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CIVICUS Submission to the 2009 meeting of the Commonwealth 
Committee of the Whole 

 
CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation is an international 
movement of civil society with members and partners in over a hundred 
countries. CIVICUS nurtures the foundation, growth and protection of citizen 
action throughout the world, especially in areas where participatory 
democracy and citizens’ freedom of association are threatened. CIVICUS 
seeks to amplify the voices and opinions of ordinary people and protect the 
rights of civil society actors, in particular the freedoms of expression, 
association and assembly.1  
 
CIVICUS recognises the commitment of the Commonwealth to democratic 
rights and fundamental freedoms as affirmed in the Harare Declaration, the 
Milbrook Programme of Action, Aso Rock Declaration on Development and 
Democracy and successive communiqués issued by the Commonwealth 
Heads of Government at CHOGM meetings. CIVICUS also notes the 
Commonwealth’s explicit recognition of the role of civil society in achieving 
Commonwealth objectives, including in the 2007 CHOGM communiqué.  
 
CIVICUS urges the Commonwealth to further strengthen existing human 
rights mechanisms and explore the possibility of a complaints procedure 
whereby individuals and civil society organisations can represent pressing 
human rights concerns. Additionally, CIVICUS calls upon all Commonwealth 
member states to ratify the core international human rights treaties and their 
optional protocols as well as support regional human rights mechanisms.  
 
CIVICUS is extremely concerned with the growing trends across the world to 
restrict the work of civil society organisations which include non-governmental 
organisations, trade unions, faith based organisations, social and political 
movements.2 CIVICUS works to create an enabling environment for civil 
society to exist, operate and contribute in meaningful ways to public debate.  
 

                                                 
1 More information about CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation can be found at 
www.civicus.org  
2 The CIVICUS Civil Society Index defines civil society as “the arena, outside of the family, the 
state, and the market, which is created by individual and collective actions, organisations and 
institutions to advance shared interests”.  
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CIVICUS would like to focus attention of the Commonwealth Heads of 
Government to the following issues:  
 
Legislation to enable the exercise of civil society freedoms and 
democratic rights  
  
In many parts of the world including in the Commonwealth, a plethora of 
legislation limits the ability of citizens and civil society to freely exercise the 
freedoms of expression, association and assembly. In recent times, new laws 
have been introduced or are being proposed with a negative impact on civil 
society space. CIVICUS believes that to best achieve the values of the 
Commonwealth, the regulatory framework governing civil society should 
create an enabling environment for civil society to function. This includes a 
legislative framework that ensures civil society has the legal right to operate 
without bureaucratic red tape, minimal state interference in the internal affairs 
and management of civil society organisations to enable their independence 
and the freedom to seek and secure resources from within the country and 
abroad. Other laws, such as security and anti-terrorism legislation must have 
in-built safeguards to ensure respect for fundamental freedoms and due 
process at all times.  
 
Protection of civil society activists and human rights defenders  
 
CIVICUS notes with concern, increasing instances of targeting of civil society 
activists and human rights defenders by both state and non-state actors. 
Human rights defenders play an important function in society, upholding 
constitutional values and protecting the rights of the marginalised and most 
vulnerable sections of society. They are often persecuted because of their 
work. Harassment includes questioning their credibility through personal 
attacks on their reputations, derogatory statements and issuance of implicit 
and explicit threats to discontinue their work, arbitrary arrests and detention, 
launch of motivated prosecutions, physical attacks on their person, torture, 
rape and extrajudicial killings. Often their families are harassed to prevent 
them from continuing their work. CIVICUS calls upon the Commonwealth to 
prioritise the protection of human rights defenders through law, policy and 
institutional reform as well as practical implementation of human rights 
standards contained in domestic and international law as well as 
commitments made at international and regional forums. CIVICUS 
acknowledges and supports the existing efforts made in this respect.  
 
Prioritisation of democratic reform  
 
CIVICUS strongly believes that the fulfilling the aspirations of all sections of 
society and meaningful citizen participation are best realised in a democratic 
environment. We urge the Commonwealth to continue prioritising democratic 
reform and participatory governance in all aspects of its work. This not only 
includes emphasis on holding regular free and fair elections but also ensuring 
transparency and people’s participation in law and policy making processes 
and guaranteeing the space for democratic dissent. Civil society plays an 
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important role in supporting democratic reform by representing concerns of 
diverse groups, acting as a watchdog over the functioning of state institutions 
and by highlighting innovative ideas for improving the performance and 
relevance of state institutions. As such, the role of civil society in supporting 
good governance must be duly recognised.  
 
CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation urges the Commonwealth 
Heads of Government to prioritise the above concerns and actively protect 
and promote the rights of civil society actors as key partners in governance 
and democracy.  


