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Freedom in the World 2020
A LEADERLESS STRUGGLE
FOR DEMOCRACY

Sarah Repucci

Democracy and pluralism are under assault. Dictators are toiling to stamp out the last
vestiges of domestic dissent and spread their harmful influence to new corners of the world.
At the same time, many freely elected leaders are dramatically narrowing their concerns to
a blinkered interpretation of the national interest. In fact, such leaders—including the chief
executives of the United States and India, the world’s two largest democracies—are increas-
ingly willing to break down institutional safeguards and disregard the rights of critics and
minorities as they pursue their populist agendas.

As a result of these and other trends, Freedom House found that 2019 was the 14th
consecutive year of decline in global freedom. The gap between setbacks and gains widened
compared with 2018, as individuals in 64 countries experienced deterioration in their politi-
cal rights and civil liberties while those in just 37 experienced improvements. The negative
pattern affected all regime types, but the impact was most visible near the top and the bottom
of the scale. More than half of the countries that were rated Free or Not Free in 2009 have
suffered a net decline in the past decade.

Ethnic, religious, and other minority groups have borne the brunt of government abuses
in both democracies and authoritarian states. The Indian government has taken its Hindu
nationalist agenda to a new level with a succession of policies that abrogate the rights of
different segments of its Muslim population, threatening the democratic future of a country
long seen as a potential bulwark of freedom in Asia and the world. Attacks on the rights of
immigrants continue in other democratic states, contributing to a permissive international
environment for further violations. China pressed ahead with one of the world’s most ex-
treme programs of ethnic and religious persecution, and increasingly applied techniques that
were first tested on minorities to the general population, and even to foreign countries. The
progression illustrated how violations of minority rights erode the institutional and conven-
tional barriers that protect freedom for all individuals in a given society.

The unchecked brutality of autocratic regimes and the ethical decay of democratic
powers are combining to make the world increasingly hostile to fresh demands for better
governance. A striking number of new citizen protest movements have emerged over the
past year, reflecting the inexhaustible and universal desire for fundamental rights. However,
these movements have in many cases confronted deeply entrenched interests that are able
to endure considerable pressure and are willing to use deadly force to maintain power. The
protests of 2019 have so far failed to halt the overall slide in global freedom, and without
greater support and solidarity from established democracies, they are more likely to suc-
cumb to authoritarian reprisals.
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2 Freedom in the World 2020

14 YEARS OF DEMOCRATIC DECLINE

Countries with net declines in their aggregate Freedom in the World score have outnumbered those with gains
for the past 14 years.

a given year.
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INDIA’S TURN TOWARD HINDU NATIONALISM

Almost since the turn of the century, the United States and its allies have courted India as
a potential strategic partner and democratic counterweight to China in the Indo-Pacific re-
gion. However, the Indian government’s alarming departures from democratic norms under
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) could blur the values-based
distinction between Beijing and New Delhi. While India continues to earn a Free rating
and held successful elections last spring, the BJP has distanced itself from the country’s
founding commitment to pluralism and individual rights, without which democracy cannot
long survive.

Several of India’s neighbors have persecuted religious minorities for many years. But
instead of stressing the contrast with its own traditions and seeking to propagate them
abroad, India is moving toward the lower standards of its region. Just as Chinese officials
vocally defended acts of state repression against Uighurs and other Muslim groups before
international audiences in 2019, Modi firmly rejected criticism of his Hindu nationalist
policies, which included a series of new measures that affected India’s Muslim populations
from one end of the country to the other.

The first major step was the central government’s unilateral annulment of the semiauton-
omous status of Jammu and Kashmir, India’s only Muslim-majority state. Federal authorities
replaced the state’s elected institutions with appointees and abruptly stripped residents of
basic political rights. The sweeping reorganization, which opponents criticized as unconstitu-
tional, was accompanied by a massive deployment of troops and arbitrary arrests of hundreds
of Kashmiri leaders and activists. Restrictions on freedom of movement and a shutdown of
mobile and internet service made ordinary activities a major challenge for residents. As a
result, Indian Kashmir experienced one of the five largest single-year score declines of the
past 10 years in Freedom in the World, and its freedom status dropped to Not Free.

The government’s second move came on August 31, when it published a new citizens’
register in the northeastern state of Assam that left nearly two million residents without
citizenship in any country. The deeply flawed process was widely understood as an effort
to exclude Muslims, many of whom were descended from Bengalis who arrived in Assam
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A Leaderless Struggle for Democracy 3

Alarming Setbacks in the World’s Largest Democracy

A series of actions by India’s Hindu nationalist government in 2019
violated important democratic rights in India and Indian Kashmir.
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during the colonial era. Those found to be undocumented immigrants were expected to be
placed in detention camps. However, the Bengali population that was rendered stateless in-
cluded a significant number of Hindus, necessitating a remedy that would please supporters
of the ruling BJP.

That remedy was provided by the third major action of the year, the December pas-
sage of the Citizenship Amendment Law, which expedites citizenship for adherents of six
non-Muslim religions from three neighboring Muslim-majority countries. In effect, India
will grant Hindus and other non-Muslims special protection from persecution in Bangla-
desh, Pakistan, and Afghanistan, but Muslims—including those from vulnerable minority
sects or from other neighboring states like China and Sri Lanka—will receive no such
advantage. Home Affairs Minister Amit Shah has pledged to repeat the Assam citizens’ reg-
ister process nationwide, raising fears of a broader effort to render Indian Muslims stateless
and ensure citizenship for non-Muslims.

These three actions have shaken the rule of law in India and threatened the secular and
inclusive nature of its political system. They also caused the country to receive the largest
score decline among the world’s 25 largest democracies in Freedom in the World 2020. Tens
of thousands of Indians from all religious backgrounds have taken to the streets to protest
this jarring attack on their country’s character, but they have faced police violence in return,
and it remains to be seen whether such demonstrations will persuade the government to
change course.

BEIJING’S TOTALITARIAN ATROCITIES AND GLOBAL AMBITIONS

One of the year’s most appalling examples of domestic repression—made more frighten-
ing by the absence of a coordinated international response—was the Chinese Communist
Party’s ongoing campaign of cultural annihilation in Xinjiang. Mass violations of the basic
freedoms of millions of Uighurs and other Muslim minorities in the region, which were first
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brought to light in 2017, continued in 2019, with hundreds of thousands of people sentenced
to prison or detained for forced indoctrination. The crackdown also included forced labor,
the confinement of detained Muslims’ children in state-run boarding schools, and draconian
bans on ordinary religious expression.

Beijing claimed in December that the mass detentions had ended, but evidence from
leaked government documents and victims’ relatives contradicted the assertion. Even if it
were true, conditions for residents would not be greatly improved. The deployment of tens
of thousands of security officers and state-of-the-art surveillance systems enable constant
monitoring of the general population, converting Xinjiang into a dystopian open-air prison.

These policies have contributed to China’s ranking as one of the 15 worst-performing
countries in Freedom in the World 2020, and one of only 11 countries that Freedom House
flagged for evidence of ethnic cleansing or some other form of forced demographic change.

The Communist Party’s totalitarian offensive in Xinjiang is the product of decades of
experience in persecuting ethnic and religious minorities, combining coercive measures
and technological developments that were previously applied to Tibetans, Falun Gong
practitioners, and others. There are already signs that similar techniques will be expanded
to China’s entire population. Examples in 2019 included a requirement for telecommunica-
tions companies to perform facial scans on all new internet or mobile phone subscribers, and
reports that local authorities nationwide were purchasing equipment for mass collection and
analysis of citizens’ DNA. Chinese officials are routinely promoted and transferred based
on the perceived effectiveness of their repressive efforts, meaning both the technology and
the personnel tested in Xinjiang are likely to spread across the country.

The United States and other democracies have made some important diplomatic state-
ments against the repression in Xinjiang, and the Trump administration has imposed sanc-
tions on specific Chinese entities associated with the campaign. But in general the world’s
democracies have taken few steps to rally international opposition or apply meaningful col-
lective pressure to halt China’s rights abuses, and elected leaders in Europe and elsewhere
have often been tepid in their public criticism. Many undemocratic governments have been
similarly mute or even supported Beijing, including those in countries that have received
Chinese loans and other investments. The pattern of de facto impunity bolsters China’s
broader efforts to demand recognition as a global leader and aids its relentless campaign to
replace existing international norms with its own authoritarian vision.

One aspect of this more assertive foreign policy that gained prominence in 2019 was
Beijing’s apparent interventions in democratic elections. As with past Russian intrusions in
the United States and elsewhere, China was suspected of sponsoring the spread of disinfor-
mation to create confusion around candidates and policies ahead of Taiwan’s January 2020
elections. The strategy may have backfired in this instance; domestic fears about Chinese
encroachment helped the incumbent president defeat a more Beijing-friendly rival. Earlier,
Chinese authorities were accused in November of seeking to fund a businessman’s election
to Australia’s Parliament, and New Zealand’s intelligence chief spoke publicly about po-
tential foreign influence on domestic politicians in April, a few months after the country’s
opposition leader was accused of improperly hiding Chinese donations.

Beyond the context of elections, Freedom House research has shown that Chinese
transnational censorship and propaganda activities are accelerating worldwide. For exam-
ple, dozens of Swedish news outlets and journalists have been denounced by the Chinese
embassy in that country for their reporting on China. Even a Russian newspaper was
threatened with visa denials if it did not take down an article that mentioned China’s weak-
ening economy. Beijing has also used paid online trolls to distort content on global social
media platforms that are blocked in China itself, with tactics including the demonization
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A Leaderless Struggle for Democracy 5

FREEDOM IN THE BALANCE

After years of major gains, the share of Free countries has declined over the past decade, while the share of
Not Free countries has risen.
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of political enemies like Hong Kong’s prodemocracy protesters on Facebook and Twitter,
and the manipulation of content-ranking systems on Google, Reddit, and YouTube. And the
Chinese government is gaining influence over crucial parts of other countries’ information
infrastructure through companies that manage digital television broadcasting and commu-
nications on mobile devices.

The past year featured a new wave of pushback against certain aspects of China’s global
ambitions, with public resistance to the harmful effects of Chinese investment projects
intensifying in host countries, and some politicians growing more vocal about protecting
national interests against Beijing’s encroachment. Nevertheless, piecemeal responses are
unlikely to deter the Chinese leadership in the long term.

AN UNSTEADY BEACON OF FREEDOM IN THE UNITED STATES

Democracy advocates around the world have historically turned to the United States for in-
spiration and support, and Congress has continued to fund programs to that end in practice.
To date, however, the Trump administration has failed to exhibit consistent commitment to
a foreign policy based on the principles of democracy and human rights. Although the pres-
ident has been outspoken in denouncing authoritarian abuses by US adversaries in countries
like Venezuela and Iran, and he reluctantly signed legislation supporting basic rights in
Hong Kong after it passed almost unanimously in both the House of Representatives and the
Senate, he has excused clear violations by traditional security partners such as Turkey and
Egypt. He has also given a pass to tyrannical leaders whom he hopes to woo diplomatically,
including Vladimir Putin of Russia and Kim Jong-un of North Korea. On multiple occa-
sions during 2019, he vetoed bipartisan efforts in Congress to limit arms sales and military
assistance to Saudi Arabia. Balancing specific security and economic considerations with
human rights concerns has been difficult for every administration, but the balance has grown
especially lopsided of late.

This problem has been compounded by efforts to undermine democratic norms and
standards within the United States over the past several years, including pressure on elec-
toral integrity, judicial independence, and safeguards against corruption. Fierce rhetorical
attacks on the press, the rule of law, and other pillars of democracy coming from American
leaders, including the president himself, undermine the country’s ability to persuade other
governments to defend core human rights and freedoms, and are actively exploited by dic-
tators and demagogues.
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HOW DOES THE UNITED STATES MATCH UP?

After declining by eight points in 10 years, the US has fallen below its traditional democratic peers.
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An ongoing decline in fair and equal treatment of refugees and asylum seekers is also
particularly worrisome for a country that takes pride in its traditional role as a beacon
for the oppressed. In 2019, new federal rules or policies allowed the blanket rejection
of asylum claims for those who cross through Mexico from other countries to reach the
southern US border, forced asylum seekers with credible claims to wait in Mexico while
their applications are considered, and gave states and localities the power to block refugee
resettlement in their jurisdictions, among other restrictions. Many of the administration’s
tactics appear to violate existing national and international law, leading to a plethora of
court challenges. In a move that also drew lawsuits, President Trump declared a national
emergency in order to redirect Defense Department funds to the construction of a wall
along the southern border. The project was a core feature of his efforts to control migration
and reduce the number of asylum claims, but Congress had refused to provide the neces-
sary spending.

A more consequential circumvention of congressional authority lay at the heart of the
impeachment process touched off in November by allegations that President Trump had
abused his office in a bid to extract a personal political favor from Ukrainian president
Volodymyr Zelenskyy. Trump temporarily blocked military aid that Congress had allocated
to Ukraine and withheld a White House visit, while concurrently asking Zelenskyy to
announce two investigations—one aimed at his potential 2020 election rival, former vice
president Joe Biden, and another bolstering a debunked conspiracy theory meant to absolve
Russia of interference in the 2016 election. The administration then ordered current and
former officials to defy all congressional subpoenas for documents and testimony about the
matter. These actions threatened important components of American democracy, including
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A Leaderless Struggle for Democracy 7

congressional oversight of the executive branch and the fairness and integrity of electoral
competition. The constitution’s impeachment mechanism offers a powerful means of hold-
ing presidents and other senior officials accountable for major transgressions, but it remains
unclear whether the process that began in 2019, which ended in acquittal, will ultimately be
successful in restoring balance to the system. Indeed, with Republican lawmakers largely
defending the president’s actions and questioning the motives and fairness of House Dem-
ocrats’ efforts, the impeachment seemed to drive a wedge through the American public and
political class, reinforcing the impression on both sides that elected representatives were
placing partisan loyalty above the national interest and the constitution.

DIVISION AND DYSFUNCTION IN DEMOCRACIES

India and the United States are not alone in their drift from the ideals of liberal democracy.
They are part of a global phenomenon in which freely elected leaders distance themselves
from traditional elites and political norms, claim to speak for a more authentic popular
base, and use the ensuing confrontations to justify extreme policies—against minorities and
pluralism in particular.

Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu was at the vanguard of nationalistic and
chauvinistic populism when he returned to power a decade ago, but his antidemocratic
tendencies gained prominence recently as his hold on the premiership came under threat.
Netanyahu has taken increasingly drastic steps to maintain the loyalty of far-right groups,
entrenching and expanding West Bank settlements at the expense of the moribund Pales-
tinian peace process, banning foreign activists based on their opposition to such policies,
and enacting a discriminatory law that reserved the right of self-determination in Israel to
the Jewish people. He has countenanced no criticism, denouncing his perceived enemies
in the parliament, civil society, the media, and law enforcement agencies over actions that
were consistent with their legal and democratic functions. His struggle came to a head in
2019, when he was indicted on three separate corruption charges, refused to step down,
and actively sought immunity even as he ran for reelection. Netanyahu governed Israel as a
caretaker prime minister throughout the year, having failed to secure majority coalitions in
two successive popular votes in April and September. Israel’s score has slipped six points
since 2009, an unusually large decline for an established democracy.

The trajectory of Spain’s politics illustrates a related pattern in which centrist parties
have lost ground to more extreme factions, which often pursue their particular interests at
the expense of democratic norms and institutions. Over the course of two elections in 2019
and four in as many years, the country’s two main parties—the center-left Socialists and the
center-right Popular Party—have been hobbled by the rise of smaller, more radical groups.
The far-right Spanish nationalist party Vox entered Parliament for the first time in April and
doubled its support in repeat elections in November, becoming the third-largest group over-
all. It emerged partly in response to leftist parties from Catalonia that have pushed for the
region’s independence in defiance of the law. However, in addition to reductions in regional
autonomy, Vox advocates various restrictions on immigration and Islam.

In Austria, the traditionally conservative People’s Party swung toward the hard right
when leader Sebastian Kurz endorsed restrictive asylum and integration policies in the wake
of Europe’s 2015 migration crisis. After taking office as chancellor in 2017, Kurz contro-
versially chose the far-right Freedom Party as his coalition partner, though the government
collapsed in 2019 after that party was ensnared in a scandal centered on its warm ties with
Moscow. Snap elections in September resulted in the People’s Party forming a new coalition
with the moderate-left Greens, but it maintained its populist orientation on migration, with a
policy agenda that included preventive detention for asylum seekers who are designated as
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DEMOCRACIES IN DECLINE

More than half of the world’s established democracies deteriorated over the past 14 years. Functioning of government,
freedom of expression and belief, and rule of law are the most common areas of decline.

\J
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potentially violent, a ban on headscarves for Muslim girls, and opposition to the European
Union’s refugee redistribution agreement.

In some countries, diverse parties have banded together to challenge antidemocratic
populist leaders. Hungary has suffered from the concentration of power under Prime
Minister Viktor Orban’s populist-nationalist Fidesz party for the past nine years, losing
20 points in its Freedom in the World score since the 2010 election and becoming the first
European Union member state to be classified as Partly Free. Nevertheless, after fragmented
opposition groups joined forces for local elections in October, they defied expectations and
captured 11 major cities across the country. In Poland on the same day, the ruling right-
wing Law and Justice party lost control of the Senate to an opposition umbrella group, its
first such setback since taking power in 2015. Poland’s score has fallen nine points in that
time as Law and Justice adopted a series of measures to break down judicial independence,
dominate the media, and mute criticism from civil society.

A WORLD WITHOUT DEMOCRATIC LEADERSHIP
The same trends that have destabilized major democracies and pulled them away from their
founding principles have also pulled them apart from one another, creating a vacuum on the
international stage. Where once democracies might have acted in unison to support positive
outcomes to global crises, disparate authoritarian states now frequently step into the breach
and attempt to impose their will.

In the Middle East and North Africa, lack of consistent international leadership from
democracies has encouraged authoritarian powers to engage in devastating proxy wars,
which sometimes feature nominal US partners fighting on opposite sides. In Syria, which
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LARGEST ONE-YEAR GAINS AND DECLINES IN 2019

Gains in aggregate score reflect improvements in conditions for political rights and civil liberties.
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has languished as the world’s least free country for the past seven years, the precipitous
withdrawal of US troops from the northern border area in late 2019 left Russia and Turkey
to fill the void, unleashing a fresh wave of abuses against the Kurdish population and im-
periling the campaign against the Islamic State militant group.

An even more perplexing conflict unfolded in Libya, where Russia joined Egypt, the
United Arab Emirates (UAE), and others in supporting a local warlord’s assault on the cap-
ital, which was defended by militias with backing from Turkey and Qatar. As with Syria,
the extended chaos has contributed to the global migration crisis and allowed terrorist
groups to organize in ungoverned areas. Another wantonly destructive war dragged on in
Yemen, with Iran and Saudi Arabia pursuing their regional rivalry through local proxies.
The Trump administration continued to support the Saudi-led air campaign in the country
despite bipartisan opposition in Congress and a partial withdrawal by the Saudis’ main
partner, the UAE.

At the same time, the United States failed to provide steady, meaningful support for
democratic processes or an effective, coordinated response to Iranian influence in Lebanon
and Iraq, where mass protests against corruption and sectarian politics were met with vio-
lence from Iranian-backed militias. In Lebanon, the US administration withheld aid assigned
to the national army for months in late 2019 without explanation, undermining one of the
few state institutions that is seen as nonpartisan and nonsectarian. The demonstrations there
triggered the resignation of Prime Minister Saad Hariri, but there were few signs of any
fundamental reforms at year’s end, with existing elites choosing Hariri’s successor.
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10 Freedom in the World 2020

DECLINES ACROSS THE BOARD

The 14 years of decline have affected all regions and Freedom in the World subcategories.
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In Iraq, protesters focused their ire on both the Iranian regime, which they blamed for
manipulating the political system and enabling the corrupt rule of allied sectarian groups,
and the United States, whose mixed legacy in the country has also shaped current condi-
tions. Iraq held competitive elections in 2018 and was allowing increased space for political
opposition and civil society, but the violent response to the 2019 protests and recent Iranian
and US military action on Iraqi territory have thrown its future into doubt.

Even as Iran’s leadership continued to sow discord across the region, it confronted angry
protests at home sparked by a rise in fuel prices and an accumulation of other grievances.
Security forces used live ammunition to crush the demonstrations, leading to hundreds of
deaths and an unprecedented internet shutdown intended to smother news of the violence.

In contrast to the Middle East, the United States has been fairly steadfast in its sup-
port for democratic forces in Venezuela, and many other democracies have followed suit.
However, authoritarian states like China, Russia, and Cuba have come to the aid of Nicolas
Maduro’s regime, allowing him to cling to power despite a worsening political, economic,
and humanitarian crisis. Hope was high in early 2019 as Juan Guaid6é was sworn in as the
country’s interim president; the opposition-controlled National Assembly found that Madu-
ro’s reelection in 2018 had been fraudulent, and cited a constitutional provision calling for
the National Assembly’s president to serve as temporary leader in the event of a vacancy.
But even as protests continued throughout the year, Maduro proved resilient. In January
2020 he initiated a new power grab, deploying security forces to physically block opposition
lawmakers from entering the National Assembly, the country’s last democratically elected
institution. The years-long turmoil in Venezuela has created operating space for cross-border
criminal and insurgent groups while contributing to mass migration across Latin America
and the Caribbean.

PUBLIC DEMANDS FOR DEMOCRATIC GOVERNANCE
The mass protests that emerged or persisted during 2019 in every region of the world are a
reminder that the universal yearning for equality, justice, and freedom from oppression can
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LARGEST 10-YEAR DECLINES

Dramatic declines in freedom have been observed in every region of the world.
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never be extinguished. In Free, Partly Free, and Not Free countries alike, people took to
the streets to express discontent with existing systems of government and demand changes
that would lead to better, more democratic outcomes. While striking in their numbers, the
protests have frequently foundered in the face of resistance from defenders of the status quo.
Progress is evident in some cases, but the ultimate outcomes are unclear, and the protests in
general have yet to usher in a new period of global democratic progress.

The dramatic protests in Hong Kong erupted in response to a proposed extradition bill
that underscored the erosion of civil liberties in the territory under Chinese rule. Even when
the bill was eventually withdrawn, the public continued to press for other key demands,
including universal suffrage. But Beijing has refused to yield any more ground, and despite
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a sweeping opposition victory in neighborhood-level elections in November, Hong Kong
has suffered more repression to date than it has gained in freedom.

In Algeria, demonstrations broke out following President Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s
announcement that he would seek a fifth term. Although he resigned in April and a new
president was elected in December, protesters dismissed the electoral process as a bid by
entrenched military and economic elites to perpetuate their rule, and the movement has
continued into 2020.

Courageous protests in Sudan that began in December 2018 led to the ouster of Pres-
ident Omar al-Bashir in April, ending a 30-year reign that featured multiple civil wars and
alleged genocide. The demonstrators, not satisfied with the military junta that replaced
al-Bashir, continued to demand systemic reform and civilian rule, enduring horrific crack-
downs by the armed forces as democratic powers largely stood by. The protest leaders even-
tually secured a power-sharing deal in August, raising hopes for justice and free elections in
the future, though military and paramilitary commanders retained enormous influence and
valuable support from Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the UAE. Sudan’s Freedom in the World
score received a five-point net improvement for the year, reflecting real gains that may or
may not lead to broader political transformation.

In Bolivia, leftist president Evo Morales left the country amid protests in November
after ignoring national referendum results and attempting to secure a fourth term in office
through a fraudulent election. However, the interim president who succeeded him, conser-
vative senator Jeanine Afiez, proved to be a polarizing figure and relied on the military to
curb counterprotests by Morales’s supporters. New elections are scheduled for May, and
there are hopes that democratic governance will be fully restored in Bolivia after years of
increasingly heavy-handed rule.

A wave of protests with diverse origins that took place in Chile, Colombia, and Ecuador
were initially met with unacceptable force. However, they soon led to dialogue on politi-
cal reforms, including an agreement by the Chilean government to hold a referendum on

Protests Erupt Around the World

The World Calls For Change

Protests around the gl S n de uality, justice, and
freedom ap highlight: e mass vere held in 2019.
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constitutional revisions in April 2020. This sort of response shows that while governance
problems may touch off protests in any political environment, democracies should have
the flexibility to address popular grievances without resorting to repression or extralegal
measures.

In Ethiopia, years of futile attempts to repress mass protests finally convinced the au-
thoritarian government to opt for reform. Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, who came to power
in 2018 with a mandate to overhaul the system, pressed ahead with his agenda during 2019,
revising excessively restrictive laws on elections, terrorism, the media, and civil society
organizations. The country has earned a 12-point improvement over the past two years in
Freedom in the World. However, as the ruling Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic
Front—recently reorganized to form the Prosperity Party—has loosened its authoritarian
grip, various ethnonationalist elements have contributed to political and communal vio-
lence, and the government has responded with a partial return to repressive tactics like
internet shutdowns and arrests of journalists.

THE URGENT NEED FOR DEMOCRATIC SOLIDARITY

Local movements of citizens should not be expected to confront entrenched power
structures—often backed by powerful foreign autocracies—without some form of assis-
tance. International democratic actors can help these movements achieve their goals, blunt
authoritarian reprisals, and convert breakthrough moments into long-term gains. Unfortu-
nately, instead of consistent and constructive engagement, the world’s democratic powers
in 2019 offered only fitful support, frequent indifference or ambiguity, and at times outright
abandonment.

Those in the United States and elsewhere who doubt the value of a foreign policy de-
signed to advance human freedom should realize that no one’s rights are safe when tyranny
is allowed to go unchecked. History has shown that the chaotic effects of authoritarian
misrule abroad are not confined by national borders, and that authoritarian powers will seek
to expand their control by subverting the democratic sovereignty of other states. The same
is true in domestic affairs: attacks on the rights of specific groups or individuals in a given
country ultimately imperil the liberty of the entire society.

Today, as authoritarians fortify themselves at home and extend their international reach,
and as some elected leaders adopt a myopic, self-serving, and discriminatory view of their
official responsibilities, the world is becoming less stable and secure, and the freedoms and
interests of all open societies are endangered. The tide can be reversed, but delay makes
the task more difficult and costly. Rather than putting international concerns on hold while
they address problems in their own countries, the citizens and genuine public servants of
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democracies must apply their core principles simultaneously in both domestic and foreign
policy, and stand up for fundamental rights wherever they are threatened.

REGIONAL TRENDS
Americas: Mass protests, governance crises, and migration restrictions

The Americas experienced a series of mass protests in 2019, many of which featured
violent clashes between protesters and security forces, contributing to a regional pattern in
which countries that suffered declines in their freedom scores outnumbered those with im-
provements. However, some of the protest movements also prompted authorities to address
underlying grievances.

In addition to the demonstrations in Bolivia, where Evo Morales was forced from power
after seeking a fourth presidential term in a deeply flawed election, strikes in Colombia
against the administration of President Ivan Duque were met by some police abuse, while a
hike in Santiago’s mass transit fares sparked widespread protests and a broader critique of
the political system in Chile. The Chilean unrest resulted in at least 29 deaths and thousands
of injuries, but in response to protesters’ demands, the government agreed to hold a plebi-
scite on a new constitution in April 2020. Some concessions were also granted in Ecuador,
where austerity measures were reversed following protests that led to seven deaths and
injured more than a thousand people.

Acute political and governance crises also affected the region during the year, leading
two countries to decline in the Freedom in the World indicator pertaining to representative
rule. In Peru, President Martin Vizcarra took the unusual step of dissolving the opposi-
tion-controlled Congress after it obstructed his anticorruption efforts. The Congress then
attempted to “suspend” Vizcarra, but he remained in control and scheduled legislative elec-
tions for January 2020. An impasse between the president and parliament in Haiti left that
country without a prime minister for most of the year, and local and legislative elections
were postponed indefinitely. Meanwhile, antigovernment protests drew a violent police
response, leaving more than 40 people dead.

Venezuela, which experienced another year of deterioration in its scores, remained in
a political, economic, and humanitarian purgatory as Juan Guaido, the interim president
named by the opposition-controlled National Assembly, struggled to dislodge Nicolas Mad-
uro, who claimed reelection in a fraudulent 2018 vote. Brutal repression of dissent by
Maduro’s regime and the allied administration of Nicaraguan president Daniel Ortega has
encouraged millions of people to flee abroad, contributing to the region’s larger migration
crisis. Nicaragua’s multiyear score decline also deepened.
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Restrictive migration policies continued to threaten the basic rights of those seeking
refuge outside their home countries. Among other problematic initiatives, El Salvador, Gua-
temala, and Honduras agreed to deals with Washington that would oblige asylum seekers
traveling north to apply for and be denied protection in those countries before filing asylum
claims in the United States; those who fail to do so risk being sent back to the countries
through which they passed, despite the poor security and human rights conditions there. The
three Central American states each suffered score declines for the year, though the specific
reasons varied.

Asia-Pacific: Authoritarians flout fundamental rights of minorities, government critics

Political rights and civil liberties declined overall in Asia, as authoritarian rulers showed
their disdain for democratic values through practices ranging from fabricated criminal cases
against opposition leaders to mass persecution of religious and ethnic minorities.

In several countries, repressive governments rounded on their perceived enemies after
securing new terms through elections. Legislative elections in the Philippines, which expe-
rienced a two-point decline on Freedom House’s 100-point scale, solidified majorities for
allies of President Rodrigo Duterte, who has overseen a campaign of extrajudicial killings.
Just weeks after the voting, prosecutors launched sedition cases against an array of critical
politicians, clergymen, and civil society activists. Soon after Gotabaya Rajapaksa, the brother
of Sri Lanka’s former authoritarian ruler, was elected president himself, there were reports of
a crackdown on journalists and law enforcement officials who had investigated the Rajapaksa
family for alleged corruption and human rights violations. While Sri Lanka’s overall score
remained unchanged, its corruption score worsened. Indian prime minister Narendra Modi’s
discriminatory moves against the political rights of Muslims during the year followed the
BJP’s general election victories in the spring, contributing to a four-point decline.

Thailand held its first elections since a military junta took control in 2014, enabling
its return to Partly Free status, but opposition parties’ relatively strong showing even in a
fundamentally unfair electoral system prompted further repression by authorities. For ex-
ample, the state filed spurious charges against key opposition leaders later in the year, and
prodemocracy activists faced physical attacks.

