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1 Milestone year for democracy: This year, over four billion people will
be eligible to vote across more than forty countries. Some of the most
significant elections are taking place in the Indo-Pacific region.

2 More than just an election: Democracy is not just about the process
of holding an election. It also includes measures of integrity, freedom,
civil liberties, and human rights. The Indo-Pacific region is home to
a spectrum of governance models, ranging from full democracies to
authoritarian regimes. Many more sit in a political grey zone as hybrid
regimes.

3  Democratic backsliding: Democracy has been declining globally since
2005, with notable backsliders in the Indo-Pacific including the United
States, Fiji, India, Myanmar, Philippines, and Thailand, driven by factors
like erosion of civil rights, lack of electoral integrity, and rising populism.

4  Australia's foreign policy challenge: Australia's foreign policy

emphasises promoting democracy and stability in the Indo-Pacific,
balancing the need to counter authoritarian influence while maintaining
strong regional relationships. This is increasingly difficult to do because
the democratic resilience of some key likeminded partners is waning.

Democracy in Australia needs maintenance: Declining democracy
in Australia’s neighbourhood directly impacts Australia, so Australia

must remain vigilant in its domestic commitment to upholding liberal
democratic principles. It will promote social cohesion, and bolster its
credibility and influence abroad.
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2024 is the year of elections, with over four billion people (almost half of the world's
population) voting in over forty countries. It is a defining moment for democracy in the Indo-
Pacific region, where some of the most significant elections are taking place.

The concept of democracy can seem abstract and distant particularly in a region as diverse
and dynamic as the Indo-Pacific, and the region’s embrace of democracy varies widely. The
reasons why countries strive and advocate for democracy vary. For some, it is a genuine
commitment to regional openness, stability and prosperity. For others, it is about gaining
legitimacy and support from the international community.

For Australia, democracy in the Indo-Pacific
is not just a theoretical or distant concern.

Democracy has direct implications for the nation’s domestic, security, and economic
interests. Australia’s foreign policy is based on the premise that democratic neighbours
will generally be more aligned with Australian values and strategic interests; bring greater
stability and minimise the risk of conflict; and create a more open economic environment
where trade can flourish.’

Samuel Huntington's popular definition of democracy describes a process whereby the
“collective decision makers” within a system of governance are selected through “fair, honest,
and periodic elections in which candidates freely compete for votes.”> As international
election scrutiny has become common practice in recent years, the measurement of
democracy is now intertwined with the concepts of freedom, civil liberties, and human rights.
Holding multiparty elections remains central to democracy, but scrutinising the fairness and
freedom of these elections is now equally important.

A free and fair election does not exist in isolation from other
human rights protections and the rule of law.

Ways that democracy can be measured include by examining the resilience of democratic
institutions, and the freedoms and fairness of elections on a case-by-case basis. As a result,
the categories of governance are not as binary as they once were thought to be — democratic
versus authoritarian. Many observers now describe a political grey zone in between. This
is where most states across the Indo-Pacific sit, comprised of hybrid regimes that blend
elements of both democracy and authoritarianism (see Table 1).°



TABLE 1: Scale and Features of Different Regime Types*

MOST Liberal * Regular, free, fair elections

DEMOCRATIC Democracy e Strong protection of civil liberties and political rights
* Independent judiciary

* Accountability of government officials

* Pluralism and political competition

* Rule of law and equality before the law

Electoral * Regular, free, fair elections 5
Democracy* * Some protection of political rights and civil liberties %
* Electoral processes may be flawed but 3
generally credible =4
* Presence of multiple political parties &
* Basic level of political competition g
[
Ambiguous * Mixed features of democracy and authoritarianism 2
Regimes** * Elections may occur but often flawed or manipulated i
*  Some political freedoms and civil liberties, but not =
ﬂ fully protected 3
> *  Weak or compromised rule of law o
O * Uncertain political competition and pluralism o
g i
o) Competitive * Elections occur but are not entirely free or fair ©
o Authoritarian** ° Significant manipulation of political institutions
m * Limited but real political competition
; * Opponents face harassment, censorship, and
legal challenges
e Civil liberties and political rights are restricted
Hegemonic * Elections take place but are heavily skewed in favour of
Electoral the ruling party
Authoritarian** ° Opposition exists but is weak and marginalised
* Significant restrictions on political freedoms and civil
liberties
* State resources used to maintain regime control
* Superficial adherence to democratic norms
Politically * No free and fair elections
Closed * No or very limited political competition
Authoritarian * Complete or near-complete suppression of
political dissent
* Severe restrictions on civil liberties and political rights
MOST * Centralised control by a single leader or ruling party
AUTHORITARIAN * No meaningful pluralism or political diversity

