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Foreword

The year 2020 has seen the world besieged by a
pandemic that has claimed millions of lives. The
stability that most of the world enjoyed after the Cold
War has perhaps been permanently disrupted, and all

nations are struggling to adjust to these abrupt changes.

When the new millennium dawned, the 21st century
was hailed optimistically as the century of democracy.
The future looked bright, as many erstwhile
authoritarian and hybrid regimes, such as Armenia,
the Gambia, Malaysia, Myanmar and Tunisia, became
democracies. The will of the people as the only
legitimate form of authority seemed to be a popular
and rapidly spreading ideal. Unfortunately, the Covid-19
pandemic has exacerbated a trend of increasing
authoritarianism, across the globe, with many
countries sliding back down the democratic scale.

Myanmar, which had been a fledgling democracy just
beginning to recover from decades of military rule, fell
victim to a military coup, the leaders of which even
cited faulty elections as the justification for their course
of action. Perhaps the greatest blow to democratic
ideals was the fall of the people’s government in
Afghanistan, which has seen war being waged for the
sake of preserving democratic principles. Significantly,
the United States, the bastion of global democracy,
fell victim to authoritarian tendencies itself, and was
knocked down a significant number of steps on the
democratic scale.

Amid such geopolitical upheaval, the pandemic has
raged on. Repeated outbreaks in different parts of
the world simultaneously have made the disease all
the more difficult to fight, and the toll it has taken has
been grievous.

However, even in this hour of despair, hope remains.
Countries across the world have come together to
fight this disease, and this has ushered in a period of
unprecedented global cooperation. Popular protests
for better government in countries like Sudan and Chile
have led to important reforms. In Malawi, a landmark
decision to annul fraudulent election results set an
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important precedent, one representing the victory of
democratic, independent institutions over government
pressure. Successful elections in Montenegro and
Bolivia, as well as protests against government
corruption in Bulgaria, are further examples of the
resilience of democracy.

The global urge for democratic governance thus
clearly remains strong. However, the pandemic has
emboldened several governments to double down on
popular expression, and push for more direct control.
An example of this tendency is Hungary, which passed
several ordinances limiting citizens’ rights and giving
more power to Viktor Orban’s government—under the
pretext of bringing the pandemic under control.

In this time of crisis, International IDEA’s The

Global State of Democracy Indices (GSoD) is a vital
enterprise. The analysis and accompanying report,
based on a robust methodology and a broad, multi-
dimensional understanding of democracy, offers a
critical assessment of the global context and seeks to
galvanize the countries of the world to strive for better
governance. The GSoD legitimizes an expanding purview
of democracy, which is now no longer limited to just
elections and political rights. The report analyses how
countries are faring in terms of upholding democratic
principles, including factors such as Basic Welfare, the
Absence of Corruption and Social Group Equality.

As the former Chief Election Commissioner of my own
country, India, | have personally been witness to the
changing times of global democracy. Despite India
falling in the democracy ranks, | can personally attest
that the spirit of democracy among the Indian people
remains strong. Difficult times undoubtedly lie ahead.
Democracy is on the back foot, and more countries are
moving towards authoritarianism than at any other point
since 1995. However, | am confident that democracy’s
resilience, perhaps its greatest asset, will allow it
ultimately to triumph.

Dr S. Y. Quraishi
Former Chief Election Commissioner of India
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Two years ago, when International IDEA published

the second iteration of its Global State of Democracy
Report, there was a clear sense that the headwinds
that democracy was facing all over the world were
severe and growing. Nonetheless, it was still relatively
simple to point to positive examples that suggested
that democracy’s remarkable global expansion of the
past 70 years had not come to a screeching halt. The
number of polities able to hold credible and competitive
elections had continue to grow, and countries like
Myanmar, Ethiopia, and Sudan, to name a few cases,
were still undergoing vulnerable but real processes

of political opening. The report made a case for the
urgency of leveraging those green offshoots to revive
the democratic promise.

Little did we know that only a few months later
democracies around the world would be subject to
the most severe stress test imaginable. As in many
other aspects of life, the Covid-19 pandemic has
accelerated and magnified pre-existing political trends
while adding a whole new plethora of unprecedented
challenges to democracies that were already under
pressure. Virtually overnight, all democratic systems
found themselves dealing with enormous obstacles
to hold minimally adequate elections and secure the
functioning of legislative and judicial institutions.
More importantly, executives all over the world felt
compelled—and also tempted—to deploy wide-ranging
emergency powers to confront the calamity that had
befallen the world. Unsurprisingly, the results have
been problematic. The two years since our last report
have not been good for democracy. The monumental
human victory achieved when democracy became the
predominant form of governance now hangs in the
balance like never before.

This report documents the myriad signs of this story.

