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This paper draws on a desk review of Canadian 
government policies, public program documentation, 
multilateral frameworks and independent analyses 
related to civic space and enabling environments for  
civil society.

Context – Understanding  
Civic Space
Civic space, the set of conditions that enables individuals 
and organizations to exercise freedoms of expression, 
association and peaceful assembly, has become an 
increasingly significant policy issue in international 
development, democratic governance and foreign policy. 

Over the past decade, multiple indices have documented 
declines in political rights and civil liberties, alongside 
growing restrictions on civil society and the expansion  
of digital repression (CIVICUS, 2023; Carnegie 
Endowment, 2023).

Box 1. Global Trends Shaping Civic Space

	➤ Democratic backsliding: Global indicators show 
sustained declines in political rights and civil liberties. 
(Freedom House, 2023; V-Dem Institute, 2024)

	➤ Shrinking space for civil society: A large share of 
the world’s population now lives in countries with 
restricted or repressed civic space. (CIVICUS Monitor, 
2023)

	➤ Rise of digital repression: Governments increasingly 
use surveillance, internet shutdowns and legal 
restrictions to control online expression. (Freedom 
House, Freedom on the Net, 2023)

	➤ Post-COVID governance trends: Emergency 
measures introduced during the pandemic expanded 
state powers, with lasting implications in some 
contexts. (OECD, UN reporting, 2021–2022)

Within this evolving global environment, Canada has 
gradually developed a range of policies, partnership 
mechanisms and multilateral engagements aimed at 
supporting civic space, often through broader efforts 
related to human rights, democratic governance and 
inclusive development. 

This brief examines Canada’s record, identifies key 
strengths and gaps and proposes recommendations  
for strengthening its leadership in defending civic space.

Evolution in Canada’s 
Approach
Canada’s engagement on issues related to civic space 
reflects a degree of continuity across governments, 
particularly in its support for multilateralism, human rights 
and democratic governance.

Earlier engagement in the 2000s and early 2010s was 
largely embedded within broader democracy support 
and governance initiatives. Over the past decade, this 
has evolved into a more defined set of policies and tools 
that directly engage with civic space, including gender 
equality frameworks, civil society partnership policies  
and dedicated mechanisms for protecting human  
rights defenders. 

1.	 Policy Frameworks

Canada’s current approach is anchored in three key 
policy instruments introduced between 2017 and 2019.

	➤ The Feminist International Assistance Policy (2017), 
which identifies inclusive governance, participation 
and human rights, particularly for women and girls, 
as core priorities (Global Affairs Canada, 2017

https://www.canada.ca/en/global-affairs/news/2017/06/canada_launches_newfeministinternationalassistancepolicy.html


Canada & Civic Space: Foundations, Gaps and Future Directions 2

	➤ The Policy for Civil Society Partnerships for 
International Assistance – A Feminist Approach 
(2019), which formally recognizes civil society as 
development actors and commits to supporting an 
enabling environment (Global Affairs Canada, 2019a).

	➤ Voices at Risk: Canada’s Guidelines on Supporting 
Human Rights Defenders (2019), building on earlier 
guidance (2016), which provides operational direction 
for Canadian missions and officials (Global Affairs 
Canada, 2019b).

Taken together, these frameworks marked a shift toward 
a more explicit articulation of civic space within Canada’s 
international assistance architecture, linking support for 
civil society more directly to gender equality, human 
rights and inclusive governance. 

2.	Civil Society Participation and 
Partnership Mechanisms

Canada has increasingly sought to institutionalize civil 
society participation in its international assistance 
architecture, reflecting a broader recognition of civil 
society as a strategic partner in policy development, 
implementation and accountability.

A central mechanism in this effort is the Civil Society 
Policy Advisory Group (CPAG), established in 2017–2018 
following the adoption of the civil society partnerships 
policy. CPAG was designed to move engagement with 
civil society beyond ad hoc consultation toward a more 
structured and sustained policy dialogue between Global 
Affairs Canada and civil society organizations.