*also commonly referred to as a flawed democracy.
**also commonly referred to as a pseudodemocracy or transitional regime.
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Two of the institutions that measure, categorise and rank governments based on various
principles of democracy are Freedom House and the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU). Their
rankings provide a useful lens to understand the current state of democracy in the Indo-
Pacific, to monitor trends, and inform policy and decision-making (see Table 2).

Freedom House measures governments based on indicators of 1) political rights (including
electoral process, pluralism and participation, and functioning of government), and 2) civil
rights (including freedom of expression and belief, associational and organisational rights, rule
of law, and personal autonomy and individual rights). They categorise governments as Free,
Partly Free, or Not Free.®

The EIU measures governments based on five categories: 1) electoral process and pluralism; 2)
functioning of government; 3) political participation; 4) political culture; and 5) civil liberties.
They categorise governments as Full Democracy, Flawed Democracy, Hybrid Regime, or
Authoritarian Regime (Figure 1).°

TABLE 2: Select Indo-Pacific Scores Comparison’

Freedom House Economist Intelligence Unit

Country Aggregate Category Aggregate Category
Score /100 Score /10

Afghanistan 6 Not Free 0.26 Authoritarian
Australia 95 Free 8.66 Full Democracy
Bangladesh 40 Partially Free 5.87 Hybrid Regime
Bhutan 63 Partially Free 5.54 Hybrid Regime
Cambodia 23 Not Free 3.05 Authoritarian
China 9 Not Free 212 Authoritarian
Fiji 66 Partially Free 5.55 Hybrid Regime
Hong Kong 41 Partially Free 5.24 Hybrid Regime
India 66 Partially Free 718 Flawed Democracy
Indonesia 57 Partially Free 6.53 Flawed Democracy
Japan 96 Free 84 Full Democracy
Laos 13 Not Free 171 Authoritarian
Malaysia 53 Partially Free 7.29 Flawed Democracy
Mongolia 84 Free 6.48 Flawed Democracy
Myanmar 8 Not Free 0.85 Authoritarian
Nepal 62 Partially Free 460 Hybrid Regime
New Zealand 99 Free 9.61 Full Democracy
North Korea 3 Not Free 108 Authoritarian
Pakistan 35 Partially Free 3.25 Authoritarian
Papua New Guinea 61 Partially Free 6.03 Flawed Democracy
Philippines 58 Partially Free 6.66 Flawed Democracy
Singapore 48 Partially Free 6.18 Flawed Democracy
Solomon Islands 75 Free Not listed Not listed




TABLE 2:  Select Indo-Pacific Scores Comparison Continued

South Korea 83 Free 8.09 Full Democracy
Sri Lanka 54 Partially Free 6.17 Flawed Democracy
Taiwan 94 Free 8.92 Full Democracy
Thailand 36 Partially Free 6.35 Flawed Democracy
Timor-Leste 72 Free 706 Flawed Democracy
United States 83 Free 7.85 Flawed Democracy
Vanuatu 82 Free Not listed Not listed
Vietnam 19 Not Free 262 Authoritarian

FIGURE 1: How democtratic is the Indo-Pacific?

