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Key Trends

Several legislative proposals aim to restrict peaceful assembly,

association, expression and privacy rights.

@ Surveillance of peaceful activists increases.

Political discourse portrays critical organisations as extremist

orillegitimate, limiting their participation.

Q State funding for civil society reduced significantly, with domestic
advocacy excluded from development funding frameworks.

Summary

Civic space is the Netherlands is rated as “Narrowed"”
by the CIVICUS Monitor." There were no recommen-
dations on civic space in the European Commission’s
2025 Rule of Law report. The report noted civil society
organisations' (CSOs) concerns over funding cuts, the
risk of newlegal obstacles andrestrictions on protests.

In 2025, new legislative proposals on transparency,
terrorism, and surveillance threatened the freedoms
of assembly, association, expression, and privacy,
while political discourse has increasingly portrayed
critical CSOs as extremist or illegitimate. Parliamentary
motions targeting organisations, restricting funding,

1. https://monitor.civicus.org/country/netherlands/

and prioritising public order over peaceful activism
have gained broader support, including from centrist
parties.

The freedom of peaceful assembly has been signifi-
cantly challenged with the introduction of several
legal proposals, such as banning face coverings at
protests. Police have deployed surveillance tools to
collect personal data about organisers and partici-
pants.Inaddition, the climate justice and the Palestine
solidarity movement have faced disproportionate
restrictions on protests.
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Key Developments
Introduction

2025 marked a further deterioration of civic space in
the Netherlands, accelerating a trend of democratic
backsliding already identified in earlier reports.
According to the Netherlands National Human Rights
Institute, 86% of civil society organisations (CSOs)
surveyed indicated that conditions for their work
had worsened over the past two years— a striking
confirmation of a shrinking space for fundamental
freedoms.? Against this backdrop, a range of new
legislative proposals on transparency, terrorism, and
surveillancethreatento erode corerights, including the
freedoms of assembly, association, and expression, as
well as the rightto privacy. Together, these measures
risk significantly narrowing the space for dissent and
public participation.

Rather thanrecognising CSOs as essential democratic
actors and watchdogs safeguarding the rule of law,
political discourse has increasingly portrayed critical
organisations as extremist or illegitimate This shift is
reflected in parliamentary debates, where motions
targeting specific CSOs, restricting access to funding, or
calling for repressive tools to counter so-called “public
order disruptions” have proliferated and, notably,
have begun to receive majority support, including
fromtraditionally centrist parties. Such developments
reinforce a broader pattern in which publicorder and
security considerations consistently outweigh the
state’s obligations to protect peaceful activism.

Throughouttheyear, further efforts emerged to curtail
therightto protest. These include adraftlaw banning
facial coverings during demonstrations and motions
calling for expanded surveillance powers, the criminali-
sation of roadblocks, and the use of facial recognition
technologies at protests. At the same time, lobbying
and public interest litigation — integral components
of democratic participation — areincreasingly framed
asundesirable orillegitimate and restricted infunding
frameworks, undermining the legitimacy and sustain-
ability of organisations engaged in these activities.
This shift in tone has contributed to a more hostile
public debate in which CSOs are more frequently
stigmatised, fuelling increased online (and at times
offline) intimidation.

Importantly, these pressures on civic space do not exist
inisolation. They mirror and intersect with othervisible
signs of democratic erosion, including political attacks
ontheindependence of the judiciary, challengesto the
authority of oversightinstitutions, and an erosion of the
checks and balances thatunderpin democraticaccount-
ability. Political and public debates show a concerning
shift in norms, where proposals and actions that go
against human rights and rule of law principles are
more broadly accepted. Thisis reflected, for example,
in centrist parties more often supporting proposals
from the far-right or themselves initiating motions
and laws that go against human rights standards.
Analysis of party programmes by the national bar
association also shows how alarge number of parties
have proposed plans that go against the rule of law.?
The pressure on civic space is both a reflection of and
a frontline in this broader contestation.

However, despite these worrying trends, resistance
remains strong. Local leaders have spoken out
against restrictive protest legislation; civil servants
have mobilised to oppose political decisions seen as
undermining democratic values; and civil society has
successfully organised large-scale publicengagement
processes, such as the more than 10,000 responses
submitted to adraftlaw affecting freedom of expression.
Independent monitors — including IDEA, CIVICUS, and
V-Dem — continue to highlight both the Netherlands'
traditionally high standards and the growing gap
between legal protections and lived reality.

Takentogether, these developmentsindicate that while
Dutch democratic institutions remain comparatively
robust, the pressures on civic space are intensifying.

At the time of writing, negotiations for the formation
of the next government were ongoing. Ensuring
meaningful civic participation and protecting
fundamental freedoms must remain core priorities
for any government committed to preserving avibrant
and inclusive democracy.

2. https://publicaties.mensenrechten.nl/publicatie/24d329a2-cdb0-4f6e-9429-fb7ef9cf5e38
3. https://www.advocatenorde.nl/nieuws/nova-laat-verkiezingsprogrammas-toetsen-op-rechtsstatelijkheid
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Dimensions
Freedom of Association

Freedom of association is enshrined in Article 8 of the
Dutch constitution, guaranteeing everyone the right
to associate with others and establish a civil society
organisation. While this provision provides a strong
legal foundation, in practice CSOs face obstacles,
notably the large number and complexity of laws
and regulations they need to comply with and diffi-
culties in opening and maintaining bank accounts.
In addition, several draft legislative proposals, legal
evaluations, and motions threaten to further restrict
freedom of association and signal a concerning shift
in political norms regarding the protection of freedom
of association.

Legal framework and registration process

Everyoneinthe Netherlands hasthe rightto associate.
This rightis enshrined in Article 8 of the Dutch consti-
tution. Restrictions are only possible when dictated by
law and in the interest of the public order.* This right
extendsto both legal entities as well as non-registered
groups. Most non-profit organisations are registered
as astichting (similar to a foundation) or an association
with members. The registration processis clear, simple,
and quick. Organisations need to register with the
Chamber of Commerce for a small fee, and there
might be some costs for the notary.® They also need
toregistertheirlegal representative(s) in the Ultimate
Beneficial Owners register (UBO).

Administrative burden

While the registration process is clear and simple,
CSOs need to comply with a wide range of laws and
regulations related to privacy (GDPR), anti-money
laundering andterrorism legislation (Wet ter voorkoming
van witwassen en financieren van terrorisme - Wwft),
labour regulations, and specific local or regional
regulations. Research in 2023 identified 136 different
laws and regulations CSOs need to comply with inthe
Netherlands. Depending on the size and the scope of
activities, this can range between 20 to 100 obligations
for an organisation.® This puts a high administrative

. https://wetten.overheid.nl/BWBR0001840/2023-02-22
. https://www.kvk.nl/starten/de-stichting/

= OVONOGOU A

0. Wet ter voorkoming van witwassen en financieren van terrorisme (Wwft)

burden on CSOs, particularly on small, volunteer-led
organisations.

Organisations report that complying with all of the
laws and regulations takes capacity away from their
core mission. This can also make it harder to find
motivated volunteers and puts more of a burden
on organisations.” Pro bono legal services for CSOs
reported a high number of requests from CSOsrelating
to the growing administrative burden. Due to the
high number of requests, pro bono legal services
for CSOs are not always available or requests can
take a significant amount of time. This is a particular
challenge for small or volunteer-led CSOs that do not
have in-house legal expertise, legal aid insurance, or
the resources to contract paid legal services.

This complexweb of laws and regulations also becomes
burdensome for organisations that already face
political or social scrutiny such as protest movements
and organisations that protect minority rights and
fight racial discrimination. During the consultations
inthe first monitoring year (2024-2025), interviewees
shared their concern thatany mistakes or misstepsin
compliance could be used against them.

