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The event focused on exploring  the interconnected challenges for human rights facing
civilians and the general public in UNECE’s member states, against the backdrop of
preparing for the Pact of the Future.

Brief description of the event 
As stakeholders prepare the Pact of the Future, a groundbreaking document set to
shape international cooperation in the coming years, critical achievements in peace,
democracy, climate action, and civil society engagement are challenged by the rise of
populist right-wing political rhetoric and laws. This rhetoric is often characterised by
nationalist agendas and authoritarian lawmaking, and poses a direct threat to the core



values and principles that underpin modern societies. The objective of the event was to
delve into the challenges posed by these threats and seek answers on a global,
regional, and national scale, particularly in countries where civic space is increasingly
restricted. From safeguarding democratic principles to enhancing climate action and
promoting active civil society participation, the event explored practical approaches to
responding to and counteracting the current trend. Furthermore, the event was planned
to contribute to the upcoming Summit of the Future and subsequent UN processes,
ensuring that the values and principles discussed be prominently featured in the
outcome of the Pact of the Future discussions.

Welcome: Hanna Gunnarsson, WECF International & ECE-RCEM Governing Body
Hanna explained that the event was an official HLPF 2024 side event, and it was being
hosted by the Regional Civil Society Mechanism for the UNECE Region (ECE-RCEM).

About the ECE-RCEM

● A self-organised civil society network,
● Member of the Major Group and Other Stakeholders (MGoS), and reflecting

diversity of MGoS on the regional level
● RCEM coordinates advocacy for the region, one of the official 5 UN regions
● RCEM has an elected Governing Body, diverse members and organisations
● RCEM has around 140 members
● A key focus for advocacy is the annual UN ECE regional forum for sustainable

development, ahead of the HLPF
● RCEM has a human rights approach to its work
● RCEM has both thematic constituencies and the 4 subregions: Eastern Europe,

EU, Balkan States, ‘Others’ (including the UK and U.S.)

The event takes forward the key conclusions and recommendations of the March 2024
side event held at the UNECE Regional Sustainable Development Forum. These were
as follows:

● UNECE member States should follow and uphold all binding UN Conventions;
● Civil society is one of the most important actors in conflict situations;
● member States should support NGOs to partner on delivering on government

obligations;
● UNECE countries should protect and not shrink civil society space;
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● UNECE should provide accessible and inclusive methods to ensure all people
could receive humanitarian assistance and be assured of their dignity, rights and
independence in conflict and crisis situations.

The context for the event is that there are serious conflict areas in the region, including
areas with fragile peace; there is an increase of far right populism impacting human
rights and shrinking civic space.

Russia is now President of the UN Security Council; and on the 8th July bombed a
children's hospital in Ukraine.

Moderator: Pille Tsopp-Pagan, Women’s Support and Information Centre, Estonia
is an Estonian social justice advocate, standing for women’s and children’s rights to live
free from violence. Her professional background is business finance, working as CFO of
various local and international companies for 30 years.  She is the co-founder of the first
women’s shelter in the Baltic states in 2002, located in Estonia. Since 2011, she has
served as head of the NGO. Internationally, during the period of 2017- 2021 she served
as board member - President and Vice-President of WAVE Network. From June 2023 to
May 2027 she was a member of GREVIO. She has led several international projects
that advance helping assisting victims of domestic violence. For the past 8 years she
has worked together with international partners for creating a framework of supporting
older women-victims of violence, as this is one of the most vulnerable, least accessible
and least helped groups.

Panel discussion

Richard Blewitt, who joined the British Red Cross as Executive Director of International
in February 2021, where he is leading humanitarian programmes in Africa, Asia and the
Middle East in partnership with sister Red Cross and Red Crescent National Societies.
His team also focuses on strengthening resilience to crises and responding to
emergencies around the world as part of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent
Movement. Before joining BRC, Richard was Head of Delegation and Permanent
Representative to the UN, New York for the International Federation of Red Cross and
Crescent Societies (IFRC) since 2018. He led a team working on evidence-based
advocacy around the UN Climate Summit, the launch of the Risk Informed Early Action
Partnership (REAP) and addressed the critical importance of reaching last mile
communities, particularly in areas of health care, disasters and climate.

ece-rcem.org Regional Civil society Engagement Mechanism 3

http://ece-rcem.org


Key observations

● Can OECD countries hold any moral high ground on human rights and values,
given the increasingly visible gap between expectations about global norms,
which are being eroded, and lived experiences on the ground?

