect for human rights for non-state actors, mandatory human rights due diligence 
and  access to judicial remedies for victims of human rights violations caused by or 
 contributed to by non-governmental actors such as companies, religious authorities, 
 non-state armed groups etc.

2.4.2.   The government must ensure that transnational companies are held accountable  
when they are involved in restrictions to civic space

2.4.3.   The Danish government should ensure that regulation of the Danish banking system is so 
rigorous and clear that money laundering and transfers to dictatorial regimes, and other 
power holding groups violating civic space, cannot take place

2.4.4.   The government should hold Danish and international financial institutions to account 
and penalise for wrongdoings and support of dictatorial regimes violating civic space
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3. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 TO THE DANISH PRIVATE SECTOR

3.1.  Danish companies must abide by their responsibility to respect international human 
rights in accordance with the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights  
and the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises by:

3.1.1.  Adopt a policy commitment on human rights, articulating their commitment to respect 
 fundamental freedoms and civic space in line with the UN Declaration on Human Rights 
Defenders and  communicate/embed these commitments in relations with joint venture 
partners, subcontractors and suppliers including security providers

3.1.2.  Ensure effective due diligence processes throughout their value chain including 
 meaningful  consultation and engagement with civil society including human rights 
 defenders. This includes:

 3.1.2.1.   Consulting in a meaningful way and engaging with affected rights-holders,  
trade unions and workers’ representatives, civil society organisations and 
human rights defenders to identify and address any potential negative 
impact of their activities including on the rights of human rights defenders. 
When  operating  in areas where indigenous peoples’ rights might be affected, 
 business need to respect indigenous peoples’ rights including the principles of 
Free, Prior and Informed Consent

 3.1.2.2.  Refraining from expressing views that denigrate or discredit human rights and 
 environmental rights defenders 

 3.1.2.3.  Refraining from selling surveillance equipment that can be used to restrict  
civic space

 3.1.2.4.  Consider ending a business relationship that is found to be contributing to 
undermining the rights of human rights defenders

 3.1.2.5.  Using their leverage in business relationships to encourage meaningful 
 engagement with rights-holders, human rights defenders and civil society

 3.1.2.6.  Being transparent about their human rights impacts and due diligence activities

3.1.3. Providing and facilitating remedies for abuses 

 3.1.3.1.  Fully cooperate in investigation of any limitations on civic freedoms or 
 repression on human rights defenders linked to their activities 

 3.1.3.2.  Ensure adequate protection measures against retaliation for whistle blowers, 
those who use corporate grievance mechanisms or otherwise engage in 
 consultation processes 

 3.1.3.3.  Provide support for human rights defenders, through contributions to funds  
for legal aid, compensation for loss of income in legal processes and protection

3.2.  Danish companies should step up to demonstrate support for a vibrant civil society 
and human rights defenders and their ability to speak out, building on best corporate 
 practices in this area, which includes to:

3.2.1. Speak up in favour of ensuring civic space and support for human rights defenders

3.2.2.   Use their leverage with their business relationships, as well as governments and local 
authorities in countries where they operate, to promote an enabling environment for civil 
society and human rights defenders through multi-stakeholder dialogue, collaboration 
with civil society and peers, public  statements etc.  

3.2.3.   In cases of infringement of the activities of individual or groups of human rights 
 defenders, envisage private or public, individual or collective statements or actions.  
Seek advice from civil society

3.2.4.  Proactively work to promote collective bargaining agreement and workers’ freedom  
of association in their supply chains

3.2.5.  Increase internal capacity to understand and engage with human rights defenders
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