
Strategic Communications: Highlight the impact of civil society 
through strategic, coordinated communication that builds trust 
and counters narratives. Use donor collaboration and unified 
messaging to increase  support and reduce polarization. 
Contingency Plans: Develop plans to mitigate risks and adapt
by identifying hostile shifts early, preparing operational
strategies for restrictive laws, and promoting flexible donor
funding. Provide core support to strengthen resilience. 
Coalition Building: Build broad alliances to respond to 
restrictive laws, foster CSOs-donors coalitions, and coordinate 
transnational advocacy. Engage diverse stakeholders across 
sectors to strengthen solidarity.

Foreign Agent Laws are a growing, global trend that  
severely restricts civil society operations in many countries.   
These laws restrict civil society’s access to resources 
and place heavy administrative burdens on organizations 
receiving foreign funding. Similarly, hostile rhetoric 
delegitimizes the work of civil society.   
This analysis is based on information shared during the 
webinar When Civil Society Is Equated with Foreign Agents on 
April 2025,  involving a diverse group of civil society actors as 
well as relevant reports, articles, and academic publications. 
The analysis seeks to provide examples of Foreign Agent Laws, 
how they affect civil society and potential ways to pushback.

WHEN  
CIVIL SOCIETY  
IS EQUATED  
WITH FOREIGN  
AGENTS
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Over the past few years, several countries globally have 
implemented Foreign Agent Laws that target civil society 
organizations (CSOs)1 receiving foreign funding or 
engaging in what is perceived as “political activities” on 
behalf of foreign actors2. Although the laws vary, these 
laws typically restrict foreign support to local and national 
civil society organizations either through burdensome 
administrative demands or legal barriers. Restricting 
access to foreign funding can have wide-ranging impacts 
on civil society as many organizations depend on this to 
operate. In the case of Georgia, research shows that civil 
society receives up to 95% of its funding from abroad3.  

In most cases, organizations receiving international 
support are required to register as foreign agents and/or 
disclose detailed and sensitive information. In instances 
of non-compliance with the requirements, they will 
be subjected to administrative, and in some cases, 
criminal sanctions. For instance, the Georgian Foreign 
Registration Act from 2025 imposes criminal fines of up to 
US$ 3.200 and/or up to 5 years prison in cases of failure to 
register as a foreign agent4.  

Foreign Agent Laws are portrayed as a means to provide 
transparency and prevent undue foreign interference in 

national matters5. However, Foreign Agent Laws have 
been criticized by various international bodies such as 
the UN Human Rights Committee, The European Court of 
Human Rights, the Office for Democratic Institutions and 
Human Rights of the Organization for Security (ODIHR) 
for – both unintentionally and intentionally – targeting 
civil society organizations, many of which rely on foreign 
funding to sustain their work6.

The extensive monitoring and reporting requirements 
imposed by Foreign Agent Laws put CSOs under pressure, 
as it leads to immense use of time and financial resources, 
which forces some CSOs to close7. As a result, it may 
deter individuals from engaging in civil society activities to 
dissolve their operations even before voluntarily regis-
tering as ‘foreign agents’. 

Labelling CSOs as ‘foreign agents’ and ‘threats to the 
country’ questions their legitimacy, which in turn can 
result in public hostility and distrust towards civil society. 
This in turn legitimizes restrictions and attacks against 
CSOs. Thus, Foreign Agent Laws have a chilling effect on 
civil society, silencing critics and stifling the sector8. This 
underscores the urgent need to mobilize the strength and 
resilience of the civil society.  

1. INTRODUCTION

3
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EXAMPLES OF FOREIGN AGENT LAWS

CRIMINALIZING FOREIGN FUNDING IN GEORGIA

Since the initial proposal of a Foreign Agents Law in 
2023, – often referred to as the “Russian law”-9, the 
Georgian government has taken steps towards increasing 
restrictions on “foreign influences”, targeting civil society 
organizations. In 2024, the authorities proceeded to 
reintroduce a new draft of a foreign agent law known as 
“Transparency of Foreign Agents” law, despite having 
withdrawn an identical law in 2023 following massive 
protests10. Additionally, on 1 April 2025, the government 
of Georgia passed a new Foreign Agent Registration 
Act adding criminal penalties. Whereas the law on 
Transparency of Foreign Agents, introduced in 2024, 
solely had financial and administrative penalties, the 
Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA) includes impris-
onment up to five years for non-compliance11.