ECONOMIST INTELLIGENCE
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Geographically, most of the democracies in the Indo-Pacific
region are maritime countries along the Pacific rim and maintain
primary security partnerships with the United States (who are
active exporters of democracy). China maintains a longstanding
position of influence with its southern neighbours and pursues
broader political dominance in the region. India is the dominant
player in South Asia, but it does not actively seek to promote its
model of governance to its immediate neighbours (Figure 2).?
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Globally, democracy has been in decline since 2005 after a period of democratisation
following the Cold War. Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem), an institution that measures
and monitors global democracy trends, reports that in 2024, only 29 per cent of the
world’s population — 2.3 billion people — live in liberal or electoral democracies.’

In the Indo-Pacific, backsliding has occurred across democracies and hybrid regimes
of all sizes, including the two largest democracies in the world: India and the United
States. Other notable backsliders in the Indo-Pacific are Fiji, Myanmar, Philippines,
and Thailand.

Democracies are generally considered to be backsliding when the country achieves a
significant level of democracy, and subsequently experiences a significant erosion of
democracy.”® Backsliding occurs due to a range of issues, including:

« Erosion of civil rights, political freedoms, and accountable governance

» Lack of electoral integrity and resilience

* Rising populism and polarisation

+ Grievance-fuelled illiberalism (where political actors use perceived grievance-
based rhetoric, often protectionist or nationalist in nature. It exploits social and
cultural divides, and can undermine democratic processes and institutions)”

«  Opportunistic and entrenched-interest revanchism (foreign policy based on
retaliation or regaining lost territory or status)

+ Weak systems intended to balance power (such as a judicial system) or
a concentration of power

« Socio-economic underperformance.

Democracy promotion is a pillar of the United States’ foreign policy and is a key
feature of its Indo-Pacific Strategy. The strategy states that Indo-Pacific nations
are 'helping to define the very nature of the international order, and US allies and
partners around the world have a stake in its outcomes’. The first of the strategy's
five objectives is to ‘advance a free and open Indo-Pacific’ in a way that is ‘principled,
long-term and anchored in democratic resilience’.? But what is the current state of
United States’ democracy?

The United States’ scoring by both Freedom House and the EIU indicate that it is
backsliding. From 2006 to 2023, its EIU score dropped from 8.22/10 to 7.85/10 (-0.37),
making it a flawed democracy. Freedom House still classifies the United States as
free, though its score dropped from 93/100 to 83/100 (-10) (Figure 3).”



FIGURE 3: United States’ democracy scores 2006-2024
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The United States’ backsliding is demonstrated by several factors, including:

Increasingly extreme polarisation and political sectarianism.

Grievance-fuelled narratives (often nationalist, fear or identity based, anti-elitist, or populist
in nature). For example, the stolen election narrative following the 2020 presidential election.
Or the antisemitic ‘America First’ narrative that purports America has been betrayed by
international trade deals and immigration policies.

The 6 January 2021 Capitol riot, which was an attempted insurrection against the Legislative
Branch of government.

The recent Judicial Branch decision (Supreme Court of the United States decision 23-939
Trump v. United States). The court’s decision to waive criminal liability for ‘official acts’
by a President dangerously undermines the accountability of the President and broader
government.

The denial of an election result by an incumbent President, undermining the credibility and
integrity of democratic processes and institutions.

The attempted assassination of former President and Presidential candidate Donald Trump,
at the 13 July 2024 campaign rally in Butler, Pennsylvania.

Should we be concerned for the future of United States’
democracy? Cautiously, yes.

The future of the United States’ democracy depends on whether the government is able to
recover some ground after the November 2024 presidential election, or whether the steady
decline continues into the future. The United States’ scores are still significantly higher than
the global averages, but this position should not be taken for granted. The United States’
government needs to make a deliberate and concerted effort to unify people, rebuild trust,
and ultimately change course.
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Case Study - India

India is the largest democracy in the world, which attracts a high level of engagement
and interest from the West. The model of governance is a unique blend of a
Westminster-style parliamentary system and indigenous settings, reflective of the
identity, religious and dynastic politics, the system of rural village self-governance,
and a high level of pragmatism in its approach to foreign policy. India has a shared
commitment to democracy and a stable Indo-Pacific region, as evidenced by its
participation in democracy-promoting multilateral fora (such as the United States
President Biden’s Summit for Democracy) but it hasn't overtly sought to export
democracy. This can be attributed to its complex relationships with its neighbouring
states, its desire to avoid appearing to be interventionist, and a desire to not draw
unwanted scrutiny of its own governance model.”*