Conditions in other countries deteriorated in advance of elections due in 2020. Myanmar
was downgraded to Not Free as armed conflicts between the military and ethnic rebel groups
intensified. Members of the Rohingya minority who remained in the country after years of
persecution and mass expulsions continued to face the risk of genocide, according to UN
investigators. Singapore passed a “fake news” law that was quickly invoked to silence the op-
position and other government critics, resulting in a score decline for freedom of expression.
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Meanwhile, autocratic states with no competitive elections found new ways to oppress
their citizens and consequently suffered declines in their scores. As China assailed the rights
of its Muslim minorities, the sultanate of Brunei activated a new penal code derived from
Islamic law that prescribed the death penalty for crimes such as sex outside of marriage.

Eurasia: Closed balloting in autocracies offset by reform hopes elsewhere

Entrenched strongmen across Eurasia, long one of the worst-performing regions in
Freedom in the World, used various types of stage-managed elections in 2019 to extend the
life of their regimes.

In Russia, the ruling United Russia party won all of the year’s gubernatorial elections,
largely by ensuring that viable opposition candidates were not allowed to participate. Even
in the Moscow city council elections, which featured a successful strategic-voting campaign
organized by dissident leader Aleksey Navalny, the votes lost by United Russia largely went
to Kremlin-approved alternatives. Parliamentary elections in Belarus and Uzbekistan also
shut out any genuine opposition, leaving legislatures entirely in the hands of progovernment
groups.

Longtime president Nursultan Nazarbayev transferred power to a hand-picked succes-
sor, Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, through a rigged election in Kazakhstan, and the authorities
used arrests and beatings to break up mass protests against the move.

Despite the grim picture overall, some positive signs were evident in several of the
region’s Partly Free environments. Newly elected leaders who came to power on promises
of systemic reform—Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan of Armenia, President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy of Ukraine, and Prime Minister Maia Sandu of Moldova—took initial steps to
uproot the kleptocratic forces that have long stymied their countries’ democratic aspirations.
Although Moldova’s reforms stalled when Sandu’s coalition government collapsed in No-
vember after just five months in power, corrupt former power-broker Vladimir Plahotniuc
remained a fugitive after that government’s formation prompted him to flee abroad to avoid
criminal charges.

The political opening in Armenia that began with Pashinyan’s long-shot rise to the
premiership in 2018 had a positive effect on the disputed territory of Nagorno-Karabakh
during 2019. There was an increase in competition and civil society activity surrounding
local elections in September, and the stage was set for further changes in the 2020 elections
for Nagorno-Karabakh’s president and parliament. Unfortunately, the Eurasia region’s other
breakaway territories, which are all occupied by Russian troops, remained locked in a pat-
tern of stagnation or decline in political rights and civil liberties.
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Europe: llliberal populists defend or gain power, threatening democratic norms

The principles of liberal democracy in Europe, historically the best-performing region
in Freedom in the World, have been under serious pressure in recent years.

[lliberal populist leaders and parties in Central Europe maintained their assault on inde-
pendent institutions during the year. In the Czech Republic, Prime Minister Andrej Babi$’s
replacement of the justice minister with a close ally raised concerns that he was attempting
to block criminal charges for his alleged misuse of European Union funds, prompting the
country’s largest protests since 1989. Poland’s legislative elections laid bare the extent to
which the ruling Law and Justice party had politically captured the state media, whose
taxpayer-funded broadcasts leading up to the voting amounted to partisan propaganda. Al-
though it lost control of the Senate, the less powerful upper house of Poland’s parliament,
Law and Justice retained its lower-house majority and redoubled its efforts to purge the
judiciary at year’s end.

In Montenegro and Serbia, independent journalists, opposition figures, and other
perceived foes of the government faced ongoing harassment, intimidation, and sometimes
violence. Public frustration with the entrenched ruling parties boiled over into large protests
in both countries, but they failed to yield any meaningful change.

Far-right parties made electoral gains in Estonia, where the Conservative People’s Party
entered government for the first time, and in Spain, where Vox capitalized on gridlock that
left the country without a governing majority for most of the year.

In several cases, however, elections produced at least the possibility of improvements
for liberal democracy. Voters in Turkey ousted the ruling Justice and Development Party
from municipal governments in Ankara and Istanbul, even if President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan’s power was still unchecked at the national level. To the north, Latvia’s new gov-
ernment committed itself to tackling corruption and oligarchic influence, and balloting in
Kosovo lofted the opposition nationalist Vetévendosje party into office, where it has an op-
portunity to change the country’s culture of corruption. North Macedonia held a competitive
presidential election, helping to repair the antidemocratic legacy of former prime minister
Nikola Gruevski. And Romania amended its electoral code, expanding access to the fran-
chise ahead of its presidential vote. The country ended the year with a new government after
the corruption-plagued Social Democratic Party, whose agenda had endangered the rule of
law, was defeated in a parliamentary confidence motion.
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Middle East and North Africa: Elections are rare, rigged, or indefinitely postponed

Tunisia held competitive and credible elections for the presidency and parliament in
September and October 2019, confirming its status as the only Free country in the region
other than Israel. It was also the only country to earn a score improvement for the year. Tu-
nisians continued to face serious challenges, including an unreformed security sector and the
constant threat of terrorist attacks. A state of emergency has been in place continuously since
2015. Nevertheless, Tunisia’s democracy, born during the 2011 Arab Spring, has proven re-
silient so far, and its political achievements are especially impressive in comparison with the
rest of the Middle East and North Africa, where credible elections remain exceedingly rare.

In Qatar, for example, the 2003 constitution promised that two-thirds of the national
advisory council—the country’s closest thing to a parliament—would be elected every four
years, but the emir has repeatedly postponed the voting, most recently in 2019, contributing
to a low political rights rating. The elections are currently not expected before 2021, though
like Saudi Arabia, which has one of the worst scores in all of Freedom in the World, Qatar
has held circumscribed balloting for municipal advisory bodies. The UAE, another Persian
Gulf state ruled by hereditary monarchs, has held nonpartisan elections for half of its Federal
National Council since 2006, but the franchise in 2019 was still limited to a fraction of the
citizen population, which in turn accounts for only a tenth of the country’s residents. Turnout
remained low even among those with the power to vote.

Elections and governance in Iraq and Lebanon are distorted by sectarian militias,
corrupt patronage networks, and interference from foreign powers—entrenched problems
that stoked the frustration of protesters during 2019. In Morocco, Jordan, and Kuwait, all
Partly Free countries, powerful monarchies continue to assert their dominance over elected
parliaments and control cabinet appointments. In October, for instance, Morocco’s king
engineered a cabinet shuffle that replaced many elected politicians with nonpartisan techno-
crats, leading to a one-point decline.

In the Palestinian territories, both consistently ranked Not Free, the unresolved schism
between the Islamist group Hamas in Gaza and the Palestinian Authority led by the Fatah
faction in the West Bank has contributed to legal confusion and repeated postponement
of elections. No presidential election has been held since 2005, and the last parliamentary
balloting was in 2006. Authorities loyal to Fatah and Hamas continued to suppress dissent
in their respective territories during 2019, underscoring their lack of democratic legitimacy.

Egypt has held multiple elections since President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi seized power
in 2013, but they have all been tightly controlled, rubber-stamp affairs, with no genuine
opposition campaigning permitted. In April 2019, the regime orchestrated a constitutional
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referendum that extended the president’s current term to 2024, after which he can seek
another six years in office. The plebiscite, which suffered from low turnout despite alleged
vote-buying and intimidation meant to ensure a strong endorsement, also further weakened
judicial independence and strengthened the military’s role in civilian governance, causing a
one-point decline in the indicator for representative rule.

Sub-Saharan Africa: Setbacks for democracies, authoritarian states in transition

Democratic backsliding in West Africa accelerated in 2019. Benin, previously one of
the continent’s top performers, held legislative elections from which all opposition parties
were effectively excluded. The flawed process, which featured an internet shutdown and
violence against antigovernment protesters, contributed to a remarkable 13-point decline.
Senegal’s presidential election went forward without two of the country’s most prominent
opposition figures, who were barred from running due to criminal cases that were widely
viewed as politically motivated, leading to a one-point decline.

Opposition parties were able to compete in Nigeria’s general elections, but the balloting
was marred by major procedural irregularities and a rise in violence and intimidation, driv-
ing the country’s scores down in all three election-related indicators. The manipulation of
online content during the electoral period and the government’s increasing hostility toward
the media threatened free expression throughout the year. In Guinea, which was set to hold
a presidential election in 2020, protesters turned out in an attempt to block President Alpha
Condé’s drive to change the constitution and run for a third term. The country suffered a
three-point decline as legislative elections were postponed and civic groups faced harass-
ment for opposing the third-term effort.

East and Southern Africa presented more of a mixed picture. In Tanzania, Zimbabwe,
and Uganda, the space for independent civic and political activity continued to shrink as in-
cumbent leaders worked to silence dissent. All three countries experienced declines in their
scores. However, there was notable progress in some authoritarian states as they proceeded
with tenuous reforms. While it remains to be seen whether the military in Sudan will abide
by its power-sharing agreement with prodemocracy protest leaders and cede control to ci-
vilian leadership ahead of elections in 2022, the Sudanese people have already experienced
initial improvements in political rights and civil liberties.

Ethiopia also made notable strides under Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, reforming
restrictive laws and allowing previously banned political groups to operate openly. Still,
internal conflict threatened the durability of these gains, and the 2020 elections will be an
important test. Angola’s early progress after a change in leadership in late 2017 was fairly
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dramatic, but the momentum slowed in 2019, and the results of President Jodo Lourengo’s
reform agenda, with its emphasis on battling corruption, have yet to be fully realized.

COUNTRIES IN THE SPOTLIGHT
The following countries featured important developments in 2019 that affected their demo-
cratic trajectory, and deserve special scrutiny in 2020.

* Bolivia: Protesters helped oust President Evo Morales after he claimed a fourth
term in a severely compromised election, and a new vote is expected this year.

» Haiti: A political stalemate prevented the government from tackling critical prob-
lems, as elections were postponed and mass protests disrupted activity at schools,
businesses, and hospitals.

* Hong Kong: Sustained demonstrations against meddling by Beijing were met
with police violence, but undeterred voters expressed overwhelming support for
prodemocracy candidates in local elections.

* India: Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s discriminatory actions against Muslims,
and a fierce crackdown on protesters opposing the changes, indicated a deteriora-
tion of basic freedoms in the world’s largest democracy.

 Tran: Security forces killed hundreds of people and arrested thousands in a bid to
stamp out antigovernment protests, and authorities set a worrying new precedent
with a near-complete internet shutdown that suppressed media coverage and ordi-
nary communications during the crisis.

» Nigeria: The year’s elections were marred by serious irregularities and widespread
intimidation of voters, poll workers, and journalists, marking a decline from the
2015 elections.

* Sudan: A prodemocracy protest movement overcame violent reprisals to secure a
power-sharing deal with the military, which overthrew entrenched dictator Omar
al-Bashir under pressure from the demonstrators.

 Tunisia: Competitive presidential and parliamentary elections reinforced the coun-
try’s democratic institutions, though a state of emergency remained in place due to
the ongoing threat of terrorism.

* Turkey: Municipal elections yielded landmark victories for the opposition, but
restrictions on basic rights persisted, including repression of those speaking out
against the state’s latest military incursion into northern Syria.

» Ukraine: Electoral victories by Volodymyr Zelenskyy and his party offered the
new president a mandate to end hostilities in Russian-occupied Donbas and restart
the fight against corruption.

STATUS CHANGES
Benin

Status Change: Benin’s status declined from Free to Partly Free because a new
electoral code and a series of decisions by the courts, electoral authorities, and the govern-
ment resulted in the exclusion of all opposition parties from the April 2019 parliamentary
elections.

Indian Kashmir

Status Change: Indian Kashmir’s status declined from Partly Free to Not Free due to
the Indian government’s abrupt revocation of the territory’s autonomy, the dissolution of its
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local elected institutions, and a security crackdown that sharply curtailed civil liberties and
included mass arrests of local politicians and activists.

Myanmar

Status Change: Myanmar’s status declined from Partly Free to Not Free due to wors-
ening conflicts between the military and ethnic minority rebel groups that reduced freedom
of movement in the country.

Mauritania

Status Change: Mauritania’s status improved from Not Free to Partly Free due to a
relatively credible presidential election that resulted in the country’s first peaceful transfer
of power after the incumbent completed his term, signaling a departure from a history of
military coups.

Senegal

Status Change: Senegal’s status declined from Free to Partly Free because the 2019
presidential election was marred by the exclusion of two major opposition figures who had
been convicted in politically fraught corruption cases and were eventually pardoned by the
incumbent.

Thailand

Status Change: Thailand’s status improved from Not Free to Partly Free due to a slight
reduction in restrictions on assembly and tightly controlled elections that, despite significant
flaws, ended a period of direct rule by military commanders.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR DEMOCRACIES
A growing disregard for the conditions that form the foundations of democracy—including
respect for the rights of minorities and migrants, space for critical dissent, and commitment
to the rule of law—threatens to destabilize the democratic order. At the same time, priori-
tizing a narrow support base at the expense of ensuring fundamental freedoms for all, and
neglecting to tie democratic principles to foreign policy, leaves democracies vulnerable
to interference from authoritarian regimes, which have increased repression at home and
abroad. Yet mass civic movements serve as a reminder that basic freedoms and good gov-
ernance are a universal desire.

Democracies should work to simultaneously support the core principles of democracy
both at home and around the world. The following recommendations are intended to provide
a framework for democratic countries as they pursue these goals.

Strengthening and Protecting Core Values in Established Democracies

* Respect, protect, and fulfill human rights at home. Attacks by elected leaders
on democratic institutions—including the press, an independent judiciary, and anti-
corruption agencies—and on the rights of minorities and migrants undermine faith
in democracy around the world. Democratic leaders should demonstrate respect
for fundamental norms at home by adhering to domestic legislation in line with
international human rights laws and standards, and refraining from rhetoric that
undermines these standards.

* Strengthen public support for democratic principles by investing in civic ed-
ucation. To protect freedom domestically and build support for a foreign policy
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that protects our rights and values abroad, it is essential to foster a stronger public

understanding of democratic principles, especially among young people. In the

United States, new legislation could require each state to develop basic content

and benchmarks of achievement for civic education, including instruction on the

fundamental tenets of US democracy. In the absence of new legislation, the US

Department of Education should, to the extent possible, make funding available to

states for civic education that focuses on democratic principles.

* Guard against the manipulation of open democracies by authoritarian actors
by:

o Fighting manipulation of media and social media.

* Increase transparency requirements for foreign state-owned propaganda
outlets operating in democratic states. Outlets like Russia’s RT and China’s
CGTN spread government-approved narratives without clearly disclosing that
they are government-financed. Measures to improve transparency could in-
clude reporting requirements for media outlets’ spending on paid advertorials
(advertisements designed to resemble an independent, objective news article),
ownership structures, and other economic ties to repressive state actors.

* Require social media companies to report foreign efforts to spread
online disinformation and propaganda. Social media companies should
be required to report regularly to target governments on efforts by foreign
governments and nonstate actors to manipulate public opinion and undercut
democratic values by spreading disinformation and propaganda on their
platforms. In the United States, the government should assess which entities
would be the most appropriate to receive these reports, since this information
is of interest across jurisdictions, including to intelligence agencies, Congress,
the US State Department’s Global Engagement Center, the Securities and
Exchange Commission, and the Department of Justice. The US government
should carefully decide on the types and sizes of social media companies
required to comply, the data they must submit, and appropriate penalties for
noncompliance. The entity receiving the information should report findings
regularly to the public and make the data publicly available, while ensuring
the protection of users’ privacy.

* Address the use of bots on social media. Bots (automated accounts pretend-
ing to be real people) can be used to distort the online media environment
by rapidly spreading false information, fomenting discord, and drowning out
independent reporting and factual information. Democracies should address
the use of bots in social media manipulation. In the United States, the Bot Dis-
closure and Accountability Act (S. 2125) would authorize the Federal Trade
Commission to require the conspicuous and public disclosure of bots intended
to replicate human activity.

o Preventing election interference. Efforts should include protecting elections
from cyberattacks through the use of paper ballots and election audits, and
improving transparency and oversight of online political advertisements. In the
United States, Congress should pass and the president should sign the Honest
Ads Act (S. 1356/H.R. 2592), which would modernize existing laws by applying
disclosure requirements to online political advertising.

o Strengthening laws that guard against foreign influence over government
officials. Legislative proposals requiring greater transparency about officials’
personal finances and campaign donations, more rigorous standards for the
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disclosure of conflicts of interest, and the establishment of a clear code of con-
duct for engagement with foreign officials can help insulate governments from
foreign attempts to subvert democratic institutions. In the United States, this
could include passing legislation to enforce the principles of the constitution’s
foreign emoluments clause, closing loopholes in rules on reporting foreign in-
fluence, and modernizing financial disclosure requirements for elected officials.

o Preventing corrupt foreign officials from laundering stolen assets through
democracies. Corrupt actors steal more than $3 trillion annually from their home
countries, the effects of which undermine institutions critical to democracy and
harm economic growth in these countries. Stolen funds are routinely funneled
through international financial markets, laundered via seemingly legitimate pur-
chases in democratic nations. These practices pose a risk to the reputations of
companies unwittingly involved and to financial markets overall. Democracies
should strengthen transparency laws to ensure accurate identifying information
about purchasers and their funding sources is available. Governments should
ensure robust oversight of laws and investigate and prosecute violators when
necessary. In the United States, lawmakers should advance measures like the
Corporate Transparency Act (H.R. 2513) and the similar ILLICIT CASH Act
(S. 2563), which would prohibit corrupt actors from hiding behind shell corpo-
rations by requiring the disclosure of true, beneficial owners.

o Making the fight against kleptocracy and international corruption a key
priority. In the United States, the CROOK Act (H.R. 3843) would establish an
action fund that would offer financial assistance to foreign countries during his-
toric windows of opportunity for anticorruption reforms. The Combating Global
Corruption Act (S. 1309) would require the US government to assess corruption
around the world and produce a tiered list of countries. US foreign assistance
directed at the lowest-tiered countries would require specific risk assessments and
anticorruption mechanisms, such as provisions to recover funds that are misused.

* Restrict the export of sophisticated surveillance tools to unfree countries, and
require businesses exporting dual-use technologies to report on the human
rights impact of those products. Technologies such as facial-recognition sur-
veillance, social media monitoring, and targeted interception or collection of data
equip authoritarian governments with new and robust power to violate fundamental
rights. The sale of such technologies—including ones that use machine learning,
natural-language processing, and deep learning—should be restricted from coun-
tries rated Partly Free or Not Free by any Freedom House publication. Businesses
exporting dual-use technologies (those with both civilian and military purposes)
should be required to report annually on the impact of their exports, including by
disclosing the countries to which they have exported such technologies, potential
human rights concerns in those countries, a summary of pre-export due diligence
undertaken to ensure the products are not misused, any human rights violations that
have occurred as a result of the use or potential use of their technologies, and any
efforts undertaken to mitigate the harm done and prevent further abuses.

Defending and Expanding Democracy around the World
* Support democracy in both word and deed as a key pillar of foreign policy by:
o Emphasizing democracy-strengthening programs in foreign assistance. De-
mocracies are to be applauded for the significant resources they have invested in
recent decades to strengthen democratic movements, systems, and institutions
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around the world. Yet, significant, consistent funding and creative approaches
that take advantage of new technological tools and data are needed to counter au-
thoritarian resurgence. Democracies should select priorities based on recognition
of what can realistically be achieved through external assistance, with emphasis
on long-term and locally driven solutions. A high priority should be supporting
nonstate actors, including civil society and citizen-led social movements, with
technical assistance and training on issues such as coalition and constituency
building, advocacy, and how to operate safely both physically and digitally.
Connecting activists across borders so that they can share strategies, tools, and
approaches should also be prioritized. Programs that ensure that elections are
free, fair, and transparent and that power is genuinely contested are also critical.

o Focusing attention and funding on countries at critical junctures. These
include countries that have experienced recent expansions in freedom, such
as Ethiopia and Sudan, as well as countries in which democratic progress is
threatened, such as Benin and Sri Lanka. Policymakers from democratic nations
should engage in high-level public diplomacy with these states to signal inter-
national commitment to democratic progress. Funding should assist democrati-
cally inclined leaders and local civil society organizations in delivering tangible
expansion of political rights and civil liberties.

o Supporting civil society and grassroots movements calling for democracy.
Peaceful protest movements calling for reform can spur long-term democratic
change, but face greater odds without international support. Democratic govern-
ments should provide vocal, public support for grassroots pro-democracy move-
ments, and respond to any violent crackdowns by ruling regimes with targeted
sanctions, reduced or conditioned foreign assistance, and public condemnation.

o Investing in alliances with other democracies, and in multilateral institu-
tions. Confronting authoritarian and antidemocratic trends globally requires a
united front among democratic nations. Assumptions that a country’s individual
sovereignty is threatened by deep cooperation with allies will only isolate de-
mocracies from one another, leaving them weaker and less capable of meeting
the challenge of resurgent authoritarianism. Democracies should work together
to promote their shared values and constrain the behavior of autocratic pow-
ers by coordinating aid and public diplomacy efforts, including by bolstering
initiatives that promote transparency and accountability in governance, and by
issuing joint statements condemning human rights violations. Full engagement
by democracies in multilateral institutions strengthens and improves the work
of these bodies; moreover, it helps prevent authoritarian rulers from taking ad-
vantage of international systems—such as China’s efforts to constrain Taiwan’s
participation in international fora, the recent abuse of Interpol “red notices”
in seeking to apprehend journalists and rights defenders, and joint efforts by
undemocratic rulers to cut the number of human rights-related jobs within UN
peacekeeping missions.

o Addressing impunity by imposing targeted sanctions on individuals and
entities involved in human rights abuses and acts of corruption. In the
United States, a variety of laws allow authorities to block visas or freeze the
assets of any person or entity, including private companies, that engages in or
supports corruption or human rights abuses. These accountability tools allow
governments to sanction perpetrators without harming the general population,
and should be applied to individuals and entities regardless of whether their
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home country is considered an ally or adversary. Countries with similar laws
should robustly enforce them, and legislatures in countries without such laws
should seek to pass them.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE PRIVATE SECTOR

Private companies play a key role in sustaining—or weakening—democracy. They have a
special responsibility to be mindful of the impact their business activities have on democ-
racy and human rights, and should:

* Adhere to the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. This
includes avoiding commercial relationships with authoritarian governments that
force them to violate fundamental rights. Instead, companies should commit to
respecting the human rights of their customers and workers. As part of this effort,
they should conduct periodic assessments to help them fully understand the effects
of their products, policies, and activities. Upon completion of these assessments,
companies should develop actionable plans to remedy any evident or potential
harm. Given its unique position in authoritarian settings, the technology sector in
particular should refuse business arrangements that require either active complic-
ity in or passive acceptance of political censorship and information controls. All
companies should ensure products are not being manufactured through the use of
forced labor, and joint research is not being used for rights violations.

* Evaluate potential partners’ adherence to the UN Guiding Principles on Busi-
ness and Human Rights. Companies should refrain from partnering with entities
that do not adhere to these principles. Companies can also abstain from forming
partnerships with companies that are wholly or partially owned by states known
to violate human rights.

* Develop rapid-response teams to address cybersecurity and disinformation
incidents. Ahead of significant elections and at times when political tensions are
high, social media companies and other content providers should create specialized
teams in countries around the world that anticipate digital interference, and devise
strategies to prevent interference tactics and mitigate their effects. When designing
and implementing new tools to address cybersecurity and disinformation, compa-
nies should communicate openly about what new policies they are putting in place
and engage with local civil society actors that can provide expertise on the political
and cultural contexts in which companies work. Companies should also consult
objective research that will help inform them of potential flashpoints.
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Introduction

The Freedom in the World 2020 survey contains reports on 195 countries and 15 ter-
ritories. Each country report begins with a section containing the following information:
population, capital, freedom status (Free, Partly Free, or Not Free), and an “electoral
democracy” designation. Each territory report begins with a section containing the same
information, except for the capital and the electoral democracy designation. The population
figures are drawn primarily from the 2019 World Population Data Sheet of the Population
Reference Bureau.

The political rights and civil liberties ratings range from 1 to 7, with 1 representing
the most free and 7 the least free. The status designation of Free, Partly Free, or Not Free,
which is determined by the average of the political rights and civil liberties ratings, indicates
the general state of freedom in a country or territory. A brief explanation of status changes
is provided for each country or territory as required. Any improvements or declines in the
ratings since the previous survey are noted next to the relevant number in each report. For a
full description of the methods used to determine the survey’s ratings, please see the chapter
on the survey’s methodology.

Following the section described above, each country and territory report is composed of
three parts: an overview, bullets on key developments, and an analysis of political rights
and civil liberties. The overview provides a succinct, general description that explains the
country or territory’s place on the 0—7 rating scale; bullets on key developments summarize
key events that took place in 2019; and the section on political rights and civil liberties an-
alyzes the degree of respect for the rights and liberties that Freedom House uses to evaluate
freedom in the world. This section is composed of seven parts that correspond to the seven
main subcategories in the methodology and justify a country or territory’s score for each
indicator. The scores for each indicator, subcategory, and category, along with any changes
from the previous year, are noted next to the relevant subheading.
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Afghanistan

Population: 38,000,000
Capital: Kabul

Freedom Status: Not Free
Electoral Democracy: No

Overview: Afghanistan’s constitution provides for a unitary state, headed by a directly elected
president, with significant checks from the parliament and a wide range of rights guaranteed
to citizens. However, an insurgency waged by Islamist militants has undermined the writ of
the state in much of the rural hinterland, severely restricting the franchise. Political rights
and civil liberties are curtailed in practice by violence, corruption, patronage, and flawed
electoral processes.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

* Conflict between Afghan government forces and US forces, and the Taliban
rebel movement continued. The Islamic State (IS) militant group also continued
to recruit fighters, hold territory, and undertake suicide attacks. In October, UN
monitors said they had recorded 8,239 civilian casualties (2,563 deaths and 5,676
injuries) during the first nine months of the year, attributable to Afghan and allied
US forces as well as insurgent groups.

* A new parliament was seated in April, months after polling had taken place in
October 2018. However, the body’s legitimacy was damaged by allegations that
financial corruption and political influence shaped the results of many races.

» Widespread insecurity and disaffection with political elites contributed to a histor-
ically low turnout of 1.8 million in September’s presidential election. Preliminary
results, announced by the Independent Election Commission (IEC) in December,
gave incumbent President Ashraf Ghani just over 50 percent. While implementa-
tion of biometric voter verification technology was credited with helping prevent
fraud, the vote count and complaints-adjudication process once again proved pro-
tracted, and were both ongoing at year’s end.

* The US government conducted nine rounds of negotiations with the Taliban in
Doha, Qatar, from January to August. However, a draft agreement was abandoned
in September after objections by US President Donald Trump to continued Taliban
terror attacks. In November, it was announced that talks would resume.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 13 / 40

A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 3 / 12

Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 1 / 4

Afghanistan’s president is directly elected for up to two five-year terms and has the
power to appoint ministers, subject to parliamentary approval.

In 2014, then US secretary of state John Kerry brokered a National Unity Government
(NUG) after the 2014 presidential election was disputed between the two leading candi-
dates, former finance minister Ashraf Ghani and former foreign minister Abdullah Abdullah.
Under the terms of the NUG, Ghani became president, and Abdullah was installed as chief
executive, a new post resembling that of a prime minister, which was not supported by the
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constitution. Ghani’s term expired in May 2019, but he remained in office by order of the
Supreme Court, pending the outcome of 2019 presidential election; the poll was delayed a
number of times during the year.

A first round presidential poll was eventually held in September, with Ghani and Ab-
dullah again emerging as the leading candidates. However, the count, audit, and complaints
adjudication process once again proved protracted. Preliminary results, announced by the
IEC in December, gave the incumbent President Ghani just over 50 percent. But at year’s
end, complaints adjudication was still under way, and it could not be determined whether a
second round would be mandated.

International observers and electoral experts generally concluded that any mandate drawn
from the September 2019 poll would be flawed. The primary objection related to the low
turnout of approximately 1.8 million—a historic low for a presidential election, and less than
half the number of people who voted in the most recent parliamentary election, in 2018. While
biometric voter verification technology was successfully implemented ahead of the polls, other
aspects of the integrity of the electoral management was questioned. There were also a number
of attacks targeting voters on election day, though no large-scale violence took place.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 1/ 4

In the directly elected lower house of the National Assembly, the 249-seat Wolesi Jirga
(House of the People), members stand for five-year terms. In the 102-seat Meshrano Jirga
(House of Elders), the upper house, the provincial councils elect two-thirds of members for
three- or four-year terms, and the president appoints the remaining third for five-year terms.
The constitution envisages the election of district councils, which would also send members
to the Meshrano Jirga, though these have not been established. Ten Wolesi Jirga seats are
reserved for the nomadic Kuchi community, including at least three women, and 65 of the
chamber’s general seats are reserved for women.

Parliamentary elections originally scheduled for 2014 were postponed amid security
concerns, and the president extended the legislature’s mandate with an apparently uncon-
stitutional decree until elections were finally held in October 2018. Despite security threats
from the Taliban, which threatened to punish people for voting, and poor organization by the
IEC, more than four million people voted (approximately half of registered voters). Some
poll workers were absent on election day due to fears of violence, and difficulties with the
untested biometric identification system contributed to delays in opening polling stations,
and long lines. Many people reportedly waited hours to vote, and some left before casting
their ballots.

The Taliban followed through on threats to carry out attacks across the country, which,
according to the United Nations, killed 56 people and injured 379. The technical challenges
and insecurity forced the IEC to add a second day of voting in some regions. In December
2018, the Electoral Complaints Commission (ECC) ruled that all votes cast in Kabul Prov-
ince were invalid due to widespread fraud, but reversed the decision under international
pressure. The election results were only finalized in May 2019, months after the vote. Nev-
ertheless, the winning candidates were eventually sworn in and the new parliament was able
to function during the remainder of 2019.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 1 / 4

Elections are administered by the IEC, and disputes are adjudicated by the ECC.
Following the highly contested vote count and audit process that accompanied the 2018
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parliamentary elections, both election management bodies were disbanded in February
2019, and several members of the bodies were prosecuted, found guilty of corruption in
September, and jailed. Members of the new IEC and ECC were nominated by political
parties and civil society organizations, voted on by the presidential candidates, and sworn
in in March. The bodies also included international experts inducted as nonvoting members.
Nevertheless, candidates continued to question the independence and competence of IEC
and ECC members and their secretariats during the 2019 presidential election.

