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Context Setting

Around the world, civic space is narrowing, not only in authoritarian states but increasingly
within democracies. Legal harassment, digital surveillance and online smear campaigns have
become common tactics. As of the 2024 CIVICUS Monitor’s Annual Global Report (People
Power Under Attack 2024), 72.4% of the global population lives in countries where civic space
is restricted or closed.” The challenge is no longer only about protection; it's about relevance,
legitimacy and survival.

Repressive regimes are actively reshaping the discourse and create narratives that affect civil
society’s legitimacy. Civic actors are increasingly branded as foreign agents or elite driven.
These accusations are often amplified by nationalistic, anti-colonial and populist narratives.
Meanwhile, autocracies strategically appropriate democratic language - rule of law, elections,
participation - to cloak authoritarianism in the appearance of democracy. This “electoral
authoritarianism” hollows out institutions while undermining civil society’s credibility.

Simultaneously, narratives in the EU and Member States (MS) about civil society support have
shifted. International (development) cooperation is increasingly shaped by strategic interests,
with a stronger focus on infrastructure, connectivity and transactional partnerships. Defence
spending and security considerations now occupy a more prominent place on the agenda,
with initiatives like the Global Gateway reflecting the EU’s ambition to assert itself as a
geopolitical actor. While the Global Gateway offers significant opportunities for sustainable
development, the success and legitimacy of its investments depend on civil society inclusion
and a deep understanding of local contexts, both of which are essential for creating enabling
environments. At the same time, if civic and political participation is not integrated, the Global
Gateway risks exemplifying the very narrative paradox that civic actors confront. This duality
can shape public and political perceptions in ways that either build or erode civic trust and the
broader investment climate. Meaningful engagement of civil society and local actors, not
merely symbolic or instrumental, is therefore important to ensuring both democratic integrity
and narrative legitimacy.

" CIVICUS Monitor, “Annual Global Report: People Power Under Attack 2024,” Global Findings 2024 - Civicus Monitor (2024)
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In contested political environments, international actors have an important role to play. The
way they frame and fund civil society support can either reinforce harmful perceptions or help
rewrite the narrative. Donor support can be perceived as conflating democracy promotion with
external interference/foreign influence, especially when support is not clearly aligned with local
priorities. Conventional, inflexible, top-down funding models frequently exclude the very
groups driving civic innovation today - youth-led movements, feminist networks, artists, digital
activists and diaspora communities, among others - many of whom operate without formal
recognition but hold deep societal trust.

Yet this is not only a moment of crisis; it is also one of reinvention and/or revitalisation.

Across diverse contexts, civic actors are navigating shrinking space in different ways. Some
are reinventing themselves through decentralised structures, encrypted platforms,
“privatisation” and new values-based organising. Others are revitalising traditional
infrastructures, forming alliances across divides, with informal movements and re-engaging
communities through public service and local ownership. These movements are not just
resisting repression; they are building new forms of civic agency rooted in local, context-smart,
trust-based and collective voice.

Donors face a choice: continue to rely on rigid instruments that miss this shifting landscape or
adapt to support a more dynamic civic ecosystem. This means moving beyond transactional
partnerships to co-created, flexible engagement. It also requires being context-aware and risk-
informed, grounded in country analysis. Just as importantly, it calls for challenging harmful
narratives, sharing authorship of democratic discourse and investing in long-term civic
resilience, especially in politically closed or hybrid regimes.

Structure and Approach

The Team Europe Democracy (TED) Working Group (WG) 2 webinar will unpack what it
means to support civil society at this crossroads. It will explore the risks and opportunities of
narratives, staying engaged in contested environments, examine how civic actors are adapting
their strategies and reflect on how donors can protect and accompany, rather than
instrumentalise, their paths forward.

Over the course of the 1 hour 35 min (95-minute) recorded webinar, three panellists from
Team Europe Democracy’s Working Group 2 (WG2):

¢ The German Institute of Development and Sustainability (IDOS) conducts
empirical, theory-led and application-oriented research, enables transregional
knowledge cooperation and training, and offers evidence-based policy advice on
global sustainable development. As a non-university research institute and think tank,
IDOS studies some of the world’s most pressing challenges — taking into consideration
human-human and human-environment interactions in a changing world order — as
well as the drivers of change, the steering capacities and the institutional landscapes
at all governance levels for addressing these challenges. Our work on democracy
specifically revolves around protecting democracy in times of autocratisation and
polarisation.

e Oxfam is a global movement working across 77 countries, particularly in the Global
South, in partnership with thousands of partners and allies to address injustice and
promote a more equal world. Together they directly support people and communities
living with poverty to build better lives for themselves, strengthen resilience, protect
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lives and livelihoods, also in times of crisis. Oxfam seeks to add value to the work of
their partners and of all those who challenge discrimination, exclusion and exploitation.
A key focus is Demanding Accountable Governance, as international norms and
multilateral frameworks are consistently being undermined. A populist and anti-rights
agenda is chipping away at the hard-won gains achieved by the worldwide movement
for women’s rights and in the fight against poverty. The demand for accountable and
inclusive governance that protects human rights and our planet has never been higher.
A just and sustainable future depends on safe and vibrant spaces that allow all people
to hold the powerful to account.