It is not simply that the number of democracies has
gone down from the peak of two years ago, but that
some of the worst reversals have happened precisely in
places like Myanmar, which had appeared as beacons of
hope until recently. Moreover, the quality of democracy
continues to travel a very visible downward path

across the board. In the context of the pandemic, many
democratic governments have adopted questionable
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restrictions to fundamental freedoms that, in many
cases, mimic the practices of authoritarian regimes.
Democratic backsliding, namely the sustained and
deliberate process of subversion of basic democratic
tenets by political actors and governments, is
threatening to become a different kind of pandemic—it
now afflicts very large and influential democracies that
account for a quarter of the world’s population. And all
this is happening while authoritarian systems intensify
their repressive practices and engage in ever more
brazen attempts to silence their critics and distort the
workings of democracies.

The drivers of all these phenomena are complex and,
in some cases, barely understood. This is a story in
which democracies are being weakened because the
underlying polis—without which no set of democratic
institutions is durable—is being rent asunder by
different forces, from the polarization nurtured by
social media and disinformation to grotesque levels
of economic inequality. It is also a tale in which
democracies are hollowed out by the citizens’ loss
of faith in the ability of democratic institutions to
respond to social demands and solve problems, as
well as by the toxic disease of corruption, which
demolishes any semblance of trust. Add to this the
credibility-sapping blunders performed by leading
democratic powers over the past two decades—from
the invasion of Iraq to the global financial crisis of
2008-09 and the hell-raising experience with Donald
Trump—and the simultaneous emergence of credible
alternative models of governance, and we have the
equivalent of a witches’ brew for the global health of
democracy. The pandemic has simply made that brew
thicker and more poisonous.

While it is clear that the effects of this global crisis will
take many years, if not decades, to sediment, we have
accrued sufficient information over the past nearly
two years to gauge some of the initial consequences
and identify many of the dangers and opportunities for
democracy that come with them. This is the exercise
that readers have before them—a health check of
democracy in the age of Covid-19. It is an examination
that aspires to be comprehensive, rigorous, nuanced,
and constructive.
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As with our previous reports, this one is based on a
comprehensive conceptual framework that unpacks and
dissects the many facets of the democratic construct,
including the workings of representative institutions,

the protection of fundamental rights, the robustness

of checks and balances, and the vibrancy of popular
participation. Twenty-nine attributes and sub-attributes
are examined in total. And they are examined in a
rigorous manner, by resorting to a mass of empirical
evidence that encompasses 116 indicators, covering
165 countries, with data going back to 1975 for every
year until 2020. Indeed, our report is based on our Global
State of Democracy Indices, a freely available database,
updated yearly. This information is complemented by
the analytical capacities that come with keeping a close
ear to the ground in all major regions of the world, where
we operate and deal on a daily basis with the actors
that give life to democracy. Our work is not simply desk
research—it reflects International IDEA’s nature as a
think- and do-thank.

Crucially, we want our analysis to be nuanced, to go
beyond the relentless negativity of the most recent
headlines about democracy and lend visibility to the
positive happenings, to the promising trends and the
successful struggles happening around the world.

In a conscious way, we are trying to avoid the click-
baiting and the ephemeral attraction that often comes
with merely gloating about the travails of democracy.
We analyze the evidence without fear or favor, going
always where it takes us, but with an eye open for the
possibilities and the promises. Always predicting a bear
market for democracy is easy. It is also inaccurate and
unhelpful. And help democracy we must. Hence our
insistence in being constructive, namely marrying our
analysis with policy recommendations to guide and
inspire those working in the trenches of democracy,
from election management bodies to legislators, party
officials, and civil society organizations.

With this report we hope to convey a sense of urgency
about the global plight of democracy but also of
opportunity. We want to use this report, born in the

dark days of Covid-19, to press upon our audiences

the message that this is the best time for democratic
actors to be bold. This is the time to rethink wholesale
the connection between citizens and institutions, to
experiment with new institutional designs and forms of
deliberation, to leverage digital technologies to enhance
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participation, transparency, and accountability, to place
the ability of democratic institutions to respond to
citizens’ demands at the heart of policy agendas. This
is the time to revitalize the democratic project in order
to prepare it for the even sterner challenges that lie
ahead, including those posed by the climate crisis. If we
don’t do that now, when the fault lines tearing apart our
societies have been laid bare by the pandemic, we will
never do it. Democracies will then be doomed to leading
a dangerous life, where the lure of authoritarianism

will only grow. The best way to defend the democratic
project is to go on the offense, revitalize it, and make it
live up to its promise.

In the process of doing that, we should never forget why
this work matters. This is about more than safeguarding
abstract principles or winning geopolitical battles—it

is about protecting the dignity of real human beings,
which democracy does better than any other political
arrangement. Every democratic reversal is not a
geopolitical battle lost—it is a constellation of lives that
goes dark. As we are witnessing in Afghanistan today; it
is a group of human beings that lose their opportunity to
fulfill their potential and dreams. And that is also our loss.