Parliamentary and provincial council elections are conducted using a Single Non-Trans-
ferable Vote (SNTV) system, in multimember constituencies, which tends to award most
seats to candidates with a low vote share. Political parties have been unsuccessful in their at-
tempts to replace SNTV with a proportional system. The most significant recent innovations
in electoral laws and framework have been the introduction of a voter roll and biometric
voter verification in 2018 and 2019. Together, these have gone some way to limit the mass
fraudulent voting that marred earlier elections. But, recent electoral complaints have also
reflected concerns that the election management bodies may have colluded in circumventing
the new safeguards.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 7 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 2 / 4

Most candidates for elected office run as independents and participate in fluid alliances
linked to local and regional patronage networks. Political parties have been free to seek
registration since 2005, though they are typically centered on particular ethnic groups or
personalities rather than coherent policy platforms.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 2 / 4

Multiple opposition leaders and parties seek power through elections. However, the
question of whether these elections provide a realistic route to power for a democratic op-
position remains unsettled.

The Afghan constitution centralises power in the presidency. The president controls ad-
ministrative and security-sector appointments throughout the country and exercises signifi-
cant discretion in financial-resource allocation. This gives the incumbent multiple electoral
advantages, both in the pre-poll manoeuvres to make and break alliances, and in influencing
the conduct of polls and the count. During the run-up to the September 2019 presidential
election, international and other observers raised concerns about the large number of ad-
ministrative appointments and appointments to the election secretariat, and the suspected
large-scale diversion of state resources into campaign funds.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 1 / 4

The insurgency waged by the Taliban movement, which has publicly opposed the 2019
presidential election and other elections, is the main constraint on Afghans’ political choices.
The inability of the electoral administration to operate in Taliban-controlled areas and the
fear of Taliban violence or retaliation were among the factors that depressed voter turnout
in 2019.

The civil administration and moneyed elites also exert undue influence over the elec-
toral apparatus, and these concerns were reflected in the justice system, when members of
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the electoral commissions were tried and convicted of fraud in 2019. The expectation of
fraud and sense that actual votes would not count likely contributed to low turnout in areas
where there was little Taliban threat to polling.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 2 / 4

The constitution recognizes multiple ethnic and linguistic minorities and provides more
guarantees of equal status to minorities than historically have been available in Afghanistan.
Since 2001, the traditionally marginalized Shiite Muslim minority, which includes most
ethnic Hazaras, has enjoyed increased levels of political representation and participation in
national institutions. Nevertheless, participation is curtailed for all segments of the popu-
lation by insecurity, flawed elections, and the dominance of powerful patronage networks.
Members of minority groups have limited practical opportunities to organize independently,
outside the networks of established leaders.

Women'’s political participation has been constrained by threats, harassment, and social
restrictions on traveling alone and appearing in public. The proportion of women registered
as voters declined from 41 percent in 2010 to 34 percent in 2018. In 2018, over 400 women
competed for the 68 parliamentary seats allocated to female representatives. All candidates
running in the 2019 presidential poll were men.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 3 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 1 / 4

The ability of the president and their cabinet, acting in concert with the legislature,
to set and implement state policies is limited by a number of factors. The government
remains heavily dependent on military and economic support from the United States and
its allies, and it is unable to enforce its laws and decisions in parts of the country con-
trolled by the Taliban and other insurgents. Parliament exercises weak oversight over the
executive, is often disregarded by the government, and very rarely adopts legislation on
its own initiative.

The issue of whether the government was free to determine policies was brought into
focus by the latest peace process. As the Taliban refused to negotiate with the Afghan
government, while foreign troops remain in Afghanistan, the US special envoy went
ahead with US-Taliban negotiations. The approach broke with a previous doctrine of
promoting “Afghan-owned and Afghan-led” talks. It left the US envoy as the key figure
shaping the approach to the peace process, which was the most important political issue
in Afghanistan.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 1 / 4

There have been periodic arrests, prosecutions, and dismissals of civilian and military
officials accused of corruption, and an Anti-Corruption Justice Centre (ACJC) was estab-
lished in 2016, bringing together specialized police, prosecutors, and courts to focus on
high-level malfeasance. Nevertheless, corruption remains an endemic problem, law enforce-
ment agencies and the judiciary are themselves compromised by graft and political pressure,
and the most powerful officials and politicians effectively enjoy impunity. An October 2018
report from the US Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) con-
firmed that the ACJC was failing to prosecute senior officials accused of corruption. Afghan
commentators report that many senior positions in government can only be obtained through
corrupt payments to figures in the relevant ministry and presidential office.
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Allegations of top-level corruption increased after the 2019 presidential poll, with
members of the government including Ghani were accused of misappropriating funds to
pay for election campaigns.

A May 2019 study by the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) concluded
that the proliferation of bodies sharing anticorruption responsibilities and a history of ad hoc
initiatives have impeded progress in tackling corruption. During 2019, there was a series
of corruption accusations made against officials of the office of the president, including of
corrupt allocation of contracts and official jobs, and demands of sexual favors in exchange
for jobs.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 1 / 4

Government operations are largely opaque, and corruption is endemic in the manage-
ment of public-sector contracting.

In recent years, the National Procurement Commission, established in 2014 and chaired
by the president to guide the National Procurement Authority (NPA), has taken the lead in
reforming procurement procedures and attempting to maintain transparency throughout the
government. The NPA has centralized supervision of state contracts and claimed to have
saved hundreds of millions of dollars in 4,780 approved contracts through the end of 2018.

The ownership of mining companies that receive government contracts often goes
undisclosed, effectively allowing individuals and entities legally prohibited from winning
contracts, such as members of parliament, to participate.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 14 / 60
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 6 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 2 / 4

Afghanistan has a vibrant media sector, with multiple outlets in print, radio, and tele-
vision that collectively carry a wide range of views and are generally uncensored. Media
providers include independent and commercial firms, as well as a state broadcaster and
outlets tied to specific political interests.

However, journalists face the threat of harassment and attack by the Islamic State (IS)
militant group, the Taliban, and government-related figures attempting to influence how
they are covered in the news. Restrictions on freedom of expression have been justified in
the name of avoiding incitement to or support of terrorism. The Afghan authorities ban the
live television coverage of terrorist incidents, which can restrict on-the-ground television
reporting. In November 2019, the prominent pro-Taliban commentator Waheed Mozhda was
killed in an apparently targeted shooting, which was unsolved at year’s end.

A rapid expansion in the availability of mobile phones, the internet, and social media has
granted many Afghans greater access to diverse views and information. The NUG publicly sup-
ported media freedom and cooperated with initiatives to counter security threats to the media.
Nevertheless, high-level officials, including Ghani, frequently question the validity of sto-
ries critical of the government and attempt to discredit journalists, undermining trust and
confidence in the media.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 1 / 4

While religious freedom has improved since 2001, it is still hampered by violence
and discrimination aimed at religious minorities and reformist Muslims. The constitution
establishes Islam as the official religion and guarantees freedom of worship to other reli-
gions. Blasphemy and apostasy by Muslims are considered capital crimes, and non-Muslim
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proselytizing is strongly discouraged in practice. Conservative social attitudes, intolerance,
and the inability or unwillingness of law enforcement officials to defend individual free-
doms mean that those perceived as violating religious and social norms are highly vulner-
able to abuse.

Terrorist attacks against places of worship continued during 2019. In May, an attack on
the Al-Tagwa mosque in Kabul killed two people including a prominent cleric known for his
criticism of terrorist violence. In October, at least 69 people were killed in a suicide bomb
attack against a mosque in eastern Nangarhar Province. IS was suspected of carrying out this
attack as punishment for the community’s opposition to the group.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 1 / 4

Academic freedom is largely tolerated in government-controlled areas, where public
schools and universities enjoy full autonomy from the government (though there are serious
shortages of qualified instructors and up-to-date teaching materials).

Government security forces and the Taliban have both taken over schools to use as mil-
itary posts. The expansion of Taliban control in rural areas has left an increasing number of
public schools outside of government control. The Taliban operate an education commission
in parallel to the official Ministry of Education. Although their practices vary between areas,
some schools under Taliban control reportedly allow teachers to continue teaching, but ban
certain subjects and replace them with Islamic studies.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 2 / 4

Although private discussion in government-held areas is largely free and unrestrained,
discussion of a political nature is more dangerous for Afghans living in contested or Tali-
ban-controlled areas. Government security agencies have increased their ability to monitor
the internet, including social media platforms. However, this monitoring has not yet had a
perceptible impact on social media use.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 4 / 12
E1. Is there freedom of assembly? 2 / 4

The constitution guarantees the right to peaceful assembly, subject to some restrictions,
but this right is upheld erratically from region to region. The police sometimes fire live
ammunition when attempting to break up demonstrations. Protests are also vulnerable to
attacks by IS and the Taliban. In September 2019, 26 people attending an election rally
address by President Ghani in Parwan Province were killed in a suicide bombing. Public
demonstrations have tapered off in recent years, due in large part to the history of attacks
against them, particularly by IS.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 1 / 4

The constitution guarantees the right to form nongovernmental organizations (NGOs),
and both the legal framework and the national authorities are relatively supportive of civil
society groups. NGOs play an important role in the country, particularly in urban areas,
where thousands of cultural, welfare, and sports associations operate with little interference
from authorities.

However, NGOs are sometimes hampered by official corruption and bureaucratic re-
porting requirements, and the threat of violence by armed groups is a major obstacle to their
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activities. In May 2019, a complex attack claimed by the Taliban targeted the compound
of the US-based group Counterpart International in Kabul, and killed at least five people.
In November, an American working with the United Nations in Afghanistan was killed in
Kabul during a grenade attack on the UN-marked vehicle he was traveling in. In December,
a vehicle of the aid group Peace Japan Medical Services was ambushed in Nangarhar, re-
sulting in the death of the head of the group and five Afghan colleagues.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 1 / 4

Despite broad constitutional protections for workers, labor rights are not well defined in
law, and no effective enforcement or dispute-resolution mechanisms are currently in place.
Unions are largely absent from the informal and agricultural sectors, which account for most
Afghan workers.

F. RULE OF LAW: 2 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 1 / 4

The judicial system operates haphazardly, and justice in many places is administered
on the basis of a mixture of legal codes by inadequately trained judges. Corruption in the
judiciary is extensive, with judges and lawyers often subject to threats and bribes from local
leaders or armed groups. Informal justice systems, employing variants of both customary
law and Sharia (Islamic law), are widely used to arbitrate disputes, especially in rural areas.
The Taliban have installed their own judiciary in areas they control, but many Taliban com-
manders impose arbitrary punishments without reference to this system.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 0 / 4

Prosecutions and trials suffer from a number of weaknesses, including lack of proper
representation, excessive reliance on uncorroborated witness testimony, lack of reliable
forensic evidence, arbitrary decision-making, and failure to publish court decisions. The
police force is heavily militarized and primarily focused on its role as a first line of defense
against insurgents in administrative centers. There are high levels of corruption and com-
plicity in organized crime among police, particularly near key smuggling routes. There is
an entrenched culture of impunity for the country’s political and military power brokers.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 0 / 4

The US government conducted nine rounds of negotiations with the Taliban in Doha,
Qatar, from January to August 2019. US special envoy Zalmay Khalilzad attempted to
secure Taliban cooperation on counter-terrorism, a ceasefire, and Taliban participation in
political talks with the Afghan government, in return for a US troop-withdrawal timetable.
However, a draft agreement was abandoned in September after objections by the US Presi-
dent Donald Trump to continued Taliban terror attacks. In November, it was announced that
talks would resume, with an effort to persuade the Taliban to accept a phased process of
violence reduction, as the peace process unfolds.

As talks were taking place, the movement’s military launched its annual spring of-
fensive and continued violent attacks throughout the year. They mainly attacked Afghan
government targets, as well as civilians they deemed to be associated with the government,
only rarely attacking international military forces.

While the Taliban were able to consolidate their hold on most rural areas, the govern-
ment and United States increasingly relied on aerial bombardment and raids into areas held
by the Taliban. Several minor administrative headquarters (u/uswalis) changed hands, often
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taken by the Taliban and later retaken by government. Ultimately, the Taliban were unable
to take and hold any of the country’s 34 provinces.

IS continued to recruit fighters and to hold pockets of territory in 2019. The group
undertook suicide attacks against Shia targets, such as the suicide bombing of a wedding
in Kabul in August 2019, which left more than 90 people dead and more than 140 injured.
However, the number of such attacks by IS fell relative to the previous year. There was sus-
tained fighting between IS and the Taliban in eastern Afghanistan, where the Taliban tried
to retake areas they had lost to the group.

Overall civilian casualties remained at a level similar to 2018, with the UNAMA re-
cording 8,239 during the first three quarters of 2019. However, the intensity of violence
fluctuated. UN monitoring indicated that during the first and second quarters of the year,
more civilian casualties were caused by Afghan and allied US forces than by insurgents. The
quarter ending in September, which saw the temporary conclusion of the US-Taliban talks,
also witnessed the highest level of civilian casualties recorded by the UN in any quarter,
during a decade of monitoring. The UN attributed 62 percent of civilian casualties recorded
from January to the end of September to the Taliban and other insurgent groups. Meanwhile,
defeats suftered by IS were reflected in a halving of civilian casualties attributed to the group
during the first three quarters of the year; 12 percent of all civilian casualties were attributed
to the group. Further reports emerged of summary executions of civilians who were targeted
in raids by special forces units of the National Directorate of Security (NDS), and so-called
“campaign forces” supported by the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). For example, in
August 2019, a unit of the Khost Protection Force militia summarily executed 11 civilians
in Kulalgo, of Zurmat District. Protests against such raids prompted the resignation of NDS
Director Mohammed Masoon Stanekzai in September.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 1 / 4

Despite some legal protections, religious and ethnic minorities remain subject to harass-
ment and discrimination, including in employment and education. Ethnic-based patronage
practices affect different groups’ access to jobs depending on the local context. The popula-
tion of non-Muslim minorities such as Hindus and Sikhs has shrunk to a tiny fraction of its
former size due to emigration in recent decades. Women face severe disadvantages in the
justice system, access to employment, and other matters, with harmful societal norms often
overriding legal guarantees.

There is no legal protection for LGBT+ people, who face societal disapproval and abuse
by police. Same-sex sexual activity is considered illegal under the penal code and Sharia.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 2 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 0 / 4

The constitution grants Afghans freedom of movement, residence, and travel abroad.
However, these freedoms are severely circumscribed in practice by the ongoing civil con-
flict, which continued to cause mass displacement and render travel unsafe in much of the
country in 2019. According to the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UN-
HCR), half a million Afghans were displaced by conflict in 2019. Opportunities for Afghans
to seek refuge abroad have been curtailed in recent years, as the European Union (EU) has
attempted to reinforce its external border and member states have increased deportations of
failed asylum seekers, while Iran and Pakistan have compelled hundreds of thousands of
refugees to return home.
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G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or non-state actors? 1 / 4

Citizens are formally free to own property, buy and sell land, and establish businesses.
However, economic freedoms are constrained by patronage, corruption, and the dominant
economic role of a narrow, politically connected elite. Over the past two decades the most
profitable activities available to Afghans have been government and defense contracting,
narcotics trafficking, and property and minerals development. Investors in all of these sec-
tors have depended on connections to those in power, and land theft backed by the threat of
force is a serious problem.

A combination of harassment, extortion, and arbitrary taxation make for a highly unfa-
vorable business climate for any investor hoping to operate within the law. Companies are
only able to operate in areas the Taliban controls by paying illegal taxes. The movement now
also routinely extorts money from traders in government-controlled towns.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 0 / 4

Domestic violence against women remains pervasive. In 2017, the Ministry of Public
Health estimated that 51 percent of women experience domestic violence in their lifetimes.
However, women’s rights activists maintain that only a small proportion of actual incidents
are reported. According to a May 2018 report published by the United Nations, many cases
of violence against women are dealt with by traditional mediation, rather than through the
criminal justice system; this largely enables impunity for perpetrators.

Women’s choices regarding marriage and divorce remain restricted by custom and
discriminatory laws. The forced marriage of young girls to older men or widows to their
husbands’ male relations is a problem, and many girls continue to be married before the le-
gal age of 16. The courts and the detention system have been used to enforce social control
of women, for example by jailing those who defy their families’ wishes regarding marriage.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 1 / 4

The constitution bans forced labor and gives all citizens the right to work. However,
debt bondage remains a problem, as does child labor, which is particularly prevalent in the
carpet industry. Most human trafficking victims in Afghanistan are children trafficked inter-
nally to work in various industries, become domestic servants, settle debts, or be subjected
to sexual exploitation. Children are also vulnerable to recruitment by armed militant groups,
and to a lesser extent by government security forces.

Albania

Population: 2,900,000
Capital: Tirana

Freedom Status: Partly Free
Electoral Democracy: Yes

Overview: Albania has a record of competitive elections, though political parties are highly
polarized and often organized around leading personalities. Religious freedom and free-
dom of assembly are generally respected. Corruption and organized crime remain serious
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problems despite recent government efforts to address them, and the intermingling of pow-
erful business, political, and media interests inhibits the development of truly independent
news outlets.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

* The ruling Socialist Party (PS) won most contested mayoral and council seats in
June’s local elections, which were marred by boycotts from the Democratic Party
(PD) and Socialist Movement of Integration (LSI). The election campaign was also
marked by frequent opposition-led protests, some of which became violent.

* In June, German newspaper Bild reported on conversations between PS officials
and the leader of an Albanian criminal organization that were recorded ahead of
the 2017 parliamentary election. In one conversation, criminal group leader Astrit
Advylaj was recorded influencing the selection of a PS parliamentary candidate.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 27 / 40 (-1)
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 8 / 12
Al.Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 3 / 4

The president is the head of state and is chosen by the parliament for a maximum of
two five-year terms; the office does not hold executive power, though the president heads
the military and plays a key role in selecting senior judges. The prime minister is the head of
government, and is designated by the majority party or coalition. Because both the president
and prime minister are selected by lawmakers, their legitimacy is generally dependent on the
conduct of parliamentary elections.

In April 2017, Ilir Meta, the head of the LSI, was selected as president. PS leader
Edi Rama retained his position as prime minister following the June 2017 parliamentary
election.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 3 / 4

Albania is a parliamentary republic. The unicameral, 140-member Kuvendi (Assembly)
is elected through proportional representation in 12 regional districts of varying size. All
members serve four-year terms.

Events preceding the 2017 legislative election reflected ongoing distrust between the
opposition PD and the ruling PS. In late 2016, the president called the parliamentary election
for the following June. The PD boycotted the election in February 2017, claiming the PS
would commit massive electoral fraud. A standoff ensued, with tensions escalating that May,
when the PD held a large protest in Tirana. Mediators from the United States and European
Union (EU) facilitated an agreement between the parties later that month; the PD was guar-
anteed several ministerial positions, the chair of the Central Election Commission (CEC),
and directorships of several public agencies.

The election was held in June 2017, a week later than initially scheduled. The PS won
74 seats, enough to govern alone, on voter turnout of 46.8 percent. Organization for Security
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) election monitors praised the contest’s conduct, but
noted that the mediated agreement resulted in the “selective and inconsistent application”
of electoral law. The mission also noted vote-buying and voter intimidation allegations.

Municipal elections held in June 2019 were also marred by vote-buying allegations
dating back to the 2017 election. PD and LSI lawmakers resigned their seats in February and
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threatened to boycott the coming local elections. After months of opposition-led protests,
President Meta attempted to delay the contests in June, just before the elections, but the
parliament reversed his decree and censured him for his actions. The contests proceeded as
scheduled, but opposition parties boycotted local races; PS candidates won most mayoral
contests and local council seats on a turnout of 23 percent.

While OSCE monitors said the contests were generally orderly, they also reported
significant irregularities; parties tracked voter participation, impinging on voters’ rights to
participate without fear of retribution. Some voters also reported that they were threatened
with loss of employment or the withdrawal of social service support depending on their vote.
The PD denounced the contest, claiming that turnout figures had been inflated.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 2 / 4

After the 2017 election, the OSCE voiced concerns that the CEC was not operating
transparently, and sometimes failed to sanction parties that committed electoral violations,
such as failing to adhere to gender quota requirements. After the June 2019 local contests,
OSCE monitors again noted the CEC’s opaque performance. Opposition parties did not fill
commission seats due to their decision to boycott the contest, leaving the PS in effective
control of the body during the campaign.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 12 / 16 (-1)
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 3 / 4

Albanian citizens generally have the right to organize in political parties. The two main
parties, the PS and the PD, are sharply polarized and given to personality-driven rivalry.
Candidates for legislative elections who do not belong to a party currently seated in the
parliament must collect a set number of signatures in order to run.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 3 / 4 (-1)

Albania’s multiparty system provides ample opportunity for opposition parties to par-
ticipate in the political process, and elections have resulted in the rotation of power among
parties. The PD and LSI boycotted the June 2019 local contests, leaving fewer options for
Albanians who voted.

Score Change: The score declined from 4 to 3 because opposition parties boycotted local
elections in 2019.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 3 / 4

While individuals are generally free to make their own political choices, powerful eco-
nomic actors can also shape the political sphere through their media holdings and influence
on electoral campaigns.

Criminal organizations are also known to influence Albanian politics; in early June
2019, German newspaper Bild reported on conversations between PS officials and Astrit
Advylaj, leader of an organized criminal group, ahead of the 2017 election. Advylaj was
recorded influencing the selection of a PS parliamentary candidate, who later won a seat.
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B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 3 / 4

Albanian law guarantees political rights for citizens regardless of their ethnic, racial,
lingual, or religious identity. Electoral officials provided voter education materials in
minority languages for the 2017 poll. However, the OSCE reported that the CEC did not
produce minority-language materials for the June 2019 elections.

Members of the Roma minority and other marginalized groups remain vulnerable to
political exploitation. OSCE monitors noted that Romany individuals faced difficulty regis-
tering to vote in 2019 due to the lack of a permanent address.

Women are underrepresented both in politics and election administration roles; 36
women held parliamentary seats in 2019.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 7 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 3 / 4

In 2017, elections, and thus the timely formation of a new government, were threatened
by an impasse between the PD and PS that persisted until international mediators facilitated
a political agreement. Once installed, the government was largely able to formulate and
implement policy, though its ability to do so was somewhat impacted by the February 2019
opposition boycott.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 2 / 4

Corruption is pervasive, and the EU has repeatedly called for rigorous implementation
of antigraft measures. The Special Prosecutor Service was established as part of 2016 re-
forms, and is tasked with prosecuting high-level corruption; it is functional but has yet to
achieve full operational capacity.

In May 2019, a court convicted government official Kelmend Balili of drug traffick-
ing, membership in a criminal organization, and failure to disclose income, sentencing
him to an effective 10-year prison sentence. Balili was identified as a drug trafficker in
2016 when his network was disrupted by an international law enforcement operation, but
Albanian authorities refrained from arresting him for three years. Former interior minister
Saimir Tahiri, who was accused of corruption and drug trafficking in 2018, was acquitted of
trafficking in September 2019 but was convicted of abuse of power, receiving a suspended
prison sentence.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 2 / 4

A robust law on access to information is not well implemented. Public procurement
processes and public finances are frequently opaque, though parliamentary procedures are
more open and accessible.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 40 / 60
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 13 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 2 / 4

While the constitution guarantees freedom of expression, the intermingling of powerful
business, political, and media interests inhibits the development of independent news out-
lets; most are seen as biased toward either the PS or the PD. Reporters have little job security
and remain subject to lawsuits, intimidation, and occasional physical attacks by those facing
media scrutiny. Print media has continued to experience declining revenue, which has driven
down journalists’ salaries.
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In December 2019, the parliament passed two laws allowing government agencies to
hear complaints from individuals alleging defamation from television stations and news
sites. Under the legislation, these agencies will have the power to fine journalists or restrict
the activities of outlets found to have engaged in defamation. Albanian journalists and the
Council of Europe all criticized the legislation, which awaited presidential assent at year’s
end, warning it would harm freedom of expression.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 4 / 4
The constitution provides for freedom of religion, which is generally upheld in practice.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 3 / 4

The government typically does not limit academic freedom, though teachers in several
districts have faced pressure ahead of elections to participate in political rallies. Access to
higher education is affected by corruption.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 4 / 4

There are no significant restrictions on free and open private discussion, including for
online blogs and social media.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 9 / 12
E1. Is there freedom of assembly? 4 / 4

Freedom of assembly is generally respected. Demonstrations by opposition parties and
civic groups are common. Opposition protests were frequently held between April and June
2019, ahead of June’s local elections, and sometimes turned violent. PD supporters clashed
with police in a May rally in Tirana, with the government reporting that 13 police officers
were injured. An hours-long clash took place in early June, prompting the US embassy in
Tirana to release a statement condemning opposition violence. Protesters returned to Tirana
after the local elections, calling for the Rama government to step down over accusations of
fraud and collusion with criminal organizations in early July.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 3 / 4

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) generally function without restriction, but
have limited funding due to dependence on foreign donors and policy influence.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 2 / 4

The constitution guarantees workers the rights to organize and bargain collectively, and
most have the right to strike. However, effective collective bargaining remains limited, and
union members have little protection against discrimination by employers.

F. RULE OF LAW: 9 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 2 / 4

The constitution provides for an independent judiciary, but the underfunded courts are
subject to political pressure and influence, and public trust in judicial institutions is low.
Corruption in the judiciary remains a serious problem, and convictions of high-ranking
judges for corruption and abuse of power are historically rare.
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In 2016, the parliament approved a variety of reforms designed to boost the judiciary’s
independence and capacity, including the evaluation of current and prospective judges and
prosecutors based on their professionalism, moral integrity, and independence. Vetting pro-
cesses are ongoing, and in 2019 again led to the dismissal or resignation of many judges
over unexplained assets.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 2 / 4

Constitutional guarantees of due process are upheld inconsistently. Trial procedures can
be affected by corruption within the judicial system, and are sometimes closed to the public.
Legal counsel is not always provided to those that cannot afford their own.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 2 / 4

Reports of police abuse of detainees continues. Prison inmates suffer from poor living
conditions and a lack of adequate medical treatment.

Drug-related crime remains a problem, as Albania is a transit country for heroin smug-
glers and a key site for European cannabis production.

Traditional tribal law is practiced in parts of northern Albania, and sometimes involves
revenge killings.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 3 / 4

Roma face significant discrimination in education, health care, employment, and hous-
ing. A 2010 law bars discrimination based on race and several other categories, including
sexual orientation and gender identity, and a 2013 reform of the criminal code introduced
protections against hate crimes and hate speech based on sexual orientation and gender
identity. However, bias against LGBT+ people remains strong in practice. Women are
underrepresented in the workforce. Women living in rural areas, in particular, have fewer
opportunities for employment and education than do men.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 9 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 3 / 4

Albanians generally enjoy freedom of movement, though criminal activity and practices
related to traditional honor codes limit these rights in some areas. People are generally free
to change their place of residence or employment.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 2 / 4

Numerous property-restitution cases related to confiscations during the communist era
remain unresolved. Illegal construction is a major problem, as is bribery linked to govern-
ment approval of development projects.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 2 / 4

The government generally does not place explicit restrictions on social freedoms. Au-
thorities in the past have indicating a willingness to recognize same-sex marriages, but no
policy developments have followed.
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Domestic violence is widespread, and while the parliament has adopted some measures
to combat the problem in recent years, few cases are prosecuted. Police are poorly equipped
to handle cases of domestic violence or spousal rape, which is often not understood to be a
crime. According to a UN Women survey released in May 2019, 47 percent of female Al-
banian respondents experienced domestic violence from intimate partners in their lifetime.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 2 / 4

Albania has relatively robust labor laws, but lacks the capacity to enforce workplace
safety and other protections. Conditions in the manufacturing, construction, and mining
sectors are often substandard and put workers at risk.

While Albania continues to struggle with human trafficking, authorities are becoming
more proactive in addressing the issue, with the US State Department’s 2019 Trafficking
in Persons Report noting additional funding for victim coordinators and the adoption of a
2018-20 action plan. However, the department also warned that funding for shelters man-
aged by NGOs was delayed during the reporting period.

Algeria

Population: 43,400,000
Capital: Algiers

Freedom Status: Not Free
Electoral Democracy: No

Overview: Political affairs in Algeria have been dominated by a closed elite based in the
military and the ruling party, the National Liberation Front (FLN). While there are multiple
opposition parties in the parliament, elections are distorted by fraud, and electoral processes
are not transparent. Other concerns include the suppression of street protests, legal restric-
tions on media freedom, and rampant corruption. The rise of the Hirak protest movement in
2019 has put pressure on the regime, with President Abdelaziz Bouteflika resigning and the
armed forces moving to maintain their grip on power in response.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

* February saw the beginning of protracted protests, collectively referred to as the
Hirak, sparked by President Bouteflika’s decision to seek a fifth term in office.
He resigned under pressure in April, giving way to interim president Abdelkader
Bensalah and opening Algeria to a new transitional phase in its domestic affairs.

« After Bouteflika’s departure, the interim government and its military backers,
represented by army chief of staff General Ahmed Gaid Salah, launched an anti-
corruption campaign that targeted several entrepreneurs and officials previously as-
sociated with his administration. Among them was the former president’s brother,
Said Bouteflika, who received a 15-year sentence in September.

o After Algeria’s Constitutional Council rejected two presidential candidates in June
and delayed the election scheduled for July, former prime minister Abdelmajid
Tebboune was elected president in a December poll. The Hirak denounced the list
of candidates for their ties to the old administration and boycotted the election,
which earned a historically low turnout rate.
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POLITICAL RIGHTS: 10 / 40

A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 3 / 12

Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 1 / 4

The president is directly elected to a five-year term for a maximum of two terms. In
2008, these term limits were removed, allowing President Abdelaziz Bouteflika to serve
four terms, but they were reinstated in 2016 when Parliament passed a constitutional reform
package. The 2014 presidential vote was marred by ballot stuffing, multiple voting, inflated
electoral rolls, and the misuse of state resources to benefit the incumbent.

President Bouteflika’s decision to seek another term, which would have been his fifth,
sparked the Hirak protests in February 2019; protesters originally called for him to step
down during their twice-weekly rallies. In April, President Bouteflika resigned, following
loss of support from the armed forces. Upper house speaker and Bouteflika ally Abdelkader
Bensalah was named interim president and faced immediate protests due to his association
with his predecessor. Despite Bensalah’s appointment, army chief of staff General Ahmed
Gaid Salah was considered the country’s de facto ruler in Bouteflika’s stead. In early June,
protesters derided the Constitutional Council’s decision to reject the only two candidates
who completed timely applications to contest the next presidential election and delay the
vote, which was due on July 4.