In 2025, the Dutch parliament adopted anamendment
to include non-profits and volunteers in a law that
requires an assessment of the administrative impact
of new CSO legislation.? This can help with mitigating
the administrative burden under new legislation.
There have also been meetings between the civil
society sector, ministries, and other stakeholders
about decreasing the already existing administrative
burden on CSOs.?

Anti-money laundering and
terrorism legislation

The law against money laundering and terrorism
financing poses serious restrictions on the access
to financial services for CSOs." This legislation gave
stricter due diligence responsibilities to banks to
monitor and investigate unusual transactions. Since

. https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/67db1b80-a20a-4a2c-93ee-2c5b4bad549b/file

. https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/67db1b80-a20a-4a2c-93ee-2c5b4bad549b/file

. https://www.eerstekamer.nl/behandeling/20250130/amendement_van_het_lid_inge_van/document3/f=/vmkif9g22aue.pdf

. https://goededoelennederland.nl/over-de-sector/nieuws/tweede-kamer-stemt-unaniem-in-met-toets-regeldruk-voor-goede-doelen-en-vrijwilligers
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the introduction of this law, organisations have been
subject to greater scrutiny. They face disproportion-
ate administrative demands when opening a bank
account and when transferring funds abroad. The
latter particularly affects organisations working in
conflict-affected areas. Moreover, in some cases, this
leads to the refusal to open an accountor termination
of one, also referred to as de-risking.

Certain minority rights groups, such as Muslim
collectives and individuals, are disproportionately
affected by additional investigations and de-risking."
Organisationsworking on the protection of the rights
of other marginalised and underrepresented groups,
such as diaspora organisations and groups working
onsexworkers'rights, also face challenges as aresult
of this legislation.

To address this issue, a round table was established
between CSOs, banks, and policy makers. Following
publications by the central bank' and the Dutch
Banking Association™ on de-risking and the need
foramorerisk-based approach, aswell as advocacy by
the sector, the Dutch Banking Association developed
detailed guidancein 2023 for banks onrisk assessments
of non-profit clients.' This was prepared through a
multi-stakeholder dialogue involving the legislator,
supervisor, banks, and sector representatives.
According to the standard, banks should initially view
non-profit clients as neutral (and no longer as high-risk
clients by default) and assess their risk profile based
on a list of risk-enhancing and risk- reducing factors.
Implementation of the standard has significantly
enhanced organisations’ access to financial services,
though challenges remain. A recent study from 2025
showed that 52% of surveyed CSOs still experience
difficulties, particularly with administrative requests
and highbanking fees.’ Theimplementation of the EU
Anti-Money-Laundering and Countering the Financing
of Terrorism package could present new challenges
for CSOs' access to financial services.

Transparency law

Anewdraftlaw ontransparency of funding threatens
to restrict the freedom of association. The draft law

aimsto counter maligninfluence from third countries.
However, the necessity and effectiveness of the law,
in addition to already existing tools, is not sufficiently
justified, while it disproportionately puts restrictions
on the freedom of association.

Despite widespread criticism from civil society,'® the
National Human Rights Institution,’” and the Council
of State,"® the law was approved in the House of
Representatives, and is now pending in the Senate.”
On 25 November, the Senate organised an expert
meeting on the draft law where CSO representatives
and the National Human Rights Institute questioned
thelegitimacy, necessity, and proportionality of the law.
Representatives of the Dutch Association of Mayors
and the head of the Public Prosecution Services also
expressed doubts about their ability to enforce the
powers granted to them with due care.?®

The draft law grants discretionary power to mayors
torequestinformation about donations. Thisincludes
information aboutthe geographical origin ofadonation,
the purpose for which the donation was received, and
the size of the donation. Where necessary, the request
may alsoinclude personal data of donors.Ifan organ-
isation fails to comply, the mayor may penalise the
recipient of the donation.

The law allows the public prosecutor torequestthatthe
courtimpose a cease-and-desist order on the activities
of an organisation for a maximum of two years, levy
fines, and place atemporary ban on receiving certain
donations or freezing certain assets. The grounds on
which this orderis based are vaguely defined. This can
lead to legal uncertainty and has a disproportionate
impact on the enjoyment of the right to association of
the organisation, asit caninclude all activities, notjust
the activities that are being investigated. The law also
allows for the possibility toimplement these sanctions
pre-emptively i.e. before a criminal offense has been
established.?’ The vague definitions included in the
draft law open the door for selective and arbitrary
implementation. The discretionary power of mayorsto
requestinformationis problematic for several reasons,
including the fact that decisions may be politically
influenced. Non-compliance with the information

11. Hoe banken moslims tot verdachten maken, Davidson & Strop, Follow the Money, 6 September 2025

12. https://www.dnb.nl/media/2ambmvxt/van-herstel-naar-balans.pdf

13. https://www.nvb.nl/publicaties/rapporten-verslagen-brochures/undesirable-consequences-of-de-risking-for-customers-and-banks-2022/
14. https://www.nvb.nl/media/5836/nvb-sector-standard-not-for-profit-organisations-npo-_eng.pdf

15. https://argos.vpro.nl/artikelen/helft-stichtingen-en-verenigingen-heeft-problemen-bank-dankzij-doorgeschoten-anti-terrorismemaatregelen
16. https://ecnl.org/news/dutch-transparency-act-more-clarity-proportionality-and-safeguards-needed ;
https://www.nhc.nl/statement-sta-nu-op-voor-onze-burgerrechten-en-bescherm-de-rechtsstaat-stop-de-wtmo-en-de-wbvoo/

17. https://publicaties.mensenrechten.nl/publicatie/78518667-2445-4fe1-9a6d-1370abc7a5a4

18. Raad van State, advies w.16.19.0408/11 (2020) & advies w.16.21.0261/11 (2022)
19. https://www.eerstekamer.nl/wetsvoorstel/35646_wet_transparantie_en
20. https://www.eerstekamer.nl/commissievergadering/20251125_j_v

21. https://www.eerstekamer.nl/bijlage/20251121/position_paper_goede_doelen/document3/f=/vmsoimrwmhpk.pdf
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request or the suspicion of “undermining activities” can
lead to disproportionate sanctions that canthreatenthe
existence of an organisation. The draftlaw risks widely
stigmatising CSOs, highlighted by the fact that the
law was renamed the “Transparency and Combating
Undermining by Civil Society Organisations Act”.

Mayors are authorised to process information
regarding religious and philosophical beliefs that may
be derived directly or indirectly from the information
requested and can share the information with several
otherauthorities. The necessity and proportionality of
the processing of sensitive data relating to religious
and philosophical beliefs are unclear and insuffi-
ciently substantiated, which may give rise to a risk
of discrimination.

The law could have a chilling effect, as not only might
it lead to self-censorship among organisations, but it
could alsodiscourage donations, particularly donations
to critical organisations and donations from countries
thatare considered high risk. Moreover, the law could
lead to discrimination of certain religious groups and
stigmatisation of organisations that receive foreign
funding without having a proven effect in countering
malign influence.

Lastly, the draftlaw also does not consider policy devel-
opments on the EU level that could impact rules on
receiving foreign funding on the national level, such
asthedirective ontransparency of interest represen-
tation carried out on behalf of third countries.?? This
could lead to increased pressure and an even higher
administrative burden on CSOs.

Access to the courts

In response to high-profile legal actions against the
state by CSOs inrelation to environmental protection
and armstrade, there has been pushbackinthe political
and public space against such organisations. Members
of parliament have called for cutting their funding
and for restricting the possibility of CSOs to litigate
on behalf of the public interest.

In 2023, parliament adopted a motion (motie Stoffer
c¢.s.) calling on the government to explore stricter
conditions for organisations seeking to litigate against
the state. Supporters of the motion questioned the
legitimacy of CSOs in public-interest cases and argued
for tighter representative requirements.

22. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2019/1937/oj/eng

In response, the government commissioned a
comparative study as part of the evaluation of the
Mass Claims Act (WAMCA), examining how representa-
tive requirements areregulated in other countries. The
first part of the study, published in June 2025, found
thatthe existing representative criteria already create
legal uncertainty due to their diffuse and context-
dependentapplication. Dutchlegal scholarshipwarns
that further restrictions could undermine access to
justice and legal protection, particularly for underrep-
resented and vulnerable groups. Thisriskis heightened
if representativeness is linked to an organisation’s
directsupportbase, whichis often difficult to define or
measure, potentially increasing legal uncertainty and
raising concerns about compliance with the Aarhus
Convention.

The evaluation committee published its final reportin
November 2025 and concluded that while there are
some legal uncertainties and practical bottlenecks, this
is inevitable for large legislative reforms such as the
WAMCA. The committee notes that while in several
respects greater legal clarity is required, this does
not have to be provided through legal revisions and
can be addressed through case law. The committee
provides a list of recommendations to address the
challenges that can strengthen the implementation
of the current law.?* The State Secretary of Justice
and Security confirmed that given the conclusions of
the study, there is no need for legal revision of the
WAMCA.#

Other restrictions

Adraftlaw onthe administrative prohibition of organ-
isations undermining public order (Wet bestuurlijk
verbod ondermijnende organisaties)was introduced to
outlaw motorcycle gangs. The proposal would have
empowered the justice minister to ban organisations
deemedtoundermine publicorder. CSOs raised serious
concerns, noting that the concept of “undermining
public order” was poorly defined and could enable
politically motivated action against organisations
engaging in peaceful protest, including civil disobe-
dience. Although the Senate ultimately rejected the
draft due to a lack of necessity,” it reflects a broader
trend in which public order provisions are expanded
or misused to justify repressive measures without
meeting the requirements of necessity and propor-
tionality. When it became likely that the Senate would
reject this bill, the justice minister announced further

23. https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/d49actdc-53fe-486d-8588-11bbf04184e5/file
24. https://www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/detail?id=2025D47139&did=2025D47139
25. https://www.eerstekamer.nl/nieuws/20250527/senaat_verwerpt_bestuurlijk_verbod
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investigation into “banning organisations that may
have links to terrorist organisations”.26

The House of Representatives adopted alaw onasylum
and migration thatincludes a provision to criminalise
undocumented migrants, raising major humanrights
concerns. This provision also criminalises support to
undocumented migrants.?” After widespread criticism,
and pressure from the Senate, the law was adopted
by the House of Representativesin December with an
amending act (novelle) that aimed prevent the crimi-
nalisation of aid and other services forundocumented
migrants. However, as the amendment left the crimi-
nalisation of “unlawful stay” fully intact, the law could
have far-reaching and harmful consequences for
undocumented persons and their access to aid and
support services. The law will have a chilling effect
as undocumented migrants will be less likely to seek
support due to fear of repercussions. Additionally,
the preparation of the amendment lacked proper

Access to Funding

Over the past two years, the funding landscape for
civil society organisations in the Netherlands has
shifted dramatically, moving from a generally enabling
environment to one marked by growing constraints
and uncertainty. State funding for civil society was
reduced significantly, excluding domestic advocacy
from development funding frameworks and shifting
more focus to promoting Dutch interests, service
provision, and capacity support. This leads to a reduced
capacity of CSOs to critically monitor and provide input
on Dutch foreign policy. During a study conducted for
the Netherlands Institute for Human Rights, 52% of the
interviewed CSOs described the funding environment
as bad.*?

Legal framework

Generally, CSOs are free to seek, receive, and utilise
financialand material resources. Thereis no legislation
restricting supportfor CSO activities. CSOs are allowed
tousevarious methods for collecting resources such as
onlinefundraising campaigns, crowdfunding, collection
boxes. and face-to-face fundraising. Some forms of
fundraising are regulated (rules around marketing,

deliberation and consideration, and the legal basis that
prevents the criminalisation of aid is questionable and
lacks due care.?® This leaves room for arbitrary imple-
mentation and legal uncertainty for service providers.
These concerns are widely shared by legal experts,
CSOs, and implementing institutions.?” At the time of
writing, the law was pending in the Senate.

Lastly, parliament adopted several motions that conflict
with the right to freedom of association, including
proposals to ban the Antifa movement®* and to revoke
the public-benefit status of the Extinction Rebellion.?’
While these motions have not been implemented
due to their incompatibility with domestic and inter-
national law, their adoption is nonetheless alarming.
For the first time, such measures were supported
by a parliamentary majority, including traditionally
moderate and centrist parties, signalling a significant
and concerning shiftin political norms regarding the
protection of freedom of association.

privacy, etc),*® but these rules are proportionate and
justified. Private foundations and philanthropicorgan-
isations are free to establish and allocate funding
without interference.

Most CSOs and foundations are ANBI institutions
(Algemeen Nut Beogende Instelling-Public Benefit
Organisation), this means that they serve the public
good and have certain tax exemptions. To register as
an ANBI, an organisation must demonstrate that all
the activities serve the public good and comply with
certain conditions. This includes the publication of an
annual activity and financial report on the website and
certain requirements related to governance.?* Many
CSOs also comply with additional norms and codes
of conducts developed by the sector (self-regula-
tion), and which are related to fundraising, transpar-
ency, oversight, integrity, and good governance (CBF
Keurmerk, Partos 9007). Compliance with sector norms
canbean eligibility criterion for receiving funding from
donorsorsimplify an application process. Unregistered
organisations can collect donations through crowd-
funding platforms or other methods. However, they
cannot register as ANBIL

26. https:.//www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/detail?id=2025D21746&did=2025D21746
27. https://www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/wetsvoorstellen/detail?cfg=wetsvoorsteldetails&qry=wetsvoorstel%3A36704

28. https://www.raadvanstate.nl/adviezen/@154193/w03-25-00303-ii/
29. https://stopdeasielwetten.nl/info

30. https://www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/detail?did=2025D40130&id=2025217 ;
https://www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/detail?did=2025D40130&id=2025217241&utm

31. https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/kst-34324-21.html

32. https://www.verwey-jonker.nl/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/124460_Ervaren-ruimte-maatschappelijk-middenveld-Nederland.pdf

33. https://goededoelen.nl/spelregels/werving

34. https://www.belastingdienst.nl/wps/wcm/connect/bldcontentnl/belastingdienst/zakelijk/bijzondere_regelingen/goede_doelen/algemeen_nut_beogende_

instellingen/wat_is_een_anbi

CIVIC SPACEREPORT 2026 — THENETHERLANDS

EUROPEAN CIVIC FORUM


https://www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/detail?id=2025D21746&did=2025D21746
https://www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/wetsvoorstellen/detail?cfg=wetsvoorsteldetails&qry=wetsvoorstel%3A36704
https://www.raadvanstate.nl/adviezen/
https://stopdeasielwetten.nl/info
https://www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/detail?did=2025D40130&id=2025Z17
https://www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/detail?did=2025D40130&id=2025Z17241&utm
https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/kst-34324-21.html
https://www.verwey-jonker.nl/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/124460_Ervaren-ruimte-maatschappelijk-middenveld-Nederland.pdf
https://goededoelen.nl/spelregels/werving
https://www.belastingdienst.nl/wps/wcm/connect/bldcontentnl/belastingdienst/zakelijk/bijzondere_regelingen/goede_doelen/algemeen_nut_beogende_instellingen/wat_is_een_anbi
https://www.belastingdienst.nl/wps/wcm/connect/bldcontentnl/belastingdienst/zakelijk/bijzondere_regelingen/goede_doelen/algemeen_nut_beogende_instellingen/wat_is_een_anbi

Restrictions on foreign funding

There are no specific restrictions on receiving foreign
funding. However, as outlined above, due to anti-money
laundering and terrorism legislation, receiving foreign
funding can sometimes lead to extra investigations
by banks.