● For example, at a forthcoming global humanitarian conference to be held in
Geneva all resolutions have been made to be controversial for the first time; this
is not normal.

● Disinformation is a key dimension of the problem. It creates many challenges in
conflict areas and in areas of dissent and ‘non conflict’, e.g. working with
migrants in the U.K.

● However there are some rays of light such as; Ethiopia which is now opening up
space for civil society; the passing of resolution 2664 of the Security Council1; the
agreement of the Global Compact on Migration2, the first-ever UN global
agreement on a common approach to international migration in all its
dimensions; Swiss older women winning their case on damage to themselves
and others due to government failure on climate targets, providing a precedent
for a call for mitigation action on climate across Europe; At the COP in Scotland
the Red Cross Climate Center led the session with negotiators on damage and
loss that facilitated the decision of Scotland to put money into the fund, paving
the way for more funders in subsequent years; ; the US producing the ‘trafficking
in the world’ report; countries overturning bans on the right of Extinction
Rebellion activists to protest; the recent UK election where 70 incoming MPs
come from civil society organisations; progress against racism.

● In conclusion Richard affirmed the importance of civic action that is rooted and
supported locally, responding to local concerns. He cited the HelpAge experience
of ‘Age Demands Action’ where local activists campaign for specific
improvements and norms to improve services, participation and visibility, and that
of Scotland, the first and only country to espouse the Loss and Damage Fund for
climate issues in 2019, which is now supported by many countries.

2 https://refugeesmigrants.un.org/migration-compact

1 2664 affirms that the payment of funds and the provision of goods and services necessary for the
delivery of humanitarian assistance are permitted and do not constitute a violation of the asset freeze
measures it has imposed.
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Rosalyn Park directs the Women’s Human Rights Program at The Advocates for
Human Rights. She has worked for 21 years in international human rights in the areas
of human rights monitoring, training and capacity building, advocacy, and project
management. She provides expert guidance to UN bodies and foreign governments on
compliance with international legal standards and best practice standards. She has
served as an expert for multiple NGOs, the UN, OSCE, and the Inter-Parliamentary
Union on women’s human rights and was selected to join the UN Special Rapporteur on
Violence against Women’s Expert Group Meetings on domestic violence best practice
standards and sexual assault. More recently, she has been working with diverse global
partners to advocate on a cross-section of issues, including women’s rights, LGBTIQ+
rights, migrant rights, and education, in response to the global anti-gender movement.

Rosalyn was asked to address the question ‘How do you see the populist movement
and what can we do to slow it down?’

● Her response emphasised the importance of the baseline of respect for human
rights laws. As an NGO based in the U.S. with partners across the globe she
reflected that fighting for human rights is a long and unrelenting journey.

● Recent set backs include rolling back human rights through laws in Gambia to
repeal the ban on FGM; Uganda upholding the death penalty for “aggravated
homosexuality”; a decree in Peru degree labelling trans, gay and non binary
persons as requiring medical intervention; Poland and the U.S.’ rollbacks to
sexual and reproductive rights with abortion; Indonesia’s revision of its Criminal
Code in 2022 to punish consensual sex outside of marriage that will
disproportionately impact women and LGBTIQ+ persons.

● Rosalyn reflected that if Trump were to be reelected the US might see the rollout
of Project 2025 that will reshape the president’s powers, eliminate checks and
balances that protect our personal freedoms and rights, put independent federal
agencies under president’s control, replace all civil servants with political
appointees, and the rollbacks to civil and environmental protections and the end
of the Education Department.

● The Foreign Agents Law which exists in many countries to some degree are
being used to crush freedom of association and engender fear of protest. Under
such laws foreign funded NGOs and individuals are required to register with the
government and report, with the loss of rights of assembly and freedom of action.
The Russian Foreign Agent Law was introduced 12 years ago and now has been

ece-rcem.org Regional Civil society Engagement Mechanism 5

http://ece-rcem.org


expanded. The State deems whether the organisation or person is a Foreign
Agent, publishing a list on a website every Friday. Reporting and monitoring
obligations are very onerous, including labelling all materials with the foreign
agent logo and complying with monitoring and reporting requirements; failure to
comply incurs fines and criminal persecution. The law has fostered public distrust
of those labelled Foreign agents and violates fundamental human rights,
including the right to work and bans from participating in public life.