In September, President Bensalah signed legislation creating a new Independent Na-
tional Authority for Elections (ANIE), which updated the country’s electoral rolls in Octo-
ber. In November, as the campaign began in earnest, the ANIE announced five candidates
for the presidency; nearly all of them served as ministers in President Bouteflika’s cabinet,
roiling protesters who called for a new selection of contestants. November was also marked
by a crackdown against the ongoing protests, with hundreds of rally attendees and protesters
arrested at the height of the campaign. In addition, authorities issued lengthy prison terms to
three former politicians two days before the poll.

In the December election, former prime minister Abdelmajid Tebboune won the pres-
idency in the first round with 58 percent of the vote, followed by former tourism minister
Abdelkader Bengrina with 17 percent, former prime minister Ali Benflis with 11 percent,
and former culture minister Azzedine Mihoubi with 7 percent. Abdelaziz Belaid, a 2014
presidential candidate and the only contestant not to serve in Bouteflika’s cabinet, won 7
percent of the vote. The Constitutional Council reported a record low turnout of just under
40 percent, while one outside expert suggested a figure as low as 20 percent. Protesters
called the election a sham and orchestrated a boycott, and outside observers were not al-
lowed to enter the country to monitor the poll.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 1/ 4

The 462 members of the People’s National Assembly, the lower house of Parliament,
are directly elected to five-year terms. In the 2017 elections, the ruling National Liberation
Front (FLN) and Democratic National Rally (RND) won a combined 261 seats. Several
other parties each won a far smaller share of seats. An unpublished European Union (EU)
assessment of the polls, acquired by Algerian newspaper Liberté, noted serious deficien-
cies in the electoral process, highlighting the inaccessibility of voter rolls and opaque
vote-counting procedures. Opposition parties and other observers alleged widespread fraud,
and media outlets carried videos recorded by voters that appeared to show ballot-box stuff-
ing and other irregularities.
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The president appoints one-third of the members of the upper legislative house, the
Council of the Nation, which has 144 members serving six-year terms. The other two-thirds
are indirectly elected by local and provincial assemblies. Half of the chamber’s mandates
come up for renewal every three years. The ruling FLN secured 29 of the 48 indirectly
elected seats at stake in December 2018, with the RND and smaller factions or independents
taking the remainder.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 1 / 4

Algeria’s elections, which were previously administered by the Interior Ministry, were
often subject to government interference, but pressure from protesters forced the govern-
ment to create a new electoral authority in 2019. In late July, President Bensalah created
an expert panel to oversee a national dialogue working group and create what became the
AINE, under the leadership of former parliament speaker Karim Younes. In September,
Younes’s commission recommended lowering the number of signatures required to add
candidates to the presidential ballot from 60,000 to 50,000. The panel also recommended
abolishing the requirement for presidential candidates to receive 600 signatures from other
elected officials.

The panel’s recommendations were accepted in September 2019, and were incorporated
into a reform bill passed by Parliament later that month. However, opposition parties and
protesters expressed doubts over the electoral reform package after the AINE announced a
slate of presidential candidates tied to the outgoing Bouteflika administration. The absence
of election monitors in the December presidential election also fostered continued concern
in Algerian civil society.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 4 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 1 / 4

The Interior Ministry must approve political parties before they can operate legally.
Parties cannot form along explicitly ethnic lines. The Islamic Salvation Front (FIS), which
swept the 1990 local and 1991 national elections that preceded Algeria’s decade-long civil
war, remains banned. In April 2019, the Interior Ministry legalized ten new parties.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 1 / 4

Opposition parties play a marginal role in the national legislature, and their activities
are regularly curtailed by the government. Election boycotts by opposition groups are not
uncommon.

Since the beginning of the Hirak in February 2019, the government has curtailed the
ability of opposition parties to assemble and campaign. In August, the authorities prevented
three opposition parties, the Socialist Forces Front, the Rally for Culture and Democracy
(RCD), and the Labour Party, from holding a meeting inaugurating their planned electoral
alliance.

Opposition leaders have also been subject to detention and prosecution in 2019. In
September, military intelligence officers arrested Karim Tabbou, spokesperson for the
Democratic and Social Union (UDS), an unrecognized political party, for “undermining the
morale of the army.” Tabbou, a former official in the FFS, had publicly criticized General
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Gaid Salah before his arrest; he was provisionally released later that month to await his trial.
A military court handed Labour Party leader Louisa Hanoune a 15-year prison sentence that
same month for “harming the authority of the army” and “conspiracy against the authority
of the state.”

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 1 / 4

Since President Bouteflika’s resignation, the military has maintained its longstanding
influence on decision-making, with army chief of staff General Ahmed Gaid Salah playing a
key role until his death in December 2019. The military is the most influential political actor
in Algeria, thanks to its lack of accountability and vast resources.

In recent years, there have been allegations and scandals of corruption and financial
influence in the selection of political candidates, and of vote-buying during elections. After
President Bouteflika’s resignation, General Gaid Salah initiated an anticorruption cam-
paign targeting entrepreneurs and officials linked with the former administration, which he
claimed was aimed at reducing the influence and corruption of these groups on domestic
political decisions.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 1 / 4

Parties dominated by the ethnic Amazigh (Berber) community, like the Rally for Cul-
ture and Democracy (RCD) and the Socialist Forces Front (FFS), are allowed to operate,
but their activities are curtailed by the military. These parties control a handful of munic-
ipalities, mainly concentrated in the northern region of Kabylie. However, ethnic Berbers
have been targeted by the authorities for engaging in political activity. In November 2019,
19 Amazigh activists were handed six-month prison sentences for carrying Amazigh flags
during demonstrations, having been accused of endangering Algeria’s territorial integrity. In
a separate trial earlier that month, more than 20 activists were fined and sentenced to a year
in prison for “threatening national unity.”

Women have gradually played a larger role in Algerian politics, but they remain reluc-
tant running for office, are often unable to secure meaningful influence within Parliament,
and are likelier to lose intraparty debates. In the 2017 legislative election, some parties
obscured the faces of female candidates in their electoral materials. Women hold only 26
percent of seats in the lower house, and 7 percent in the upper house of Parliament.

LGBT+ people are politically marginalized in Algeria, and have little practical ability
to fight for relevant antidiscrimination laws or the repeal of laws criminalizing same-sex
relations. Such acts remain prohibited by Article 338 of the penal code, and those convicted
face a two-year prison term.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 3 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 1 / 4

The military has historically served as the ultimate arbiter of political issues in Algeria,
and elected heads of government have relied on their support to maintain office; the loss
of that loyalty played a significant role in President Bouteflika’s resignation in April 2019.
After the president’s departure, army chief of staff General Gaid Salah became a vital deci-
sion-maker before his death in December, becoming the de facto leader of the country and
driving Algeria into presidential elections over the objections of protesters, who called for
a longer period of transition.
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C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 1 / 4

Anticorruption laws, a lack of government transparency, low levels of judicial in-
dependence, and bloated bureaucracies contribute to widespread corruption at all levels.
Moreover, anticorruption investigations are often used to settle scores between factions
within the regime.

The April 2019 capture of Ali Haddad, one of Algeria’s richest men, marked the
beginning of a new anticorruption campaign driven by General Gaid Salah. Haddad was
arrested while he was trying to cross the border into Tunisia with large amounts of money
in hand. That same month, police arrested five prominent businessmen for corruption; the
defendants included Issad Rebrab, head of food, oil, and sugar refining firm Cevital, and
the four Kouninef brothers, who were accused of using ties to the president’s brother, Said
Bouteflika, to win key telecommunications contracts. Rebrab denied wrongdoing and was
held in custody through the end of 2019. Prosecutors also summoned former prime minister
Ahmed Ouyahia and former finance minister Mohamed Louka to appear in court. Ouyahia
was arrested in June along with former prime minister Abdelmalek Sellal; both men were
convicted on charges of corruption in December.

In May, Said Bouteflika and two former intelligence chiefs, Generals Bachir Athmane
Tartag and Mohamed Mediene, were arrested on charges including “plotting against the
state” and “undermining the army.” Labour Party leader Louisa Hanoune was tried along-
side Bouteflika; all four defendants received 15-year sentences from a military court in late
September.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 1 / 4

The country lacks legislation that guarantees citizens’ access to official information.
There is considerable opacity surrounding official decision-making procedures, the publi-
cation of official acts is rarely timely, and rules on asset disclosure by government officials
are weak and poorly enforced.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 24 / 60
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 7 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 1 / 4

Although some newspapers are privately owned and some journalists remain aggressive
in their coverage of government affairs, most papers rely on government agencies for print-
ing and advertising, encouraging self-censorship. Authorities sometimes block distribution
of independent news outlets that are based abroad or online. In June 2019, the government
blocked access to news websites Tout sur 1’Algérie and Algérie Part without explanation,
and more websites were blocked in August. Viewers can access unlicensed private television
channels located in Algeria but legally based outside the country, though these are subject
to government crackdowns.

Authorities use legal mechanisms to harass the media and censor or punish controver-
sial reporting. As a result, journalists and bloggers face brief detentions, short jail terms,
suspended sentences, or fines for offenses including defamation and “undermining national
unity.” In March 2019 a court freed Merzoug Touati, a blogger who had been arrested in
2017 for conducting an interview with an Israeli Foreign Ministry spokesperson and pub-
lishing it online.

Since the beginning of the Hirak protests, police have intensified arbitrary arrests to
intimidate journalists. In February 2019, a dozen journalists were briefly arrested at a sit-in
against media censorship. In July, a journalist accused the police of using physical and ver-
bal violence against him during his brief arrest in the port town of Annaba.
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Foreign correspondents have found themselves expelled from Algeria on several
occasions in 2019. In March, Reuters journalist Tarek Amara was expelled after reporting
on a protest against former president Bouteflika. In April, Aymeric Vincenot, an Agence
France-Presse (AFP) bureau chief, was forced to leave the country after his accreditation
was not renewed. In May, a Moroccan journalist was briefly detained and subsequently
expelled.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 1 / 4

Algeria’s population is overwhelmingly Sunni Muslim. Members of religious minori-
ties, including Christians and members of the Amazigh community, suffer from state perse-
cution and interference. Proselytizing by non-Muslims is illegal. Authorities have cracked
down on the small Ahmadi minority, claiming that its members denigrate Islam, threaten
national security, and violate laws on associations. Religious communities may only gather
to worship at state-approved locations.

In June 2019, a Protestant Algerian was sentenced to pay a 50,000 dinar ($420) fine
because he set up a tent to host weekly services, after the closure of the local church. In Au-
gust, the Algerian Protestant Church (EPA) reported that five of its places of worship were
closed at the government’s behest. This was a continuation of government activity against
the EPA, which began its campaign in late 2017. Before this crackdown, the EPA had main-
tained its status as a legally recognized organization since 1974. Another three Protestant
churches, all of them located in the Amazigh-dominated region of Kabylie, were ordered
closed in October, with their congregants forcefully removed.

In April 2019, human rights lawyer Salah Dabouz was arrested over of a series of
Facebook posts, in which he criticized the court in the northern town of Ghardaia over its
discriminatory attitude toward the Mozabite Berber minority.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 2 / 4

Authorities generally do not interfere directly with the operations of universities, but
debate is circumscribed in practice due to restrictive laws that target the entire population.
Academic work is also affected by state censorship of domestically published and imported
books. Student organizations have been active in the ongoing Hirak protests that began in
February 2019, with members calling for political reforms. The authorities have occasion-
ally resorted to violence to repress these demonstrations.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 3 / 4

Private discussion can take place relatively freely when it does not focus on certain
sensitive topics. The government monitors internet activity in the name of national security
and does not disclose information about the program’s targets or range, which is thought to
be extensive. Social media users and bloggers, particularly those with higher profiles, are
sometimes subject to prosecution for critical comments.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 4 / 12
E1l. Is there freedom of assembly? 2 / 4

Restrictions on freedom of assembly remain in place, but are inconsistently enforced.
The Hirak protests, which have been ongoing since February 2019, have sometimes been
tolerated by the authorities. However, security forces have resorted to the use of tear gas,
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water cannons, arbitrary arrests, and the excessive use of force to preempt or disrupt some of
these rallies. A separate ban on demonstrations is also in force in the capital city of Algiers,
but this has been largely ineffective in stopping the Hirak’s activities.

Members of the Amazigh community have also seen their ability to assemble curtailed,
in June, the government instituted a new ban on demonstrators carrying flags other than the
Algerian national flag; the ban was aimed at protestors carrying the Amazigh flag.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 1 / 4

The 2012 law on associations effectively restricts the formation, funding, and activities
of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). Permits and receipts of application submission
are required to establish and operate NGOs, but organizations often face considerable delays
and bureaucratic obstacles when attempting to obtain such documents, leaving them in a
legally precarious position.

NGOs must notify the government of staffing changes and submit detailed reports on
their funding; those that accept foreign funding without government approval risk fines or
imprisonment. In early 2019, NGOs demanded the repeal of the law on associations.

Authorities have taken a particular interest in Rassemblement Actions Jeunesse (RAJ),
a human rights organization that has supported the Hirak. In September, over 20 RAJ mem-
bers were arrested for participating in an unauthorized meeting in the northeastern city of
Bejaia. In October, the NGO’s president, Abdelouhab Fersaoui, was arrested and detained
in the Harrach prison in Algiers. Co-founder Hakim Addad and eight other members were
already imprisoned in Harrach by the time Fersaoui was arrested. Meanwhile, in August, a
Middle East and North Africa representative for Human Rights Watch (HRW) was detained
and expelled.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 1 / 4

The country’s main labor federation, the General Union of Algerian Workers (UGTA),
has been criticized for its close relationship to the government and for its failure to advocate
for workers’ interests. The UGTA has also involved itself in Algeria’s ongoing political
crisis, organizing a pro-government rally in the capital of Algiers in late November 2019.

Workers require government approval to establish new unions; this is difficult to obtain
in practice, leaving many unions without legal status. Authorities routinely clamp down on
independent unions, some of which have openly supported the protest movement through-
out 2019. In April, Raouf Mellal, president of the independent labor union SNATEG, was
arrested and released on the same day, after allegedly being subjected to sexual harassment
by police. SNATEG, which represents workers for public gas and electricity utility SONEL-
GAZ, planned on launching a three-day strike that month, while calling for a transitional
government that included members of the opposition.

In December, Kaddour Chouicha, president of independent higher education workers’
union SESS, was arrested and given a one-year prison sentence for his criticism of the
military and support for the protest movement. Chouicha is also the vice president of the
Algerian League for the Defense of Human Rights.

Several trade unionists closely affiliated with CGATA and COSYFOP, two major inde-
pendent union confederations, were targeted throughout 2019. Rym Kadri, a member of a
COSYFOP-affiliated education workers’ union, was arrested for taking part in a November
sit-in protest; she was released after four days, but was subject to strict conditions by year’s
end. In early December, police in the capital of Algiers sealed the headquarters of CGATA,
citing “unauthorized activities.”
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F. RULE OF LAW: 6 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 1 / 4

The judiciary is susceptible to pressure from the civilian government and the military.
Judges are appointed by the High Council of the Judiciary, which is led by the president
and the justice minister. Between October and November 2019, the vast majority of judges
went on strike, objecting to a decision by the government to reshuffie around 3,000 judges
and prosecutors. Judges protested for ten days against the government’s interference in
the judiciary, but eventually agreed to a compromise with the Justice Ministry in early
November.

As part of the agreement, judges were allowed to appeal their transfers and received
retroactive pay increases; the ministry also committed to hold a workshop aimed at in-
creasing judicial independence. However, Algeria’s National Union of Judges threatened to
resume its strike later in late November 2019, accusing the justice minister of reneging on
their agreement.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 1 / 4

The lack of independence on the part of judges and prosecutors often erodes the due
process rights of defendants, particularly in politically fraught trials. Lengthy delays in
bringing cases to trial are common. Prosecutors’ requests to extend pretrial detention periods
are typically granted. Security forces frequently conduct warrantless searches and engage in
arbitrary arrests and short-term detentions.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 2 / 4

A 2006 reconciliation law gave immunity to Islamist and state perpetrators of serious
crimes during the civil war, while compensating families of those who were subject to those
crimes, which included forced disappearances. The reconciliation law was also notable for
criminalizing public discussion on the fate of the disappeared. This was the second post-civil
war effort to pardon perpetrators of violence; former president Abdelaziz Bouteflika previ-
ously shepherded a 1999 negotiation with the FIS, which secured pardons for thousands of
members of its armed wing.

Allegations of torture have decreased since the end of the war, but human rights activ-
ists still accuse the police of using excessive force and abusing detainees.

Terrorist groups, including Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) and the Islamic
State militant group, continue to operate in Algeria. However, attacks have grown less fre-
quent in recent years, and no terrorist bombings were reported during 2019.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 2 / 4

Officials have made gradual efforts to address the Amazigh community’s cultural
demands. Tamazight, the Berber language, was named a national language in 1995 and
again in 2002; this allowed the language to be taught officially in schools serving Amazigh
areas. Tamazight did not become an official language nationwide until the constitution was
amended in 2016, a move that allowed its use in administrative documents. Arabic remains
the language of government.

Sub-Saharan African migrants, including refugees and asylum seekers, are often ar-
bitrarily arrested and deported from the country—or simply abandoned at the desert bor-
der—without being given the opportunity to challenge the actions in court. In 2019, Algeria
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expelled thousands of migrants, mostly from Niger. In addition, sub-Saharan Africans have
been subject to racial discrimination, which has sometimes been conducted openly by Alge-
rian government officials and local NGOs in recent years.

LGBT+ people face discrimination and violence for expressing their sexual orien-
tation, and many LGBT+ activists have fled the country. In February, a medical student
was killed in his dormitory by two unknown assailants, allegedly because of his perceived
homosexuality.

Same-sex relations are punishable with prison sentences as long as two years, though
prosecutions for such acts have declined in recent years. Nevertheless, LGBT+ Algerians
face mistreatment at the hands of police, discrimination at the hands of health providers, and
discrimination in the workplace. NGOs that address the needs of the LGBT+ population are
rare, with the exception of advocacy group Alouen (Colors), due to the 2012 law on associ-
ations that curtails civil society generally.

The constitution guarantees gender equality, but women continue to face both legal and
societal discrimination. Many women make lower wages than men in similar positions, and
there are few women in company leadership positions. Sexual harassment, while punishable
with fines and jail time, is nevertheless common in workplaces. Women have also been sub-
ject to public campaigns of violence and intimidation; a spate of acid attacks against women
gained public attention in the 1990s.

However, NGO’s dedicated to women’s rights have become more vocal in 2019; in
April, women’s rights group Femme Insoumises DZ (Rebellious Woman Algeria) identified
an Algerian man living in the UK who posted a social media video calling for acid attacks
against women taking part in Hirak protests. The NGO’s activities prompted the public
prosecutor’s office to open an investigation, and British police took the man into custody.
Women'’s rights groups active in the Hirak have also advocated for the reversal of the 1984
Family Code, which limits women’s rights within marriage, as well as for a renewed com-
mitment to the constitutional promise of gender equality.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 7 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 2 / 4

While most citizens are relatively free to travel domestically and abroad, the authorities
closely monitor and limit access to visas for non-Algerians. Men of military draft age are
not allowed to leave the country without official consent. The land border between Algeria
and Morocco remains closed. Police reportedly limit the movement of sub-Saharan African
migrants attempting to reach the Mediterranean coast. Married women younger than 18
must obtain the permission of their husbands to travel abroad.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 2 / 4

The government plays a dominant role in the economy, leaving little room for private
competitors. Cronyism is also a major obstacle to private enterprise, with businesspeople not
aligned with the regime often facing harassment by the authorities. Numerous regulations
and their flawed implementation make Algeria one of the most difficult environments in the
world in which to establish and operate a business. Inheritance rules favor men over women.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 2 / 4
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Women do not enjoy equal rights in marriage and divorce. Domestic violence is com-
mon, and the laws against it are weak; for example, cases can be dropped if the victim
forgives the alleged abuser. Women'’s rights groups report that between 100 and 200 women
are killed in domestic abuse incidents each year. No law addresses spousal rape.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 1 / 4

The weak rule of law, government involvement in the economy, and bureaucratic obsta-
cles pose barriers to social mobility.

A 2009 law criminalized all forms of trafficking in persons, and Algeria reported its
first conviction under the law in 2015. In recent years, the government has made an effort
to enforce the ban through prosecutions and has provided protection for victims, though not
systematically. Undocumented sub-Saharan African migrants are particularly susceptible
to racial discrimination, labor exploitation, including through the practice of debt bondage,
and sexual exploitation.

Andorra

Population: 80,000
Capital: Andorra la Vella
Freedom Status: Free
Electoral Democracy: Yes

Overview: Andorra has a parliamentary system of government and regularly holds free and
fair elections. Political rights and civil liberties are generally respected. However, the coun-
try has strict naturalization criteria, and more than 50 percent of the population consists of
noncitizens who do not have the right to vote. Among other outstanding concerns, abortion
remains completely prohibited, and there is a notable wage gap between men and women.
The small Muslim and Jewish communities lack dedicated cemeteries, and the country has
no recognized mosque.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

 In February, the parliament adopted a law on equal treatment, banning all forms of
discrimination and specifying measures to prevent, correct, and eliminate improper
bias in the public and private sectors. The law was intended especially to address
discrimination against women and included a provision guaranteeing equal pay
for equal work.

* The incumbent center-right Democrats for Andorra (DA) party lost its majority in
the April parliamentary elections, but it formed a new coalition government with
two smaller parties.

» Debate about Andorra’s total ban on abortion intensified during the year, with
hundreds of people participating in demonstrations in March and September to call
for decriminalization.

» Authorities continued working to address long-standing concerns about abuse of
the country’s banking system. Among other ongoing legal and regulatory changes,
the parliament in November adopted legislation to strengthen safeguards against
money laundering and terrorist financing.
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POLITICAL RIGHTS: 39 / 40
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 12 / 12
Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 4 / 4

Andorra has a parliamentary system, with a prime minister elected by and accountable
to the legislature. The legitimacy of the prime minister, usually the head of the party with
the most seats, rests largely on the conduct of parliamentary elections, which have histori-
cally been competitive and credible. Xavier Espot Zamora, the new leader of the ruling DA
party, was chosen as prime minister in May 2019 following the previous month’s elections.
The DA had lost its parliamentary majority, but it formed a coalition government with two
smaller liberal parties. Espot replaced outgoing prime minister Antoni Marti Petit, who had
held the post since 2011.

Two unelected “co-princes,” the French president and the Roman Catholic bishop of La
Seu d’Urgell, Spain, serve jointly as Andorra’s ceremonial heads of state.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions?4 / 4

Members of the unicameral, 28-member Consell General are directly elected every four
years through a mixed voting system. In the April 2019 elections, the DA led with 11 seats,
followed by the Social Democratic Party (PS) with 7, the Liberals of Andorra (LA) and the
new conservative party Third Way (TV) with 4 each, and the new social-liberal party Com-
mitted Citizens (CC) with 2. The LA and CC joined the DA in the new governing coalition.
The polls were generally considered competitive, credible, and well administered.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 4 / 4

The Electoral Law, which was last changed in 2014 to introduce regulations on cam-
paign finance, provides a sound framework for free and fair elections. The Electoral Board
supervises elections impartially. However, the law does not provide a formal role for inter-
national or citizen observers.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 15 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 4 / 4

Political parties may form and operate freely, and there are a number of active parties in
Andorra. Two new parties, TV and CC, made their debut in the 2019 elections.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 4 / 4

The country has experienced multiple democratic transfers of power between rival
parties, most recently in 2011, when the DA replaced a government led by the PS. Opposi-
tion parties are well represented in the Consell General and deprived the DA of its outright
majority in the 2019 elections.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 4 / 4

Citizens and political figures are generally able to make political choices without undue
interference from external forces.
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B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 3 / 4

More than 50 percent of the population consists of noncitizens—mostly from nearby
states—who do not have the right to vote in national elections or run for elected office. Un-
der Andorra’s restrictive naturalization criteria, one must marry a resident Andorran or live
in the country for more than 20 years to qualify for citizenship. Prospective citizens are also
required to learn Catalan, the national language.

There are no specific policies to encourage the political participation of women, but
women are active in politics, and after the 2019 elections they held 50 percent of the seats
in the legislature. LGBT+ people are also free to participate in politics, and a number of
parties advocate for their interests.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 12 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 4 / 4

The elected government and parliament exercise their powers without improper influ-
ence from unelected or nonstate actors. However, in 2018 the Vatican reportedly warned the
prime minister that the bishop of La Seu d’Urgell would have to abdicate as co-prince if
Andorra legalized abortion.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 4 / 4

Government corruption is not viewed as a pressing issue in Andorra. Over the past
several years, the country has adopted reforms to address concerns raised in a 2011 report
by the Council of Europe’s Group of States against Corruption (GRECO) about bribery and
campaign finance. The government has also made progress on financial-sector reforms de-
signed to prevent abuses of the country’s banking system that could facilitate either domes-
tic or transnational corruption. A law that renounced banking secrecy and required certain
disclosures about accounts held by nonresidents entered into force at the start of 2018. In
November 2019, the parliament adopted legislation to strengthen existing safeguards against
money laundering and terrorist financing.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 4 / 4

There is no legal guarantee of public access to government information. However, the
government is generally transparent in practice; among other resources, it publishes a reg-
ular bulletin, accessible online, that documents government activity, budgetary processes,
public procurement, and asset disclosures. Since 2017 the Ministry of Territorial Planning
has sponsored a participatory budget process, allowing members of the public to help set
spending priorities.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 55 / 60
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 14 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 3 / 4

There are a number of daily and weekly newspapers, and the country’s only domestic
television station is operated by the public broadcaster Radio i Televisio d’Andorra. Resi-
dents have access to a variety of foreign media services. While press freedom is generally
respected, business, political, and religious interests have historically influenced media cov-
erage; reporting on the activities of Andorra’s banks has been particularly difficult.
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D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 3 / 4

Freedom of religion is generally upheld, but the Roman Catholic Church enjoys a priv-
ileged position that allows it to draw on some state support and to bypass some bureaucratic
processes that other faith groups must adhere to.

Despite years of negotiations between the Muslim community and the government,
there is no recognized mosque for the country’s roughly 2,000 Muslims. The government
has organized meetings with Jewish and Muslim communities to discuss the possible estab-
lishment of a special cemetery where those groups could conduct burials according to their
customs and beliefs, but there has been little progress on the proposal.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 4 / 4

There are no restrictions on academic freedom, and the educational system is free from
indoctrination.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 4 / 4

There are no significant constraints on personal expression or freedom of private discus-
sion. Authorities are not known to illegally monitor private online communications.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 11 / 12
E1l. Is there freedom of assembly? 4 / 4

Andorran law provides for freedom of assembly, and the government respects this
right in practice. Demonstrations against government policy and in response to other social
and political controversies take place on occasion. In March and September 2019, protests
against Andorra’s strict prohibition on abortion drew hundreds of participants.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 4 / 4

Various nongovernmental organizations are active in the country and function without
restriction. Human rights groups freely publish their findings and advocate for improvements.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 3 / 4

The right to unionize is protected by law and the constitution, and a new labor law that
took effect in February 2019 established regulations for collective bargaining and the right
to strike. However, unions and the political opposition characterized the law as a setback,
arguing in part that it placed unnecessary constraints on the right to strike. There are no laws
in place to penalize antiunion discrimination.

In 2018, Andorra saw its first major strike in 85 years, when civil servants walked out
to protest reforms to their contracts proposed by the Marti government.

F. RULE OF LAW: 15 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 4 / 4

The judiciary is impartial and independent, and is generally free from pressure from the
government. Judges are appointed and supervised by the Higher Council of Justice; the two
co-princes, the speaker of parliament, and the prime minister each select one of the council’s
five members, and the fifth is elected by judges and magistrates.
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F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 4 / 4

Defendants enjoy the presumption of innocence and the right to a fair trial, and due pro-
cess is generally upheld in the criminal justice system. The constitution prohibits arbitrary
arrest and imprisonment, but police can detain suspects for up to 48 hours without charge.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 4 / 4

Andorra is free from war and insurgencies, and law enforcement agents are not known
to use excessive force against civilians. Prison conditions are adequate.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 3 / 4

In February 2019, the parliament adopted a law on equal treatment and nondiscrim-
ination. While it was focused primarily on combating gender discrimination, it included
comprehensive protections against discrimination based on race, ethnicity, age, disability,
sexual orientation, gender identity or expression, and other such categories; the legislation
also featured enforcement mechanisms, including fines. To address a persistent gender pay
gap estimated at 22 percent and as high as 40 percent in some sectors, the new law specifi-
cally required equal pay for equal work.

Andorra provides temporary protection and services to refugees and asylum seekers,
but there is no law allowing the government to grant asylum or refugee status.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 15 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 4 / 4

There are no restrictions on freedom of movement, and people are generally free to
change their place of residence, employment, and education.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 4 / 4

The legal and regulatory framework is generally supportive of property rights and
entrepreneurship, and there are few undue obstacles to private business activity in practice.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 3 / 4

Personal social freedoms are generally respected, though there are some restrictions
for same-sex couples, who can form civil unions but not marry or adopt children. Domestic
violence is prohibited by law and punishable with prison sentences; the government pursues
domestic violence cases and provides resources for victims. Nevertheless, such violence
remains a serious problem, and sometimes involves violence against children.

Andorra remains one of the few countries in Europe where abortion is completely pro-
hibited, with penalties for both doctors and women who undergo the procedure. Abortion is
relatively accessible in neighboring France and Spain, though this option can be expensive
for Andorrans.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 4 / 4

Andorran laws provide protections for most workers, including migrant workers.
However, temporary workers are in a precarious position, as they must leave the country
when their employment contract expires, exposing those with expired contracts to potential
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abuse by employers. The Labor Inspections Office is proactive in addressing violations of
workers’ rights.

A 2019 report from the Council of Europe’s Group of Experts on Action against Traf-
ficking in Human Beings (GRETA) found that Andorra had made legislative and policy
progress on combating trafficking, but called on authorities to scrutinize high-risk sectors
for possible victims and raise awareness of the threat among law enforcement bodies. No
cases of trafficking had been confirmed in the country as of mid-2019.

Angola

Population: 31,400,000
Capital: Luanda

Freedom Status: Not Free
Electoral Democracy: No

Overview: Angola has been ruled by the same party since independence, and authorities have
systematically repressed political dissent. Corruption, due process violations, and abuses
by security forces all remain common. Since President Jodo Lourenco’s election in 2017,
the government has taken steps to crack down on endemic corruption and eased restrictions
on the press and civil society, but serious governance and human rights challenges persist.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

* In January, the parliament adopted a new criminal code that no longer penalized
same-sex relations, along with new antidiscrimination statutes.

* In August, Angola finalized an agreement with the Office of the UN High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the Democratic Republic of the Congo
(DRC) allowing for the voluntary departure of Congolese migrants, a year after
the government launched an operation that forcibly expelled over 520,000 people
by September.