This report is our small contribution to this global
struggle. It is very small compared to the deeds that

are performed on a daily basis by the brave young pro-
democracy activists in Myanmar, by the women that
refused to by cowed by fanatics in Afghanistan, by the
citizens that have not withdrawn their umbrellas in Hong
Kong, by the jailed opposition leaders in Nicaragua, by the
dissidents that are daring to say out loud what the rest of
society whispers in Cuba—that no amount of repression
can hide that their absolute rulers are naked and lost.

Each of these acts of defiance is a triumph of

the human spirit that deserves our homage and
recommitment to the democratic project. In these pages
is our small tribute and our sincere pledge—that we will
use the knowledge we gather and the experience we
accrue to help reformers improve democracy where it
exists, to support those who fight for it where it doesn’t
exist, and to inspire the million others that need to join
this cause if democracy is to endure and prevail.

Kevin Casas-Zamora
Secretary-General, International IDEA
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Introduction

Democracy is at risk. Its survival is endangered by a
perfect storm of threats, both from within and from a
rising tide of authoritarianism. The Covid-19 pandemic
has exacerbated these threats through the imposition
of states of emergency, the spread of disinformation,
and crackdowns on independent media and freedom
of expression.

The Global State of Democracy 2021 shows that more
countries than ever are suffering from ‘democratic
erosion’ (decline in democratic quality), including in
established democracies. The number of countries
undergoing ‘democratic backsliding’ (a more severe
and deliberate kind of democratic erosion) has never
been as high as in the last decade, and includes
regional geopolitical and economic powers such as
Brazil, India and the United States.

More than a quarter of the world’s population now live
in democratically backsliding countries. Together with
those living in outright non-democratic regimes, they
make up more than two-thirds of the world’s population.

Fully fledged authoritarian regimes are also growing

in number, and their leaders are acting ever more
brazenly. The pandemic provides additional tools

and justification for repressive tactics and silencing

of dissent in countries as diverse as Belarus, Cuba,
Myanmar, Nicaragua and Venezuela. These regimes are
buoyed by a lack of sufficient geopolitical pressures and
support from other autocratic powers. Some of them
thrive on the narrative that authoritarian governance is
more effective for economic prosperity and pandemic
management.

Worryingly, many democratically elected governments
are also adopting time-honoured authoritarian tactics,
often with popular support. The pandemic has

made it easier to justify this behaviour, including the
politicization of judiciaries, the manipulation of media,
restrictions on civil liberties and minority rights, and the
weakening of civil society.

The pandemic has preyed more on weaker
democracies and fragile states while political systems
with strong rule of law and separation of powers have
proved more resilient.
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Yet, the pandemic has also evinced democracy’s
resilience in key ways. It has fuelled pro-democracy
movements to challenge this authoritarian tide from
Belarus to Myanmar. Protests over climate change and
racial inequality have gone global, despite restrictions
on assembly in most countries during the pandemic.
Many states have adhered to democratic principles
during the public health crisis, thanks to transparent
and innovative governance. Some studies point to a
reinvigoration of democratic values globally, particularly
among younger generations.’

Some governments have provided crucial democratic
innovation during the pandemic by accelerating the
adoption of new democratic practices such as digital
voting. There are tentative signs of new geopolitical
alliances in which some countries—for example,
Sweden, and recently the USA—are making democracy
a foreign policy priority. The Summit for Democracy, the
first of which will be held in December 2021, will provide
an important opportunity to reassert a multilateral world
order based on democratic norms.

Many democracies that were seduced into years of
complacency during stable times have managed to
reform themselves during this crisis. This resilience
and revitalizing zeal are more important than ever
if democracies are to survive the pressing global
challenges ahead.

This report offers lessons and recommendations that
governments, political and civic actors, and international
democracy assistance providers should consider in
order to counter the worrying erosion of democracy

and instead foster its resilience and deepening. The
report documents global trends, but it should be read in
conjunction with its accompanying four regional reports
(Africa and the Middle East, the Americas, Asia and the
Pacific, Europe) and three thematic papers. The latter
explore lessons learned from the pandemic regarding
electoral processes, the use of emergency powers, and
pandemic-related responses in democracies versus
other regime types.

The conceptual framework on which this report is

based is International IDEA’'s expansive and inclusive
definition of democracy: popular control over public

vii



Introduction

decision-making and decision-makers, and equality
between citizens in the exercise of that control. These
principles are operationalized through an analysis

of five core attributes of democracy: Representative
Government, Fundamental Rights, Checks on
Government, Impartial Administration and Participatory
Engagement. Each of these attributes is broken down
into multiple subattributes. This report does not detail

viii
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the findings for every subattribute; it focuses only on
the most important and urgent findings.