The law has been criticized by both the EU12 and OECD13, 
who have expressed concern that the Georgian FARA will 
be used to target and weaken civil society due to vague 
wording in the law and a lack of judicial independence in 
Georgia. Moreover, Georgian civil society receives 95 % of 
its funding from abroad meaning that cutting off foreign 

funding will have devastating impacts on Georgian civil 
society14. Several human rights collectives, including 
LGBTQIA+ groups and youth groups, have already been 
discouraged and closed down activities even before 
voluntarily registering as ’foreign agent‘15. Thus, the 
law will impact a wide variety of CSOs' work ranging 
from antidiscrimination to child cancer. Penalties, as a 
consequence of non-compliance, can potentially make 
it impossible for smaller grassroots organizations to 
continue their work16.

FOREIGN AGENT INFLUENCE LAW TARGETING 
CRITICAL SPEECH IN TURKEY

As in Georgia, discussions around restricting so-called 
"foreign influence agents" have been ongoing in Turkey 
for the past decade. In early 2024, the Turkish government 
reintroduced the "Agents of Influence" bill, which had 
previously been withdrawn due to strong opposition from 
political parties as well as civil society17. However, by late 
2024, the proposal resurfaced once again. After facing 
criticism for the renewed foreign agent proposal, the 
Turkish parliament introduced legislative amendments 
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in 2024 that expand the legal definition of "espionage" 
and "spying" while adding criminal penalties18. 
Gürkan Özturan, Media Freedom Monitoring Officer 
at the European Centre for Press and Media Freedom 
(ECPMF), states that, because of the vague wording of 
the proposed law, any contact with a non-Turkish entity 
can be interpreted as a foreign agent influence – even 
participation in a webinar that is organized by an organi-
zation that are not based in Turkey.

The law remains unenacted, yet it has nonetheless 
triggered tangible consequences for civil society actors. 
The Turkish government has already started to detain 
and arrest individuals, accusing them of being foreign 
influence agents. According to Gürkan Özturan, the 
government states that it will catch up with the arrest 

and that it does not need the new law, as it can already 
make these arrests based on the existing law. However, 
Gürkan Özturan points out:

“This draft bill now introduces yet another layer of 
repression and restriction that would possibly deter 
more and more organizations and people from 
contributing to this field”.

Furthermore, since the law was proposed, there has 
been an increase in targeting individuals exercising 
critical speech, in particular journalists. As a result, 
several journalists have been forced into exile, and 
because they are based outside the country, Gürkan 
Özturan warns that they risk being labeled as foreign 
agents.

COUNTERING RED FL AGS 
IN THE CONTEX T OF GEORGIA 

An important way to push back against the 
introduction of Foreign Agent Laws is to identify  
red flags and anticipate when such laws might  
be proposed. One effective method is to analyse  
the public narrative within a given country.  
For instance, in Georgia, a more nationalistic  
and hostile narrative surrounded CSOs started  
to rise in the rhetoric of the government right 
before the enactment of the foreign agent law. 
Levan Natroshvili, Deputy Director, International 
Society for Fair Elections and Democracy (ISFED) 
points out:

”         	 They increasingly started to use terms  
	 like sovereignty, national interest, and they 

started to question the legitimacy of NGOs as such.