» Family members and officials who served under former president José Eduardo dos
Santos faced corruption trials and investigations during the year. Former transport
minister Augusto da Silva Tomas received an 8-year sentence for fraud after he was
convicted in August, while the president’s son, Jos¢ Filomeno dos Santos, was tried
for embezzling public funds in December.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 11 / 40
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 3 / 12
Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 0 / 4

The 2010 constitution abolished direct presidential elections. Instead, the head of the
national list of the political party receiving the most votes in general elections becomes pres-
ident, without any confirmation process by the elected legislature. The constitution permits
the president to serve a maximum of two five-year terms, and to directly appoint the vice
president, cabinet, and provincial governors.

In 2016, the ruling Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) announced
that Defense Minister Jodo Lourengo, who was also the MPLA vice president, would be
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its presidential candidate in 2017. The decision was made by the MPLA’s political bureau,
without public consultation. The MPLA retained power in the 2017 legislative elections, and
Lourengo succeeded dos Santos, who had been in power for 38 years.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 2 / 4

Angola’s 220-seat, unicameral National Assembly, whose members are elected to five-
year terms by proportional representation, has little power, and most legislation originates
in the executive branch.

In the 2017 legislative polls, the MPLA won 61 percent of the vote and 150 seats,
while the opposition National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) took
27 percent and 51 seats, and the Broad Convergence for the Salvation of Angola—Electoral
Coalition (CASA—CE) won 9 percent and 16 seats. Two smaller parties won the remainder.
An African Union (AU) monitoring mission praised the elections’ conduct, noting that they
were peaceful and that there was a broad consensus that polling preparations and processes
were better organized than in past elections. However, the prevalence of biased progov-
ernment media, deficiencies in voter registration processes, and the MPLA’s use of public
resources in its campaign hampered the opposition. There were also reports of postelection
violence in some locations.

Alleging grave irregularities at the National Election Commission (CNE), including
manipulation of the vote count, opposition leaders called the polls fraudulent and jointly dis-
puted the results. The Constitutional Court dismissed their claim, citing a lack of evidence.
Opposition figures elected to the National Assembly ultimately took their seats—a move
that prompted intense criticism from their political base.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 1 / 4

The law states that the makeup of the CNE should refiect the disposition of power in the
National Assembly, which gives an advantage to the MPLA. The political opposition, in its
challenge of the 2017 election results, cited serious misconduct and a lack of transparency
on the part of the CNE.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 6 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 2 / 4

There is a multiparty system in place, but competition is limited. The process for cre-
ating new political parties is fraught with bureaucratic obstacles and attempts at cooptation,
factors that severely hinder public confidence in new parties.

The ruling MPLA maintains direct control of the Business Management and Participa-
tion Company (GEFI), a holding company that is active in sectors including banking and real
estate; the firm is believed to provide as much as $5 million in monthly funding to the party.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 1 / 4

There is little space for the opposition to increase its parliamentary representation,
much less gain power through elections. Angola has never experienced a transfer of power
between rival parties. Nevertheless, opposition parties have built public support in recent
years, particularly in Luanda.
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No municipal elections are held in the country for opposition parties to contest, though
the national government has been working to change this since 2015. In August 2019, the
parliament passed a local authorities bill that observers called vital for holding those con-
tests, which are expected in 2020.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 1 / 4

MPLA-aligned economic oligarchies nurture a system of dependency and patronage
that can subvert candidates’ and voters’ ability to freely express their political choices.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 2 / 4

While societal pressures can discourage women from active political participation,
women’s rights advocates have an increasingly vocal presence in political life. In 2018,
Luisa Damido became the deputy president of the MPLA, making her the highest-ranking
woman in the party leadership at the time. Women hold 30 percent of the legislature’s seats.

Discussion of issues affecting LGBT+ people have historically been considered taboo,
and such topics have been absent from political debate. This has changed somewhat with
the parliament’s adoption of a new penal code that decriminalized same-sex relations in
January 2019.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 2 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 1 / 4

The country has been ruled by the MPLA since independence, and the president is
expected to consult routinely with the party’s political bureau. Former president dos Santos
retained his position as head of the MPLA for a year after President Lourengo’s election. In
2018, dos Santos was finally replaced by Lourengo as party leader, enabling the new presi-
dent to consolidate his authority.

Executive powers are broad and varied, leaving the parliament to act largely as a rub-
ber stamp in approving the president’s policies. Like his predecessor, President Lourengo
frequently adopts legislation by presidential decree.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 1 / 4

After decades of MPLA rule, corruption and patronage have become entrenched in
nearly all segments of public and private life. President Lourenco stressed his willingness to
fight endemic corruption since his 2017 election campaign, and high-profile dos Santos-era
officials have been convicted of corruption in 2019. In August, former transport minister
Augusto da Silva Tomas was handed a 14-year sentence for fraud, though that sentence was
later reduced to 8 years. In November, former Military Intelligence and Security Service
(SISM) head General Antonio José¢ Maria was handed a three-year prison sentence for steal-
ing confidential documents. However, former vice president Manuel Vicente did not face
trial in 2019. Vicente, who is considered an ally of President Lourengo, was investigated for
corruption by Portuguese authorities before Portugal agreed to transfer his case to Angola
in 2018.

Dos Santos’s family also faced scrutiny in 2019. In December, the former president’s
son, Jos¢ Filomeno dos Santos, was tried for embezzling $1.5 billion in public money be-
tween 2013 and 2017. Filomeno dos Santos, who was arrested in 2018, pleaded not guilty;
his trial was ongoing at the end of 2019. An Angolan court froze the assets of Isabel dos
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Santos, a daughter of the former president, in December 2019, after the government accused
her of siphoning public funds when she was the head of state oil firm Sonangol.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 0 / 4

Government operations are generally opaque, though the Lourengo administration has
moved to improve transparency in the corrupt oil sector. In 2018, the government announced
the formation of the National Oil, Gas, and Biofuels Agency (ANPG) to oversee the indus-
try beginning in February 2019. However, its leadership has been sourced from Sonangol;
ANPG head Paulino Jerénimo previously served as the state oil firm’s chief executive in
the 2010s.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 20 / 60 (+1)
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 7 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 1 / 4

The Angolan state owns most media in the country. Many ostensibly private outlets are
owned by senior officials of the MPLA and act as mouthpieces of the regime. Foreign news
outlets, including Portuguese news agency Lusa, French news agency RFI, and Voice of
America (VOA), are widely read. Since 2018, more voices have gained access to the media,
including civil society groups and opposition figures, and news outlets have shown a greater
willingness to carry criticism of the government.

Insult and defamation are both considered criminal offenses under the code that was
enacted in January 2019. The criminal code also includes “abuse of press freedom,” a charge
that can be levied against those accused of engaging in incitement, hate speech, defense of
fascist or racist ideologies, or “fake news.”

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 2 / 4

The constitution guarantees religious freedom, but the government imposes onerous
criteria on religious groups for official recognition, which is required for the legal construc-
tion of houses of worship. Notably, many Pentecostal churches—which have had a profound
social impact in Angola—remain unregistered.

There are no registered Muslim groups, and Muslim communities have been more
vocal in their demands for recognition and the right to worship freely. Despite these calls,
Muslims’ ability to worship is subject to interference; in May 2019, a local Muslim leader
reported that 39 mosques in Lunda Norte Province had been closed by authorities in two
stages since 2018, and that as many as 10,000 worshippers would observe Ramadan in the
DRC.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 2 / 4

Academics must maintain a fagade of agreement with the MPLA’s preferred narratives
and refrain from open criticism of the party, or risk losing their positions. Those who voice
dissent are often monitored by security services.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 2 / 4

In recent years, there has been somewhat less fear of retribution for expressing criti-
cism of the government or controversial opinions in private conversations. However, self-
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censorship persists, fueled by concerns that a perceived intent to organize against the
government could result in reprisals. While internet access is increasing in Angola, the
government actively monitors online activity. Known surveillance of civil society groups,
journalists, and academics can leave people reluctant to speak out.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 6 / 12
El. Is there freedom of assembly? 2 / 4

Constitutional guarantees of freedom of assembly are poorly upheld. The Lourengo
administration showed more tolerance for public demonstrations, but authorities still used
arrests to inhibit protests in 2019. In July, police arrested seven minors after they protested a
water shortage in the municipality of Lobito; the seven were convicted of charges including
public disobedience and contempt, and were fined. In September, the National Police ar-
rested at least 23 people over a demonstration against Gongalves Muandumba, the governor
of Moxico Province, during a visit by President Lourengo. One of the organizers accused
officers of arresting bystanders and using excessive force against protesters.

Individuals who call for or publicly organize demonstrations also risk arrest. In
May 2019, activists Arante Kivuvu and Benedito Jeremias were arrested after they led a
demonstration against forced evictions in Luanda. Later that month, police arrested an-
other activist, Hitler Tshikonde, after he called for their release in a video posted to social
media; Tshikonde was charged with insulting the president before his release several days
later.

Separatists in the oil-rich Cabinda region were also targeted by the government in 2019.
In late January, 63 activists were arrested ahead of a planned proindependence demon-
stration, and faced charges including rebellion and criminal association. Another 10 were
arrested in early March when they demonstrated for the activists’ release, and were detained
for one day. Later that month, 13 of the original 63 activists were released, but the remaining
50 remained imprisoned.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 2 / 4

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) working on human rights and governance are
closely monitored. The MPLA traditionally made vocal attempts to discredit their work and
sometimes threatened such groups with lawsuits and outright closure, prompting many to
curtail their activities. However, the environment for NGOs has improved since 2018, with
areduction in interference and a greater willingness on the part of the government to engage
in dialogue with civil society groups.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 2 / 4

Certain employees who provide services considered essential—including prison guards
and firefighters, but also workers in the oil secto—may not legally strike. Unions not asso-
ciated with the MPLA have faced interference and harassment. However, the government
has allowed more strikes to proceed without interference or repression.

F. RULE OF LAW: 5 / 16 (+1)
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 1 / 4

The president appoints Supreme Court judges to life terms without legislative input.
Corruption and political pressure from the MPLA contribute to the judiciary’s general inef-
ficacy and undermine its independence.
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F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 1 / 4

Constitutional guarantees of due process are poorly upheld. Many defendants are un-
able to afford legal counsel, and the state largely fails to provide qualified legal aid to those
who need it. Arbitrary arrest and lengthy pretrial detention remain problems.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 1 / 4

Security forces enjoy impunity for violent acts, including torture and extrajudicial
killings committed against detainees, activists, and others, although the frequency of polit-
icized abuses has apparently decreased in recent years. Angolan prisons are reported to be
overcrowded, unhygienic, lacking in necessities, and plagued by sexual abuse.

According to government statistics, violent crime, including robberies, assaults, and
homicides, has increased in Luanda in recent years.

A low-level separatist insurgency in the isolated Cabinda region continues to pose a
security threat. The Front for the Liberation of the Enclave of Cabinda (FLEC) claims to
have engaged in guerrilla activity against Angolan soldiers, but the government has not
verified these claims.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 2 / 4 (+1)

Women face discrimination in the workplace that makes it difficult for them to rise
to senior positions. There have been reports of abuse of women and children accused of
practicing witchcraft.

Same-sex relations were banned in Angola until January 2019, when the parliament
adopted a new criminal code that did not include a historical “vices against nature” statute.
Lawmakers also banned discrimination based on sexual orientation that same month.

Security forces allegedly harass and abuse immigrant communities, and the government
has failed to adequately protect refugees and asylum seekers. In late 2018, authorities ex-
pelled more than 400,000 primarily Congolese migrants, allegedly killing dozens and setting
fire to homes during the removal operation; they claimed that irregular migrants were in-
volved in illegal mining and diamond smuggling. The government reported expelling a total
of 520,000 people by September 2019. The month before, Angola finalized an agreement
with the DRC and the UNHCR to organize the voluntary returns of Congolese residents. In
November, the UNHCR reported that 1,400 migrants left Angola as part of the operation,
which is scheduled to end in the first quarter of 2020.

Score Change: The score improved from 1 to 2 due to the National Assembly s passage of a
new criminal code that decriminalized same-sex relations and made discrimination based
on sexual orientation illegal.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 3 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 1 / 4

Several organizations have been working to remove land mines that were placed during
Angola’s 1975-2002 civil war. Land mines inhibit agriculture, construction, and freedom of
movement, particularly in rural areas.

In March 2019, the Justice, Peace, and Democracy Association (AJPD), a local NGO,
reported that the authorities and private security groups that guard Lunda Norte Province’s
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diamond mines restrict the movements of local residents, and some local farmers abandoned
their land.

The process for securing entry and exit visas remains difficult and mired in corruption.
Individuals who are critical of the government have faced problems when attempting to
leave or enter the country. Bribes are frequently required in order to obtain employment
and residence.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 1 / 4

Predatory Angolan elites tend to either disrupt or coopt emerging new businesses. Au-
thorities at times have expropriated land and demolished homes without providing compen-
sation. Customary law practices can leave women with unequal inheritance rights.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 1 / 4

Domestic violence is widespread in Angola, and perpetrators are rarely prosecuted.
Child marriage remains common, particularly in rural areas. According to 2016 UN Chil-
dren’s Fund (UNICEF) statistics, the most recent available, 8 percent of girls are married by
the age of 15, and 30 percent are married by 18.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 0 / 4
Public oil revenues are not equitably distributed or used to benefit the entire population.
Rural regions in particular have inadequate infrastructure and access to services, leading to
inequities in economic opportunity.
Child labor is a major problem, and foreign workers are vulnerable to sex trafficking
and forced labor in the construction and mining industries. The authorities have failed to
effectively investigate human trafficking or prosecute offenders.

Antigua and Barbuda

Capital: St. John’s
Population: 100,000
Freedom Status: Free
Electoral Democracy: Yes

Overview: Antigua and Barbuda is a democracy that holds regular elections. Corruption in
government is a concern, and women and LGBT+ people are underrepresented in politics
and experience some discrimination. In 2017, Hurricane Irma devastated Barbuda: the entire
island was evacuated, and many residents lost their livelihoods and have yet to return home.
The government has since sought to weaken the island’s longstanding system of communal
land rights.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019
* In November, the Eastern Caribbean Alliance for Diversity and Equality (ECADE)
announced it would file official legal challenges against colonial era laws criminal-
izing same-sex sexual activity by the end of the year.
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* In September, the Industrial Court ruled that the country’s Department of Immigra-
tion had been violating its workers’ rights for at least two decades, having not paid
for sick days, holidays worked, and overtime.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 33 / 40
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 12 / 12
Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 4 / 4

The country’s 1981 constitution establishes a parliamentary system, with a governor
general representing the British monarch as ceremonial head of state. The prime minister is
the head of government and is typically the leader of the majority party elected into Parlia-
ment. Antigua and Barbuda Labour Party (ABLP) leader Gaston Browne once again became
prime minister after his party won a majority in parliament in the 2018 snap elections.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 4 / 4

The bicameral parliament is composed of a 17-seat Senate, whose members are ap-
pointed by the governor general, and the House of Representatives, whose 17 members are
directly elected in single-seat constituencies, by means of a simple majority; representatives
serve five-year terms.

In February 2018, citing a need to demonstrate state stability to investors, Prime Minis-
ter Browne called snap elections. The move came after the High Court of Justice denied his
government’s attempt to block a case in which plaintiffs were disputing state-backed devel-
opment plans for Barbuda. The elections were held in March, a year ahead of schedule. The
campaign period was at times rancorous, with the Commonwealth Observer Group noting a
“surge of vitriolic and personal attacks exchanged between political parties and candidates.”
The governing ABLP took 59 percent of the total vote and won 15 constituencies, up from 14
previously. The main opposition United Progressive Party (UPP) took 37 percent of the vote,
but only one constituency, down from 3 previously. The Barbuda People’s Movement (BPM)
won the Barbuda constituency, which had previously been held by the ABLP. Observers
deemed the polls generally competitive and credible. Turnout was high, at about 76 percent.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 4 / 4

Electoral laws are generally fair and are implemented impartially by the relevant elec-
tion management bodies. However, in 2018, polling for all Barbudans took place on Antigua
as a result of Hurricane Irma, requiring that many people travel between the islands to vote.
The government provided services to those needing to travel, and 87 percent of eligible
Barbudans participated.

Separately, since 1984, the electoral boundaries of Antigua and Barbuda have shifted
only slightly. As a consequence, there is now a significant disparity in constituency size,
from 1,138 (St. Phillip South) to 4,878 (St. George).

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 13 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 3 / 4

Political parties can organize and operate freely. While there are a number of small
political parties in the country, elections have been won by either the ABLP or the UPP
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since 1994. In 2018, the ABLP fielded a full slate of 17 candidates; the UPP fielded 16; the
Democratic National Alliance (DNA) ran 13; and a number of smaller parties put up 1 or
2. The Barbuda People’s Movement (BPM) won entry into the House of Representatives,
which previously had included only the ABLP and UPP.

Inadequate campaign finance regulations allow candidates and parties to accept dona-
tions without disclosing donors’ identities.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 4 / 4

There are realistic opportunities for opposition parties to increase their support or gain
power through elections. Power has alternated frequently between the ABLP and UPP.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 3 / 4

People’s political choices are generally free from the influence of nondemocratic actors.
However, a lack of transparency for party and campaign financing has given rise to con-
cerns about the potential influence of unknown domestic and foreign interests over political
candidates. The role of business interests in the country and their links with politicians have
been documented. The most significant case was that of R. Allen Stanford, a United States
citizen, who was an influential figure in Antigua (the second largest employer in the country
at one point) and used the country as his base of operations to run a multibillion-dollar Ponzi
scheme. Stanford was convicted in 2012.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 3 / 4

Women are underrepresented in politics, and only two women were elected to the
House of Representatives in 2018.

The LGBT+ community is marginalized and faces discrimination, and this impacts its
ability to engage fully in political processes.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 8 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 3 / 4

The elected prime minister, cabinet, and parliament determine government. There are
some concerns about the influence of businesses on policymaking.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 2 / 4

Government corruption remains a concern, and anticorruption laws are enforced un-
evenly. Authorities have been criticized for doing little to investigate local official wrong-
doing in the case of R. Allen Stanford. Several other company officials have faced justice,
but only in the United States.

In May 2018, Asot Michael, the minister of investment and trade, resigned over allega-
tions (which he denied) that he had engaged in illegal campaign financing and bribe-taking
while previously serving as the energy minister. The Antiguan Integrity Commission indi-
cated it would investigate the allegations, but no charges appeared to have been filed by the
end of 2019.

Antigua’s Citizenship by Investment program (CBI) and Permanent Residence Certifi-
cate (PRC), in which individuals can be granted citizenship or residency in exchange for a
sizable business investment or contribution, have been heavily scrutinized in recent years. In
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2018, the US Department of State noted that the CBI left the country vulnerable to financial
crimes and raised questions about the program’s autonomy from politicians who might seek
to misuse it. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has
also raised concerns about the programs.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 3 / 4

Antigua and Barbuda has gradually improved its accountability structures since 2004,
when the government enacted a Freedom of Information Act. The Public Accounts Com-
mittee can also expose governmental improprieties and wrongdoings, but historically has
not functioned effectively. There have been lengthy delays in submission of the auditor
general’s report. Public officials must disclose all income, assets, and personal gifts received
in their official capacity in a confidential report to the Integrity Commission per the 2004
Integrity in Public Life Act. Resource deficiencies have impeded the commission’s ability
to investigate corrupt individuals. Despite the Procurement and Contract Management Act
of 2011, concerns remain about public procurement in relation to the expertise of officials
in positions mandated by the law, the completeness of documentation, and that some appli-
cations are made retrospectively, with often a waiver being requested.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 52 / 60 (+1)
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 15 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 3 / 4

Press freedom is generally respected in Antigua and Barbuda. Criminal defamation was
abolished in 2015. However, under the Sedition and Undesirable Publications Act, seditious
libel is a criminal offence punishable by a maximum of two years in prison and a maximum
fine of $5,000. Critical journalists remain at risk of libel suits from unhappy politicians.
The prime minister has characterized the frequently critical Observer as “fake news” and a
threat to the country.

The majority of media outlets are concentrated among a small number of firms affiliated
with either the current ABLP government or the UPP.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 4 / 4

The constitution provides for freedom of worship as well as the right to practice and
change religion, and these freedoms are generally respected. A law that outlaws blasphe-
mous language is not enforced.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 4 / 4

Academic freedom is generally respected.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 4 / 4

Individuals are generally free to express their personal views on political or other sen-
sitive topics.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 10 / 12 (+1)
E1l. Is there freedom of assembly? 4 / 4 (+1)

Freedom of assembly is guaranteed under the constitution, and the government gen-
erally respects these rights in practice, though protesters occasionally experience minor
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police harassment. A number of demonstrations took place in 2018, including a UPP—led
march against corruption and other alleged government failures, as well as a protest against
a government plan to repeal the Barbuda Land Act of 2007, which protects the longstanding
communal land ownership system in Barbuda.

Score Change: The score improved from 3 to 4 because demonstrations are unrestricted,
and recent protests have not been marred by interference or violence.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights-and governance-related work? 3 / 4

The country’s few nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are active, though inade-
quately funded and often influenced by the government.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 3 / 4
Labor unions can organize freely and bargain collectively. Workers providing essential
services must give notice two weeks before intent to strike. However, the International
Labour Organization (ILO) has described the list of essential services as excessively broad
and strikes are fairly rare. Recent examples include postal workers and some workers at
a psychiatric hospital. In September 2018, a number of employees of the Social Security
Board staged a walkout in support of a coworker who claimed a supervisor had touched her
inappropriately and had not been disciplined, following her report of the incident.

F. RULE OF LAW: 14 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 4 / 4

The constitution provides for an independent judiciary, which is generally respected
by the government. In November 2018, voters rejected in a referendum the adoption of the
Caribbean Court of Justice as their highest appellate court. Thus, the Judicial Committee of
the Privy Council, based in London, retains that role.

In recent years, the courts have increasingly asserted independence from the ABLP
government—which has had a history of manipulating the judicial system—with the support
of the Eastern Caribbean Supreme Court. The High Court of Justice issued several rulings in
2018 that slowed government-backed development plans for Barbuda, which sustained seri-
ous damage during Hurricane Irma in 2017. In August 2018, the court halted construction of
an airport on Barbuda, while a separate lawsuit over the legality of its construction played
out. In February 2018, the High Court ruled against the government’s attempt to block a
case disputing a 2015 law that facilitated development in Barbuda; the ruling prompted the
year’s snap elections.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 3 / 4
Constitutional guarantees of due process are mostly upheld. However, prisoners on
remand often remain in jail for an average of three to four years before their cases are heard.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 4 / 4

Residents of Antigua and Barbuda do not face any significant security threats. However,
prisons are severely overcrowded, and conditions within them are poor.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 3 / 4
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The 2005 Equal Opportunity Act bars discrimination on the basis of race, gender,
class, political affinity, or place of origin. There are no specific laws prohibiting discrimi-
nation against people with disabilities, or LGBT+ individuals. Societal norms discourage
participation of women in some sectors of the economy, and few women hold leadership
positions.

Same-sex sexual activity remains criminalized under a 1995 law; however, the law is
not strictly enforced. In November 2019, the Eastern Caribbean Alliance for Diversity and
Equality (ECADE) announced it would file official legal challenges against colonial era
laws against same-sex sexual activity in Antigua and Barbuda, as well as four other Carib-
bean countries. Despite this, the government has made it clear that it will not support, nor
enact any such legal changes.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 13 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 4 / 4

Individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or non-state actors? 3 / 4

Many Barbudans forced to evacuate the island due to Hurricane Irma have opposed
moves by lawmakers in Antigua to eliminate the communal land ownership system that has
governed the island for almost two centuries, and instead establish private land ownership.
The government argues that the change is necessary to assist Barbuda’s recovery in the
aftermath of the hurricane; opponents claim authorities are seeking to take advantage of the
devastation to develop rural Barbuda for mass tourism. In early 2018, lawmakers amended
the Barbuda Land Act to permit Barbudans private ownership of land on Barbuda, but the
law is being challenged in the Eastern Caribbean Supreme Court.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 3 / 4

The Domestic Violence Act of 2015 strengthened the measures that can be taken against
the perpetrators of domestic violence and laid out a process for victims to obtain an order of
protection. However, domestic violence remains a serious problem. Same-sex marriage and
civil partnerships are not recognized.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 3 / 4

Antigua and Barbuda is a destination and transit country for the trafficking of men,
women, and children for the purposes of forced labor and sexual exploitation. Government
efforts to address the problem are inadequate, but progress is being made, according to the
US State Department’s 2019 Trafficking in Persons report. Compulsory labor is prohibited
by law. Gender stereotyping and discrimination can make employment challenging for
women. Mental health services require improvement and physically disabled people are
stigmatized and underemployed.

In September 2019, the Industrial Court ruled against Antigua and Barbuda’s Depart-
ment of Immigration, confirming that it has been breaching the rights of its workers for at
least the last two decades, during which time the department did not paid employees for sick
days, holidays worked, and overtime.
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Argentina

Population: 44,900,000
Capital: Buenos Aires
Freedom Status: Free
Electoral Democracy: Yes

Overview: Argentina is a vibrant representative democracy with competitive elections, lively
media and civil society sectors, and unfettered public debate. Economic instability, corrup-
tion in the government and judiciary, and drug-related violence are among the country’s
most serious challenges.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

* Alberto Fernandez and Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner (who are unrelated) were
elected president and vice president respectively, defeating incumbent president
Mauricio Macri and running mate Miguel Angel Pichetto in the October elec-
tion. Cristina Ferndndez de Kirchner was the driving force that brought Alberto
Fernandez to power, and had handpicked him to lead the ticket. Macri’s popularity,
meanwhile, had been eroded by economic instability and the effects of an austerity
program endorsed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF).

* The country’s economic crisis continued, with gross domestic product (GDP)
forecast to contract by approximately 3 percent in 2019, and inflation reaching
more than 50 percent. The poverty rate rose from 25 percent in 2017 to around 35
percent in mid-2019.

* In December, Congress approved a massive legislative package granting President
Fernandez emergency powers over vast swaths of economic policy for one year.
Among other powers, the president will be able to impose new taxes, determine
wage and pension increases by decree, and renegotiate foreign debt.

* During the electoral campaign and after taking office, President Fernandez publicly
criticized trials against kirchnerista officials, deeming them politically motivated.
Some detainees were released by judges immediately after Fernandez’s Peronist
administration returned to power, suggesting a high degree of politicization in the
judiciary.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 35 / 40 (+1)
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 11 / 12
Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 4 / 4

The constitution provides for a president to be elected for a four-year term, with the
option of reelection for one additional term. Presidential candidates must win 45 percent of
the vote to avoid a runoff. Alberto Fernandez, a center-left figure who aside from a brief
time in the Buenos Aires city government had never held elected office before, was elected
president in the first round of elections in October 2019 with 48.24 percent of the vote,
against incumbent Mauricio Macri’s 40.28 percent. The poll was deemed competitive and
credible by international observers.

Fernandez’s victory was widely viewed as benefiting from having political veteran and
former president Cristina Ferndndez de Kirchner on his ticket; a member of the populist
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Peronist movement, she was the subject of multiple allegations of corruption at the time of
the election, and faced trial for one of them.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 4 / 4

The National Congress consists of a 257-member Chamber of Deputies, whose rep-
resentatives are directly elected for four-year terms with half of the seats up for election
every two years; and the 72-member Senate, whose representatives are directly elected for
six-year terms, with one-third of the seats up for election every two years. Legislators are
elected through a proportional representation system with closed party lists.

Legislative elections, including the most recent ones held in October 2019 together
with the presidential vote, are generally free and fair. In the lower chamber, there were 130
seats contested in 2019, of which Frente de Todos won 64, Juntos por el Cambio won 56,
and a number of smaller coalitions won between one and three seats each. The Senate saw
25 seats contested in 2019, of which Frente de Todos won 13, Juntos por el Cambio won §,
and Frente Civico por Santiago won 2. Frente de Todos holds the greatest number of seats
in both houses.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 3 / 4

Argentina has a clear, detailed, and fair legislative framework for conducting elections.
There is universal suffrage. Voting is compulsory for people between 18 and 70 years
old, and voluntary between 16 and 18, and for people older than 70. However, the system
suffers from some shortcomings, including inconsistent enforcement of electoral laws
and campaign finance regulations. Further, aspects of election management fall under the
purview of the executive branch, as Argentina’s National Electoral Chamber (CNE) works
in conjunction with the National Electoral Directorate, a department of the Ministry of the
Interior.

In 2019, opposition forces questioned the software company hired by the Macri govern-
ment to conduct a provisional vote count for the presidential election, alleging weak security
measures and low technical standards.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 14 / 16 (+1)
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 4 / 4

Argentina has competitive political parties that operate without encountering undue
obstacles. Primary elections are mandatory for presidential and legislative elections, and
only party candidates that obtain 1.5 percent of the national vote can move on to the general
election.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 4 / 4

Argentina’s multiparty political system affords opposition candidates the realistic
opportunity to compete for political power, and opposition parties command significant
popular support and hold positions in national and subnational government.

The 2019 elections marked the return of Peronism to national power, after a 4-year-hi-
atus under Macri, who in December 2019 became the first elected non-Peronist to complete
a presidential term since 1928.
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B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 4 / 4

Argentines’ political choices are generally free from domination by groups that are not
democratically accountable.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 3 / 4 (+1)

Ethnic and religious minorities have full political rights in Argentina. However, in
practice, the government frequently ignores legal obligations to consult with indigenous
communities about legislation and government actions that affect them.

Women and women'’s interests are reasonably well represented in the legislature. The
2019 legislative elections, in which a portion of seats were contested, were the first con-
ducted under a new law that mandates all party lists to have full gender parity, with men
and women alternating. Women now hold 42 percent of seats in the resulting Chamber of
Deputies, and 38 percent in the Senate. Previously, since 1991, the country has had a law
requiring that at least 30 percent of a party’s legislative candidates be women.

The rights of LGBT+ people are also reasonably well represented in Argentina. Robust
legal protections for LGBT+ people are codified in the law, and Argentina in 2010 became
the first country in the Americas to legalize same-sex marriage.

Score Change: The score improved from 3 to 4 because there are no significant obstacles
preventing minority groups or other groups from exercising their political rights.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 8 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 3 / 4

Argentina’s elected officials are duly installed in office without interference. However,
the political system is characterized by a powerful executive, with the president having
authority to implement some policies by decree, thereby bypassing the legislative branch.
Provincial governors are also powerful and tend to influence lawmakers representing their
provinces.