It closes with a three-point agenda to harness the
energy for democratic reform, which can be used as

a framework to unite policymakers, civil society and
global leaders, and to exploit democracy’s capacity for
self-correction.
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About the report

International IDEA's The Global State of Democracy 2021
reviews the state of democracy around the world over the
course of 2020 and 2021, with democratic trends since
2015 used as contextual reference. It is based on analysis
of events that have impacted democratic governance
globally since the start of the pandemic, based on various
data sources, including International IDEA's Global Monitor
of Covid-19's Impact on Democracy and Human Rights,
and International IDEA's Global State of Democracy
(GSoD) Indices. The Global Monitor provides monthly data
on pandemic measures and their impact on democracy
for 165 countries in the world. The GSoD Indices provide
quantitative data on democratic quality for the same
countries, based on 28 aspects of democracy up until the
end of 2020. Both data sources are developed around

a conceptual framework, which defines democracy as
based on five core attributes: Representative Government,

About the report

Fundamental Rights, Checks on Government, Impartial
Administration and Participatory Engagement. These five
attributes provide the organizing structure for this report.

This report is part of a series on The Global State of
Democracy, which complement and cross-reference
each other. This report has a global focus, and it is
accompanied by four regional reports that provide
more in-depth analysis of trends and developments in
Africa and the Middle East; the Americas (North, South
and Central America, and the Caribbean); Asia and the
Pacific; and Europe. It is also accompanied by three
thematic papers that allow more in-depth analysis
and recommendations on how to manage electoral
processes and emergency law responses, and how
democracies and non-democracies fared based on
lessons learned from the pandemic.

The GSoD conceptual framework
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About the report

CONCEPTS IN THE GLOBAL STATE
OF DEMOCRACY 2021

The reports refer to three main regime types:

, and authoritarian regimes.
Hybrid and authoritarian regimes are both classified
as non-democratic.

, at a minimum, hold competitive
elections in which the opposition stands a realistic
chance of accessing power. This is not the case in

and authoritarian regimes. However,
regimes tend to have a somewhat more open—but
still insufficient—space for civil society and the
media than authoritarian regimes.

can be weak, mid-range performing or
high-performing, and this status changes from year to
year, based on a country’s annual democracy scores.

in any of these categories can be
backsliding, eroding and/or fragile, capturing
changes in democratic performance over time.

The Global State of Democracy 2021
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Backsliding democracies are those that have
experienced gradual but significant weakening

of Checks on Government and Civil Liberties,
such as Freedom of Expression and Freedom

of Association and Assembly, over time. This is
often through intentional policies and reforms
aimed at weakening the rule of law and civic
space. Backsliding can affect democracies at any
level of performance.

Eroding democracies have experienced
statistically significant declines in any of the
democracy aspects over the past 5 or 10 years.
The democracies with the highest levels of
erosion tend also to be classified as backsliding.

Fragile democracies are those that have
experienced an undemocratic interruption at any
point since their first transition to democracy.

Deepening authoritarianism is a decline in any of
the democracy aspects of non-democratic regimes.

For a full explanation of the concepts and how they are
defined, see Table 6 on p. 8 of the summary methodology.
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Key facts and findings

CHALLENGES

The number of countries moving in an authoritarian
direction in 2020 outnumbered those going in a
democratic direction. The pandemic has prolonged
this existing negative trend into a five-year stretch,
the longest such period since the start of the third
wave of democratization in the 1970s.

Democratically elected governments, including
established democracies, are increasingly adopting
authoritarian tactics. This democratic backsliding has
often enjoyed significant popular support.

Authoritarianism is deepening in non-democratic
regimes (hybrid and authoritarian regimes). The
year 2020 was the worst on record, in terms of
the number of countries affected by deepening
autocratization. The pandemic has thus had a
particularly damaging effect on non-democratic
countries, further closing their already reduced

civic space.

Some of the most worrying examples of backsliding
are found in some of the world’s largest countries
(Brazil, India). The United States and three members
of the European Union (EU) (Hungary, Poland and
Slovenia, which holds the chair of the EU in 2021)
have also seen concerning democratic declines.

Electoral integrity is increasingly being questioned,
often without evidence, even in established
democracies. The former US President Donald
Trump'’s baseless allegations during the 2020 US
presidential election have had spillover effects,
including in Brazil, Mexico, Myanmar and Peru,
among others.

The uneven global distribution of Covid-19
vaccines, as well as anti-vaccine views, undermine
the uptake of vaccination programmes and risk
prolonging the health crisis and normalizing
restrictions on basic freedoms.