Its work has focused on key areas such as civic space, 
locally-led development and funding reform, with 
implementation plans developed in 2019, a progress 
update in 2022 and a renewed mandate in 2023. 

This effort to institutionalize participation was 
complemented by broader reforms aimed at improving 
how Global Affairs Canada works with civil society 
partners. These include the Task Force on Increasing 
Effectiveness (TaFIE) and the Grants and Contributions 
Transformation Initiative (GCTI), aimed at improving 
programming efficiency and modernize funding systems, 
including through a new partner portal launched in 2025 
and expected expansion in 2026.

these mechanisms reflect a broader shift toward 
more structured and participatory engagement with 

civil society, even as challenges related to inclusivity, 
accessibility and consistency remain unresolved.

Civic space is the physical, virtual, legal, 
regulatory and policy space where people can, 
among other things, securely exercise their 
rights to the freedoms of peace assembly, 
association and expression, in keeping with 
human rights.”

– OECD Development Assistance Committee

3.	Commitments and Contributions

Support for digital rights and countering 
disinformation

Since the late 2010s, Canada has increasingly invested 
in initiatives addressing digital threats to civic space, 
including counter-disinformation programming, election 
integrity initiatives and digital security support for civil 
society actors.

These efforts have included partnerships with 
organizations such as CIVIX and the National 
Democratic Institute, to counter disinformation with civic 
education in places like Colombia, Chile, Liberia, Nigeria, 
Sierra Leone; Access Now, to advance digital security 
protection for civil society actors and Human Rights 
Defenders; International IDEA, to combat election-
related foreign information manipulation and interference 
and a digital defender partnership with HIVOS.

This programming aligns with Canada’s engagement 
in the Freedom Online Coalition, of which it has been 
a member since 2011 and Chair in 2022 and reflects 
broader international concern regarding digital 
repression, online harms and information integrity 
(Freedom House, 2023).

Protection of human rights defenders and media 
freedom

Since 2019, Canada has expanded its operational support 
for human rights defenders, journalists and civil society 
actors facing repression.

This has included contributions to the Lifeline: Embattled 
CSO Assistance Fund, support to UNESCO’s Global Media 

https://open.canada.ca/data/en/dataset/1f77a20e-4f8f-45f5-b376-6606a9cccc73
https://open.canada.ca/data/en/dataset/1f77a20e-4f8f-45f5-b376-6606a9cccc73
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/issues_development-enjeux_developpement/human_rights-droits_homme/rights_defenders_guide_defenseurs_droits.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/issues_development-enjeux_developpement/human_rights-droits_homme/rights_defenders_guide_defenseurs_droits.aspx?lang=eng
https://cooperation.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/CC-Factsheet-Task-Force-on-Increasing-Effectiveness.pdf
https://cooperation.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/CC-Factsheet-Task-Force-on-Increasing-Effectiveness.pdf
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/funding-financement/grants-contributions-subventions-contributions.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/funding-financement/grants-contributions-subventions-contributions.aspx?lang=eng
https://civix.ca/home/
https://www.ndi.org/
https://www.ndi.org/
https://www.accessnow.org/
https://www.idea.int/node/159216
https://hivos.org/
https://freedomonlinecoalition.com/
https://w05.international.gc.ca/projectbrowser-banqueprojets/project-projet/details/D003982001#wb-cont
https://w05.international.gc.ca/projectbrowser-banqueprojets/project-projet/details/D003982001#wb-cont
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/canada-boosts-support-unescos-global-media-defence-fund
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Defense Fund and co-leadership with the United Kingdom 
in establishing the Media Freedom Coalition.

Canada also introduced a dedicated refugee pathway 
for human rights defenders in 2021, initially providing 
250 resettlement spaces before expanding the program 
to 500 spaces in 2023. These measures represent some 
of Canada’s most concrete operational responses to 
growing restrictions on civic space globally.

