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MEPs push for game-changer rules for pan-
European civil society

«Common standards for cross-border non-profit organisations are vital for a strong pan-
European civil society

*MEPs condemn any attempts to restrict civil society on political grounds

+ Associations and non-profit organisations lack a common legal status at EU level, which
already exists for commercial undertakings

MEPs adopted recommendations to harmonise the status of non-profits throughout the
EU and establish a statute for European association.

On Thursday, Parliament adopted a series of legislative recommendations aiming to harmonise
and strengthen the legal situation of European non-profit organisations (NPOs). The objective of
the recommendations is to put NPOs on an equal footing with their for-profit counterparts.

Non-profit organisations (e.g., associations, philanthropic organisations, foundations and similar
organisations) are fundamental for the representation of the interests of citizens and civil
society. However, due to the lack of a common EU legal status and discrepancies between
existing member states’ rules, NPOs that work across borders face unjustified legal and
administrative burdens. This prevents them from fully benefiting from the EU single market and
inhibits their ability to contribute to the democratic process.

Harmonised rules to empower civil society

To address legal gaps and support a strong pan-European civil society, MEPs demand the
Commission submit a regulation introducing the possibility to create European associations.
This law should include rules on the establishment, transparency and governance of cross-
border entities. In addition, MEPs call for common minimum standards for NPOs in the EU via a
directive, to help European civil society organisations pursue their activities unhindered.

Protecting civil society from discrimination

MEPs are alarmed over the increasing obstacles faced by associations and NPOs stemming
from national laws or administrative practices. They fear this might further restrict fundamental
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rights such as the freedom of expression and association, which is already under threat in some
member states. MEPs believe these pressures could dissuade NPOs from working across EU
borders.

Given the important role NPOs play in maintaining the health of European democracy, effective
policymaking and the rule of law, the report condemns any attempts to restrict Europe’s civic
space based on political grounds, activities or funding. NPOs’ public benefit status should not be
challenged based on perceived or real political activities, MEPs assert. They are concerned
about smear campaigns and abusive litigation against non-profit organisations undertaken in
several member states by elected officials and public bodies.

The text also highlights the importance of securing adequate and easily accessible funding for
NPOs through transparent and non-discriminatory procedures and the creation of a European
public benefit status for non-profits.

The legislative initiative report was approved with 530 votes in favour, 146 votes against and 15
abstentions.

Quote

The rapporteur Sergey Lagodinsky (Greens/EFA, DE) said: “Parliament expects a paradigm
shift in the EU’s policies towards non-profit associations and foundations. We propose a
detailed legislative path towards minimum standards for European civil society on the one hand
and an EU-status empowering NGOs to operate across member states on the other hand. The
Commission must take our report as a model for future legislation.”

Next steps

The European Commission will need to prepare a legislative proposal in reaction to Parliament’s
requests, or inform MEPs of its decision not to do so.

Further information

Committee on Legal Affairs
Adopted text (17.02.2022)

Plenary debate video (15.02.2022)
Procedure file

European Parliamentary Research Service Study: A statute for European cross-border
associations and non-profit organisations

EP IPOL Study: A statute for European cross-border associations and non-profit organizations,
potential benefits in the current situation

European Parliamentary Research Service Briefing: Parliament's right of legislative initiative
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https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/197460/SERGEY_LAGODINSKY/home
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/juri/home.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/plenary/en/texts-adopted.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/plenary/en/vod.html?mode=chapter&vodLanguage=EN&vodId=ff82b79b-9570-2f4d-4be0-f48cbbb1a54a&date=20220215#
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?lang=en&reference=2020/2026(INL)
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_STU(2021)662630
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_STU(2021)662630
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/IPOL_STU(2021)693439
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/IPOL_STU(2021)693439
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/646174/EPRS_BRI(2020)646174_EN.pdf
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