OPPORTUNITIES

Despite pandemic restrictions on
campaigning and media space unfairly
favouring incumbent governments in

. . some countries, the electoral component
Many democracies around the world have proved resilient
L . : . of democracy has shown remarkable
to the pandemic, introducing or expanding democratic o .
: : : . . o . resilience. Countries around the world
innovations and adapting their practices and institutions in . . )
record time learned to hold elections in exceedingly

difficult conditions, and they rapidly
activated special voting arrangements to
allow citizens to continue exercising their
democratic rights.
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Throughout 2020 and 2021, pro-democracy movements have
braved repression in many places, such as Belarus, Cuba,
Eswatini, Hong Kong and Myanmar. Social movements for

tackling climate change and fighting racial inequalities have
emerged globally and continue to make their voices heard,

despite pandemic restrictions. More than 80 per cent of countries

have experienced protests during the pandemic, despite
restrictions on assembly in almost all countries in the world.

There are also signs of the private sector taking on
democratic rights issues, such as over the treatment of
Uighurs in China, while forthcoming EU legislation on
mandatory human rights due diligence for private sector

The Global State of Democracy 2021
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Some countries have continued to
make headway in their democratization
processes. In Zambia, the opposition
leader sailed to victory in August 2021,
despite the incumbent party’s strong-arm
tactics.

Recent research shows that authoritarian
regimes have not been better than
democracies at fighting the pandemic,
even without accounting for the

companies may provide an additional push for greater

engagement as well.

To curb rising authoritarianism and reverse this course,
International IDEA calls for a global alliance for the
advancement of democracy through a three-point
agenda:

Deliver

ik

Government institutions, in close consultation with
civil society, must take the lead in recrafting social
contracts. These contracts should be the result of
inclusive societal deliberation that sheds light on

the gaps between what people require to meet their
aspirations and what governments can currently
provide. Specifically, these new social contracts, which
will be the basis for immediate recovery and longer-term
development efforts, should—at a minimum—address
the varied inequalities exacerbated by the Covid-19
pandemic, prioritize corruption eradication, and
ensure that environmental sustainability principles are
mainstreamed into policy development.

lack of data transparency in most
non-democracies.

Rebuild

Government institutions, political parties, electoral
management bodies (EMBs) and media should reform
democratic institutions, processes, relationships and
behaviours so that they are better able to cope with

the challenges of the 21st century. They should update
practices in established democracies, build democratic
capacity in new democracies, and protect electoral
integrity, fundamental freedoms and rights, and the checks
and balances essential to thriving and resilient democratic
systems. They should also prioritize (re)building the
mutual trust between citizens and their representatives
that characterizes the strongest democracies.

Prevent

Government institutions, along with civil society and

the media, must prevent rising authoritarianism and
democratic backsliding by investing in democracy
education at all levels of schooling, by buttressing the
pillars of democracy that ensure accountability, including
broad participation and access to information, and by
actively learning from other countries’ experiences in
fighting disinformation, building democratic cultures and
strengthening democratic guardrails.
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Democracy health check:
An overview of global trends

the 2007-2008 financial crisis sparked a similar

2.1 CHALLENGES decline, this is the first time since 1975 (when our
data collection began) that the world has seen five

More countries are moving in an authoritarian than consecutive years of this negative trend (Figure 2).2

in a democratic direction

Since 2016, and for the fifth consecutive year, the Fewer countries than ever are moving towards

number of countries moving towards authoritarianism democracy; since 2015, the absolute number of

is approximately three times as high as the number democracies has been declining (Figure 3).3 As of

moving towards democracy (Figure 1). Although August 2021, the only country likely to (re)transition

FIGURE 1

Number of countries moving in an authoritarian direction or a democratic direction
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Notes: This bar graph shows the number of countries moving towards authoritarianism (from democracy to either a hybrid or authoritarian regime, or from

a hybrid to an authoritarian regime) in red or towards democracy (from either a hybrid or authoritarian regime to a democracy or from an authoritarian to a
hybrid regime), by year since 1975. Years shown in dark green rather than pale green are those where the number of countries moving in a democratic direction
outnumbers those moving in an authoritarian direction. Years shown in dark red rather than pale red are those where the changes towards authoritarianism
outnumber the changes towards democracy.

