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Abstract
International treaties and conventions provide the normative foundations for protecting civic

space, offering counterweights to restrictive national legislation. Core instruments such as
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the International Covenants on Civil
and Political Rights (ICCPR) and Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), and
regional charters in Africa and Europe enshrine freedoms of expression, assembly, and
association. These legal standards are complemented by the UN Declaration on Human
Rights Defenders, which explicitly affirms the right to promote and protect human rights
without interference. This Teaching Paper examines these instruments in detail, highlighting
their relevance to practitioners facing restrictive environments. By linking theory and law
with practical advocacy strategies, the paper equips NGOs, activists, and scholars with tools
to invoke international protections in domestic contexts. The case study demonstrates how
civic actors have successfully leveraged treaty mechanisms in advocacy, while sections on

challenges and limitations provide a realistic assessment of opportunities and constraints.
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Executive Summary
Restrictive laws limiting NGOs are often justified as matters of national sovereignty. Yet,

international treaties establish binding commitments that safeguard civic freedoms. Civil
society can invoke these instruments both in courts and in advocacy campaigns. The UDHR
laid the foundation in 1948, while the ICCPR and ICESCR expanded these principles into
binding treaties. Regional frameworks, such as the African Charter and the European
Convention on Human Rights, provide additional protections.

For practitioners, these instruments are not abstract texts but practical advocacy tools. They
provide leverage in negotiations with governments, frameworks for litigation, and

benchmarks for donor and international community support.

Purpose and Learning Objectives
This Teaching Paper seeks to:

* Present the major international treaties and conventions protecting civic space.
e  Explain how these instruments provide normative grounds for advocacy.
e [Illustrate practical uses of treaty provisions in defending civil society.

*  Encourage practitioners to strategically link local struggles with global norms.

Background and Context
From Tocqueville’s early reflections on associations to Bryson’s strategic emphasis on

stakeholder engagement, scholars recognize civil society as essential to democratic
governance. The international community institutionalized these values through the human
rights framework developed in the mid-20th century. The UDHR (1948) provided a
universal standard, and the ICCPR (1966) made freedoms of expression, assembly, and
association legally binding.

Drucker (1990) stressed that NGOs function as critical mediators between citizens and
states. International legal frameworks reinforce this role by ensuring that governments
cannot arbitrarily restrict civic actors. As Carothers and Brechenmacher (2014) note,
“closing space” policies often contradict states’ treaty obligations, creating avenues for

advocacy and accountability.

Practical Guide
Key treaties and their civic space protections:

1. Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948):
O  Art. 19: Freedom of opinion and expression.

O  Art. 20: Freedom of peaceful assembly and association.
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2. ICCPR (1966):
O Art. 19: Freedom of expression.
O  Art. 21: Right of peaceful assembly.
O Art. 22: Freedom of association (restrictions only if necessary in a democratic
society).
3. ICESCR (1966):
O Art. 8: Right to form trade unions and federations.
4. UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders (1998):
O  Affirms the right to promote and protect human rights without interference.
5. African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (1981):
O  Art. 10: Free association.
O Art. 11: Right to assemble freely.
6. European Convention on Human Rights (1950):
O Art. 10: Freedom of expression.
O  Art. 11: Freedom of assembly and association.
Practical note: NGOs can use these provisions in shadow reports, court cases, donor

advocacy, and international campaigns.

Case Study
India and the ICCPR (2020):

When India amended the Foreign Contribution (Regulation) Act (FCRA), restricting foreign
funding for NGOs, civil society coalitions invoked Articles 19, 21, and 22 of the ICCPR in
submissions to the UN Human Rights Committee. While domestic courts upheld parts of the
law, the international advocacy effort attracted global attention, mobilized donor support,
and provided NGOs with a legitimacy framework to continue pressing for reforms.

This example illustrates how international instruments can shape discourse and strengthen

advocacy, even when direct enforcement is limited.

Common Challenges and Tips
e Challenge: Limited enforceability of international treaties.

Tip: Use them as advocacy frameworks and benchmarks, even if domestic courts
resist enforcement.

* Challenge: Governments invoking sovereignty.
Tip: Highlight that states voluntarily ratified these treaties, creating binding

obligations.

3of5



e  Challenge: Lack of awareness among NGOs.

Tip: Build legal literacy within organizations and coalitions.

Reflection Questions
1. How can NGOs integrate treaty provisions into their advocacy strategies?

2.  What role do regional charters play compared to global treaties?
3. How can civil society balance legal arguments with political realities?
4

How can international donors support NGOs in leveraging these frameworks?

Limitations and Considerations
International treaties provide normative authority but often lack strong enforcement

mechanisms. Effectiveness depends on domestic institutions, regional courts, and sustained
advocacy. NGOs must recognize these limitations while still using treaties as advocacy

tools.

Academic Value
This paper highlights the intersection of international law and civic practice, offering

insights valuable to scholars of governance and practitioners defending civic freedoms. By
bridging legal frameworks with advocacy strategies, it contributes to both comparative law

and civil society studies.

Conclusion and Next Steps
International treaties remain a cornerstone for protecting civic space. While enforcement

challenges persist, NGOs can strategically deploy these frameworks to resist restrictive
environments. Future efforts should focus on building legal literacy, strengthening regional

mechanisms, and fostering global solidarity to uphold civic freedoms.
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