4.	Multilateral Leadership and 
Coordination

Canada has played a sustained leadership role in 
international initiatives related to civic space, particularly 
through multilateral institutions focused on democracy, 
civil society and human rights. From 2009 to 2024, 
Canada chaired the Working Group on Enabling 
and Protecting Civil Society within the Community 
of Democracies, reflecting long-term diplomatic 
engagement on issues affecting civil society globally. 
Canada has also served as co-chair of the OECD DAC 
Community of Practice on Civil Society, which supports 
implementation of the DAC Recommendation on 
Enabling Civil Society, adopted in 2021 and will contribute 
to its five-year review in 2026 (OECD, 2021).

This engagement has extended to broader governance 
and human rights processes. Canada co-chaired the 
Open Government Partnership from 2018 to 2019 and 
hosted the OGP Global Summit in Ottawa in 2019. It has 
also worked with the Netherlands to lead the biennial 
Freedom of Expression resolution at the UN Human 
Rights Council, addressing digital rights, journalist safety 
and the role of technologies.

5.	Policy Dialogue and Country-level 
Engagement

At the country level, Global Affairs Canada requires 
missions to undertake regular human rights reporting, 
including analysis of civic space trends, engagement 
with civil society and gender-based considerations. 
However, publicly available evidence remains limited on 
how consistently this reporting translates into diplomatic 
action, coordinated donor responses or programmatic 
adjustments.

6.	Financial Support Trends (Approximate, 
2017–2024)

There is no single metric to track Canada’s total support 
for civic space. However, proxy indicators based on OECD 
DAC purpose codes, including democratic participation 
and civil society, human rights, media and anti-corruption, 
suggest that Canada’s support has remained relatively 
stable over the past seven years, albeit embedded 
within broader programming categories.

Assessing Canada’s Approach
The OECD DAC’s shared framework for action, including 
commitments to respect, protect and promote  
civic space. These can be understood across six 
interrelated areas: 

	➤ Policy frameworks that affirm the role and rights of 
civil society

	➤ Inclusive participation in public policy and decision-
making

	➤ Digital space and information integrity, including 
countering disinformation

	➤ Protection of civil society actors, including human 
rights defenders and journalists

	➤ Bilateral engagement, including raising civic space 
in policy dialogue

	➤ International coordination to address global 
restrictions on civic space

This framework provides a useful lens for assessing 
Canada’s actions and identifying priorities for 
strengthening its approach.

Strengths
Canada’s record is strongest where policy commitments, 
operational tools and multilateral engagement reinforce 
one another. This is particularly evident in areas such as 
gender equality, protection of human rights defenders, 
media freedom and support for inclusive governance. 
Canada has combined policy articulation with practical 
initiatives, including support to protection mechanisms, 
digital rights programming and refugee pathways 
for at- risk defenders, while also maintaining visible 
leadership roles in multilateral processes related to  
civic space.

https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/canada-boosts-support-unescos-global-media-defence-fund
https://mediafreedomcoalition.org/about/what-is-the-mfc/terms-of-reference/#:~:text=The%20Coalition%20was%20formed%20in,the%20United%20Kingdom%20and%20Canada.
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/2021/07/minister-mendicino-launches-a-dedicated-refugee-stream-for-human-rights-defenders.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/2021/07/minister-mendicino-launches-a-dedicated-refugee-stream-for-human-rights-defenders.html


Canada & Civic Space: Foundations, Gaps and Future Directions 4

Gaps and Challenges
At the same time, the available evidence suggests that 
Canada’s approach remains only partially integrated 
and unevenly operationalized across diplomatic, 
programming and funding tools.

A key gap is the absence of a coherent, whole-of-
government strategy on civic space. While multiple 
policies and initiatives address relevant issues, they are 
not fully integrated across diplomacy, development  
and programming.

There is also limited evidence on how civic space 
considerations are systematically operationalized at 
country level. Although Canadian missions undertake 
human rights reporting, it is unclear how consistently this 
informs diplomatic engagement, funding decisions or 
coordinated responses with other donors.