According to Levan Natroshvili, prior to the intro­
duction of the Foreign Agent Law in Georgia, the 
issue of foreign funding became a question of 
dispute for the government, starting to polarize 
the situation in the country. The State started to 
question CSOs’ legitimacy, discredit the reputation 
of CSOs and labelling them as not independent 
and impartial actors but rather following foreign 
agendas. Campaigns were initiated against CSOs. 
For instance, the State began investigations 
regarding the transparency of media organizations. 
In addition, a reportage about the salaries of leaders 
of civil society organizations was initiated. Another 
red flag was a growing isolation of CSOs in terms of 
cooperation with other national actors. The organi­
zation ISFED, based in Georgia, experienced a rise in 
boycotts of their events. The officials of central and 
local governments, that was invited to participate in 
ISFEDs events, began to disregard such invitations.
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EU REGULATIONS

“We're increasingly seeing that these national level  
trends are now being reflected at the EU level” .  
– Aarti Narsee, Senior Policy and Advocacy Officer, 
European Civic Forum.

Not only have Foreign Agent Laws been proposed and 
enacted in authoritarian regimes, but also in jurisdictions 
traditionally considered democratic and friendly to 
human rights. In 2023, the EU commission proposed a 
directive which aims to “introduce common transparency 
and accountability standards in the internal market for 
interest representation activities carried out on behalf 
of third countries”19. Although the stated objective of 
the directive is to defend democracy and transparency 
as part of the EUs Defense of Democracy package, the 
proposal has led to concern and opposition from civil 
society across the EU20. Aarti Narsee from European 
Civic Forum states:

Critics emphasize the unclear nature of the directive’s 
wording, that can be used to silence civil society 
organizations21. This includes: 

•	� Undefined “covert foreign interference” – The 
directive does not clarify what is considered foreign 
interference or who the main actors are.

•	 �Ambiguous criteria for “interest representation 
activities” – it encompasses a wide range of activities 
carried out by CSO’s and remains unclear which 
activities can be defined as “acting on behalf” of third 
countries interests. 

•	 �Unclear Privacy Safeguards – The directive fails to 
define what is “strictly necessary” for making personal 
data public, potentially requiring exposure to sensitive 
communications, threatening CSOs privacy and putting 
civic actors at a higher risk. 

Additionally, linking “receiving funding” with “acting 
on behalf of foreign actors” fuels the narrative of CSOs 
solely representing interests of their donors and foreign 
interests instead of acknowledging their work in the 
interest of their own communities22. 

Moreover, the directive not only weakens civic actors as 
the key role of defending rights within the EU23, but also 
undermines the EU’s legitimacy in criticizing authoritarian 
regimes24.

A PART OF A BROADER ANTI-RIGHT MOVEMENT
Aarti Narsee, from European Civic Forum, states 
that Foreign Agent Laws reinforce and go hand in 
hand with anti-rights movements across European 
countries. 

In Slovakia and Bulgaria, the ‘foreign agent’ 
labelling is used to accuse LGBTIA+ organizations 
for opposing national family values and thereby 
representing foreign interests. Similarly, the 
narrative of serving foreign interests is being used 
against several protest movements in Turkey. 
Arguments such as “protecting the state against 
individuals or organizations acting as foreign 
threats” are being used against anti-discrimina­
tion-, climate- and migration movements. For this 
reason, even before these Foreign Agent Laws 
come into force, they already have a significant 
impact on civil society, reinforcing the fear-based 
narrative questioning whose interests CSOs 
represent.

” We believe that it is not only deeply harmful 
to democracy inside the EU, but it will 

dramatically weaken Europe's role in promoting 
and protecting democracy around the world.

- Aarti Narsee, Senior Policy and Advocacy Officer, 
European Civic Forum

” As the EU continues to deliberate on this 
proposal, the outcome will have significant 

implications for civil society organizations  
and the broader democratic landscape within  
the Union.