The new draft law on transparency of CSOs (WTMO)
introduces new transparency requirements. Mayors
can request organisations to provide information
about donations above €15,000. By administrative
order, this threshold could be lowered for donations
originating from countries that are considered high-risk
for malign influence.

Government support for CSOs

The Dutch state has a long tradition of providing
financial support for civil society. For many years, the
Netherlands'development cooperation programmes
for CSOs stood out for their strong focus on supporting
advocacy of local watchdog movements and inter-
national organisations as part of their development
cooperation strategy. This funding and other funding
provided by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs allocated
resources for CSOs to carry outhuman rights advocacy
and monitor and provide input into Dutch foreign
policy. This established long-standing trust and
cooperation between CSOs and the ministry, where
CSOs were acknowledged as critical voices that could
help shape foreign policy butalso hold the government
to account when needed.

During the last government (2024-2025), this
perspective shifted completely. The then Minister for
Foreign Trade and Development Aid was outspoken
against international development cooperation in
general and subsidies for CSOs in particular.®* Funding
for CSOs was significantly cut. In particular, the budget
forinternational development cooperationis reduced
with a structural €2.4 billion cut per year from 2027.
CSOs are disproportionately affected by these cuts
as funding for CSOs to be reduced by 70% from €1.4
billion to €390-565 million for the period 2026-2030.3¢
Funding forinternational human rights and democracy
support will be cut in half by 2027. There are also
budget cuts on a local level due to reduced funding
for municipalities.®” These budget cuts have already

had an irreversible impact on the CSO sector in the
Netherlands, leading to layoffs.

The priorities have shifted to the promotion of Dutch
interests and service provision. In the new framework,
international advocacy or advocacy towards the Dutch
governmentis no longer eligible for financial support
under these funding frameworks. However, after
pushbackfromthe parliament, therestrictiononinter-
national advocacy was removed from new funding
frameworks. Advocacy inthe Netherlands and towards
the Dutch government, however, remains non-eligi-
ble.?® This significantly affects the capacity of CSOs
to monitor, engage with, and influence the foreign
policy agenda of the Netherlands. Although a parlia-
mentary majority adopted a motion that requests
that the foreign trade minister remove the restriction
on advocacy towards the Dutch government, at time
of writing, the interim government was refusing to
implement this.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) is also exploring
a new threshold for receiving funding from the
development cooperation budget. This included the
announcementof anewthreshold that determines that
atleast 50% ofincome of an organisation should come
from other sources. This was later changed, as many
CSOs, after years of cooperation, would be excluded
from funding. To give CSOs the time to diversify their
funding, the criteria was, for now, revised to the rule
that an organisation can never receive more funding
than it receives from non-MFA funding. This can be
a bridging measure, but eventually still leads to the
50% rule.

Tax regulations

The overall taxation environment encourages
public giving, with tax reductions for donations and
exemptions for CSOs with an ANBI status. The new
taxation plan for 2025 included restrictions on tax
reductions for donations (giftenaftrek). However, after
pushback from civil society and parliament, most of
these restrictions were reversed. Unfortunately, the
tax exemptionintroduced in 2024 for donations from
companiesto publicbenefit organisations was revoked,
meaning thatsuch donations were no longer qualified
as profit distribution.?® This reversal discourages
large corporate donations and hinders the growth

35. Some examples: https://nos.nl/artikel/2544059-minister-klever-voor-ontwikkelingshulp-bezuinigt-1-miljard-op-ngo-s ;
https://www.parool.nl/nederland/minister-klever-weet-niet-of-ze-wel-extra-geld-wil-voor-ontwikkelingshulp-ngo-s-moeten-meer-hun-eigen-broek-

ophouden~bc4876a4/

36. https://www.government.nl/latest/news/2024/11/11/first-development-budget-cuts-announced-overhaul-of-grants-for-ngos

37. https://vng.nl/artikelen/gemeenten-vallen-in-financieel-ravijn
38. https://www.government.nl/topics/grant-programmes/femfocus-2026-2030

39. https://goededoelennederland.nl/over-de-sector/belangenbehartiging/giftenaftrek-en-geefwet
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of steward-ownership models in which shares with
economic rights (financial benefits) are donated to
public benefit organisations. In 2024, the company
AFAS software donated 30% of their shares to philan-
thropic foundations, stating that this transfer would
not have been possible under the 2025 tax regime.*°
Experts expect this could lead to a significant decrease
in donations for CSOs.*!

The public benefit (ANBI) status of CSOs is used as a
tooltointimidate and restrict their operations. During

Freedom of Peaceful Assembly

Thisyear once again marked an intensifying publicand
political debate over the right to protest, even as the
Netherlands'legal framework strongly guarantees this
freedom. Many politicians and opinion leaders have
called for new restrictions, and anincreasing number
of draft laws and motions seek to limit or criminalise
certainforms of peaceful assembly. As a result, protests
— despite being mostly peaceful — are increasingly
examined from a public order perspective, contrib-
uting to a growing trend of restrictive measures and
heightened surveillance.

Legal framework

Therightto protestis enshrined in Article 9 ofthe Dutch
constitution. The law protects the right to protest for
everyone. Restrictions can only be applied to protect
national health, traffic safety orto prevent disorder. The
generalrules and responsibilities around protests are
described inthe law on manifestations (Wet Openbare
Manifestaties-WOM).* The WOM determineswhen and
how a protestcan berestricted. It applies to all peaceful
assemblies and restrictions can only be applied to the
form (location, time, etc.) and not the content of the
demonstration.

Possible restrictions are described by law. The WOM
permits arestriction, ban or order onthe dispersal of a
protestin the interest of traffic. Thisis notin line with
international standards.** Article 7 of the WOM also
requires prior notification of a planned protest, and

40. https://mtsprout.nl/leiderschap/afas-schenking-bas-van-der-veldt

41. https://fd.nl/opinie/1542504/filantropie-zal-opdrogen-door-nieuwe-regelgeving
42. https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/kst-34324-21.html

43. https://zoek officielebekendmakingen.nl/kst-34324-35.html

44. https://wetten.overheid.nl/BWBR0004318/2010-10-10

adebate onthe right to protest, a motion was passed
torepeal the ANBI status of the Extinction Rebellion.*?
The Minister of Justice and Security responded that
while there is no current legal justification to repeal
its ANBI status, the government will explore possibili-
ties of reviewing the law on ANBI status.** There is not
only ariskthat this can restrict which entities can have
an ANBIstatus, butalso undermines the legitimacy of
the ANBI status itself, which serves as an important
label of recognition that an organisation is serving
the public interest.

when a notification is not given in a timely manner,
a mayor can ban a protest. Those who join a protest
that has not been announced beforehand or that has
been banned can be charged with up to two months
in detention or fined.*® This is also not in line with
international standards.*”

Protestsin practice

The number of protests across the Netherlands has
increased inrecentyears, from 2,085in 2015t0 6,502
in 2022 (the last year of known data).*® In addition,
97% of these protests took place without “incidents”.
In 2024, there were 3,000 registered protests in
Amsterdam, which was almost double the number
in 2023.%? These figures also show that only a small
percentage of demonstrations involve “incidents”,
thoughinformation about the severity and perpetrator
of these incidents is lacking. Isolated acts of violence
by afew participants do not make the whole assembly
non-peaceful.** While the vast majority of demonstra-
tions proceed peacefully, the “presumption of peace-
fulness” is frequently absent: rather than facilitating
protests, authorities often operate from a risk-based
mindset, treating protests primarily from a control and
threat-based perspective. Between 2020 and 2024,
the number of peaceful protests that were dispersed
by police increased by 80% from 50 to 90 demonstra-
tions.®" There is a concern that policing has moved
fromfacilitation to control, especially given the broad

45. https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2024-02/UNSR_EnvDefenders_Aarhus_Position_Paper_Civil_Disobedience_EN.pdf

46. https://wetten.overheid.nl/BWBR0004318/2010-10-10

47. https://mww.amnesty.nl/content/uploads/2022/11/AMN_22_33_demonstratierecht-onder-druk.pdf

48. https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/dpc-a5d776d6b8cdc8fef258be39acdb5563935f5fc6/pdf
49. https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2025/09/03/het-aantal-demonstraties-in-amsterdam-groeit-explosief-nu-staat-het-bijkans-heilige-demonstratierecht-er-onder-druk-

a4904923?t=1762778941

50. CCPR, GC 37, Peaceful Assembly, CCPR/C/GC/37, para 19 ; HRC, Joint SR Report on Assembly Management, A/HRC/31/66, para. 20.)