Source: International IDEA, The Global State of Democracy Indices 1975-2020, v. 5.1, 2021, <https://www.idea.int/gsod-indices/dataset-resources>, accessed
3 September 2021.
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to democracy in the period covered by this report is
Zambia. There are also countries that have ceased to be
democracies in 2020—Coéte d’lvoire, Mali and Serbia—

FIGURE 2
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while Myanmar* ceased to be a democracy after the
military coup in 2021 (Figure 2). In Mali and Myanmar,
the change in regime type was due to military coups.
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A number of democratization processes have also been
halted or challenged in 2020 and 2021. In Ethiopia, the
June 2021 elections were held amid increasing conflict
in the Tigray region, in a context marked by a fifth of the
electorate disenfranchised due to conflict and arrests

of opposition politicians.® Armenia’s conflict with its
authoritarian neighbour, Azerbaijan, in Nagorno-Karabakh,
and a military rebellion in early 2021, added strain to a
fragile democratization process. After long-time ruler
Omar al-Bashir was ousted following massive popular
protests in Sudan in 2019, a transitional government

was put in place. However, Sudan'’s transition towards
democracy has been fraught with challenges, including
flare-up of conflict in the Darfur region, accusations of
excessive use of police force in the enforcement of Covid
restrictions, stalling of the creation of a legislative body,
and protests against economic reforms. The second coup
attempt in 2021, which took place in October, risks the
progress made to date.® In Afghanistan, the departure of
the US military allowed the Taliban to quickly take over
the country. Having ousted the elected leadership, the
Taliban’s newly announced government is all male and
includes many individuals accused of terrorist activities
over the last two decades.’

Fragile, new democracies have experienced
worrying reversals

Mali held challenged elections in 2020, when parts of
the country were barred from voting due to jihadist
insurgencies, and the leader of the opposition was
kidnapped a few days before election day. Between
2020 and 2021, two coups dimmed the prospects

of democratization and free elections.® In Myanmar,
which has been embarked on a fragile democratization
path since 2015, the military used false claims about

a rigged election to justify a coup in February 2021,
which deposed the government led by Aung San Suu
Kyi and her party, the National League for Democracy
(NLD). The democratic process has also been disrupted
in Tunisia in July 2021—the only democratic success
story emerging from the Arab Spring—as the President
deposed the Prime Minister and suspended parliament
until further notice, invoking emergency powers.®

More democracies than ever are suffering

from democratic erosion

Democratic erosion refers to a loss in democratic quality,
as observed through a statistically significant decline on
at least one aspect of democracy. In 2020, 43 per cent
of democracies had suffered declines in the previous

5 years (Figure 4); patterns over the previous 10 years
were similar, affecting more than half of democracies.®
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FIGURE 3

Number of democracies by year, 2015-2020
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Note: The number of countries included in the GSoD Indices during this period
is 165. The graph shows the number of countries classified as democracies in
each year since 2015, and the percentage of countries that number represents.

Source: International IDEA, The Global State of Democracy Indices 1975-2020,
v. 5.1, 2021, <https://www.idea.int/gsod-indices/dataset-resources>, accessed
3 September 2021.

FIGURE 4

Percentage of democracies with a significant decline
on at least one subattribute over 5- and 10-year periods
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Figure 4 shows the widespread nature of declines
among democracies by mapping the increase in the
percentage of democracies declining on at least one
subattribute. However, there is important variation

in what democratic erosion looks like in different
countries. Some democracies have declined slightly
in one area in particular (e.g. Canada’s decline in

the quality of Effective Parliament), while others

have declined deeply and across many areas (e.g.
Brazil has had significant declines across eight
subattributes). The countries that have declined

the most (measured in terms of the average across
all 16 subattributes of democracy and that were
democracies at the start of the decline) in the past 10
years are: Turkey, Nicaragua, Serbia, Poland and Brazil
(see Figure 5 for full list).

There are also notable new forms of democratic
decline. Until 2020, the most common democratic
declines in the world tended to be related to

the integrity of elections, media and freedom of
expression. Although these aspects of democracy
have continued to decline during the pandemic,
pandemic responses that have included travel
restrictions, the use of emergency powers that
sometimes sidelined parliaments, and the failure to
mitigate the disproportionate impact of the virus on
minorities and marginalized groups have expanded
the scope of democratic deterioration (see Chapter 4
on Fundamental Rights for more details). Democratic
decline has broadened to include less commonly
seen drops in Freedom of Movement, Predictable
Enforcement, Social Group Equality and Effective
Parliament (see Figure 7)."

Backsliding countries are dismantling the core
attributes of democratic systems’?

The number of democratically backsliding countries
has never been as high as in the last decade.™ Since
many democratically backsliding countries are large,
they represent more than 30 per cent of the world’s
population. In fact, 70 per cent of the global population
now live either in non-democratic regimes or in
democratically backsliding countries. The percentage
of the world’s population living in high-performing
democracies is only 9 per cent (see Figure 6)."

These trends have become more acute and worrying
with the onset of the pandemic. Over the past two
years, some countries, particularly Hungary, India,
the Philippines and the USA, have seen a number
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FIGURE 5

Democracies with the greatest declines over 10 years
(2010 to 2020)
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Note: This figure tracks changes across all 16 subattributes for each country.
Changes in this average measure represent the breadth and depth of declines
in democratic quality.