In December 2019, Congress approved a massive legislative package granting the
president emergency powers over vast swaths of economic policy for one year. Among
other powers, the president will be able to impose new taxes, determine wage and pension
increases by decree, and renegotiate foreign debt.

At the same time, it remains to be seen if the president will be able to exercise the full
powers of his office. Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner is arguably the most influential vice
president in the country’s history: she is the driving force behind the electoral coalition that
brought Alberto Fernandez to power, and handpicked him as the presidential candidate.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 2 / 4

Corruption scandals are common, and several prominent members of the political
class, including former presidents, have been charged with or found guilty of malfeasance
in recent years. However, weak anticorruption bodies and the politicization of the judicial
system hamper institutional safeguards against corruption. For instance, the country’s main
anticorruption office is part of the Justice Ministry and is headed by a presidential appointee,
leaving it vulnerable to improper influence by the executive. Further, many politicians hold
immunity in connection with their elected posts, and are thus shielded from legal conse-
quences for corrupt behavior.
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Vice President Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner faces several investigations for alleged
corruption during her time as president, from 2007 to 2015, and has been indicted on nu-
merous occasions. She stands accused of receiving bribes from public work contractors, and
of treason for signing an agreement with Iran regarding the investigation of a 1994 terrorist
attack in Buenos Aires, and is expected to stand trial in 2020. Judges have requested her
pretrial arrest several times, but she was protected through legislative immunity as a senator
between 2017 and 2019 and as vice president thereafter.

Powerful members of Fernandez de Kirchner’s administration, including former vice
president Amado Boudou, are serving jail sentences in connection with corruption charges,
and many other former officials await trial. During the campaign and after taking office,
President Fernandez publicly criticized trials against kirchnerista officials, deeming them
politically motivated. Further, some detainees were released by judges immediately after
the Peronist administration returned to power, suggesting a high degree of politicization in
the judiciary.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 3 / 4

In the past few years the government has taken steps to improve transparency at the
national level, including by presenting periodic action plans as part of its membership in the
Open Government Partnership. Authorities have digitized state records and procedures and
have published more information online, including on public procurement and contracting
bids, as part of an effort to enter the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD).

In 2017, Argentina enacted its first access to information law that established a Public
Information Agency, through which citizens may request information from state agencies
and other state-funded institutions. The implementation of the law has been uneven, and the
agency is located within the office of the Chief of Cabinet of Ministers, who is appointed by
the president. Adherence to and enforcement of public-asset disclosure regulations is incon-
sistent. Further, there has been limited progress to promote transparency at the provincial
and municipal levels, and in the judiciary.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 50 / 60
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 15 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 3 / 4

Argentine law guarantees freedom of expression, and Congress decriminalized libel and
slander in 2009. While media ownership is concentrated among large conglomerates that
frequently favor a political grouping, Argentineans nevertheless enjoy a robust and lively
media environment, and there is no official censorship.

Journalists face occasional harassment and violence. In addition, those covering
discrimination against LGBT+ people report frequent threats on social media. Some jour-
nalists have faced corruption or other charges in connection with their investigative work.
Separately, in October 2019, Javier Smaldone, a cybersecurity expert, was arrested along
with others accused of being involved in a leak of information about the security forces.
Smaldone claimed that the arrests were retaliation for uncovering vulnerabilities with the
electronic voting system.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 4 / 4

Argentina’s constitution guarantees freedom of religion. While the population is largely
Roman Catholic, public education is secular, and religions minorities express their faiths
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freely. The government has formally acknowledged more than 5,300 non-Catholic organi-
zations, granting them tax-exempt status and other benefits.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 4 / 4
Academic freedom is guaranteed by law and largely observed in practice.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 4 / 4

Private discussion is vibrant and unrestricted. However, activists and opposition lead-
ers reported online harassment and intimidation by progovernment trolls under Macri,
especially on Twitter, and some have accused authorities of financially sponsoring trolling
efforts. His government denied any involvement.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 11 / 12
E1l. Is there freedom of assembly? 4 / 4

Freedom of assembly is generally respected, and citizens frequently organize protests
to make their voices heard. In the midst of rising inflation and a recession, massive demon-
strations in Buenos Aires and other large cities were frequent and usually peaceful. Ahead of
the October 2019 elections, street rallies were organized by all political sectors throughout
the country with no major incident.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 4 / 4

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) generally operate without restrictions. Civic
organizations, especially those focused on human rights and abuses committed under the
1976-83 dictatorship, are robust and play a major role in society, although some fall victim
to Argentina’s pervasive corruption.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 3 / 4

Organized labor remains dominated by Peronist unions, and union influence remains
significant although it has decreased in recent years. Most labor unions have been controlled
by the same individuals or groups since the 1980s, and internal opposition to union leader-
ship has been limited by fraud and intimidation. Labor groups continued to call nationwide
strikes in 2019 in protest of the government’s austerity measures and real wage losses
caused by high inflation.

F. RULE OF LAW: 10 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 2 / 4

Inefficiencies and delays plague the judicial system, which is susceptible to political
manipulation, particularly at lower levels. Some federal judges are known to maintain close
ties with political actors, and to engage in corrupt practices. A former federal judge has
been charged with corruption in what has become known as the “notebooks” case, accused
of having been part of the bribery scheme benefiting members of the administrations of
Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner and Néstor Kirchner.

Judicial cases tend to follow political trends: several former officials and businessmen
involved in corruption allegations during the previous government of Fernandez de Kirchner
were imprisoned during Macri’s presidency, but some were released as Fernandez began to
poll well ahead of the elections.
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The Supreme Court, however, has maintained relative independence, and has pushed
back against executive overreach during both the Kirchner and Macri administrations.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 3 / 4

Due process rights are protected by the constitution and are generally upheld. However,
the justice system and security forces, especially at the provincial level, have long stood
accused of using excessive violence, and having ties with drug-trafficking operations.

The UN Special Rapporteur on torture stated in April 2018 that six out of ten people
held in Argentine prisons had yet to reach the final stage in their trial, and were thus being
held despite having not been convicted of any crime.

Court cases dating from the mid-2000s have allowed the prosecution of crimes against
humanity committed during the 197683 dictatorship. Dozens of military and police officers
have been convicted of torture, murder, and forced disappearance, and sentenced to long
prison terms, helping to combat a culture of impunity.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 2 / 4

Drug-related violence remained a serious issue in 2019 as international criminal orga-
nizations used the country as both an operational base and a transit route; the northern and
central regions are particularly affected. Rosario—the country’s third largest city and an
important port in the Santa Fe province—has been at the center of a spike in drug-related
violence and unrest that has featured armed attacks against courts and intimidation of public
officials.

Police misconduct, including torture and brutality against suspects in custody, is en-
demic. Prisons are overcrowded, and conditions remain substandard throughout the country.
Arbitrary arrests and abuse by police are rarely punished in the courts, and police collusion
with drug traffickers is common. In September 2019, the chief of the Federal Police in Santa
Fe was arrested for impeding an investigation following a violent attack against him, and he
was later charged with drug trafficking. In May 2019, four young people were killed when
their car crashed as they fled police officers who opened fire on them in the province of
Buenos Aires. As a result, 12 officers were suspended pending an investigation.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 3 / 4

Argentina’s indigenous peoples, who comprise approximately 2.4 percent of the popu-
lation, are largely neglected by the government and suffer disproportionately from extreme
poverty and poor access to public services. Only 11 of Argentina’s 23 provinces have
constitutions recognizing the rights of indigenous peoples. Women enjoy legal equality, but
continue to face economic discrimination and gender-based wage gaps.

Argentina’s LGBT+ population enjoys full legal rights, including marriage, adoption,
and the right to serve in the military. However, LGBT+ people face some degree of societal
discrimination, and occasionally, serious violence.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 14 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 4 / 4

The government respects citizens’ constitutional right to free travel both inside and
outside of Argentina. People are free to change their place of education or employment.

9781538151808_FreedomHouse.indd 76 11/19/20 9:54 AM



Country Reports 17

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 3 / 4

Citizens generally enjoy the right to own property and establish private businesses,
and the Macri administration has made some effort to reduce bureaucracy as a means of
encouraging entrepreneurship. However, bureaucratic abuses and corruption continue to
affect private businesses.

Approximately 70 percent of the country’s rural indigenous communities lack titles to
their lands, and forced evictions, while technically illegal, still occur. Indigenous commu-
nities continue to struggle to defend their land rights against oil and gas prospectors, and to
reclaim traditional lands.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 4 / 4

Argentineans enjoy broad freedom regarding marriage and divorce. Same-sex marriage
and adoption by same-sex couples has been legal nationwide since 2010. A 2012 gender
identity law allows people to legally change their gender.

Violence against women remains a serious problem. Activists continue to hold highly
visible protests and events aimed at drawing attention to the issue. According to official
data, less than 5 percent of murder cases against women from 2018 ended in convictions.

Access to abortion is legal only in cases where the mother’s life or health are in danger,
or if the pregnancy is the result of rape; women in more remote parts of the country report
difficulty in accessing an abortion even when these conditions are met. President Ferndndez
in November 2019 pledged to decriminalize abortion.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 3 / 4

Some industries like garment and brick production profit from the forced labor of men,
women, and children from Argentina as well as from neighboring countries; forced labor is
also present in the agriculture sector and among domestic workers and street vendors. Ex-
ploitation is made easier by the prevalence of informal work: more than a third of Argentines
work in the informal sector, without proper benefits or formal legal protections.

Men, women, and children are subject to sex trafficking. The government maintained
the use of a hotline to facilitate investigations and has worked to identify more victims,
deliver antitrafficking trainings, and prosecute officials involved in trafficking, according to
the US State Department’s 2019 Trafficking in Persons Report.

Armenia

Population: 3,000,000
Capital: Yerevan

Freedom Status: Partly Free
Electoral Democracy: No

Note: The numerical ratings and status listed above do not reflect conditions in Na-
gorno-Karabakh, which is examined in a separate report. Freedom in the World reports
assess the level of political rights and civil liberties in a given geographical area, regardless
of whether they are affected by the state, nonstate actors, or foreign powers. Disputed
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territories are sometimes assessed separately if they meet certain criteria, including bound-
aries that are sufficiently stable to allow year-on-year comparisons. For more information,
see the report methodology.

Overview: Armenia is in the midst of a significant transition following mass antigovernment
protests and elections in 2018 that forced out an entrenched political elite. The new gov-
ernment has pledged to deal with long-standing problems including systemic corruption,
opaque policymaking, a flawed electoral system, and weak rule of law.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

» Nikol Pashinyan of the My Step alliance returned as prime minister in January,
after winning a large majority in a late 2018 snap election.

* In May, former president Robert Kocharyan was put on trial for his alleged in-
volvement in a violent crackdown against protests in 2018, which resulted in the
deaths of at least 10 people.

* Prosecutors continued to investigate and charge several former officials of corrup-
tion and graft throughout the year. Former president Serzh Sargsyan, his brothers,
and a former defense minister were among those targeted.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 21 / 40 (+1)

A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 6 / 12

Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 2 / 4

In late 2015, voters approved constitutional changes that, among other things, trans-
formed the country from a semipresidential to a parliamentary republic. The president, who
had been directly elected for up to two five-year terms, would henceforth be chosen by the
parliament for a single seven-year term, and most executive power would shift to the prime
minister, who would also be chosen by a parliamentary majority. The new system took
effect in 2018, when Serzh Sargsyan completed his second consecutive presidential term.
The parliament elected diplomat Armen Sarkissian as president; though Sargsyan pledged
to refrain from extending his rule by seeking the premiership, the then ruling Republican
Party (HHK) nevertheless nominated him and ushered him into the post. This prompted
mass antigovernment protests and led to Sargsyan’s resignation after less than a week in
office. Nikol Pashinyan, a deputy with the opposition Yelq Alliance who emerged as the
leader of the demonstrations, sought and gained appointment as interim prime minister
later in 2018.

Executive elections held before 2018 were dominated by the HHK, with incumbent
elites benefiting from the abuse of administrative resources and severe limitations imposed
on opposition candidates. However, Pashinyan and his new My Step Alliance swept the De-
cember 2018 parliamentary elections, which were markedly freer and fairer than elections
in previous years, and took office in January 2019.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions?2 / 4

The National Assembly consists of a minimum of 101 members elected for five-year
terms through a combination of national and district-based proportional representation. Up
to four additional seats are reserved for ethnic minority representatives, and further seats can
be added to ensure that opposition parties hold at least 30 percent of the seats.
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Pashinyan announced his resignation as prime minister in October 2018 in order to
trigger snap parliamentary elections that December. Preliminary reports by local and in-
ternational observers noted that the elections were credible. Reports by local and interna-
tional observers noted that the elections were credible. The Organization for Security and
Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) found that “the general absence of electoral malfeasance,
including of vote-buying and pressure on voters, allowed for genuine competition.” The My
Step Alliance won 70 percent of the vote and was allotted 88 seats, including the four ethnic
minority mandates. Prosperous Armenia, headed by wealthy businessman Gagik Tsarukyan,
took 8 percent and 26 seats, while Bright Armenia, a small liberal party that had been part
of the Yelq Alliance, took 6 percent and 18 seats. The HHK failed to cross the 5 percent
threshold for representation.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 2 / 4

Members of Central Election Commission (CEC) are recommended and then confirmed
by the National Assembly for six-year terms. In the past, the CEC was generally subservient
to the HHK, and showed reluctance to investigate alleged electoral violations by the party.
This resulted in a low level of public trust in the electoral process and the CEC. However,
the commission reportedly exhibited more professional conduct during the 2018 snap elec-
tion, making preparations on a shortened timeline, conducting voter education campaigns,
and handling voter rolls, candidate registration, and publication of results in a transparent
manner.

Critics of Armenia’s preexisting electoral code argued that its complex system for
voting and seat allocation gave an undue advantage to the HHK and affiliated business
magnates. In September 2019, a parliamentary working group was formed to consider major
reforms to the country’s electoral system; its work was continuing at year’s end.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 10 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 3 / 4

The HHK’s political dominance and control of administrative resources has historically
prevented a level playing field among the country’s many competing parties. However, the
protest movement that forced Sargsyan from office also increased pressure on the HHK to
refrain from interfering in party activities, giving opposition groups significantly more free-
dom to operate ahead of the 2018 election. Political parties operated in a freer environment
in 2019.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 3 / 4

The HHK had been the main ruling party since 1999, and opposition groups had little
chance of winning power in the flawed elections before 2018. However, that year’s election
transformed the political landscape, leaving the HHK with no parliamentary representation
and paving the way for My Step to form the government. In 2018, opposition parties also
defeated the HHK in municipal elections that it had long dominated, including in the capital
city of Yerevan. The ruling party and two largest opposition groups subsequently declined
to field candidates for September 2019’s municipal elections, allowing current and former
HHK members to retain the mayoralties of five villages.
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B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 2 / 4

The HHK and its allies historically used vote buying, voter intimidation, and the abuse
of administrative resources to distort the popular will, but the parliament adopted legislation
that criminalized various acts related to vote buying in 2018. That year’s snap election and
local elections in 2018 and 2019 saw a decline in these practices.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 2 / 4

A system introduced as part of the 2015 constitutional reforms mandates the inclusion
of up to four members of parliament representing ethnic minorities. However, the four rep-
resentatives are required to be elected on a party list. In 2018, My Step won all four minority
seats, representing ethnic Russians, Yazidis, Assyrians, and Kurds.

No openly LGBT+ people have run in elections or been appointed to a public office
in Armenia. Women remain underrepresented in politics and government, and most parties
do little to address women’s interests aside from meeting the 25 percent gender quota on
candidate lists. Despite his praise of women’s involvement in the 2018 protests, Pashinyan
included only one woman, labor and social affairs minister Zaruhi Batovan, in the cabinet
in 2019. Armenia’s first female mayor was elected in 2018.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 5 / 12 (+1)
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 2 / 4 (+1)

Through its significant majority, gained in a free and fair election, My Step controlled
parliamentary decision-making throughout the year. The HHK previously dominated policy-
making, but it gained this power through a series of deeply flawed elections.

So-called oligarchs, or wealthy businessmen who have close relationships with the
HHK government, can still exert undue influence over policymaking. Russia also wields
significant influence in Armenia, and its strategic priorities have prompted some significant
policy changes in the past. However, Russia refrained from interfering with the 2018 anti-
government demonstrations and the transfer of power, and the Pashinyan government has
subsequently worked to maintain close ties.

Score Change: The score improved from 1 to 2 because the freely elected My Step govern-
ment took office in early 2019 and was able to control policymaking throughout the year.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 1 / 4

Armenia lacks effective safeguards against corruption. Relationships between politi-
cians, public servants, and oligarchs have historically influenced policy and contributed to se-
lective application of the law. The HHK government included some of Armenia’s wealthiest
business leaders, who continued private entrepreneurial activities despite conflicts of interest.

Law enforcement agencies initiated high profile investigations when Pashinyan took of-
fice, and those activities continued in 2019. In April, prosecutors brought corruption charges
against Mihran Poghosyan, accusing him of abusing his power as the head of a court en-
forcement agency to enrich himself and businesses linked to him. Poghosyan sought asylum
in Russia to avoid extradition, and Russian authorities were still considering his request at
year’s end. In September, former defense minister Vigen Sargsyan was charged with abuse
of power for personally allocating publicly funded housing to soldiers and their families,
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ignoring a preexisting defense ministry process. These charges were abruptly dropped sev-
eral weeks later, however.

Former president Sargsyan and his brothers were also targeted by investigators and
prosecutors in 2019. Aleksandr Sargsyan was accused of fraud in February, but avoided
prosecution by transferring $30 million to the state. In September, Levon Sargsyan was
accused of enriching himself and business allies by interfering in a highway reconstruction
project; Sargsyan fled Armenia in 2018 after he was accused of holding undeclared assets
in an Armenian bank. The former president was himself charged with theft of state money
in December; prosecutors claimed he interfered in a bidding process for a government fuel
contract, but did not explain how he profited from this activity.

The My Step government has also taken early steps to strengthen the country’s anticor-
ruption mechanisms. In October 2019, it published a three-year action plan that specified the
creation of a new Anti-Corruption Committee (ACC) by 2021. The government also vowed
to strengthen the existing Commission on Preventing Corruption (CPC).

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 2 / 4

Transparency has historically been limited, and enforcement of asset-declaration rules
for public officials has been weak, though some legal improvements have been enacted in
recent years. The Pashinyan government has worked to give citizens greater access to infor-
mation, speaking more frequently to the press and the general population, including through
live video streaming on social media.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 32 / 60 (+1)
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 9 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 2 / 4

Independent and investigative outlets operate relatively freely in Armenia, but their
work is generally found online. Small independent outlets provided robust coverage of
the 2018 protests, challenging the narratives of state broadcasters and other establishment
media. By comparison, most print and broadcast outlets are affiliated with political or larger
commercial interests.

While several reporters were injured by police during the 2018 election campaign, vi-
olence against journalists declined in 2019 according to the Committee to Protect Freedom
of Expression (CPFE), an Armenian nongovernmental organization (NGO). However, the
CPFE also reported a rising prevalence of lawsuits targeting journalists; 96 were filed in
2019, most of them involving accusations of slander or insult.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 2 / 4

Article 18 of the constitution recognizes the Armenian Apostolic Church as a “national
church” responsible for the preservation of Armenian national identity. Religious minorities
report discrimination, and some have faced difficulty obtaining permits to build houses of
worship. The country’s Yazidi religious minority had no houses of worship until October
2019, when a temple opened in the village of Ankalich.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 2 / 4

Although the constitution protects academic freedom, government officials hold sev-
eral board positions at state universities, leaving administrative and accreditation processes
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open to political influence. There is some self-censorship among academics on politically
sensitive subjects.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 3 / 4

Private discussion is relatively free and vibrant. The law prohibits wiretapping or other
electronic surveillance without judicial approval, though the judiciary lacks independence
and has been accused of excessive deference to law enforcement agencies requesting
consent.

In April 2019, Prime Minister Pashinyan ordered the National Security Service (NSS),
Armenia’s intelligence agency, to crack down on social media users who spread “fake news”
about the government. Opposition parties and the country’s human rights ombudsman
criticized the order, warning it risked freedom of expression. That same month, the NSS
arrested an unnamed social media user who ran a Facebook page that criticized Pashinyan,
and accused them of inciting “ethnic, racial, or religious hatred.”

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 8 / 12 (+1)
E1l. Is there freedom of assembly? 3 / 4

The right to free assembly is legally guaranteed but inconsistently upheld in practice.
In 2018, mass antigovernment demonstrations were organized across the country under the
slogan Reject Serzh, aiming to stop the outgoing president from governing as prime min-
ister. Despite some violent interference by police and the temporary detention of hundreds
of protesters, the demonstrations encountered fewer obstacles than in the past. Conditions
continued to improve in 2019, with fewer and smaller instances of police interference than
in previous years.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 3 / 4 (+1)

Outspoken NGOs operate in Armenia, with most of them based in Yerevan. These
NGOs lack significant local funding and often rely on foreign donors. Despite this imped-
iment, civil society was active in the 2018 protests, and in subsequent consultations with
the government on policy matters in 2019, most notably on electoral reform. The European
Union (EU) also noted that Armenian NGOs were making significant progress in bolstering
their organizational capacity in a May 2019 report.

Score Change: The score changed from 2 to 3 because Armenian NGOs operated with less
interference from the authorities, and because they have become active participants in gov-
ernment-led reform efforts in 2019.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 2 / 4

The law protects the rights of workers to form and join independent unions, strike,
and engage in collective bargaining. However, these protections are not well enforced, and
employers are generally able to block union activity in practice.

F. RULE OF LAW: 6 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 1 / 4

The courts face systemic political influence, and judicial institutions are undermined by
corruption. Judges reportedly feel pressure to work with prosecutors to convict defendants,
and acquittal rates are extremely low. In response, the government announced a plan to
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give the CPC more power to investigate and discipline judges accused of corruption. It also
published a five-year strategy devoted to judicial reform in October 2019.

The government was also embroiled in a conflict over Constitutional Court chair Hrayr
Tovmasyan in 2019. In June, newly appointed justice Vahe Grigoryan—a government ally—
unsuccessfully attempted to claim the chair by using a legislative technicality. In October,
the government attempted to strip Tovmasyan’s powers, saying his HHK affiliation made
him incapable of hearing the case of former president Robert Kocharyan. Kocharyan was
on trial for his alleged role in fatal clashes between protesters and police during the 2008
presidential campaign. In December, prosecutors charged Tovmasyan with abuse of power,
saying he personally profited from the rental of offices when he served as justice minister.

The trial against Kocharyan, which began in May 2019, was another point of contro-
versy for the judiciary. The presiding judge ordered Kocharyan’s release that month, ques-
tioning the legality of the charges; prosecutors and the government condemned the ruling,
which was overturned in June. Another judge who was assigned to preside over the case
was harassed by two of Kocharyan’s supporters in Yerevan in September. The trial was still
in session at year’s end.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 1 / 4

Authorities apply the law selectively, and due process is not guaranteed in civil or crim-
inal cases. Lengthy pretrial detention remains a problem, and judges are generally reluctant
to challenge arbitrary arrests. Pashinyan was among those who were subjected to arbitrary
detention during the antigovernment protests in 2018.

The raft of corruption investigations aimed at HHK elites and allies in 2019 prompted
concerns about the ability of the country’s judicial and investigative mechanisms to ensure
fair application of the law.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 2 / 4

Reports of police abuse of detainees and poor conditions in prisons persist. After the
change in government in 2018, law enforcement agencies renewed dormant investigations
into past cases of physical violence by police. Former president Kocharyan was contro-
versially charged that year with attempting to overthrow the constitutional order over his
involvement in the fatal clashes of 2008.

Areas adjacent to Azerbaijan and Nagorno-Karabakh, an Armenian-majority territory
that gained de facto independence from Azerbaijan following the breakup of the Soviet
Union, remained tense in 2019, with a lingering risk of shelling and skirmishes across the
line of contact.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 2 / 4

Rights watchdogs have criticized the government for discriminating against asylum
seekers who are not of ethnic Armenian origin. Although same-sex sexual activity was
decriminalized in 2003, LGBT+ people continue to face violence and mistreatment at the
hands of police and civilians, and no antidiscrimination legislation exists to benefit this
group. In April 2019, Lilit Martirosyan, the first openly transgender woman to address the
National Assembly, discussed the widespread violence directed at Armenia’s transgender
community; she was immediately denounced by the chair of the legislature’s human rights
committee and received death threats after her speech. Women reportedly face discrimina-
tion in employment and education, despite legal protections.
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G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 9 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 3 / 4

The law protects freedom of movement and the rights of individuals to change their
place of residence, employment, and education. In practice, access to higher education is
somewhat hampered by a culture of bribery. The continued deadlock with Azerbaijan over
the fate of Nagorno-Karabakh constrains freedom of movement along some border areas.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 2 / 4

Economic diversification and simpler regulations have increased the ease of doing busi-
ness in recent years, but a lack of transparency and persistent cronyism continue to create
unfair advantages for those with ties to public officials. Armenian law adequately protects
property rights, though officials do not always uphold them.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 2 / 4

The constitution defines marriage as a union between a man and a woman. Domestic
violence is common and not adequately prosecuted, and services for victims are inadequate.
A new law on domestic violence that took effect in 2018 placed an emphasis on “restoring
family harmony,” raising concerns that it would deter victims from leaving dangerous situ-
ations. In October 2019, the government introduced amendments to remove that reference
and expand the definition of what constituted domestic violence; these reforms remained
unadopted at year’s end, however.

The HHK government signed the Istanbul Convention, a Council of Europe document
that binds participating countries to bolster their efforts to combat violence against women,
in 2018. The Pashinyan government attempted to ratify it in 2019, but the Apostolic Church
publicly opposed the effort in July. While the Venice Commission, an advisory body to the
Council of Europe, advised that the convention would not conflict with existing Armenian
law in October, the convention remained unratified at the end of the year.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 2 / 4

Legal protections against exploitative or dangerous working conditions are poorly
enforced, and about half of workers are employed in the informal sector, where they may
be more exposed to such conditions. Armenians are subjected to sex and labor trafficking
abroad, and some children in the country work in agriculture and other sectors. According to
the US State Department, the government has made efforts to address trafficking in persons
in recent years, in part by raising awareness of the problem and training law enforcement
authorities, but it has done little to identify victims proactively, and the number of successful
prosecutions remains small.

Australia

Population: 25,300,000
Capital: Canberra
Freedom Status: Free
Electoral Democracy: Yes
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Overview: Australia has a strong record of advancing and protecting political rights and
civil liberties. Challenges to these freedoms include the threat of foreign political influence,
harsh policies toward asylum seekers, discrimination against LGBT+ people, increasingly
stringent checks against the press, and ongoing difficulties ensuring the equal rights of in-
digenous Australians.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

* Prime Minister Peter Morrison won a new term in office when the Liberal and
National parties’ coalition won May’s federal election, despite expectations that
the opposition Labor Party would form the next government.

* In December, the Australian Broadcast Corporation (ABC) revealed that Austra-
lian intelligence agents were investigating claims that a businessman connected
to the Chinese government attempted to plant an agent in Parliament in Novem-
ber. The Sydney Morning Herald reported on a prominent Chinese-Australian
politician’s ties to entities directed and supported by Chinese government that
same month.

* The Australian Federal Police (AFP) conducted two controversial raids against
a newspaper editor and the country’s public broadcaster in June, after they used
leaked government documents as sources for stories in 2017 and 2018. The editor,
who was threatened with prosecution, took her case to the High Court, which was
considering the matter at year’s end. The broadcaster also sought judicial redress,
and their case was still being weighed at the end of the year.

» The High Court restricted public servants’ ability to criticize the government when
it ruled that a civil servant’s dismissal for criticizing immigration policy through a
social media account was justified in August.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 40 / 40
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 12 / 12
Al.Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 4 / 4

The Australian government is a parliamentary democracy under a constitutional mon-
archy. The leader of the popularly elected majority party or coalition is designated as prime
minister, and serves as head of government. Scott Morrison, the head of the Liberal Party,
became prime minister in 2018 after successfully challenging Malcolm Turnbull for the
leadership. Morrison’s ascension continued a pattern in which prime ministers failed to
serve full terms due to “leadership coups,” which have drawn criticism for failing to reflect
the will of the voters. After becoming Liberal leader, Morrison took steps in late 2018 to
limit “coups” in the party with new rules; a two-thirds majority of Liberal members of
parliament is now required to remove a party leader who has ascended to the country’s
premiership. Morrison won a new term as prime minister when the Liberal Party and its
coalition partner, the National Party, won a free and fair election in May 2019.

A governor-general, appointed on the recommendation of the prime minister, represents
the UK monarch as head of state. The powers of the monarchy are extremely limited. Re-
tired general David Hurley was appointed governor-general in July 2019.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions?4 / 4

The bicameral legislative branch consists of a 151-member House of Representatives
and 76-member Senate. Lower house members are elected through a ranked-choice ballot,
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and serve three-year terms. Senators are elected through a ranked-choice ballot and serve
staggered six-year terms.

The Liberal-National coalition won 77 seats in the House of Representatives in the May
2019 election, earning a one-seat majority over all other parties. The Labor Party won 68,
while the Greens won 1. Independents took the remaining 5 seats.

Forty seats in the Senate were filled in the same contest. The Liberal-National coalition
won 19 of the seats up for reelection, while Labor won 13, the Greens won 6, and 2 were
won by independents. Turnout for the election stood at 91.9 percent.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 4 / 4

Australian electoral laws and procedures are generally fair and impartial. The Austra-
lian Electoral Commission (AEC)—an independent federal agency—coordinates all federal
elections and referendums, draws seat boundaries, and keeps the electoral rolls. Voting is
compulsory, and a registered voter’s failure to vote may result in a small fine, which if un-
paid can increase, and ultimately lead to a criminal conviction.

On election day in 2019, Liberal Party campaigns in two seats displayed Chinese-lan-
guage signs telling electors that the “correct way” to vote was to vote Liberal; their design
mimicked official AEC signage. Two Liberal members of parliament, federal treasurer Josh
Frydenberg and Gladys Liu, won in the seats where this took place.

However, the incident prompted an independent candidate and a voter to sue to void the
results. An advisor to Frydenberg admitted the signs were designed to mimic AEC material
when he testified in November. The AEC did not take the signs down, and argued that the
plaintiffs’ evidence was insufficient to justify the legislators’ disqualification. The court
ruled against the plaintiffs in late December.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 16 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 4 / 4

Australians may organize political parties without restrictions. Registration and recog-
nition as a political party requires a party constitution and either one member in Parliament,
or at least 500 members on the electoral roll.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 4 / 4

Power rotates between parties frequently, traditionally alternating between the Labor
Party and the Liberal-National coalition. The Greens and smaller left-leaning parties tend
to ally with Labor, while rural-oriented and conservative parties often ally with Liberals.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 4 / 4

Political participation in Australia is largely free from undue domestic influence. The
UK'’s monarch remains the Australian head of state, but the monarchy’s power is strictly
limited by the Australian constitution and legal precedent.