51. https://www.democratiemonitor.nl/rapport-democratie-monitor-2025/
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discretion to monitor, check, disperse, or penalise
demonstrators.

The notification procedure asdescribed inthe WOM is
determined by the municipal councils and can therefore
differ per municipality. The inconsistent application
across municipalities can cause significant variations
in how notification procedures, bans, and restrictions
are handled. This can make this process unnecessar-
ily complicated and burdensome for protestors —
especially for nationwide movements or for smaller,
less-resourced groups.* The number of protests that
are notregistered with the authoritiesisincreasing.*®

Police conduct

In recent years, there have been several reported
cases of police violence or misconduct, such as at
a Palestine solidarity protest in Amsterdam on 13
November 2024.5* More recently, in November 2025,
protestors filed complaints after the police arrested
them and marked their faces with numbers during
a demonstration against a company for delivering
fighter jets parts to Israel.*®

When dispersing a protest, the police regularly
use the practice of a painful wrist lock technique
(bokkenpoot) or a painful nose pinch (neusklem). After
complaints by Extinction Rebellion protestors, the
complaint committee of the police ruled in 2024 that
police officers need to be reserved in using these
techniques.*® However, in practice, protestors still
frequently face the use of wrist locks. A complaint
procedure in 2025 showed that these techniques
are part of the curriculum during police training. The
complaintcommittee has requested the police to align
their approach with European human rights norms.*’

Protestors that file complaints to the police about
police violence or misconduct during a protest face
long procedures with often unsatisfying outcomes.
Research by Amnesty International Netherlands found
thatthe complaint procedureis notan effective remedy.
The research shows thatthe police do notthoroughly
investigate all complaints, and that oversight is

inadequate. As aresult, affected citizens do notreceive
alegal remedy.>® Most of the complaints and incidents
are investigated by the police itself unless it is a fatal
incident. Thisis notinline with Article 3 ofthe European
Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) that requires
an independent investigation after complaints of
inhumane treatment and police violence.Very few
cases of police violence lead to criminal prosecution.
While proportionality and subsidiarity are assessed, in
line with Dutch police law, judges do not always assess
if the violence was strictly necessary in accordance
with the ECHR. The investigation of police violence,
therefore, is not fully in line with ECHR norms.**

Emergency laws

A study of the Dutch public broadcaster NOS
(Nederlandse Omroep Stichting) illustrates how
authorities are increasingly relying on state of
emergency measures, which has a significantimpact
on the fundamental rights of citizens, including the
freedom of assembly.®°

Emergency orders are frequently used to disperse
protests. Despite the powers already granted by the
WOM, mayors sometimes restrict or even prohibit
peaceful assemblies by using emergency powers
granted tothemunder the municipalities act. Italmost
always resultsinan excessive restriction ontherightto
peacefully assemble.®' This oftenincludes the practice
of administrative displacement (bestuurlijke verplaats-
ingen), in which protestors are removed from the
protestlocation. The emergency order (noodbevel) as
a basis for the displacement of peaceful protestors
raises questions about the legal grounds and lack of
alignmentwith international standards. According to
Article 15 of the Dutch constitution, there should be
a legal basis for the deprivation of liberty. The forced
transportation of protestors is a form of (temporary)
deprivation of liberty. An emergency order, therefore,
does not provide sufficient legal basis.®* This can also
violate Article 5 of the ECHR. ® The Council of State,
in line with previous judgments from the Amsterdam
court, confirmed this in its judgment in July 2025.54
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On 8 November 2024, the Amsterdam mayor issued
two emergency ordinances to impose a pre-emptive
blanket ban on assemblies in reaction to the multiple
incidents and disturbances connected with the football
match between Ajax and Maccabi Tel Aviv. A six-day
citywide ban on protests in Amsterdam represented
an excessive restriction of the right to protest. Amnesty
International Netherlands and sixindividuals are taking
the Municipality of Amsterdam to court for this unlawful
general prohibition of all assemblies.®

Surveillance

Amnesty International Netherlands has documented
widespread unlawful ID checks by the police at
protests.®® This could lead to the registration of peaceful
protestors in police databases.

The police also use other surveillance tools to collect
personal data about organisers and participants,
including social media monitoring, drones, video
surveillance cars, and high-resolution cameras. This
type of mass surveillance — without robust legal
safeguards, transparency or accountability — can have
achilling effect, undermining both the right to privacy
and the right to peaceful assembly.?” Unannounced
home visits by police to people who have partici-
pated in protests have been documented, where
police questions protesters about their involvement
in demonstrations. After legal actions by Extinction
Rebellion (XR)and Amnesty International Netherlands,
the police changed their guidelines on house visits
connected to protests.5®

New legislation and motions

In 2025, a large number of motions were passed in
parliament calling for stricter rules around protests, in
particular civil disobedience actions. Several adopted
motions called for the government to criminalise the
blocking of vital infrastructure, including highways;®*

Freedom of Expression

The Netherlands ranks high in international press
freedom and freedom of expression indices. However,
multiple developments such as anincrease in attacks

tomakeiteasier and quicker to prosecute protesters;”®
as well as make it possible to use facial recognition
techniques during protests to quickly identify
protesters.”

Several legal proposals submitted in 2025 would
potentially place restrictions on the right to protest:

A new draft law would allow mayors to order the
removal of online content if they fear the action may
lead to adisturbance of publicorder.”? The law contains
vague definitions and there is a risk the law could be
used against peaceful protests.

Alegislative proposal was submitted that would allow
the police to gather personal data from publicsources
about threats to public order. This could open the
door to monitoring groups of protestors and have a
chilling effect on the right to protest.

Anewlaw on criminalising the “glorification of terrorism
and public support to terrorist organisations” could
disproportionately put restrictions on freedom of
speech and freedom of assembly, in particular on
Palestine solidarity actions, due to the broad and
vague language used to define these terms.”

In addition, the government submitted a draft law
for public consultation to ban facial covering during
protests.” This would limit the ability for protesters
to protect their privacy during protests.

All of these laws fit a broader trend of protests being
viewed from the perspective of potential disruptions
of publicorder. The legislative proposals make it easier
to enact restrictions on protests, even before the
protests take place, and contain broad and unclear
definitions, which could lead to arbitrary implementa-
tion. This is particular concerning given the polarised
political climate and debate in which these laws were
introduced.

against journalists and media workers, increasing
hate and intimidation against CSOs online, the flawed
implementation of freedom of information requests,
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and new legislative proposals put pressure on the
freedom of expression.

Legal framework

Freedom of expression is enshrined in Article 7 of the
constitution.” The law on open government (Wet Open
Overheid) dictates access to public information. The
media law (Mediawet) dictates the rules and regulations
for public and commercial media.”®

The freedom of expression applies to a broad range of
differentforms of opinion, includingideas that may be
regarded as critical or controversial, and ideas or views
that may shock, offend, or disturb. The holding of an
opinionis notcriminalised, but there are somerestric-
tionsin criminallawrelated to the ban on discrimination
and incitementof hatred orviolence against groups’’
or incitement to violence or calling for criminal acts.”
Defamation and libel are included in criminal law and
can carry a serious fine or prison charges.”