7

An important strategy to push back on these restrictive 
laws is to ensure long-term proactive approaches to 
disrupt the initiatives harming civil society instead of 
reactive responses25. One of the important long-term 
strategies is to mobilize across the civil society sector 
to forestall and provide resources in order to distribute 
knowledge and best practices. Collective solidarity can 
create space for sharing information regarding how to 
manage the foreign agent requirements and to fulfil 
the reporting requirement and how to renew forms of 
working and rebuild networks26. Comprehensive and 
complementary collaboration is necessary using both 
the competences of civil society organisations, officials 
and donors27, as well as including a broad range of 
stakeholder such as business groups and public person-
alities to gain broad-based support28. Foreign Agent 
Laws have strong implications for civil society. However, 
as a part of the push back on these laws, new civil 
society networks, stronger and increased collaboration 
have emerged – that once again – prove the resilience of 
the civil society29. 

CIVIL SOCIETY MOBILIZATION EFFORTS

Following massive street protests in Georgia shortly 
after the first draft of the Foreign Agent Law was 
introduced, civil society, critics and other opposition 
succeeded in pressuring the Georgian government 
to withdraw the proposal. In addition, civil society 
managed to gain public support against the laws and 
change the narrative30. The government reintroduced 
a new draft of Foreign Agent Law in 2024. However, 
impacted by the protests, the government was this 
time hesitant to use the law against civil society 
organizations31. Furthermore, it enabled civil society 

organizations to anticipate the restrictions followed by 
the law and in the meanwhile adjust their operations, 
such as finding alternative financial resources, building 
capacities and enhance knowledge about the required 
compliance32. By engaging local organisations, carrying 
out audience-tailored public campaigns and empha-
sizing the positive, local impacts of civil society initia-
tives, the Georgian CSOs were able to slow down the 
proceedings. The deferral of the proceedings provided 
CSOs additional time to prepare and adjust operational 
terms, thereby minimizing its consequences when the 
law was enacted33. 

A similar demonstration of civil society resilience and 
the benefits of coalitions can be seen in the context of 
Hungary. In Hungary, a coalition consisting of a broad 
range of CSOs initiated public campaigns, that resulted 
in increased donations aiming at encouraging chari-
table work. These coalitions have helped CSOs mitigate 
risks posed by new Hungarian Laws, both in 2018 and 
2024, by for instance receiving advice on advocacy 
matters from lawyers. As a result, Hungarian civil society 
organizations have been able to adjust their operational 
strategies by adapting their processes to avoid incom-
pliance and diversifying their funding through public 
campaigning using existing laws34.

The mobilization of CSOs in Hungary and Georgia 
provide examples of civic resilience, proving that it is 
possible for civil society to counteract proposals of 
Foreign Agent Laws and reduce its consequences. 

To finalize this briefer, a variety of actions civil  
society can take to counter these initiatives restricting  
human rights – such as foreign agent laws – will be 
outlined.

CIVIC RESILIENCE TO FOREIGN AGENT LAWS
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The enactments of Foreign Agent Laws  civil society to 
explore new ways of working and thereby strengthen 
their influence. It provides an opportunity not only to 
react but expand their impact in shaping a better future35. 
By responding proactively through strengthening civic 
actors, building cross-national and sectoral coalitions, 
adjusting operational management before Foreign 
Agent Laws are introduced, civil society can push back 
on Foreign Agent Laws and build resilience. When 

Foreign Agent Laws are being introduced in the respec-
tive countries – when civic actors respond rapidly – it 
is possible to lessen the impact of these law36. Below 
is outlined potential actions that can be taken to move 
forward and for pushing back against foreign agent 
influence laws. These potential actions are based on 
recommendations from the webinar that informed this 
document as well as literature on the topic of Foreign 
Agent Laws:   

POTENTIAL ACTIONS FOR COMBATTING 
FOREIGN AGENT LAWS 

STR ATEGIC COMMUNICATIONS PL ANS
•	 �Combatting the narrative of foreign-driven CSOs (Local civil society organizations & International 

NGOs (INGOs): Promoting and strengthening a message of CSOs being locally driven instead of serving 
foreign interests for instance by sharing some of the positive impacts that CSOs have locally. 

•	� Emphasising the positive local impacts (Local CSOs & INGOs): Highlighting the tangible local  
benefits that the work of CSOs bring to communities and change lives of the people in the local context.  
By addressing local concerns, it builds public trust37 and shows that these initiatives also help the 
government tackle issues like poverty, unemployment, and violence38.