Consultation processes, while improved, remain 
inconsistent and not always inclusive. Smaller, 
marginalized and Global South-led organizations face 
barriers to participation and feedback loops are not 
always transparent.

Finally, Canada’s funding and operational tools remain 
fragmented, limiting its ability to respond rapidly and 
strategically to emerging threats to civic space.

Taken together, this trajectory suggests that Canada’s 
engagement on civic space has been incremental 
and evolving, with elements of continuity across 
governments, particularly in its support for multilateralism 
and human rights, but with a more explicit and 
comprehensive articulation emerging in recent years.

Implications for Canadian 
Policy
Canada has established a credible foundation for 
supporting civic space through policy frameworks, 
operational initiatives and sustained multilateral 
engagement. The central policy challenge now is less one 
of commitment than of coherence and implementation, 
ensuring that existing tools are aligned, operationalized 
and applied consistently across contexts. 

1.	 Adopt a Coherent, Whole-of-
government Approach to Civic Space

Canada’s current approach is distributed across multiple 
policies, funding streams and channels, with limited 
evidence of integration. This fragmentation risks reducing 
the overall effectiveness and visibility of Canada’s efforts.

A more coherent approach would require embedding 
civic space explicitly across country strategies, 
programming decisions and diplomatic engagement, 
supported by clearer internal guidance, coordination 
across missions and headquarters and stronger 
accountability for results. Without this, civic space risks 
remaining a stated priority rather than a consistently 
applied one (Global Affairs Canada, 2019a; OECD, 2021).

2.	Strengthen Bilateral Engagement 
Through Early Warning and Coordinated 
Action

Canada contributes to monitoring and analysis of civic 
space trends, including through human rights reporting 
and multilateral processes. However, there is limited 
evidence on how this information is systematically 
translated into timely and coordinated bilateral action.

Strengthening this area would involve establishing 
clearer protocols to respond to early warning signals, 
such as restrictive legislation or attacks on civil society, 
through a combination of diplomatic engagement, public 
positioning and programmatic adjustments. Greater 
coordination with like-minded donors and missions 
would also increase the effectiveness and consistency of 
responses (OECD, 2021).

3.	Align Funding Practices with Civic 
Space Commitments

Canada has recognized the importance of flexible and 
accessible funding through ongoing reforms, including 
efforts to modernize grants and contributions systems. 
However, significant barriers remain, particularly for 
locally-led and smaller organizations, which are often 
the most directly affected by civic space restrictions.

Aligning funding practices with civic space commitments 
would require expanding multi-year and core funding, 
reducing administrative burdens and adopting more 
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explicit risk-sharing approaches. It would also require 
ensuring that funding decisions, including reductions 
or transitions, do not unintentionally undermine civic 
space (“do no harm”). These shifts are consistent with 
international evidence on effective support to civil society 
(OECD, 2021; CIVICUS, 2023).

4.	Strengthen Implementation and  
Global Leadership

Canada’s leadership in multilateral fora has been a 
defining strength, contributing to the development of 
international norms and coordination mechanisms on 
civic space. However, this leadership is most credible 
when it is matched by consistent implementation at 
country level.

Strengthening this alignment would involve more 
systematic use of existing tools, such as Voices at Risk, 
greater integration of civil society evidence into decision-
making and clearer demonstration of how Canada’s 
commitments are reflected in practice. Canada’s role in 

upcoming processes, including the OECD DAC review, 
presents an opportunity to reinforce both domestic 
implementation and international leadership.

Conclusion 
Canada’s record on civic space reflects a substantial and 
evolving set of commitments, with particular strengths in 
policy development and multilateral engagement. At the 
same time, the available evidence suggests that these 
commitments are not yet consistently translated into 
coordinated action across diplomatic, programming and 
funding tools.

The question is therefore not whether civic space should 
be a priority, but how Canada can operationalize 
its existing commitments more effectively. This will 
require greater coherence, stronger alignment across 
instruments and more visible implementation at country 
level.
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