● Georgia has passed such a law, and Turkey is trying to do the same. It is
important to be super vigilant about this process as once laws are on the statute
book the ability to act as citizens is severely restricted.

Ana Muradashvili is a gender researcher and human rights activist from Georgia. Ana
earned her master's degree in gender studies in the United States. Ana also has a
master's degree in human rights from the University of Sussex, UK. Currently, she
works as a researcher at WECF Georgia and manages an ecofeminist podcast platform
called "Can You Hear My Voice?". Her areas of interest are women's rights, with a
special focus on the rights of ethnic minority women, ethno-nationalism, gender and
intersectionality, and ecofeminism.

● Ana commented on the Foreign Agents Law from the grassroots level. She
explained that the region is fragile, influenced by Russia, and human rights
values are scapegoated and attacked whenever there are economic and social
problems. Georgian pro-Russian dominant political party brought into being the
same (as Russia) foreign agent law this year in June. It extends also to media
outlets or organisations receiving more than 20% of funding from foreign entities.
Even though street protests have been going on for months they have been met
with violence, including water tanks; the beating and imprisonment of activists
(including those defending traditional family values). From September 4th the law
comes into force. CSOs and activists do not know how they will work; many
individuals as well as organisations are impacted. And repressions have begun.

● The package of laws that Georgia is introducing includes making it easier to bring
offshore assets into the country. The law on family (against LGBTQ) will have the
effect of censoring books and repressing LBGTQi people.

Özlem ALTIPARMAK is a Turkish lawyer registered to Izmir Bar Association. After
graduating from Dokuz Eylül University Faculty of Law, she completed her master's
degree at Ege University, Department of Women and Gender Studies. Her thesis was
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titled "Women in Environmental Struggle: A Study of Gökçealan and Kirazlı Villages".
Between 2006 and 2010, she was the Coordinator of the Coalition for the International
Criminal Court and served as the Chair of Amnesty International Turkey. Between 2010
and 2017, she worked as a Senior Program Officer at the Raoul Wallenberg Institute for
Human Rights and Humanitarian Law, based in Sweden, where she coordinated
capacity building activities to strengthen human rights education and research for
lawyers, judges, prosecutors, police officers and academics in Turkey. She is currently
the coordinator of the Climate Law Clinic at Ankara University Faculty of Law.

● Özlem presented her research from villages in Kirazli & Gokcealan western
Turkey – ‘Gender Backlash and Resistance’. She explained that struggles to
protect land against incursions by mining companies offered an opportunity for
local women and their organisations to gain confidence in activism and to be part
of the democratisation process.

● In the struggle to protect the climate and rural environment, much pressure has
been put on journalists and civil society; since 2010 environmental protests and
law suits against mines have been growing, as agricultural activities and village
coops that subsist on crops of grape and cherries are increasingly impacted.

● Özlem’s participative research with the women revealed that: they do not see
themselves as activists; that they are defending their own lives and living spaces;
international solidarity such as being part of the World March of Women 2015
photo has been very significant to support them not to be afraid; the activism has
meant overturning accepted norms such as now meeting on village squares and
coffee halls where women are traditionally not allowed to go; linking up with
Turkish feminists has been very interesting.

● The women are realising that even though they may be in the forefront of stories
to gain media attention they are not in decision-making positions in the village,
and even if they meet with officials such as the mayor these are not publicised.
One example of progress is when they took a bus to Ankara on World
Environment Day and visited Members of Parliament.

● It is difficult to overcome the norms assigned to them - “being a bride,” caring for
the young and old and doing difficult household jobs -- leaving no time for
protests. Change is both personal and collective. While not all women will be at
the forefront of activism, rural struggles will be an important catalyst and driving
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force for change, and policies and decision making must be inclusive of rural
women.