Source: International IDEA, The Global State of Democracy Indices 1975-2020,
v. 5.1, 2021, <https://www.idea.int/gsod-indices/dataset-resources>, accessed
3 September 2021.

of democratic attributes affected by measures that
amount to democratic violations—that is, measures
that were disproportionate, illegal, indefinite or
unconnected to the nature of the emergency (see
Figure 7).15

Unlike outright authoritarian regimes or even hybrid
regimes, backsliding democracies use parliamentary
majorities, obtained by initially free and fair elections
and high levels of electoral support, to gradually
dismantle checks on government, freedom of
expression, a free media and minority rights from
within the democratic system. This process of
democratic backsliding is often gradual, taking an
average of nine years from the onset of backsliding
until it ends in either a democratic breakdown or a
return to democratic health."”
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BOX 1

Explaining the drivers of the democratic decline

The rise of illiberal and populist parties in government
in the last decade is a key explanatory factor in
democratic backsliding and decline. Periods with

such governments in office show a decline on the
aspects of Elected Government, Freedom of Expression,
Freedom of Association and Assembly, and Freedom of
Movement.'®

Democratic backsliding is also linked to increasing
levels of societal and political polarization and low
levels of support for democracy. Countries with deep
political divides and embittered political controversies,
as well as low levels of public support for democracy,
are more prone to experiencing democratic backsliding.
This is then exacerbated by political parties that use
hate speech or disseminate false information in their
campaigning. Declines in public support for democracy
could be linked to governments’ perceived inability to
respond to social demands and perceptions about poor
governmental performance in tackling the effects of
economic crisis, corruption and inequalities, or more
adversarial political conflicts undermining the credibility
of democratic institutions.™

Economic crises are also tied to declining support for
democracy and democratic backsliding.?’ Lower or
negative economic growth rates contribute to the triggering
and continuation of democratic backsliding.?'

Mimicking contributes to the spread of democratic
deterioration as countries tend to imitate the (anti-)
democratic behaviour of others.??> Hence, when a number
of large and influential economic and geopolitical players
backslide democratically, or propose seemingly effective
authoritarian models of governance as an alternative

to liberal democracy, this provides models to emulate,
reducing pressure and incentives for democratization.?

The struggle to balance freedom of expression (especially
through social media) with public safety, as well as

the scourge of disinformation, can further democratic
declines. As social media firms play a louder and larger
role in politics around the world, countries are struggling
to effectively and responsibly address a host of issues,
including fake (and sometimes dangerous) news, foreign
governments’ manipulation of social platforms to influence
public opinion, data privacy and security, the firms’

monopoly of the market and the firms' lack of transparency.

FIGURE 6

Map of regime types
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FIGURE 7

Backsliding democracies with the greatest number
of democratic violations relating to the Covid-19
pandemic (March 2020 to August 2021)
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Notes: Each square represents an aspect of democracy covered by the GSoD
Indices in which a violation has been recorded, with the colours indicating
which aspect was affected.

Source: International IDEA, Global Monitor of Covid-19’s Impact on Democracy
and Human Rights, 31 August 2021, <https://www.idea.int/gsod-indices/>,
accessed 6 September 2021.

Democratic backsliding can take different forms. Some
ethnonationalist strategies use religion as a political
weapon (e.g. India), whereas others attack gender
equality and LGBTQIA+ rights (e.g. Hungary, Poland,
Turkey).?* Currently backsliding countries include some
of the largest economies in the world: Brazil, India

and the USA, in addition to countries such as Hungary,
the Philippines and Poland. Slovenia, which holds the
presidency of the EU in 2021, was added to the list of
backsliders in 2020.

Some of these countries have been backsliding for
a long time (Hungary) or began backsliding from
a position of relative democratic weakness (the

The Global State of Democracy 2021
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Philippines). The backsliding process may be quicker
for weak democracies, but the risk of democratic
breakdown is also real for mid-range performing
democracies (see the rapid descent of Poland over
the last five years). Almost a third (30 per cent) of
formerly backsliding democracies have turned into
hybrid or authoritarian regimes, including Nicaragua,
Russia, Turkey and Venezuela. Democratic breakdown
in backsliding democracies usually occurs when
levels of electoral support diminish, and incumbent
governments manipulate the electoral process to
remain in power.

While full democratic breakdown is one possible
path for democratic backsliders, those that still
enjoy some levels of electoral support can continue
to hold free elections (and thus have higher levels

of Representative Government), while the liberal
aspects of democracy (Civil Liberties, Checks on
Government) suffer continued losses and become
disproportionately lower (so-called ‘illiberal
democracies’). According to the GSoD Indices, there
were only eight countries in the world in 2020 that
combined relatively good scores on Clean Elections
with poorer performance in Civil Liberties and Checks
on Government (Bulgaria, El Salvador, Hungary, India,
Mexico, the Philippines, Poland and Sri Lanka). Half
of these countries (Hungary, India, the Philippines
and Poland) are currently identified as backsliding,
while El Salvador and Sri Lanka are at high risk of
backsliding and are likely to be classified as such in
the new data for 2021 if they continue to experience
democratic declines.