New legislative proposals

Some new legislative proposals could put additional
restrictions on the freedom of expression. A new law
proposedin 2025 would give mayors the competencies
toremove online contentifthereis a perceived risk of
disturbanceto publicorder. The provisionsin this draft
law are broad and vaguely defined, leaving room for
arbitraryinterpretation and alack of legal certainty. The
proportionality of thelawis questionable, asthere are
other competences the mayor already has to protect
the publicorder. The law seems to be mainly targeting
certain forms of protests.® The Netherlands Helsinki
Committee and other CSOs submitted a response to
the consultation, calling on the authorities to repeal
the law.®" A new legislative proposal on “glorifying
terrorist content” criminalises any indication of support
for terrorist organisations.®? The definition of what
defines aterrorist organisation, and what constitutes
support thereof, are vague. The law was introduced
amidst heated debates around criminalising Palestine
solidarity actions. In addition, the necessity of the law
is highly disputable as there is already legislation that
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criminalises the support and promotion of terrorist
groups and actions. The proposed law could open
the door for arbitrary implementation, and there is
a risk that it could lead to discrimination, particularly
against Muslims and Palestine solidarity protestors
in the Netherlands. After calls to action from civil
society, Dutch citizens and organisations submitted
critical inputto the consultation on the draftlaw, which
received 11,561 responses (the average consultation
receives up to 28 responses). At time of writing, the
law was still pending approval in parliament.

Another new legislative proposal was introduced
that allows the police, when requested by the mayor,
to collect data about groups and individuals when
there are indications that a serious disturbance of
public order will occur.® This contravenes the state’s
obligationto facilitate a safe and enabling environment
for freedom of expression. The law is not in line with
the proportionality and necessity conditions for restric-
tions on freedom of expression as it provides a vague
and low threshold for what is considered to be a risk
to publicorder.In practice, this means that the police
could monitor groups of protesters based only on
the indication that there might be a disturbance of
public order. Even people that are not undertaking
any criminal activities or planning to do so canend up
in a police database, without being notified or given
the ability to appeal the decision.®* This could have a
chilling effect on freedom of expression, as it could
lead to self-censorship.

Intimidation and attacks against
journalists and media workers

Persveilig, anindependent Dutch institute that monitors
attacks against journalists and provides support, has
been reporting an increase in cases of attacks and
intimidation against journalists and media workers
over the past five years.®s In 2024, 249 incidents of
intimidation and harassmentwere filed with Persveilig,
56 of which concerned physical violence — anincrease
compared to previous years.?® The institute’s latest
research, published in October 2025, found that 91%
of camera operators and photographers have to deal

https://www.denederlandsegrondwet.nl/artikel/2018/7-vrijheid-van-meningsuiting-censuurverbod
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with aggression in their work,*” with 85% reporting
that they had to deal with acts of aggression in the
past 12 months, and 35% on a monthly or weekly basis.

These attacks are fuelled by harmful claims and
statements by politicians questioning the legitimacy
of independent journalists and the public broadcast-
er.®® This undermines their work and can contribute
to a hostile environment for journalists and media
workers.

Another measure affecting the media environment
was the government's decision toincrease VAT on print
and online media from 9% to 21%. This tax increase
received widespread criticism, including by the Council
of State, which spoke to the risk it could have on the
freedom of expression and access to information.
Parliament ultimately rejected the measure, and the
VAT remains at 9%, however, major budget cuts for
the public broadcaster threaten media pluralism.®?

Misinformation campaigns
and polarised debate

Increasing online hate speech and attacks against
journalists, CSOs, politicians and other publicfigures,
in addition to misinformation campaigns, sometimes
initiated and promoted by far-right politicians, can
contribute to an environment where people feel less
safe to express their opinion.

For example, the annual week van de Lentekriebels —
a week during which sexual and reproductive rights
and health are discussed in schools, organised by
CSO Rutgers — has been targeted by misinforma-
tion and smear campaigns for the past few years.
This leads to hate speech and online threats against
staff, teachers, and other contributors.®® Rutgersfiled
a lawsuit against the ultraconservative group Civitas
Christiana for spreading false information about this
yearly event.Itwon the lawsuit and the judge ordered
the organisationto stop spreading false information.®

During the 2025 election campaign, members of the

far right PVV Party spread fake Al-generated images
to smear Frans Timmermans, leader of the leftwing

87. https://persveilig.nl/artikelen/bijeenkomst-9-oktober-2025

GroenLinks-PvdA.°? Timmermans reported theimages
to the police. At the time of writing, no sanctions had
been applied to the implicated PVV members, and
one of them was re-elected to parliament. The Data
Protection Authority (Autoriteit Persoonsgegevens)
issued a statement warning people about bias in Al
chatbots during elections and noted that people were
asking Al chatbots for voting advice. After comparing
different chatbots, they found clear biases thatfavoured
some parties over others.*®

In academia, researchers report that they feel less
freedomto determine their own topics and approaches
for their research due to intimidation and a polarised
publicdebate. The Netherlands has been dropping on
theinternational academicfreedomindexV-Dem from
0.92in 2019 to0 0.76 in 2024.7* Academics working on
topics deemed controversial more often have to deal
with intimidation and threats, with young and female
researchers are particularly affected. This is fuelled
by polarised political debate, where politicians often
refer to academics as “woke” or “leftist".*

This demonstrates how journalists, CSOs, academics
and other publicfigures often have to deal with intimi-
dation and hate speech when expressing their opinions
or sharing their work, creating an environment in
which people feel less safe.

Access to information and
protection of whistleblowers

Theimplementation of the Freedom of Information Act
(Wet Open Overheid - WOO) in the Netherlands is weak.
The maximum time limit for providing information
after arequestis submitted has often been exceeded
(for example 188 days in 202, while the maximum is
28 days, with a possible extension to 42 days).* In a
parliamentary debate, some motions were submitted
that could weaken the implementation of the WOO,
including abolishing the fines for government institu-
tions when they do not respond to a request in time
and revealing the name of the person submitting the
requests.?” Both motions were rejected. However,
in a letter to the formateur (the person tasked with
forming a new government coalition), the interior

88. https://www.villamedia.nl/artikel/kritiek-mag-maar-verdachtmaken-van-journalistiek-raakt-de-democratie & https://wnl.tv/2025/12/22/martin-bosma-pw-blijft-voor-
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ministry proposed several measures to simplify and
restrict the WOO.%

Whistleblowers are protected through the 2023
Whistleblowers Protection Act (Wet bescherming
klokkenluiders). However, there is a loophole: the law
includes a requirement that there must be “public
interest” at stake before someone has the right to
receive whistleblowers protection. This unnecessary
provision creates uncertainty and undermines the
law in several ways.*” While the purpose of the act is

to give whistleblowers a level of assurance, the public
interest requirement does exactly the opposite, by
creating uncertainty for (potential) whistleblowers
whose concerns may not be deemed as in the public
interest.

The law will be evaluated in 2026, as issues persist
regarding maintaining the anonymity of the whistle-
blower as well as the sanctioning power of the whistle-
blower authority."

Right to Participation in Decision-Making

While the Netherlands has traditionally maintained
a strong cooperative relationship with civil society,
recent years have shown a decline in structured,
meaningful cooperation and a weakening of the
enabling environment. The global trend of “partici-
patory shrinking” has also been observed, where civic
dialogue structures remain in principle, but informal
trust and political openness decline.

