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Summary

The growing call for protection of civic space
amongst the international community
typically highlights three human rights: the
freedom of association, freedom of
expression, and the freedom of assembly.
The right to freedom of religion or belief
(FoRB) is seldom taken into account. This
entails a risk of flawed and incomplete
assessments of the human rights
environment of local civic spaces.

The purpose of this report is two-fold: 1) to
demonstrate the importance of FORB as a
core component of civic space, and 2) to
explore the different roles of religious or
belief actors in civic space.

The report argues that the right to FORB
entails important legal guarantees that are
not covered by other rights. Furthermore, the
inclusion of FORB can direct attention to
actors that are often overlooked in
assessments of civic space. In some contexts,
religious or belief actors are strong civil
society actors who can and do contribute to
ensuring a robust civic space; in others they
are among the most vulnerable and

marginalized, in need of protections. Other
examples demonstrate that they themselves
are guilty of diminishing the civic space for
others. Several case studies from
Israel/Palestine, Ethiopia, Zimbabwe, and Sri
Lanka highlight such contexts and why FoRB
must be considered a vital component of
civic space analyses.

The report recommends that international
actors who monitor civic space define FORB
as a core component of civic space;
organizations that deal with civic space
analysis need to include the treatment of
religious or belief actors in their monitoring
indicators; there must be a stronger focus on
the potential of religious or belief actors and
how they can shape their local society.

Keywords: civic space, freedom of religion or
belief, human rights, development, religious
or belief actors, democracy, authoritarianism



|. Introduction

The shrinking of civic space is a global trend.
Civic spaces around the world, online as well
as offline, are under pressure from increasing
authoritarianism, autocratization, and
populism.! The ongoing Covid-19 pandemic
has further aggravated pressure on civic
space.? This is a serious threat to the
advancement of development, human rights,
and democracy.?

The human right to freedom of thought,
conscience and religion, more commonly
referred to as the freedom of religion or
belief (FORB), is also under severe pressure.*
Government restrictions and societal
hostilities related to religion or belief are
increasing in many parts of the world. While
recent years have witnessed increasing
attention to FoRB in foreign policy, this is still
a right that is often overlooked or sidelined
by members of both the international
development community and the diplomatic

1 These trends can be found to have led to resistance mobilization efforts
within the civic space as well and can be understood twofold: 1) surges in
autocratizationresistance growth 2) Toxic polarizatiorcreased
polarization combined with discriminaticagainst minorities. For more
information, please refer to Anna Lihrmann & Staffan Lindberg, 2020,
Autocratization SurgeResistance Grows Democracy Report 202Dgkh
Institute University of Gothenburdpttps://www.v-

dem.net/mediaffiler public/de/39/de39af549bc54421-89ae
fb20dcc53dba/democracy report.pd¥asmeen serhan, 2020, Populism Is
Morphin in Insidious Ways, The Atlantic:
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2020/01/future
populism2020s/604393/ Annalisa Merelli, 2019, The State of Global Right
wing Populism in @L%https://gz.com/1774201/theglobatstate-of-right-
wing-populismin-2019/.

2 Filix S. Bethke & Jonas Wolf, 2020, COVIB and Shrinking civic

spaces: patterns and corexjuences, Z Friedens und Konflforsch:
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s42597 -020-00038-
w.pdf.
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4 Samireh Majumdar & Virginia Villa, 2020, In 2018 Government
Restriction on Religion Reach Highest Level Globally in More Than a
Decade, Pew Researchttps://www.pewforum.org/2020/11/10/in
2018-government-restrictions -on-religion-reach-highest-level-globally-
in-more-than-a-decade/.

51n February 2021, CKU sent out two questionnaires. One was sent to
<h[+ u u ( i¥&Edns\that are members of the reference group on
FoRB, who then forwarded the questionnaire onto their local partner
organizations in the Global South. The other questionnaire was sent out
directly to individuals who work at international NGOs, diploimatissions,
and scholarly institutions and who work either within the field of civic space
or FORB. In addition to the questionnaires, CKU conducted follow up
interviews, with both local religious/belief actors throughout the Global
South along with intenational experts, to gain better understanding of
E *%}v vSe[ pv E+3 v JvP }( §Z }vv §]}v SA
space. On the 30of March, CKU also held a panel discussion that included
members of the FORB reference group, their local partner miggions,
and key experts related to both civic space and FORB.
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