Non-democratic regimes have become more
authoritarian in the last five years

The year 2020 represented the worst on record

for deepening authoritarianism in non-democratic
regimes. The percentage of non-democratic regimes
with statistically significant declines on at least

one subattribute over a five-year period increased
from 21 per cent in 2015 to 45 per cent in 2020, the
highest ever (Figure 8). Hybrid regimes have seen
declines in a greater number of democratic aspects,
particularly during the pandemic, in part because
there is little space for further democratic declines in
authoritarian regimes (most of which have continued
to apply systematic repression during the pandemic).
Some hybrid regimes have also used the shield of the
pandemic to drop any semblance of democracy and
tighten their grip on power, without fear of significant
international condemnation (see Figure 9).
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BOX 2

Chapter 2
Democracy health check: An overview of global trends

Developments in democratically backsliding countries in 2020 and 2021

+ Brazil was the democracy with the largest number
of declining attributes in 2020. The pandemic
management has been plagued by corruption scandals
and protests, while President Jair Bolsonaro has
downplayed the pandemic and given mixed messages.
The President has openly tested Brazil's democratic
institutions, accusing magistrates of the Superior
Electoral Court of preparing to conduct fraudulent
activities with regard to the 2022 elections and
attacking the media. The President has also declared
that he will not obey the rulings of the Supreme Federal
Court, which is investigating him for spreading false
news regarding the electoral system in the country.?®

+ In Hungary, human rights groups and the international
community balked when the parliament (dominated
by Prime Minister Viktor Orban’s political party Fidesz)
granted the government the right to rule by decree
without time limit in order to manage the pandemic,
and established prison sentences of up to five years
for spreading disinformation on the virus. In June
2021, this was replaced with a state of medical
emergency, which cannot be lifted by parliament and
is in place until December 2021.2¢ Ahead of the 2022
parliamentary elections, a series of new bills, if passed,
will favour the party of the incumbent government and
put the level playing field for opposition parties at risk
in the next elections.?”

+ India is the backsliding democracy with the most
democratic violations during the pandemic. Violations
include: harassment, arrests and prosecution of
human rights defenders, activists, journalists, students,
academics and others critical of the government or
its policies; excessive use of force in the enforcement
of Covid-19 regulations; harassment against Muslim
minorities; Internet obstructions; and lockdowns,
particularly in Kashmir.28

+ The Philippines has deepened its democratic
backsliding during the pandemic through increased
militarization of the pandemic response and a
crackdown on free media. Several laws concentrate
power in the executive to handle the pandemic,?
including an anti-terrorism law that the government
can use to target critics and a law which criminalizes
the spread of disinformation, with fines up to
USD 20,000.%° Human rights violations have continued

and increased during the pandemic, with killings

as part of the ‘war on drugs’ rising dramatically

with almost full impunity and lack of investigation.
Furthermore, a number of politically motivated
restrictions, legal actions and prosecutions have
taken place in the country, including against activists,
journalists and media outlets.*"

In Poland, incumbent candidate Andrzej Duda, backed
by the governing Law and Justice (PiS) party, won
re-election after heavy criticism for initially trying

to bypass parliament and the National Electoral
Commission to move forward with an all vote-by-

mail presidential election.®? Criticism was raised

about unconstitutional changes to the electoral law
less than six months before the election, removal of
functions from the National Electoral Commission, and
Covid-19 restrictions on campaigning that favoured the
incumbent party, which controls public broadcasting
and which resorted to xenophobic, homophobic and
antisemitic rhetoric, as well as the misuse of state
resources.® Since then, restrictive abortion legislation
has been passed despite public outcry, journalists
have faced increasing restrictions and LGBTQIA+
activists have continued to face harassment and
arrests through the establishment of ‘LGBT-free
zones’.3* The judiciary, already severely weakened in

its independence and politicized prior to the pandemic,
has continued to face restrictions. The Court of Justice
of the European Union issued a judgment in July

2021 that Poland'’s disciplinary system for judges is in
breach of EU law.%

Slovenia, which holds the presidency of the EU in 2021,
has been backsliding since 2020, although declines in
Checks on Government and Civil Liberties have been
recorded since 2016—2017. Concerns have been raised
by the EU, as well as by local and international non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), about harassment
and threats towards journalists, defamation lawsuits
against media outlets, funding cuts to NGOs, and
legislation that has sought to expand surveillance and
police powers. Concerns have also been raised about
political pressures on the judiciary. However, state
institutions, civil society organizations (CSOs), and
opposition parties and the parliament have played an
active and key role in calling out and counteracting
such efforts.3¢