Concerns about foreign interference in politics, particularly from China, has persisted
for several years. Chinese actors have allegedly funded candidates and parties, and a senator
resigned in 2017 due to his financial ties with companies linked to the Chinese government.
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The government subsequently banned foreign donations to political parties, independent
candidates, and other political campaign groups in 2018. Additionally, the Foreign Influence
Transparency Scheme, which came into force that year, requires persons who engage in
political activities, such as lobbying, on behalf of a foreign government or other entity, to
register publicly.

Chinese efforts to infiltrate Australian politics continued in 2019. In November, the
Australian Security Intelligence Organization (ASIO), the country’s spy agency, was re-
vealed to be investigating claims that Chinese intelligence attempted to plant an agent in the
House of Representatives. Zhao Bo, a car dealer living in the city of Melbourne, claimed
that a businessman tied to the Chinese government offered him A$1 million ($740,000) to
run for a seat as a Liberal in 2018. Zhao was found dead in March 2019 while awaiting trial
on fraud-related charges. The ASIO considered Zhao’s story to be credible, and was inves-
tigating the individual who solicited him as 2019 ended.

Chinese connections to Liberal lawmaker Gladys Liu were also publicized in 2019.
In September, Liu admitted that she was an honorary member of a chapter of the China
Overseas Exchange Association (COEA), which was controlled by China’s State Council.
In December, the press tied Liu to Allen Saylav, the former head of Chinese electric bus
manufacturer Brighsun’s subsidiary in Australia. Saylav relied on Liu to win the Australian
government’s support for the introduction of electric buses in 2015, and Brighsun donated
A$105,000 ($81,000) to the Liberals that same year.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 4 / 4

Political rights and electoral opportunities are granted to all Australians. However, the
interests of women are inadequately represented, and female members of Parliament have
reported being bullied, intimidated, and harassed by their male colleagues. Female represen-
tation in Parliament remains fairly low; only 46 seats in the lower house are held by women,
representing 30.7 percent of the body. The opposition Labor Party employs an internal quota
specifying that 40 percent of its candidates must be women; this quota will rise to 50 percent
in 2025. The governing Liberal Party also aims for equal gender representation by 2025, but
does not use a quota system.

Some voting restrictions—including requirements that voters hold a fixed address and
a ban on voting by prisoners serving long sentences—disproportionately affect indigenous
Australians, who are also underrepresented in Parliament. However, indigenous politicians
have recently entered the legislature; the lower house’s first indigenous man won a seat in
2010, while its first indigenous woman won a seat in 2016. The Australian government has
considered reforms to strengthen the indigenous population’s political voice since 2017,
when indigenous leaders proposed a representative body that would advise Parliament on
policy matters that affect them. Prime Minister Morrison had dismissed the idea in 2018,
calling the proposed body a de facto third chamber of Parliament. However, the government
formed a 19-member panel to consider the idea in November 2019, though the proposed
body would not be constitutionally enshrined.

Chinese-Australian representation in national politics saw a breakthrough in 2019,
when Gladys Liu became the first Chinese-Australian to enter the lower house.

LGBT+ representatives have served in Parliament since the 1990s, when Green senator
Bob Brown became the first openly gay member of the upper house. The first openly gay
member of the House of Representatives was elected in a 2016 by-election.
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C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 12 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 4 / 4

The freely elected government is generally able to develop and implement policy.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 4 / 4

Laws against official corruption are generally well enforced, but the absence of a federal
anticorruption body makes enforcement more difficult. All states and territories operate lo-
cal anticorruption bodies; the first state-level agency was formed in 1989, when Queensland
created its Criminal Justice Commission. Other states followed suit in the 2000s and 2010s.

Prime Minister Morrison faced increasing pressure from independent legislators and
the nongovernmental organization (NGO) Transparency International to create a federal
equivalent, and announced the Commonwealth Integrity Commission (CIC) in late 2018.
The proposed commission would monitor law enforcement agencies as well as other federal
bodies, but would have no authority to hold public hearings and would be unable to inves-
tigate allegations of corruption without receiving a referral. The proposal remained under
consideration at year’s end.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 4 / 4

Government operations are characterized by a high degree of transparency, and political
affairs are openly discussed in the parliament and in the media. Parliamentary records and
commissioned reports are readily available. The Freedom of Information Act allows people
to access a wide range of government documents, though some government agencies have
been criticized for long delays and unnecessary refusals of freedom of information requests.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 57 / 60 (-1)
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 15 / 16 (-1)
D1. Are there free and independent media? 3 / 4 (-1)

Though the constitution does not explicitly protect press freedom, journalists scrutinize
lawmakers and the government and cover controversial topics, generally without encounter-
ing serious obstacles or risking harassment or violence.

However, the use of leaked government documents by the press prompted two con-
troversial raids by the AFP in June 2019. The publicly owned Australian Broadcasting
Corporation’s (ABC) Sydney office was raided in response to the broadcaster’s 2017 publi-
cation of the “Afghan Files,” a series of stories based on leaked documents that focused on
misconduct and unlawful killings by Australian soldiers in Afghanistan. The AFP presented
a warrant before entering ABC premises and searched through files relating to the stories.
The ABC sued to block the federal police from reviewing the seized documents in a federal
court; the case was still ongoing at the end of 2019.

The day before the AFP searched the ABC’s Sydney office, the AFP raided the home of
Sunday Telegraph political editor Annika Smethurst, in response to a 2018 story covering
leaked plans to expand the government’s spying powers. A warrant gave the AFP permission
to search Smethurst’s home, computer, and phone as part of their investigation into the al-
leged publication of classified material. Smethurst took her case to the High Court, with her
lawyers calling on the AFP to delete data copied from her mobile phone when they presented
their case in November 2019.

Members of the press have also been constricted by the use of judicial suppression
orders while covering criminal cases. A judge in the state of Victoria issued a suppression
order to limit reporting on the trial of Cardinal George Pell, an Australian Vatican official
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convicted of sexual assault in December 2018. The order was issued that June to prevent
undue influence on a second trial scheduled against Pell, but foreign media outlets reported
on the verdict and many domestic outlets followed suit.

Victoria state prosecutors called on nearly 100 journalists to explain their decision
to report on the Pell case in a February 2019 letter, saying they had scandalized the court
and warning that they risked contempt of court charges if their explanations were deemed
insufficient. Some staff members of publications that covered the case received these letters
even though they did not report on the case themselves. Prosecutors filed charges against
36 individual journalists and organizations in April, and their cases were still ongoing at the
end of 2019.

Score Change: The score declined from 4 to 3 due to contempt of court charges being levied
against journalists who reported on a major criminal case and police raids against media
outlets as part of an investigation into government leaks.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 4 / 4

The constitution explicitly prohibits laws that would either impose or restrict religious
expression, and individuals are generally able to express religious beliefs or nonbelief.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 4 / 4

Academic freedom is generally respected. However, in 2017, federal officials warned of
Chinese attempts to monitor Chinese students in Australia, and to question academics whose
views differed with those of the Chinese government.

In July 2019, pro-Chinese counterprotesters at the University of Queensland destroyed
banners and engaged in physical altercations with demonstrators who opposed the Chinese
government’s treatment of the Uighur minority group and the violent response by Hong
Kong police to prodemocracy protesters in Hong Kong. Days after the incident, the Chinese
mother of one protester was approached by a government official who inquired about their
child’s loyalty to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Participants in subsequent demon-
strations, especially those hailing from Hong Kong, expressed fears of foreign surveillance,
and some wore masks in an effort to protect their identities.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 4 / 4

Generally, people in Australia may freely discuss personal views on sensitive topics,
though the government passed a number of laws in recent years increasing its surveillance
powers. A data retention law requires telecommunications companies to store users’ meta-
data for two years. The law sparked concerns about the government’s ability to track mobile
and online communications. Some experts have warned of the potential for data breaches,
and have argued that the law undermines civil liberties. In July 2019, the AFP disclosed
that it accessed Australians’ metadata nearly 20,000 times, and reviewed the metadata of
journalists 58 times during its 201718 reporting period.

In 2018, the government passed the Assistance and Access Act, which requires technol-
ogy companies to provide law enforcement agencies with access to encrypted communica-
tions on grounds that include preventing terrorism and crime. Civil rights groups criticized
the new law’s broad reach, relative lack of oversight, and steep fines for companies that do
not comply. Vault Systems, an Australian provider of cloud services, warned in July 2019
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that multinational companies were increasingly housing their data in other countries because
of the legislation, when it submitted a brief during a review of the law.

Additionally, in August 2019, the High Court ruled against Michaela Banerji, who had
been dismissed from the Department of Immigration and Border Protection in 2013 in con-
nection with a pseudonymous Twitter account in which she criticized government policies
on immigration and the treatment of detainees. She had sued for wrongful dismissal.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 12 / 12
E1. Is there freedom of assembly? 4 / 4

Freedom of assembly is not explicitly codified in law, but the government generally
respects the right to peaceful assembly. There are some limited restrictions meant to ensure
public safety.

There has been concern in recent years about measures designed to discourage protests,
however. In 2016, the New South Wales state government passed laws increasing potential
fines for those protesting at mining sites. In November 2019, New South Wales enacted a
state-level “right to farm” bill that instituted large fines for similar activity on farms; civil
rights groups criticized the bill, warning that it could be used in other enclosed spaces in-
cluding schools and hospitals.

Large environmental protests were held in several cities in 2019, with isolated incidents
taking place during these assemblies. Environmental advocacy group Extinction Rebel-
lion organized marches in the cities of Sydney, Brisbane, and Melbourne in late October.
Police arrested 38 people in Sydney, several of whom were elderly. A teenage protester in
Brisbane later reported that she and 20 others were strip-searched in a police station. A late
October protest in Melbourne ended with over 20 activists being arrested, with protesters
saying that police were overly aggressive in their efforts to break the demonstration. After
protesters used “lock-on” devices to attach themselves to buildings during these protests,
the Queensland state government hastily passed laws prohibiting their use, instituting fines
and jail sentences for protesters found to be using them.

University students took part in a string of protests against the Chinese government’s
treatment of its Uighur minority and the Hong Kong authorities’ response to ongoing pro-
democracy protests in Hong Kong. While most participants were peaceful, pro-Chinese
counterprotesters tried to disrupt a July 2019 demonstration at the University of Queensland.
Police separated the two groups when prodemocracy protesters were physically attacked,
but no arrests were made.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 4 / 4

NGOs are generally free to form, function, and receive funding. A bill intended to
limit foreign interference in the political sphere was enacted in December 2018. Earlier
versions of the bill, which banned foreign donations to political parties, also sought to limit
donations to certain charities from foreign entities, which raised concerns that it would
severely impact the ability of NGOs to function. However, after pressure from the Labor
and Green parties, the bill was amended to specify that it does not apply to charities and
advocacy groups.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 4 / 4
Workers can freely organize and bargain collectively, and trade unions actively engage

in political debates and campaigns. However, strikes are only allowed when negotiating

new union agreements, and may only pertain to issues under negotiation. In 2017, a High
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Court ruling prohibited organizations that had previously violated orders from the Fair Work
Commission from holding strikes during negotiations. The court described the right to strike
as a “privilege.”

F. RULE OF LAW: 15 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 4 / 4

The Australian judiciary is generally independent. However, a lengthy investigation
in September and October 2019 by independent media outlet Crikey revealed that the Lib-
eral-National government stacked the Administrative Appeals Tribunal (AAT), a body that
reviews the merits of administrative decisions by government agencies, with individuals
affiliated to the Liberal Party, including former candidates, donors, and party members.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 4 / 4

The right to due process is generally respected. Defendants and detainees are presumed
innocent until proven guilty and can only be held for 24 hours without being charged for a
crime, with exceptions for terrorism cases.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 4 / 4

Australia provides protection from the illegitimate use of force, and Australians have
means to seek redress for harm. Prison conditions mostly meet international standards.
However, conditions at numerous juvenile detention centers are substandard. Some children
have instead been detained in adult prisons. In May 2019, an ABC investigative program
reported on the practice of placing minor detainees in “watch houses,” maximum security
facilities usually reserved for violent adult offenders.

The use of solitary confinement has become controversial, with the Victoria state
ombudsman calling for the end of its use in September 2019. The ombudsman noted that
children and adolescents were sometimes placed in solitary confinement.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 3 / 4

Indigenous Australians continue to lag behind other groups in key social and economic
indicators, suffer higher rates of incarceration, and report routine mistreatment by police and
prison officials. Indigenous children are placed in detention at a rate 26 times higher than
that of nonindigenous children. Additionally, people with disabilities make up over half the
prison population, and face harassment and violence in prisons.

Men and women have the same legal rights, and discrimination based on sexual orien-
tation or gender identity is prohibited. In practice, women and LGBT+ people experience
employment discrimination and harassment.

Religious exemptions within the Sex Discrimination Act of 1984 allow for the expul-
sion of students and dismissal of teachers on the basis of their sexual orientation. While this
power is rarely exercised, this act has sometimes been used to discriminate. In 2018, parts of
a religious freedom report commissioned in 2017 were published, containing recommenda-
tions that schools retain the right to discriminate based on sexual orientation. Prime Minister
Morrison faced pressure from rights groups to remove the exemptions and from religious
groups to retain and bolster them. In response, Morrison unveiled a bill at the end of 2018,
aimed at protecting LGBT+ students from discrimination.

The Liberal-National government spent much of 2019 drafting a bill meant to limit
religious discrimination in Australian society. LGBT+ advocates objected to the draft,
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warning that the bill would allow health providers to deny treatment to LGBT+ patients for
religious reasons. Equality Australia, an LGBT+ advocacy group, called on the government
to introduce stronger hate speech legislation alongside the proposed bill in July. The NGO
also warned that state-level antidiscrimination laws could be superseded by the federal bill.
The bill’s second draft was unveiled in December 2019, and remained under consideration
at year’s end.

Domestic and international condemnation of Australia’s harsh asylum and immigration
policies persisted in 2019. Rights groups objected to the detention of refugees and asylum
seekers in offshore facilities characterized by poor living conditions, inadequate safety for
women and children, delays in processing applications, and a lack of sufficient healthcare
and education services. The processing center on Manus Island in Papua New Guinea closed
in 2017, and asylum seekers in offshore detention centers in Nauru have been increasingly
transferred to Australia. The UN’s special rapporteurs on migrant rights called on the gov-
ernment to continue that practice, warning that the lack of medical care on Manus Island
and Nauru amounted to cruel and inhuman treatment in a June 2019 statement. Despite this,
Parliament repealed a law allowing offshore detainees to seek emergency medical care in
Australia in December 2019, only ten months after it was enacted. Nearly 600 people re-
mained in detention by late September 2019.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 15 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 4 / 4

The government respects the freedom of movement, and neither state nor nonstate ac-
tors interfere with the choice of residence, employment, or institution of higher education.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 4 / 4

With an open and free market economy, businesses and individuals enjoy a high level
of economic freedom and strong protections for property rights.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 4 / 4

The government generally does not restrict social freedoms. In 2017, Parliament legal-
ized same-sex marriage following a nationwide, nonbinding postal survey in which more
than 60 percent of participants favored legalization. Same-sex couples have also won the
right to adopt children at the state level, with the Northern Territory becoming the last state
or territory to legalize LGBT+ adoption in 2018. Discrimination based on gender identity
was prohibited under a 2013 amendment to the Sex Discrimination Act of 1984.

Violence against women remains a national concern, particularly for indigenous
women. In addition, women who kill domestic abusers in self-defense are often jailed,
with indigenous women representing the majority of this incarcerated group. In September
2019, the attorney general pledged that the government would legislate so that defendants
claiming self-defense against their abusers can more easily submit evidence to support their
claims in court.

Abortion law is decided by state and territory governments. New South Wales was the
last state to decriminalize abortion when it overturned a 119-year old law in September
2019. Access to abortions is also proscribed in some states despite its legality, forcing
women in those areas to seek assistance from private providers instead of public health
systems.
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G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 3 / 4

Australians generally enjoy robust economic opportunities and freedom from exploita-
tion. However, indigenous people continue to face economic hardship. Census data from
2016 revealed that indigenous employment rates in remote areas declined since 2006, im-
peding their upward social mobility.

In 2018, Parliament passed the Modern Slavery Act, requiring large businesses to be
more transparent about potential slavery in their supply chains and to make efforts to ad-
dress the problem. While the law, which took effect in early 2019, has been largely viewed
favorably, some critics have noted that it fails to impose penalties for noncompliance.

Austria

Population: 8,900,000
Capital: Vienna

Freedom Status: Free
Electoral Democracy: Yes

Overview: Austria has a democratic system of government that guarantees political rights
and civil liberties. The country has historically been governed by a grand coalition of the
center-left Social Democratic Party of Austria (SPO), and the center-right Austrian People’s
Party (OVP). In recent years, the political system has faced pressure from the Freedom
Party of Austria (FPO), a right-wing, populist party that openly entertains nationalist and
xenophobic sentiments.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

+ In May, a video surfaced showing FPO chairman and vice chancellor Heinz-Chris-
tian Strache offering lucrative state contracts in exchange for donations and favor-
able media coverage to a woman posing as an emissary of a Russian oligarch. The
scandal, known as “Ibizagate,” led to the ouster of the government under Sebastian
Kurz (OVP) and to snap elections in late September.

+ Up until the end of the OVP-FPO government, observers showed grave concern
over statements and policies pushed forward in particular by interior minister
Herbert Kickl (FPO), who said in January that law should follow politics, not the
other way around.

* In May, Austria instituted a ban on headscarves in elementary schools, a move
that was widely seen as Islamophobic. The education ministry extended the ban
in October to include burkinis, a full-body swimsuit, worn during school-provided
swim lessons.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 37 / 40
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 12 / 12
Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 4 / 4

Executive elections in Austria are generally free and fair. The president is elected for
a six-year term and has predominantly ceremonial duties. The president does, however,
appoint the chancellor, who also needs the support of the legislature to govern. Austria’s
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current president is the former head of the Green Party, Alexander Van der Bellen, who
was elected after a close and controversial poll that featured a repeat of the runoff be-
tween Van der Bellen and FPO candidate Norbert Hofer. The runoff was repeated after
the Constitutional Court established that there had been problems with the handling of
postal ballots.

Following a political scandal, the government led by Chancellor Sebastian Kurz under
an OVP-FPO coalition was ousted in May 2019, leading to a technocratic interim govern-
ment under the leadership of Brigitte Bierlein, the first woman in the office of chancellor.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions?4 / 4

Legislative elections in Austria are generally considered credible. The National Coun-
cil, the lower house, has 183 members chosen through proportional representation at the
district, state, and federal levels. Members serve five-year terms. The 62 members of the
upper house, the Federal Council (Bundesrat), are chosen by state legislatures for five- or
six-year terms.

Snap elections to the National Council took place in 2019, following the OVP-FPO
coalition’s collapse as a result of Ibizagate. The election campaign centered around political
personalities like Sebastian Kurz, whose OVP was the clear winner. Support for the FPO
collapsed, with the party losing 20 seats in the National Council. The OVP took 71 seats—
the most of any party but not enough for a governing majority. The SPO won 40 council
positions; the FPO took 31; the liberal NEOS claimed 15. The Green Party returned after
a two-year absence from parliament and gained 26 seats. Voter turnout was around 75.5
percent.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 4 / 4

Austria’s electoral laws and framework are fair and generally implemented impartially
by the relevant bodies.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 15 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 4 / 4

Austria has competitive political parties that form and operate without encountering
undue obstacles. Recent years have seen the rise and fall of various competing parties and
coalitions through democratic processes.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 4 / 4

Opposition parties have a realistic opportunity to gain representation. Austria has fre-
quently been governed by grand coalitions, a trend that has fostered some public disillusion-
ment with the political process. Following a breakdown of the OVP-FPO government, elec-
tions in September 2019 have set up the likely formation of an OVP-Green Party coalition.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 4 / 4

Austrians are generally free to make their own political choices without pressure from
the military, business leaders, or other groups that are not democratically accountable.
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B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 3 / 4

The participation of Slovene, Hungarian, and Romany minorities in local government
remains limited. There is little minority representation in the legislature. The number of peo-
ple who have been naturalized (thus gaining certain political rights) has fallen dramatically
since the establishment of a more restrictive national integration policy in 2009.

A number of political parties include support for gender equality in their platforms.
In the 2019 elections, 39 percent of the members elected to the parliament were women,
a slight increase compared to 2017. Brigitte Bierlein was sworn in as chancellor in June
2019 as the first woman to hold this office, albeit only as appointed leader of an interim
government.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 10 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 4 / 4

The freely elected president and legislative representatives work with the chancellor,
vice chancellor, and cabinet ministers to determine the policies of the government.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 3 / 4

Austria has some problems with public sector corruption, and the political class is
perceived by many as corrupt. The trial against former finance minister Karl-Heinz Grasser,
which commenced in late 2017, was still ongoing at the end of 2019; he is charged with
bribery and embezzlement in connection with the sale of state housing in 2004. The Council
of Europe’s Group of States against Corruption (GRECO) has criticized Austria for weak
party-finance legislation, and for failing to adequately regulate lobbying and prevent cor-
ruption amongst parliamentarians. Austria has seen an increase in indictments for, and the
rising costs of corruption in the past few years.

Further Ibizagate investigations in 2019 exposed detailed plans to appoint Peter Sidlo,
an unqualified FPO politician, as finance chief of Casinos Austria, a gambling company in
part owned by the Austrian state. Strache and other politicians from FPO and OVP pressured
the board of Casinos Austria to cooperate. They attempted to barter online casino licenses
with a company called Novomatic, whose chief executive is also on the board of Casinos
Austria, in exchange for the appointment of Sidlo as finance chief.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 3 / 4

Austria’s government has frequently been criticized for inadequate transparency. Offi-
cial secrecy remains enshrined in the constitution. For over five years, a draft freedom of
information law has been mired in parliamentary procedures, and it remained so at year’s
end. Austria’s overall legal framework on access to information, containing vague criteria
for compliance and lacking a strong appeals mechanism, is weak.

Increasing transparency and strengthening the Austrian anticorruption framework is set
to be a major topic for the incoming government.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 56 / 60
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 14 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 3 / 4

The federal constitution and the Media Law of 1981 provide the basis for free media in
Austria, and the government generally respects these provisions in practice. However, libel
and slander laws protect politicians and government officials, many of whom—particularly
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members of the FPO—have filed defamation suits in recent years. Media ownership remains
highly concentrated, particularly in the provinces.

The government exerts some influence on the state broadcaster, the ORF, and overall,
several observers and journalists noticed a weakening of press freedom over the past year.
In 2019 a debate continued about reforms in the ORF, though it was stalled by the breakup
of the OVP-FPO government. Several observers noted that the ORF was pressured and
verbally attacked by the FPO while the party was in government. In April 2019, an FPO
candidate berated and threatened journalist Armin Wolf during a live television broadcast
in response to a question regarding a racially charged comic released by the FPO’s youth
wing wherein Wolf noted comparisons between the FPO image and 1930s antisemitic
Nazi propaganda. The verbal abuse continued after the interview: party leaders added
their own threats and insults, even including Wolf in campaign videos for the EU parlia-
mentary vote.

While there is no official censorship, Austrian law prohibits any form of neo-Nazism or
antisemitism, as well as the public denial, approval, or justification of Nazi crimes, including
the Holocaust.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 3 / 4

Religious freedom is constitutionally guaranteed. Austrian law divides religious or-
ganizations into three legal categories: officially recognized religious societies, religious
confessional communities, and associations. Many religious minority groups allege that the
law impedes their legitimate claims for recognition and demotes them to second- or third-
class status.

Foreign funding for Muslim houses of worship and imams is prohibited by a 2015 law;
Orthodox Christian and Jewish groups with similarly strong links to communities abroad
face no such restrictions. In 2019, the Austrian constitutional courts confirmed the legality
of the 2015 law that enabled the expulsion of 40 imams from Turkey in 2018. The FPO
has been criticized for stoking anti-Muslim sentiment through controversial advertising
campaigns. In recent years, antisemitic and anti-Islamic tendencies seem to be on the rise.

Full-face coverings were banned in 2017, which was generally interpreted as targeting
women who wear burqas and niqabs (facial veils), even though very few women in Austria
wear those garments. In May 2019, the government passed a law banning the wearing of
headscarves at elementary schools for kids under 10 years old. The law does not apply to
children wearing a kippa. In October, the ministry of education clarified that the law also
applies to burkinis in school-sponsored swimming lessons.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 4 / 4

Academic freedom is generally upheld, and the educational system is free from exten-
sive political indoctrination.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 4 / 4

Private discussion in Austria is generally free and unrestricted. However, there have
been some difficulties related to the balance between ensuring freedom of speech and
enforcing legal prohibitions on hate speech. A debate surrounding more extensive online
surveillance through state authorities in currently ongoing.
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E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 12 / 12
E1. Is there freedom of assembly? 4 / 4
Freedom of assembly is protected in the constitution and in practice.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 4 / 4

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) operate without restrictions, even though in
recent years the political climate became more restrictive for civil society organizations to
work in.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 4 / 4

Trade unions are free to organize and to strike, and they are considered an essential
partner in national policymaking. Around 27 percent of Austrian employees are unionized,
according to 2016 figures.

F. RULE OF LAW: 15 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 4 / 4

The judiciary is independent, and the Constitutional Court examines the compatibility
of legislation with the constitution without political influence or interference. The Con-
sultative Council of European Judges of the Council of Europe criticized a slight lack of
independence in an analysis of the Administrative Court of Vienna conducted in 2019. Aus-
trian judges are appointed by the executive office of the government instead of a politically
independent body, which the Council criticized as an insufficient separation of the state
government from the judicial system.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 4 / 4

Due process generally prevails in civil and criminal matters. However, scandals un-
folding throughout 2018 involving Austria’s intelligence apparatus raised concerns about
the potential politicization of the justice system, as well as respect for due process. Such
concerns were reinvigorated by former interior minister Herbert Kickl’s statements in Janu-
ary 2019, in which he said that the law should follow politics and not the other way around.
Kickl resigned in May.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 4 / 4

People in Austria are generally free from the illegitimate use of physical force, war, and
insurgencies. However, terrorist threats are a concern. After the March 2019 terrorist attacks
at a mosque in Christchurch, New Zealand, the attacker connection to the Austrian far-right
extremist group, Identitire Bewegung Osterreich (IBO), were publicized. The OVP has
promised a ban of IBO will be a demand of their 2020 coalition government.

Conditions in prisons generally meet high European standards.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 3 / 4

Some marginalized groups face difficulty exercising their human rights before the
law. Strong rhetoric has been directed against refugees and migrants in recent years. Some
asylum seekers can be deported while appeals are pending. The OVP-FPO government
was known for its restrictive policies on asylum seekers. In May 2019, the United Nations
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Human Rights Commissioner found Austria’s asylum system to not meet international hu-
man rights standards.

LGBT+ people face some societal discrimination. Hate crime legislation prohibits
incitement based on sexual orientation. However, no law prohibits service providers from
denying services on that basis.

Despite some improvement since 2005, gender equality remains an issue in Austria.
According to the European Institute for Gender Equality’s 2019 Index, women’s wages are
76 percent of that of men.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 15 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 4 / 4

Austrian citizens enjoy freedom of movement and choice of residence. Roma and other
ethnic minorities face discrimination in the labor and housing markets. The Labor Ministry
has sought to promote integration of younger immigrants by providing German-language
instruction and job training.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 4 / 4
Austrians may freely exercise the right to own property and establish businesses.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 4 / 4
Same-sex marriage is legal in Austria since January 2019. Since 2016, there are no
longer restrictions on same-sex couples adopting children.
The 2009 Second Protection against Violence Act increased penalties for perpetrators
of domestic violence, and authorized further punitive measures against chronic offenders.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 3 / 4

A 1979 law guarantees women’s freedom from discrimination in various areas, includ-
ing the workplace. However, the income gap between men and women remains significant.
According to the US State Department’s 2019 Trafficking in Persons Report, the Austrian
government is making efforts to fight human trafficking; convictions and prosecutions for
trafficking-related offenses have increased, although the courts “continued to issue light or
suspended penalties for convicted traffickers.” The government has not appointed anyone
to focus on this issue, which has limited their ability to evaluate the efficacy of their efforts.
The government has made efforts at identifying victims among migrant populations.

Azerbaijan

Population: 10,000,000
Capital: Baku

Freedom Status: Not Free
Electoral Democracy: No

Note: The numerical scores and status listed here do not reflect conditions in Nagorno-Kara-
bakh, which is examined in a separate report.
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Overview: Power in Azerbaijan’s authoritarian regime remains heavily concentrated in the
hands of Ilham Aliyev, who has served as president since 2003, and his extended family.
Corruption is rampant, and the formal political opposition has been weakened by years of
persecution. The authorities have carried out an extensive crackdown on civil liberties in
recent years, leaving little room for independent expression or activism.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

» The authorities released more than 50 political prisoners in March and lifted travel
bans on some journalists and activists during the year, but new arrests and other
repressive actions were reported.

* Numerous high-ranking officials were replaced after the prime minister stepped
down in October, and the parliament was dissolved in December, setting the stage
for snap parliamentary elections in early 2020.

* Public attention was focused for much of the year on high-profile cases of domestic
violence against women. In October, police dispersed a protest on the topic in Baku.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 2 / 40

A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 0 / 12

Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 0 / 4

The president is directly elected for seven-year terms. There are no term limits. Since
the early 1990s, elections have not been considered credible or competitive by international
observers. A February 2018 presidential decree moved that year’s presidential election,
originally planned for October, up to April. President Ilham Aliyev—who succeeded his
father, Heydar, in 2003—won a fourth term with some 86 percent of the vote amid evidence
of electoral fraud and a boycott by the main opposition parties. An observer mission from
the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) found that the election
lacked genuine competition due to a restrictive political environment in which the seven
nominal opposition candidates did not openly confront or criticize the president.

In 2017, President Aliyev appointed his wife, Mehriban Aliyeva, as vice president. The
post had been created via constitutional changes that were pushed through in 2016 without
meaningful parliamentary debate or public consultation.