The discussion included the points put forward by Chinara Aitbaeva, a public
figure from Kyrgyzstan, of the Public Foundation Nash Vek. She explained that the
authorities have adopted a law on foreign representatives; even though they appealed
to the president with a request to veto they were not heard.

● Chinara went on to explain that as her country is currently undergoing significant
changes, both economically, politically and socially the activities of CSOs play a
key role in solving a number of important problems and challenges facing society
and that they are partners of government agencies in the implementation of
various projects and programs with the experience, resources and expertise
necessary to achieve the country's development goals. She outlined that’
socially beneficial’ activities of CSOs include the support and development of
social, educational and cultural programs that are aimed at improving the lives of
citizens and support their access to education, medical care, social protection
and other important services as well as in human rights protection, the
environment, the fight against corruption and many other socially significant
areas.

● Chinara stressed how these activities help strengthen democratic institutions and
ensure the rule of law in the country. She concluded with a request for CSO
recognition and support.

The panel then discussed the impact of disinformation campaigns on
progressive movements

Examples given included government supported disinformation campaigns designed to
hurt LBGTQ people, NGOS and CSOS generally, using confusing tactics to foster
antidemocratic sentiment; fostering mistrust of humanitarians; with the advent of AI
potentially making things much worse.

Key ideas to counter this from panellists were

● To educate and inform the general public in the ‘persuadable middle’; exposing
their tactics and real goals
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● Sharing strategies and successes; eg the US in 2012 had a referendum to ban
same sex marriage which was defeated . Other countries have faced the same
situation. They may not have the same resources that US activists had.

● Need to build new and ‘unconventional’ allies.
● Stress common values – all people want to live long lives with respect, dignity

and equality.
● Message better – tell stories; be simple
● Support and give visibility to bottom up spaces and processes for civic action in

regions and communities
● Look for those in government and local authorities who can be supportive, Not

everyone is the same
● Look for patterns of disinformation and share them, for example how climate

deniers in Turkey and opponents of LBGBTQ work together; collecting
signatures; getting stronger on how disinformation feeds on people’s fears.

● Use counter messaging strategies: see this report
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2024/01/countering-disinformation-effec
tively-an-evidence-based-policy-guide?lang=en UN Secretary-General has also
issued a report: https://www.un.org/en/countering-disinformation

● Look at the wider picture and seek a common voice.
● Seek ‘unconventional’ allies. For the Red Cross many national societies now

involve themselves in schools; encouraging young people to provide voluntary
service. This is important as learning to work with others brings lived experience
to the debates and informs inter generational dialogue.

● Donors should support local struggles and not set the agenda of those they
support. Local actors need to be freed up to do what they know best. Funding
local civic actors enabling them to build up their own financial architecture is very
important.

Ana pointed out that every movement consists of people; all need to find their own way
to participate. Many people forget what happens when democracy is not the norm and
have to learn what it is like to fight for rights. People don’t understand big words of
democracy, human rights, etc. People care about security, social & economic safety;
social services; prices of medication.

Closing remarks: Sylvia Beales, Gray Panthers, ECE-RCEM Governing Body

● Thanked all and applauded panellists for their courage. There is a gap between
the human rights framework we want and need to protect and our lived
experience. It is a long haul.
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● We need to do what Ana and Özlem say – make it a personal thing; it is up to us
to fight for our trees, our land, our families, for our rights. It is a positive thought –
Together we can make a difference.

● It is important to collaborate. All are part of other thematic and regional groups. It
is time to share and strategise about these important topics.

● Solidarity and knowledge is essential. We need to know what is happening and
support those who are on the ‘front line’ however localised the struggle may be.

● Local experience matters to inform and impact on the national and then the
global.

● Global processes from the SDGS and the Summit of the Future 2025 do matter;
2025 will see the World Social Summit, which will review progress and gaps
since the adoption of the Copenhagen Plan of Action in 19953. This is an
important moment to work together from now to ensure the ‘social’ is firmly back
as a central pillar in the development agenda with human rights compliance as its
driving force, with full engagement of civil society in the preparation and
participation in the conference.

● Thanked all again for a great meeting. Request to all those in the meeting to
spread the word and to join the ECE-RCEM.

3

https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/generalassembly/docs/globalcompact
/A_CONF.166_9_Declaration.pdf
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