Legal framework

Theright to participationis notenshrined in the consti-
tution but regulated in administrative law. The right
to publicinformation, however, is enshrined in Article
68 of the constitution.'® This provision provides an
important foundation for public participation as it
enables citizens and CSOs to obtain information from
the government that is relevant for policy debates
and decision-making. A key mechanism for public
participation is the system of online consultations
(internetconsultatie), through which draft legislation
and regulations can be made available for public
comment. These consultations must remain open
for a minimum of four weeks. However, itis up to the
individual ministries to decide whether a proposed law
or policy is posted for consultation. While in practice
this processis applied broadly across the government,
the obligation to open an online consultation is not
legally enshrined.

Atthelocalandregionallevels, the Act on Strengthening
Participation atthe Local Level (Wet versterking partici-
patie op decentraal niveau) grants citizens the right
to participate more directly in policymaking. The law

requires municipalities to adopt a public participa-
tion ordinance by 2027. This includes participation
in municipal or provincial policy development, spatial
planning, and other local governance processes."*

Practice

The Netherlands’ plan under the Open Government
Partnership (OGP) includes explicit commitments to
collaboration among government organisations, civil
society, and citizens.'” There are public funding and
initiatives for citizen dialogue, participatory fora, and
local participation. However, while national frameworks
such as the Open Government Act (WOO) and the
OGP action plan emphasise openness and partici-
pation, support for domestic CSOs remains uneven
and often ad hoc, rather than institutionalised. As
a result, participation practices vary across munici-
palities, and meaningful influence over policy design
is still limited. These ongoing power asymmetries
and implementation gaps mean that, despite strong
commitments on paper, citizen and civil society input
does notalways translate into real decision-making.'*
OECD Open Governmentand Civic Space reviews show
that the Netherlands has strong formal mechanisms
for participation, but significantimplementation gaps
remain, particularly in quality of consultations, access
to information, and the inclusion of under-repre-
sented groups. International standards (OECD, Council
of Europe, UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of
Expression)underline thattimely access toinformation
is a prerequisite for meaningful participation. The
current implementation gap, therefore, represents
a significant barrier to civic participation.
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There are ongoing experiments with citizen assemblies
and fora. Publicfundingis available for citizen dialogue,
but so far it has not been institutionalised, and it is
rather ad hoc and focused on local issues. Currently,
thereisanational citizens' dialogue on climate.'® Akey
challenge is the follow-through: how the recommen-
dations are translated into actual policy, how imple-
mentation is monitored, and how citizen involvement
continues beyond the deliberative phase. Because
these processes are still relatively new, they often
focus on specificissues (such as climate)and do notyet
form a systemic, institutionalised part of governance
practice across domains.'®” Youth participation is not
legally embedded and only implemented to a certain
extent. While youth are consulted, there is often no
meaningful and structural participation throughout
the policy cycle. The Netherlands only scores 58 out
of a 100 in the V-DEM youth participation index."%

Law on open government

Requesting publicinformation is arranged in the law
on open government (WOO), though the implemen-
tation of this law has been an issue for a long time.
The maximum time limit for WOO requests is often
exceeded. The number of daysittakestorespondtoa
WOO request continues to increase — from 172 days
in 2023, to 188 days in 2024 — while the legal time
limitis 42 days."* CSOs reportthatinformationis often
provided late, heavily redacted, or eveninitially denied,
requiring costly and time-consuming appeals. These
delays (and refusals) directly undermine the ability of
citizens, journalists, and CSOs to access information
and engage in timely advocacy, participate in consulta-
tions, or respond to fast-moving legislative processes.

Lack of consultations and
symbolic engagement

In the Public Monitor study of the Hague Center for
Strategic Studies, 53% of respondents indicate people
feelthey have noinfluence aboutwhat the government
does."This perception of limited influence is mirrored
within civil society. A growing number of CSOs have
the feeling that consultation processes have become

106. https://www.burgerberaadklimaat.nl/default.aspx

less meaningful."" An important reason for this is a
growing suspicion and changing perception of lobbying
done by CSOs. Often CSOs are only consulted after
the decisions have been made, instead of being asked
for input at the drafting stage.

CSOs note a shiftin the political climate and attitudes
towards their advocacy, which is sometimes met
with suspicion or distrust. This changing perception
has led to more selective engagement with CSOs,
often privileging actors seen as politically aligned or
“non-controversial”, thus limiting space for critical
voices.

Another commonly cited concern is the timing of
consultations. Many organisations report being
approached only after key political decisions have
already beentaken, leavinglittleroomto influence the
underlying policy design. As aresult, CSOsincreasingly
experience participation as symbolic, contributing to
frustration, disengagement, and a perception that
civic participation is not taken seriously.”* The last
government included several ministers that refused
to have proper consultations on legislation and policy
and actively undermined official opinions of advisory
bodies, such as the Council of State. This was the case
with new asylum-related legislation, which included
abolishing permanent residence permits, limiting
asylum permits to three years, narrowing family reunifi-
cationrights and strengthening deportation powers."
Importantstakeholders, including the National Human
Rights Institute, were not consulted, and the Council of
State only had a week to offer an opinion."* Similarly,
the Minister of Foreign Trade and Development Aid
announced the reductioninthe budget for civil society
and development aid from €390 to €565 million for
the period 2026-2030, a decrease of more than 70%.
This decision was marked by a lack of consultationand
a complete disregard of the concerns raised by civil
society."” Such developments illustrate a weakening
of meaningful stakeholder consultation in major policy
areas in the Netherlands and a gap between formal
advisory mechanisms (such as the Council of State)
and the actual decision-making process.
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Safe Space

The political and public discourse has shifted in recent
years, with the labelling of critical CSOs as illegitimate
orradical rather than essential democratic watchdogs.
This trend intensified in 2025, with several political
motions seeking to criminalise or stigmatise organisa-
tions. While the Netherlands has strong, established
frameworks around privacy, data protection, trans-
parency, and foreign interference, questions arise
whether all measures are fully proportionate and
respect fundamental rights.

Legal and policy framework for protection

The Netherlands has a strong formal legal framework
intended to ensure a safe space for civic participation,
grounded in constitutional protections for freedom
of expression, association, assembly, and privacy,
and reinforced by EU standards such as the GDPR.
Institutional safeguards include the Netherlands
Institute for Human Rights, which investigates discrimi-
nation cases, and the National Ombudsman, which
handles complaints about public authorities.

Some programmes and policies for the protection
and safety of human rights defenders (HRDs) and
journalists exist, such as the Persveilig Institute, which
monitors attacks on journalists and provides support
afteran attack."¢ The Shelter City programme supports
HRDs from outside the Netherlands with temporary
relocation.’” However, for HRDs in the Netherlands
in need of protection, there are limited programmes.
Some CSOs provide legal and other types of support
on their own initiative, but there are limited institu-
tional protection programmes. This also includes
fewer options for protection of HRDs in exile who are
affected by transnational repression.

Hostile rhetoric and intimidation

In the past year, there has been a shift in public
discourse around civil society. Thereis a perceived shift
amongst politicians, government officials, and media
actors fromviewing CSOs as critical watchdogs thatare
a core pillar of the checks and balances system of the
rule of law to portraying critical CSOs as a nuisance,
illegitimate, radical, and extremist.

116. https://persveilig.nl/
117. https://sheltercity.org/

This trend continued in 2025. Politicians are criminal-
ising acts of critical CSOs that they do not agree with,
including through the Antifa motion, the motion on
removing Extinction Rebellion’s ANBI status, and the
renaming of the transparency law. These claims are
repeated in the media, leading to an outcry against
certain organisations. This pattern mirrorsthe broader
rule of law concerns. While civic actors face rising
legal and political pressure, institutional watchdogs
themselves are also being sidelined or ignored. Key
oversight bodies such as the Council of State and the
Netherlands Institute for Human Rights increasingly
seetheiradvice dismissed or undervalued, weakening
the checks and balances meant to protect civic space.

