
                                   
 

PRESERVING AND ENHANCING CIVIL SOCIETY SPACE IN THE UN AT 80 
 
BACKGROUND 
The United Nations (UN) was founded on the principles of peace, justice, human rights and 
international cooperation. Emerging from the devastation of the Second World War, its creation 
reflected a shared commitment to build a world where human dignity is respected and protected, 
where nations work together to prevent conflict and advance the common good.  
 
As the UN marks its 80th anniversary, it faces mounting threats and challenges to the very principles 
on which it was founded. Rising geopolitical polarization and the resurgence of militarized approaches 
to international relations have made multilateral cooperation increasingly fractured and transactional. 
 
Since the UN’s founding, the persistent engagement of civil society organizations has been a driving 
force in the development of universal human rights protections and standards, as well as the 
mechanisms needed to give them practical effect. The inclusion of human rights provisions in the UN 
Charter was significantly influenced by the advocacy of civil society. By providing information, analysis 
and recommendations, and by ensuring that rights-holders, victims and survivors of violations and 
abuses can speak for themselves, civil society organizations have helped to keep the system 
responsive, grounded in realities and reasonably fit for purpose. Their participation widely recognized 
as indispensable, so much so that observers have noted that the UN human rights system could not 
function without them. The UN’s 2004 Cardoso Report affirmed the rise of civil society as constituting a 
landmark development of the early twenty-first century and highlighted its role as “the prime movers of 
some of the most innovative initiatives to deal with emerging global threats.”1 It called for deeper, more 
systematic engagement with civil society as a core element of effective global governance. Yet today, 
the conditions that once enabled vibrant civil society engagement are under severe strain.  
 
KEY MESSAGES 
Over the past decade, the environment for freedoms of expression, association and peaceful assembly 
and for civil society participation more broadly, both in countries and within the UN, has become 
increasingly constrained due to several factors, including a global deterioration of civic space and 
increasing reprisals against those who engage with UN processes and mechanisms. At the same time, a 
number of governments, especially authoritarian ones, and influential reactionary organizations, both 
domestic and transnational, are mobilizing to dismantle gender equality protections, restrict sexual and 
reproductive rights, and challenge established human rights standards. Their influence is increasingly 
visible within multilateral institutions. 
 
Furthermore, a severe funding crisis has left many civil society actors unable to sustain core work or 
participate in UN processes, increasing logistical, procedural and political barriers within the UN system. 
Donor States have shifted priorities towards record levels of military and security spending, while 
retreating from long-standing commitments to human rights, sustainable development and multilateral 
cooperation. Steep cuts to foreign aid and increasingly restrictive political environments have produced 
sharp declines in resources for human rights work. According to estimates by the Human Rights 
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Funders Network (HRFN), 2 Official Development Assistance (ODA) is expected to plummet by USD 62 
billion (28%) annually by 2026 compared with 2023, with human-rights–focused ODA projected to fall 
by up to USD 1.9 billion (31%) over the same period. Many civil society organisations now face an 
existential threat, with an erosion of their capacity to monitor violations, support victims and survivors, 
expand domestic human rights capacities and participate in multilateral processes at the very moment 
when their role is most needed. 
 
Even within the traditionally more open UN human rights space in Geneva, new forms of gatekeeping 
have emerged, contributing to a sustained erosion of long-standing practices and increasingly 
undermining inclusive and equitable participation. Some describe this shift as a “death by a thousand 
cuts”: gradual and individually “small” restrictions (such as reduced seating, stricter building-access 
rules, biased security procedures, and bureaucratic delays) that, taken together, narrow opportunities 
for participation and reinforce exclusion.  
 
Recent key UN reform processes, such as the Pact for the Future, have been strikingly opaque for civil 
society, with participation spaces that often resembled tokenistic, checkbox consultations rather than 
genuine opportunities to shape the substance of the discussions. Even in the Human Rights Council 
(HRC), where the participation of NGOs is formally anchored in its founding resolution (General 
Assembly resolution 60/251), consultations on some key processes have been limited or exclusionary. A 
recent example is the contentious non-paper produced by the OHCHR3 outlining potential areas for 
consideration in the upcoming General Assembly review of the HRC and its rationalization process. The 
document’s references to wide consultations have come as a surprise to many of those working closely 
on these issues. 
 
OUTLOOK & RECOMMENDATIONS 
Yet this crisis is also a moment of clarity. The UN’s history shows that when civil society can participate 
fully, meaningfully and safely, its work becomes more legitimate, responsive and capable of meeting 
global challenges, from climate change to inequality. Safeguarding this space is vital for the universality 
of human rights and the credibility of multilateralism itself.  
 
As the UN system undergoes profound shifts, all actors, including States, UN institutions, donors and 
parliamentarians, share a responsibility to defend hard-won gains and renew their commitment to 
principled, human rights–centred cooperation. This requires, among other things, protecting and 
expanding meaningful civil access across UN processes, ensuring the organization remains true to its 
human rights mandate through leadership, resolve and inclusive, participatory decision-making. UN 
Member States and the UN Secretariat should ensure that civil society is fully and substantively 
consulted in ongoing reform processes and that these reforms are used to embed and institutionalize 
civil society space and participation across the UN system.  
 
It also requires reversing the deepening underfunding of human rights work, both within the UN system 
and across civil society. Sustainable and flexible financing is essential for participation and for the day-
to-day monitoring, advocacy, protection and service provision that make human rights a lived reality. 
There is an urgent need for strengthening and maintaining the resilience of human rights financing, 
including through emergency and rapid-response funds, temporary bridging grants and other 
mechanisms designed to stabilize organizations that are otherwise at risk of shutting down.  
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