•	� Collaborative approaches (Donors): Ensure communication strategies that aim to avoid further 
polarization and opposition against civil society. Diplomatic responses from official donors such as 
the EU or national governments rather than CSOs can prevent putting CSOs in a greater risk of being 
labelled as foreign agent. In addition, official donors can use their formal channels and draw on agreed 
international and regional standards or by linking their concerns to trade, debt, aid or accession 
negotiations39.

•	 �Prioritizing tailored content production (Local CSOs & INGOs): Prioritizing resources for 
communication, such as advocating for increased funding, to support strategic communication and 
cultivate public support. Reflect upon which formulations would appeal to a broad range of audience 
in the given population, including opposition40 and what format can cut through a media environment 
that is often distorted against civil society41. For instance, through engaging public personalities, 
transparency,using fact- and hope-based communication as an antidote to fearmongering and division.  
Adjusting communication strategically can lead to greater public support from a broad range of 
stakeholders42.

•	� Coordinate communication efforts among civil society (Local CSOs & INGOs): By coordinating a 
common narrative among civil society it is possible to have clarity about the most successful messaging 
towards different audiences to oppose restrictive legislation43.
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COALITION BUILDING
•	 �Broad-based alliances as early as possible 

(Local CSOs & INGOs): Early alliance building 
allows civil society to rapidly and effectively 
respond to the proposed foreign influence  
law restrictions44. 

•	 �Coalitions between donors and CSOs 
(Donors, local CSOs & INGOs): Coalitions 
between CSOs and donors are crucial. 
This coordination plays an important role 
in helping civil society prepare for future 
restrictions, such as the combination of 
on-the-ground knowledge provided by  
CSOs and funding from donors45.

•	 �Collaborative efforts transnationally 
(Donors): Coordinate diplomatic responses 
and advocacy efforts between different 
international donors, aiming to develop 
common approaches and sanctions in 
response to non-democratic actions. Given 
the similarity of tactics regarding Foreign 
Agent Laws by repressive governments 
transnationally, it can be beneficial for civil 
society to monitor the developments and 
knowledge-share best practices across 
borders.

•	 �Engaging a diverse range of stakeholders 
(Local CSOs & INGOs): Importance of 
involving actors outside of the civil society 
sector to avoid an echo chamber within civil 
society and risk intensifying the current 
opposition against CSOs. Rather, ensure 
broad, cross-sectoral solidarity46. This 
includes business enterprises, political 
figures, and public personalities47. Moreover, 
when foreign agents laws are rolled out, 
particularly in authoritarian states, it typically 
expands to a broad range of actors such as 
academic institutions, independent media, 
and the cultural sector. Therefore, it is crucial 
that civil society establishes cross-sectoral 
coalitions48. 

DEVELOPING CONTINGENCY PL ANS
•	 �Mitigate risk to adjust swiftly (Local CSOs 

& INGOs): Early identification of risk, such 
as a shift in the narrative in a given country 
to a more hostile approach towards CSOs. 
This allows organizations to rapidly adjust 
operational strategies, including deploying 
additional capacities49.

•	 �Developing operational plans (Local CSOs): 
Prepare plans for operation in a new legislative 
framework. This includes strategies on how 
to respond to the registration requirements 
of Foreign Agent Laws but also investing in 
capacity building and strengthening resilience. 

•	 �Changing the funding approaches (Donors): 
Promote and adjust to a more adaptable and 
flexible funding approach with core funding 
instead of project-based funding. This 
includes highlighting the financial assistance 
for relocation and changes in operations, 
including providing financial support to those 
organizations targeted by Foreign Agent 
Laws50. Furthermore, the foundations can 
adjust the funding process to a more simple 
and accessible approach (e.g. receiving 
proposals in local languages). This aims to 
minimize the administrative burden placed  
on CSOs subject to Foreign Agent Laws51, 
which entails increased monitoring and 
reporting obligation. 
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