Inresearch conducted by the Verweij Jonker Institute,
commissioned by the Netherlands National Human
Rights Institute, 51% of the 119 interviewed CSOs
indicated that they have had to deal with online verbal
threats, intimidation, and/ or aggression over the past
twoyears.""® During the focus group discussion, organ-
isations mentioned the stigmatisation by politicians
they had faced and the shifting narrative as having a
negative impact on the space to operate freely and
safely. Organisations also perceive anincreaseinonline
hate andviolence in response to social media content
they publish. This often includes sexist or Islamophobic
comments.” A hostile environment in parliament
is adding to the risk of violent outbreaks in society.
Riotsin The Hague erupted after an anti-immigration
protestwas organised by far-right groups. The National
Coordinator Terrorism and Safety (NCTV) pointed to
the normalisation of extreme rightideology as one of
the mainreasonsfor the violence and highlighted how
politicians play a role in normalising this."*® Harmful
rhetoric against the media continues to undermine
the independence and safety of journalists in the
Netherlands. In 2024, PersVeilig recorded 249 cases
ofintimidation and harassment, including 56 incidents
of physical violence."' Research shows 91% of camera
and photographers experience aggression,'* yet police
reportsrarely lead to prosecution, and journalists often
state that nothing happens after filing complaints.

Interviewed organisations that received threats after
publication of a report or public action also reported
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that there is limited to no follow-up on the threats
by the authorities. The pattern is consistent with the
experience of journalists whose reports of threats
rarely lead to prosecution. Together, these trends
show a growing gap between formal protections and
actual enforcement.

New legislative proposal [SLAPPs)

Despite strong legal foundations on paper, the safe
and enabling environment for CSOs, journalists, and
HRDs is increasingly under pressure. The transposi-
tion of the EU SLAPP Directive lacks a clear definition
of SLAPPs, does not provide strong early-dismissal
safeguards or full compensation of damages and only
applies to cross-border cases. While the explanatory
memorandum states that transposed law will also
apply to national cases, it is still not clear how this
exactly will be arranged. Thus far there is no legal
definition of what a SLAPP case is enshrined in the
Dutch law, which was also not foreseen in the first
draft law that was presented. The new proposal also
does not include sufficient safeguards and refers to
already existing possibilities, however, in practice
these do not provide adequate safeguards against
SLAPPs, are costly and not accessible enough. The
Dutch anti-SLAPP working group, part of the Coalition
Against SLAPPs in Europe (CASE), is monitoring the
transposition of the SLAPP directive and pushing for
this to be included.'” Additionally, 25 press freedom
and human rights organisations warned that the
current proposal does not do justice to addressing
the severity of SLAPPs and in ensuring the obligation
to implement effective and accessible safequards.’*

Privacy

The Netherlands has a generally robust privacy and
data protection framework, grounded in the EU
GDPR and its implementation on the national level
through the General Data Protection Regulation
Implementation Act,"* which specifies how EU data-
protection rules apply in the Dutch context, outlines
national exemptions, and empowers the Dutch Data
Protection Authority (Autoriteit Persoonsgegevens) to
supervise and enforce compliance.

While the right to privacy is well protected in theory,
privacy rights are often violated in practice through
unlawful data processing by authorities, such as surveil-
lance of activists and protesters. People are often
unaware of their data being processed in the first place
because thereis alack of transparency and oversight
and enforcementis weak due to the under resourced
Data Protection Authority, resulting in slow investi-
gations and limited deterrence.’?® The use of facial
recognitiontechnologyraises serious concerns asthere
isinsufficient control, oversight, and legal basis for its
deployment. The police widely use facial recognition
technology without sufficient regard for humanrights
protection such as privacy and non-discrimination.?
Moreover, they are experimenting with expanded facial
recognition tools without conducting the required
impactassessments related to privacy rightsand data
protection or involving the Data Protection Officer,
as mandated by data protection law."? The police
often employ facial recognition cameras at peaceful
protests.’? Atthe sametime, political discussions and
draft proposalsto banface coverings at protestsraise
growing concerns.

Surveillanceis also agrowingissue; differentlegislative
proposals can further worsen this if protesters are not
allowed to cover their faces and protect their privacy.
Thisis alsothe caseiffacial recognition software would
be more widely used and if police would gain more
competencies to monitor certain online (closed) chat
groups. Such could affect the right to privacy.

123. https://www.internetconsultatie.nl/antislapp/reactie/e95f79af-f15c-4499-98fa-f5975a2769b3
124. https://ipi.media/concerns-transposition-european-anti-slapp-directive-netherlands/

125. https://wetten.overheid.nl/BWBR0040940/2021-07-01

126. https://www.amnesty.nl/actueel/netherlands-unchecked-power-id-checks-and-collection-of-data-from-peaceful-protesters-in-the-netherlands & https://www.

amnesty.org/en/documents/eur35/8469/2024/en/
127. https://www.bitsoffreedom.nl/dossiers/gezichtsherkenning/

128. https://www.bitsoffreedom.nl/2024/03/27/de-politie-trekt-zich-van-niemand-wat-aan-bij-de-inzet-van-gezichtsherkenning/
129. https://www.amnesty.nl/actueel/camera-surveillance-door-politie-moet-aan-banden-worden-gelegd
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Recommendations

TARGETED RECOMMENDATION:

=> Urgently develop a National Action Plan on Civil Society Space. This should build on existing
national recommendations, the EU Civil Society Strategy, and Council Recommendation
2023/2836 on civil society participation, and be developed in close consultation with
civil society. It should include concrete measures to strengthen rights protection, civic
participation, access to funding and financial services, and legal safeguards for CSOs.

=% Members or parliament and cabinet members should cease harmful rhetoric and
practices that stigmatise, delegitimise, or criminalise critical civil society actors
and acknowledge their essential role as watchdogs and human rights defenders,
and their contribution to free, pluralistic, and open democratic debate.

=9 Safeguard fundamental rights, in particular the rights to peaceful assembly,
expression, and association and refrain from criminalising peaceful protests.

=» Repeal draft legislation that further restricts CSOs or fundamental rights without
proper justification of effectiveness, necessity, and proportionality ; and prevent
the introduction of new laws that further undermine civic space.

=3 Protect the right to privacy and cease the disproportionate surveillance of peaceful
protestors, ensure proper oversight and accountability over the collection
and analysis of data, and carry out a human rights and data protection impact
assessment prior to the introduction of all biometric surveillance tools.

=9 Protect peaceful protestors by supporting municipalities to better facilitate protests without
disproportionate restrictions. Stop the frequent use of wrist locks and nose pinches by the
police and establish an effective and independent mechanism to investigate allegations of
police violence and misconduct at protests, in line with Articles 3 and 5 of the ECHR.

= Effectively implement the Anti-SLAPP Directive, including embedding a legal definition of
SLAPPs in national law and including accessible early-dismissal procedures, and ensure that
these safeguards also apply to domestic SLAPP cases. Monitor and systematically follow-up
in cases of intimidation, threats, or attacks against CSOs, journalists, and activists.

=3 Secure sustainable and independent funding for CSOs by creating a National Democracy Fund,
safeguarding favourable tax status (including ANBI), allowing advocacy activities within grants,
and ensuring CSOs have resources to participate meaningfully in public consultations.
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The European Civic Forum (ECF) is a pan-European
network of more than 100 associations and NGOs
across 30 European countries. Founded in 2005 by
our member organisations, we have spent nearly
two decades working to protect civic space, enable
civic participation and build civil dialogue for more
equality, solidarity, and democracy in Europe.

civic-forum.eu
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CivicSpace Watchis an online platform that gathers
data and reports on developments in civic space
atthe national and EU levels, and analyses trends.
Powered by the European Civic Forum, it collects
findings through regular contact and interviews
with a strong network of members and partners
on the ground and alerts European and interna-
tional institutions when rights are at risk.

civicspacewatch.eu

Mo Co-funded by
gk the European Union
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