India has also experienced democratic backsliding in recent years. From 2006 to
2023, to EIU score has dropped from 7.7/10 to 7.2/10 (-0.5), meaning it remains a
flawed democracy. Its Freedom House score has also dropped from 76/100 to
66/100 (-10), classifying it as partly free (Figure 4).”°




FIGURE 4: India’s democracy scores 2006-2024
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India’s scores are reflective of a complex and illiberal system. Some of the key factors include:

« A strong multiparty system, but with increasing marginalisation of opposition parties and
highly punitive action against dissent. However, the recent election outcome shocked
observers, as the opposition successfully stripped the current Modi government of an
outright majority — the first time in a decade.

* Media and internet blackouts and censorship, undermining press freedoms, freedom of
speech and expression, citizens’ access to information, and fundamental human rights.

* Restructuring of federal systems, including redrawing of parliamentary constituencies and
a move towards simultaneous state and federal elections, which risk an unfair advantage to
the governing party (the Hindu-nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party).

+ Increased religious polarisation, and ongoing unrest and violence between ethnic-religious
groups such as the current Kuki-Meitei conflict in India’s northeastern state, Manipur.

« Growing constraints on civil society and weakened judicial autonomy.

Indo-Pacific democracy: why it matters for Australia

For Australia, democracy is more than a political ideology; it is a strategic pillar that shapes its
foreign policy and regional relationships. So, what does the current state of democracy in the
Indo-Pacific mean for Australia?

First, democracy matters to Australia’s security and economic interests. Australia sees
democracy as a component and a driver of regional prosperity and stability. The 2017 Foreign
Policy White Paper for example places priority on “shared values, including political, economic
and religious freedom, liberal democracy, the rule of law, racial and gender equality and
mutual respect,” and explicitly connects the increasing prosperity of the Indo-Pacific region
to ongoing peace and stability.
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https://freedomhouse.org/country/india/freedom-world/2024
https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/02/08/india-laws-misused-crack-down-peaceful-dissent
https://www.reuters.com/world/india/indias-opposition-leveraged-caste-constitution-shock-modi-election-2024-06-14/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2023/10/18/india-internet-blackouts/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/06/13/india-internet-shutdowns-hurt-vulnerable-communities
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/3/15/why-is-indias-modi-pushing-for-simultaneous-elections-who-would-gain
https://thediplomat.com/2023/08/navigating-the-kuki-meitei-conflict-in-indias-manipur-state/
https://www.economist.com/asia/2024/02/21/indias-civil-society-is-under-attack
https://www.economist.com/asia/2024/02/22/how-independent-is-indias-supreme-court
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/2017-foreign-policy-white-paper.pdf
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/2017-foreign-policy-white-paper.pdf
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Second, the decline of democracy in the region affects how Australia manages its regional
relationships — it's more complex, and difficult than ever. On one hand, Australia seeks to
push back against coercive and anti-democratic activity by authoritarian state actors like
Russia, China and Iran. On the other, it also must protect and strengthen its bilateral and
multilateral relationships across the region, even though it may not always like other states’
model of governance. The waning democratic resilience of key partners complicates this
balancing act, but it is crucial for maintaining stability and fostering an environment where
democratic principles can gradually take root and flourish.

And third, democracy in the Indo-Pacific affects the resilience of Australia’s own
democracy, as non-democratic states like Russia, China, Iran and North Korea conduct
illiberal and anti-democratic activities. So, the peace, security, and freedoms afforded by
a liberal democracy are not a given. Liberal democracies require continuous reflection and
work, and Australia should not be complacent.

A strong and resilient Australian democracy will serve
as a foundation for credibility and influence abroad.

The government’s recent report, Strengthening Australian Democracy, is a great starting point
for discussion and establishing a plan of action.
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