¢ The European Centre for Development Policy Management (ECDPM) is a leading
think-and-do tank working to strengthen effective governance and democratic
resilience, looking at the evolving landscape and how the relations with partners are
changing. Its work on democracy addresses shrinking civic space, democratic
backsliding and the importance of context-specific, politically informed approaches.
ECDPM has looked at the EU’s Global Gateway strategy from multiple angles,
emphasising the need to balance EU interests, the partner countries’ priorities, and the
promotion of values. It also explores evolving narratives around democracy and
international cooperation.

under the lead of WG2'’s thematic lead,

o The European Association of Development Research and Training Institutes
(EADI) is the leading European network in the field of development studies, comprising
over 100 institutional members across more than 25 countries. As the prime
professional association for development studies, EADI promotes high quality
research and education, facilitates the exchange of relevant information among its
members and beyond, strengthens knowledge networks at regional and global levels,
and seeks to influence national and European decisionmakers in the development
cooperation domain. Its core objectives include stimulating information exchange
among European researchers on development issues, promoting interdisciplinary
studies on key themes, and developing contacts with researchers in other world
regions.

will serve not only as a shared resource for the audience to tap into but also offer food for
thought to spark reflection, recommendations and stimulate debate around the following
questions:

o Who defines democracy and civil society, and what kinds of narratives circulate
— do they fuel polarisation or are there opportunities emerging from them? / How
is democracy and civil society locally defined?

o How do civil society actors maintain resilience and agency in highly restrictive
environments, and what coping strategies have proven most effective across
different contexts?

o How can donors/EU/MS critically reflect on the narratives they promote or
contribute to (domestically and abroad), support civic agency without
reinforcing harmful tropes and move beyond traditional, risk-averse funding
models?

e As an investment strategy, the Global Gateway reflects a shift in the EU’s
international partnerships toward a more interest-driven approach. Thus, how
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can democracy and civic participation be effectively framed and supported
within this evolving context?

The webinar aims to focus on:

e Countering harmful and exclusionary narratives by encouraging partnerships that co-
create legitimacy and reflect diverse both local and civic realities;
e Sustaining constructive engagement through risk-informed, context-sensitive and

trust-based approaches including adaptive funding models;

e Supporting civil society actors as they reinvent or revitalise their roles, particularly in
contexts of shrinking civic space, to safeguard their contribution to democratic

resilience.

In parallel, the webinar will create space for collective reflection on how donor narratives and
practices may unintentionally disempower civic actors. It will encourage more inclusive, locally
grounded strategies that affirm civic agency and legitimacy, while reinforcing coordinated EU-
MS support frameworks tailored to shifting civic and political contexts, thus staying engaged.

Webinar Agenda
Format: 1h35 | Recorded | Interactive and Conversation-Oriented
Time & Session Details Actors
Duration
10 min Opening Remarks Welcome and framing of the || General Welcoming and
session. Expectations
(WG2 co-chair or TED
Warm-up question via Facilitator)
Mentimeter. (2 min)
Moderator:
Susanne von ltter,
Executive Director, EADI
(8 min)
Mentimeter support
15-20 min || Initial Q&A Audience raises questions, || Audience-led
Questions and comments or challenges as
Challenges from the to (civil society) narratives Moderator:
Ground and they encounter in their work (| Susanne von ltter,
Programming on democracy in contested || Executive Director, EADI
contexts, whether related to
local definitions, resilience IDOS will consolidate
and coping strategies, donor || questions/comments
narratives or integrating
civic participation into Mentimeter support
evolving EU approaches
such as the Global
Gateway. These form the
basis for panellist reflections
and responses.
30 min Conversational Panel Panel responds to the Moderator:
themes raised, interventions || Lena Gutheil,
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Responding to the Q&A
and Reflections

further structured around
key guiding questions.

Cultural Anthropologist and
Researcher, IDOS

Panellists:

Martha Esperanza
Sanchez Gutierrez,
Programme Manager,
Oxfam Central America.

Daniel Nowack,
Political Scientist and
Researcher, IDOS

Amandine Sabourin,
Policy Analyst, ECDPM

& Next Steps

Next steps or follow-up.

15-20 min || Follow-Up Q&A Participants are invited to Audience-led
Deep Diving react to panellists’
exchanges, raise new Moderator:
questions or reflect on key Lena Gutbheil,
messages and their Cultural Anthropologist and
implications for practice and || Researcher, IDOS
strategy.
Mentimeter support
10 min Concluding Reflections || Synthesise key takeaways. || Consolidation of key

takeaways with Mentimeter
support:

Lena Gutheil,

Cultural Anthropologist and
Researcher, IDOS (8 min)

Moderator:

Susanne von ltter,
Executive Director, EADI
(2 min)

TED Secretariat to mention
next steps, if needed.

Expected Results

Co-funded by the
European Union

Shared understanding among TED Network members that the civic landscape is
shifting in form, function and legitimacy - with practical implications for programming

and engagement.

Discussion on how to avoid narrative capture and effectively (continue to) support civil
society actors in processes of reinvention or revitalisation, particularly in contexts of

shrinking civic space.

Collective reflection on how donors themselves may inadvertently reinforce
disempowering narratives and how more inclusive, locally grounded approaches can
affirm civic agency, legitimacy and long-term democratic resilience.
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¢ Reflections on how to align large-scale EU initiatives like Global Gateway with local
civic agency and public accountability.
o Exploration of the role of coordinated EU-MS/Team Europe support programming,
emphasising the importance of:
o Flexible funding models that are responsive to local narratives, grounded in
trust and capable of sustaining engagement over time.
o Strengthened coordination mechanisms to ensure continued, consistent and
reinforced support and protection for civil society actors, particularly in
challenging or shifting contexts.

Next Steps

e Outcome document: A webinar report summarising the key messages and, if
possible, a practitioners’ note of takeaways and recommendations for donors including
the EU and MS.

¢ Follow-up discussions during other TED exchanges notably the upcoming TED
Network Annual Meeting (16-17™ of September 2025).
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