The prime minister and cabinet are appointed and dismissed by the president. In Octo-
ber 2019, Prime Minister Norvuz Mammadov—in office since April 2018—was replaced
by Ali Asadov. A series of other personnel changes in the cabinet and presidential adminis-
tration continued through the end of the year.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions20/ 4

The 125 seats in Azerbaijan’s unicameral Milli Mejlis, or National Assembly, are
filled through elections in single-member districts, with members serving five-year terms.
With the government actively repressing criticism and dissent, the main opposition parties
boycotted the 2015 elections. According to official results, Aliyev’s Yeni Azerbaijan Party
(YAP) won 71 seats, 41 went to independent candidates who tend to support the ruling party,
and the remaining 12 were split among small progovernment parties. The OSCE declined to
send observers, explaining that government restrictions on the number of observers allowed
into the country would have made effective and credible monitoring impossible.

The assembly voted to dissolve itself early at the president’s request in December 2019,
and snap elections were scheduled for February 2020.
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Less than a third of eligible voters cast ballots in the December 2019 municipal council
elections, which were boycotted by major opposition parties. Various irregularities were
reported, including the casting of multiple ballots and intimidation of journalists.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 0 / 4

The electoral laws and framework fall short of international standards and do not ensure
free and fair elections. The nomination process for members of electoral commissions places
the bodies under the influence of the ruling party. Commission members have been known
to unlawfully interfere with the election process and obstruct the activities of observers.
Complaints of electoral violations do not receive adequate or impartial treatment.

During the 2018 presidential election, the Central Election Commission (CEC) failed
to prevent instances of ballot-box stuffing and other forms of fraud that were reported at
some polling stations, and disregarded many mandatory procedures meant to safeguard the
integrity of the vote. In the run-up to the 2019 municipal elections, independent observers
noted problems with voter registration, including a discrepancy between the State Statistical
Committee and the CEC over the number of registered voters.

Election observers have repeatedly condemned restrictions on freedom of assembly, the
inability of candidates to obtain permission to hold rallies or appear on television, political
interference with courts investigating electoral violations, and noncompliance with past
European Court of Human Rights decisions on election issues.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 2 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 1 / 4

The political environment in Azerbaijan is neither pluralistic nor competitive. The abil-
ity of opposition parties to operate and engage with the public is limited by the dominance
of the YAP. A number of laws restrict candidates’ efforts to organize and hold rallies, and the
opposition has virtually no access to coverage on television, which remains the most popular
news source. The regime has cracked down violently on any Islamist political movement
that reaches national prominence.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 0 / 4

The Aliyev family has held the presidency since 1993. The biased electoral framework
and repressive media and political environment effectively make it impossible for oppo-
sition parties to gain power through elections. The main opposition parties boycotted the
most recent parliamentary, presidential, and municipal elections rather than take part in an
unfair process.

Opposition figures complained that moving the 2018 presidential election forward by
six months further disadvantaged them by leaving inadequate time to prepare their cam-
paigns. Similar concerns were raised about the snap parliamentary elections triggered by the
dissolution of the National Assembly in December 2019.

Opposition politicians and party officials are subject to arbitrary arrest on dubious
charges, as well as physical violence and other forms of intimidation. In March 2019, the
president authorized the release of more than 50 political prisoners—including opposition
figures as well as journalists, bloggers, and others—as part of a larger mass clemency de-
cision. However, opposition leaders and activists continued to face official restrictions and
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harassment during the year, and new arrests were reported. The nongovernmental organiza-
tion (NGO) Working Group on a Unified List of Political Prisoners estimated that there were
still 112 political prisoners in the country as of late November 2019.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 1 / 4

The authoritarian system in Azerbaijan excludes the public from any genuine and
autonomous political participation. The regime relies on abuse of state resources, corrupt
patronage networks, and control over the security forces and criminal justice system to
maintain its political dominance.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 0 / 4

The political system does not allow women or minority groups to organize inde-
pendently or advocate for their respective interests. There are no meaningful mechanisms to
promote increased representation of women and ethnic or religious minorities. The govern-
ment has worked to stifle public expressions of ethnic Talysh and Lezgin identity, among
other targeted groups.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 0 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 0 / 4

Neither the president nor members of parliament are elected in a free or fair manner,
and the parliament is unable to serve as a meaningful check on the powerful presidency.
Lawmakers and lower-level elected officials essentially carry out the instructions of the
ruling party.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 0 / 4

Corruption is pervasive. In the absence of a free press and independent judiciary,
officials are held accountable for corrupt behavior only when it suits the needs of a more
powerful or well-connected figure.

Investigative reports published by foreign media in recent years have revealed evidence
that the president and his family used their positions to amass large private fortunes. In 2017,
a network of international media outlets exposed a $2.9 billion slush fund that was held
within United Kingdom-registered shell companies and linked to Azerbaijan’s ruling elite,
including the Aliyev family. The resources were reportedly used in part to improperly influ-
ence the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE), in order to minimize
criticism of Azerbaijan’s elections and alleged rights abuses.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 0 / 4

Government operations are opaque. Although public officials are nominally required
to submit financial disclosure reports, procedures and compliance remain unclear, and the
reports are not publicly accessible. There are legal guarantees for citizens’ access to infor-
mation, but also broad exceptions to this right, and authorities at all levels systematically
refuse to respond to information requests.

In 2017, Azerbaijan withdrew from the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative
(EITI), an international platform that promotes good governance and transparency in re-
source-rich countries. Azerbaijan, an important producer of oil and gas, had been suspended
due to ongoing noncompliance with EITI human rights standards.
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CIVIL LIBERTIES: 8 / 60 (-1)
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 2 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 0 / 4

Constitutional guarantees for press freedom are routinely and systematically violated,
as the government works to maintain a tight grip on the information landscape. Defamation
remains a criminal offense. Journalists—and their relatives—face harassment, violence, and
intimidation by authorities. Many have been detained or imprisoned on fabricated charges,
while others face travel bans. According to the Committee to Protect Journalists, there were
six journalists behind bars in Azerbaijan as of December 2019.

Legal amendments passed in 2017 extended government control over online media,
allowing blocking of websites without a court order if they are deemed to contain content
that poses a danger to the state or society. Independent news sites are regularly blocked or
struck with cyberattacks.

In addition to journalism, artistic expression is subject to political restrictions. In
December 2019, the Azerbaijani rapper Paster (whose real name is Parviz Guluzade) was
detained, beaten, and sentenced to 30 days of administrative arrest for violating public
order, allegedly as punishment for lyrics that included a negative reference to a business
linked to Mehriban Aliyeva’s family. The blogger Mehman Huseynov was reportedly
beaten by police and dumped outside of Baku for protesting in support of Paster in the
following days.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 0 / 4

The regime exercises control over religion through state-affiliated entities such as the
Caucasus Muslim Board. Religious communities that attempt to operate independently face
burdensome registration requirements, interference with the importation and distribution of
printed religious materials, and arrest and harassment of religious leaders with international
ties or a significant following. For example, Haji Taleh Bagirzade and members of his Mus-
lim Unity Movement, a nonviolent conservative Shiite group, have been subjected to mass
arrests, torture, and imprisonment as part of a crackdown that began in 2015.

A number of mosques have been closed in recent years, ostensibly for registration or
safety violations. Jehovah’s Witnesses face harassment as well as prosecution for evading
military service.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 1 / 4

The authorities have long curtailed academic freedom. Some educators have reported
being dismissed for links to opposition groups, and students have faced expulsion and other
punishments for similar reasons.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 1 / 4

Law enforcement bodies monitor private telephone and online communications—
particularly of activists, political figures, and foreign nationals—without judicial oversight.
The escalation of government persecution of critics and their families has undermined the
assumption of privacy among ordinary residents and eroded the openness of private dis-
cussion. Even state officials have been punished for their and their family members’ social
media activity, and activists have been imprisoned—on unrelated fabricated charges—for
critical Facebook posts.
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In recent years, activists have been targeted by spear-phishing campaigns designed to
install malicious software on their computers or steal personal information. In April 2019,
the progovernment television channel Real TV broadcast a secret recording of a private
telephone conversation between two exiled journalists. Following the dispersal of large op-
position rallies in October, Real TV played audio recordings of a private phone call between
a US diplomat and an Azerbaijani activist, and a conversation in a restaurant between the
same activist and a European Union official.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 1 / 12
E1l. Is there freedom of assembly? 0 / 4

The law imposes tight restrictions on freedom of assembly, which is contingent on
the protection of “public order and morals.” Activists have complained that in practice,
the obstacles to public gatherings include additional, extralegal measures. Unsanctioned
assemblies can draw a harsh police response and fines for participants, and the government
largely stopped issuing permits for rallies in Baku in the spring of 2019. Even when permits
are issued, the government typically confines demonstrations to relatively isolated locations,
where it can track attendees through facial-recognition technology and mobile-phone data.

Following three rallies in January 2019 in support of then-imprisoned blogger Mehman
Huseynov, some 40 activists were subjected to administrative detention, more than 200
were summoned to police stations for interrogation, and hundreds more were questioned
over the phone.

In October 2019, an authorized rally of the National Council of Democratic Forces—a
coalition of opposition groups—was dispersed by police. Opposition parties responded by
holding an unauthorized rally in central Baku that was also dispersed by police. Over 100
individuals were arrested, and several, including opposition leaders Ali Karimli and Tofiq
Yaqublu, reported that they were tortured in detention. A smaller rally the day after the first,
calling for Azerbaijan to ratify the Istanbul Convention on violence against women, was
similarly disrupted by police.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 0 / 4

Repressive laws on NGOs have been used to pressure both local and foreign organi-
zations, many of which have suspended operations when their bank accounts were frozen
or their offices raided. Nearly all organizations or networks that work on human rights are
forced by the state to operate in a legal gray zone. The government has refused to permit the
European Union to provide grant support for local civil society groups. Civic activists are
routinely subjected to harassment, intimidation, detention, and abuse by police.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 1 / 4

Although the law permits the formation of trade unions and the right to strike, the
majority of unions remain closely affiliated with the government, and many categories of
workers are prohibited from striking. Most major industries are dominated by state-owned
enterprises, in which the government controls wages and working conditions.

F. RULE OF LAW: 0 / 16 (-1)
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 0 / 4

The judiciary is corrupt and subservient to the executive. Judges are appointed by the
parliament on the proposal of the president. The courts’ lack of political independence is
especially evident in the many trumped-up or otherwise flawed cases brought against oppo-
sition figures, activists, and critical journalists.
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F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 0 / 4 (-1)

Constitutional guarantees of due process are not upheld. Arbitrary arrest and detention
are common, and detainees are often held for long periods before trial. Political detainees
have reported restricted access to legal counsel, fabrication and withholding of evidence,
and physical abuse to extract confessions.

In 2019, the so-called Ganja case provided the most prominent examples of due process
violations. The case stemmed from an incident in July 2018, when a demonstration follow-
ing the attempted assassination of the mayor of Ganja resulted in the deaths of two police
officers. In response, police charged 77 suspects, 10 of whom died in custody or while being
detained. The government claimed that the protests were an attempted Islamist uprising,
despite significant evidence that many of the suspects were neither present at the scene nor
observant Muslims. During the subsequent trials, which unfolded over the course of 2019,
the authorities were unable to produce a coherent version of events.

Although nominally independent, the Azerbaijani Bar Association acts on the orders of
the Ministry of Justice and is complicit in the harassment of human rights lawyers. Legal
amendments that took effect in 2018 stipulated that only Bar Association members could
represent clients in court. Since then, the association has disbarred, suspended, or threatened
most of the country’s active human rights lawyers for speaking to the media about violations
of their clients’ rights. In nearly all disciplinary cases, the courts have upheld the Bar Asso-
ciation’s decisions without a thorough assessment or public justification.

Score Change: The score declined from 1 to 0 because the ongoing persecution and dis-
barment of human rights lawyers has deprived dissidents and activists of access to counsel.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 0 / 4

International observers have consistently concluded that both torture and impunity for
the perpetrators of such abuse are endemic in the Azerbaijani criminal justice system. Police
regularly administer beatings during arrest or while breaking up protests. Prison conditions
are substandard; medical care is generally inadequate, and overcrowding is common.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 0 / 4

Members of ethnic minority groups have complained of discrimination in areas includ-
ing education, employment, and housing. Women are subject to discrimination in employ-
ment, including both de facto bias and formal exclusion from certain types of work under
the labor code.

Although same-sex sexual activity is legal, LGBT+ people experience societal discrimi-
nation and risk harassment by the police. In 2017, police fined or detained dozens of people
for weeks in a coordinated crackdown that led many LGBT+ residents to flee the country.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 5 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 1 / 4

The government restricts freedom of movement, particularly foreign travel, for opposi-
tion politicians, journalists, and civil society activists. While travel bans were lifted for some
dissidents during 2019, many others remained in place, including for some of the political
prisoners released in March; others fled the country to avoid further persecution.
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People with disabilities and psychiatric patients are routinely institutionalized; there is
no clear procedure to review their confinement.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 1 / 4

Property rights are affected by government-backed development projects that often en-
tail forced evictions, unlawful expropriations, and demolitions with little or no notice. Cor-
ruption and the economic dominance of state-owned companies and politically connected
elites pose obstacles to ordinary private business activity.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 2 / 4

The law generally grants women and men the same rights on personal status matters
such as marriage, divorce, and child custody. Domestic violence is a notable problem, and
related legal protections are inadequate. Conservative social norms contribute to the wide-
spread view that domestic violence is a private matter, which discourages victims from re-
porting perpetrators to the police. However, the growth of social media and the movement of
rural populations to Baku in recent years have spurred public discussion of the issue. Among
other high-profile cases during 2019, Fuad Gahramanli, the deputy chairman of the opposi-
tion Azerbaijan Popular Front Party, resigned after his daughter alleged on social media that
he had regularly beaten her, her mother, and her sister, though many fellow politicians and
social media users continued to support him.

The hijab has been formally banned in Azerbaijani schools since 2011, and women
who choose to wear it have increasingly complained of discrimination by both private and
public employers.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 1 / 4

Legal safeguards against exploitative working conditions are poorly enforced, and
many employers reportedly ignore them without penalty. The government has taken some
steps to combat forced labor and sex trafficking, including by prosecuting traffickers and
providing services to victims, but the problem persists, notably among Romany children and
foreign household workers.

As a result of corruption and a lack of public accountability for the allocation of re-
sources, the state’s oil and gas revenues tend to benefit privilege elites rather than the general
population, narrowing access to economic opportunity.

Bahamas

Capital: Nassau
Population: 400,000
Freedom Status: Free
Electoral Democracy: Yes

Overview: The Bahamas are a stable democracy where political rights and civil liberties are
generally respected. However, the islands have a relatively high homicide rate. Harsh im-
migration policies, which mainly affect Haitian-Bahamians and Haitian migrants, are often
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executed in the absence of due process. Government corruption is a serious problem that is
thought to have had significant economic consequences.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

* In September, Hurricane Dorian caused severe devastation and displacement,
particularly affecting communities of Haitian migrants and Haitian-Bahamians.
Afterward, the government escalated efforts to deport migrants.

* Domestic advocates for the LGBT+ community reported improvements in social
attitudes and productive engagement during the year with the Office of the Attor-
ney General.

* In July, the government passed a law requiring nonprofit organizations to register,
declare sources of contributions and all donations over $50,000, and account for
annual income and expenditures. The new provisions raise concerns about govern-
ment surveillance of civil society.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 38 / 40
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS 12 / 12
Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 4 / 4

The Bahamas are governed under a parliamentary system, and a mostly ceremonial
governor-general is appointed by the British monarch as head of state. The prime minister
is head of government, and is appointed by the governor-general; the office is usually held
by the leader of the largest party in parliament or head of a parliamentary coalition. Hubert
Minnis became prime minister following the victory of his party, the Free National Move-
ment (FNM), in the May 2017 legislative elections.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 4 / 4

Members of the lower chamber of the bicameral Parliament, the 39-member House
of Assembly, are directly elected to five-year terms. The 16 members of the Senate are
appointed for five-year terms by the governor-general based on recommendations made by
the prime minister and the opposition leader.

In May 2017 general elections, the ruling Progressive Liberal Party (PLP) was defeated
by the FNM, which won 35 out of 39 seats in the House of Assembly; Minnis, the FNM
leader, was then appointed prime minister. International monitors praised the electoral
process, but expressed concern about an outdated voter-registration system, and the replace-
ment of the parliamentary commissioner—a key administrative official—and the redrawing
of electoral districts before the polls.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 4 / 4

The electoral process is regulated by the Parliamentary Elections Act and generally well
managed by the Parliamentary Registration Department. The parliamentary commissioner
heads the department, and is appointed by the governor-general acting on the recommenda-
tion of the prime minister after consultation with the opposition leader.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION 16 / 16

B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 4 / 4
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Political parties may organize freely, and operate unhindered. However, as electoral
financing is not regulated, there is no legal obligation to disclose funding sources and no
limit on campaign spending.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 4 / 4

Opposition parties operate without undue interference. Political power has alternated
between the PLP and the FNM since the country achieved independence from the United
Kingdom in 1973.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 4 / 4

Voters and candidates are generally able to exercise their political choices freely. How-
ever, a lack of campaign-finance regulations leaves open avenues for the outsized role of
money in politics.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 4 / 4

Only citizens may vote, and protracted and obscure citizenship and naturalization
proceedings make achieving citizenship difficult for those born to foreign parents in the
Bahamas. Though women and women’s’ interests remain underrepresented in politics, 7 out
of 16 Senators are women, including both the Senate president and vice president. LGBT+
people are underrepresented in politics, but advocates for the community reported produc-
tive engagement during 2019 with the Office of the Attorney General.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT 10 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 4 / 4

Freely elected officials are generally able to determine national policies in a free and
unhindered manner.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 3 / 4

The country’s anticorruption mechanisms are relatively weak, and there is no agency
specifically empowered to handle allegations of government corruption. Rates of reporting
corruption are low, as whistleblowers fear retaliation. Domestic transparency advocates
have alleged that widespread government corruption has been a significant contributor to a
recent economic downturn.

In November 2019, a probe was launched by the Netherlands into suspected corruption
regarding the government’s acquisition of nine defense force vessels; investigators suggested
that commissions the government paid the Dutch-based shipbuilding company were suspi-
ciously high. Separately, bribery cases against former labor minister Shane Gibson and former
housing and environment minister Kenred Dorsett were dismissed during the year, decisions
widely viewed as politicized. Bills to establish an independent anticorruption body and an
ombudsman were on the legislative agenda in 2019, but had not been approved at year’s end.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 3 / 4

Government procurement processes lack transparency, and political parties and cam-
paigns are not required to disclose their finances. A long-awaited Freedom of Information
Act was passed in February 2017. Meanwhile, whistleblower protections became active
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in March 2018 and the government has announced a target date of May 2020 for full
implementation.

Legislators and other high-ranking public officials are required to disclose their income
and assets under the Public Disclosure Act of 1976, but often fail to submit the required
information on time.

A new Fiscal Responsibility Law aims to improve transparency of public-sector spend-
ing established an independent oversight and enforcement body. In late 2019, the government
was unable to meet the law’s benchmarks due to post-hurricane disruption and expenses.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 53 / 60
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF 15 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 3 / 4

Press freedom in the Bahamas is constitutionally guaranteed and generally respected in
practice. The country’s privately owned newspapers and radio broadcasters freely express a
variety of views, although partisanship is common.

Libel is a criminal offense punishable by up to two years in prison. Though rarely
enforced, Gorman Bannister, who ran news and commentary pages on social media, was
remanded to prison in July 2019 on charges of libel and misusing a communications system
after he allegedly posted insults and defamatory statements against a former cabinet minis-
ter, though was released on bail shortly after.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 4 / 4
Religious freedom is generally respected.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 4 / 4
Academic institutions are generally free from political pressure and other interference.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 4 / 4

People can freely express personal views in private and in public without fear of retri-
bution or surveillance.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS 12 / 12
E1l. Is there freedom of assembly? 4 / 4

Freedom of assembly is protected by the constitution, and the government respects this
right in practice.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 4 / 4

Freedom of association is generally protected, and a variety of nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) operate in the country. In July 2019, the government passed a law
requiring nonprofit organizations to register, declare sources of contributions and donations
over $50,000, and account for annual income and expenditures, raising concerns about gov-
ernment surveillance of civil society.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 4 / 4
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Labor, business, and professional organizations are generally free from government
interference. Unions have the right to strike, and collective bargaining is prevalent.

F. RULE OF LAW 13 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 4 / 4

The judicial system is headed by the Supreme Court and a court of appeals, with the
additional right of appeal to the Privy Council in London under certain circumstances. The
Bahamian judiciary is predominantly independent, and there have been no major reports
in recent years of attempts by powerful figures to use political or other influence to secure
favorable rulings. In 2019, the Inter-American Development Bank suggested separating
the Office of the Public Prosecutor from the Office of the Attorney General, among other
reforms, as potential improvements.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 3 / 4

Due process in civil and criminal matters generally prevails. However, the government
only appoints counsel to defendants in capital cases, leaving some people without legal
representation. Generally, noncitizen migrants do not enjoy due process before detention or
deportation, and in 2019, the government escalated efforts to deport migrants in the after-
math of the hurricane.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 4 / 4

Homicide and violent crime rates in the Bahamas remain among the highest in the Ca-
ribbean. In 2019, murders had increased to 96, up from 91 in 2018. However, state security
agents generally do not engage in the illegal use of force against civilians, and the popula-
tion is not threatened by large-scale violence or insurgencies.

Prison conditions are poor, and reports of violence against prisoners by guards continue.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 2 / 4

The Constitution does not prohibit gender-based discrimination, which denies men and
women equal treatment under the law.

Despite a change in government, harsh immigration policies enacted in 2014 are still
in effect, and have exacerbated stigma and discrimination against the targeted populations,
mainly Haitians and Haitian-Bahamians. People perceived to be of Haitian descent are
frequently rounded up by immigration authorities and detained, and civil society advo-
cates continue to report that detained migrants experience overcrowding and inhumane
conditions. After Hurricane Dorian in 2019, the government banned immigrants without
documentation from relief centers and pursued removal of shantytowns that primarily house
migrant populations.

Discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender identity is not prohibited by law,
and LGBT+ people continue to report discrimination in employment and housing. However,
domestic LGBT+ advocates reported improvements in societal attitudes towards LGBT+
individuals in 2019. A number of Pride events to bolster LGBT+ advocacy efforts have also
been planned for 2020.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS 13 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 3 / 4
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The freedom of movement is protected. However, the immigration policies adopted
by the previous government are still enforced and have had an impact on people of Haitian
descent in the exercise of their individual rights, including their ability to move freely and
choose their places of residence, employment, and education. Roadblocks have been erected
as part of immigration enforcement actions.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or non-state actors? 4 / 4

The country has a strong private sector, and the economy relies mostly on tourism and
financial services. Individuals are free to establish businesses, subject to generally non-oner-
ous legal requirements.

Efforts to get rid of shantytowns housing migrant communities escalated after Hurri-
cane Dorian, and squatters’ land entitlements under the Limitation Act could be interrupted
due to post-hurricane abandonment. The government also proposed a bill criminalizing
failure to evacuate. Furthermore, emergency powers were invoked to defend demolitions on
land impacted by the storm. However, an August 2018 Supreme Court injunction requiring
the government and utility providers to halt any planned service disconnections or evictions
in shantytown communities was in effect at year’s end.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 3 / 4

The government does not place explicit restrictions on social freedoms. However, the
Bahamian constitution distinguishes between Bahamian men and women in their trans-
mission of Bahamian citizenship to their spouse or child. This results in instability in the
family unit, and long processes to have Bahamian citizenship recognized for children born
to Bahamian parents.

Violence against women, including domestic violence and marital rape, is a serious
issue. No law permits same-sex marriage.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 3 / 4

The Bahamas is a source, destination, and transit country for men, women, and children
for forced labor and sexual exploitation. The government fully complies with minimum
international standards to address the problem and has made significant efforts to prosecute
traffickers. Migrant workers, many of whom arrive in the Bahamas to work in the agricul-
tural sector and in domestic services, are particularly vulnerable to exploitation.

Bahrain

Population: 1,500,000
Capital: Manama
Freedom Status: Not Free
Electoral Democracy: No

Overview: Bahrain was once viewed as a promising model for political reform and demo-
cratic transition, but it has become one of the Middle East’s more repressive states. Since
violently crushing a popular prodemocracy protest movement in 2011, the Sunni-led
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monarchy has systematically eliminated a broad range of political rights and civil liberties,
dismantled the political opposition, and cracked down harshly on persistent dissent concen-
trated among the Shiite population.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

* The government continued to revoke citizenship as a political and criminal pun-
ishment, even when it left people stateless. However, after a series of reviews
ordered by the king under international pressure, nearly two-thirds of the people
whose citizenship had been revoked over the past seven years had it restored by
late in the year.

* In January, the country’s highest court upheld the sentence of life in prison given
in 2018 to Ali Salman, leader of the disbanded opposition party Al-Wefaq, for sup-
posedly spying for Qatar during the antigovernment protests of 2011.

* Three men were executed in July, two of them for terrorism-related offenses,
despite concerns raised by UN experts about flawed trials and the apparent use of
coerced confessions.

» Political prisoners went on hunger strike in August to protest mistreatment in
custody, including the alleged denial of medical care and religious discrimination
against Shiites.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 1 / 40 (-1)
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 2 / 12
Al.Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 0 / 4

The 2002 constitution gives the king power over the executive, legislative, and judicial
authorities. The monarch appoints and dismisses the prime minister and cabinet members,
who are responsible to him rather than the legislature. However, since independence from
Britain in 1971, the country has had only one prime minister, Khalifa bin Salman al-Khalifa,
the uncle of the current king, Hamad bin Isa al-Khalifa.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 1/ 4

The king appoints the 40-member Consultative Council, the upper house of the Na-
tional Assembly. The lower house, or Council of Representatives, consists of 40 elected
members serving four-year terms. Formal political parties are not permitted, but members
of “political societies” have participated in elections in practice.

Lower house elections were held in November 2018, with a runoff round in December,
but with bans on the country’s main opposition groups in place, the exercise featured little
meaningful competition. A law passed several months before the elections prohibited the
candidacy of anyone who belonged to the dissolved political societies, had boycotted or
been expelled from the parliament, or had received a prison sentence of at least six months.
Most seats went to independents, though small Sunni Islamist groups won several seats and
a leftist group won two. As in previous years, turnout figures were disputed amid a lack of
independent election monitoring.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 1 / 4

Bahrain’s electoral framework is unfair, with electoral districts deliberately designed
to underrepresent Shiites, who form a majority of the citizen population but have never
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been able to obtain majority representation in the parliament. The government has also
allegedly drawn district borders to put certain political societies, including leftist and Sunni
Islamist groups, at a disadvantage. The government directorate responsible for administer-
ing elections is headed by the justice minister, a member of the royal family, and is not an
independent body.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 0 / 16

B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 0 / 4

Formal political parties are illegal, and a 2005 law makes it illegal to form political as-
sociations based on class, profession, or religion. A 2016 amendment bans serving religious
clerics from engaging in political activity. The law permits “political societies,” with some
of the functions of a political party, to operate after registering with the government, but the
authorities have closed down almost all opposition political societies since 2016. The most
popular, the Shiite Islamist society Al-Wefaq, was forcibly disbanded that year for allegedly
encouraging violence. Bahrain’s second-largest opposition group, the secularist National
Democratic Action Society (Wa’ad), was banned in 2017.

Individual opposition leaders and activists routinely face harassment, and the regime
has forced many into prison or exile. Al-Wefaq’s general secretary, Ali Salman, was arrested
on various incitement charges in 2014 and fought a series of legal battles, receiving a four-
year prison sentence from the Court of Cassation in 2017. In January 2019, the country’s
top court upheld a life sentence Salman received in November 2018 for alleged espionage
on behalf of Qatar.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 0 / 4

The ruling family maintains a monopoly on political power, and the system’s structure
excludes the possibility of a change in government through elections. Shiite opposition
forces have taken part in parliamentary elections in the past but boycotted the 2014 legisla-
tive elections rather than participate in an unfair process. Ahead of the 2018 elections, the
main opposition groups were banned and their former members barred from running.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 0 / 4

The monarchy generally excludes the public from any meaningful political participa-
tion. Since 2011 it has used the security forces to isolate the country’s Shiite population and
suppress political dissent. There have also been repeated allegations that the royal court uses
its patronage networks to influence candidates and elections.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 0 / 4

Although Shiites make up a majority of the country’s citizens, they have tended to be
underrepresented in both chambers of the National Assembly and the cabinet. One of the
main drivers of discontent in the Shiite community is the widespread perception that its
members are treated as second-class citizens, both politically and economically. The regime,
which is dominated by a Sunni ruling family, is committed to preventing Shiites from or-
ganizing independently to advance their political interests, though it is keen to ensure that
at least some progovernment Shiites and members of religious minorities are present in the
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legislature and cabinet. The dominant role of the monarchy means that even Sunnis face
restrictions on their ability to engage in independent political activity.

Women formally enjoy full political rights, but they are typically marginalized in prac-
tice; political societies rarely select female candidates. Six women were elected to the lower
house in 2018, up from three, and a woman was chosen as speaker for the first time; nine
women were named to the upper house.

Noncitizens make up just over half of the total population, and most have no political
rights, but the minority of expatriates who own property in the kingdom are allowed to vote
in municipal elections. Citizenship generally must be inherited from a Bahraini father, and
foreign men married to Bahraini women do not have access to naturalization.

LGBT+ identity is generally not recognized openly, including in political contexts.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 2 / 12 (-1)
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 0 / 4 (-1)

The king and other unelected officials hold most authority over the development and
implementation of laws and policies. Most major cabinet posts are held by members of the
ruling family. The National Assembly may propose legislation to the government, but it is
the government that drafts and submits the bills for consideration by the legislature. With the
main opposition groups no longer present in the National Assembly following successive
boycotts and legal bans, the body has become silent on politically sensitive topics, even if it
does feature some debate about economic reforms, austerity measures, and public services.

Score Change: The score declined from 1 to 0 because the parliament s ability to serve as a
meaningful check on the executive has seriously eroded over the past decade, with opposi-
tion groups largely absent from the body.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 2 / 4

There are some laws in place to combat corruption, but enforcement is weak, and
high-ranking officials or members of the royal family who are suspected of corruption
are rarely punished. The media are not sufficiently free to independently air allegations
of corruption against such figures. Civil society anticorruption efforts are also restricted;
the current and former chairs of the Bahrain Transparency Society have periodically been
banned from travel.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 0 / 4

Parliamentary proceedings are public, and the parliament is entitled to scrutinize the
government budget, but in practice the executive issues orders and laws without providing
insight or allowing meaningful public consultation on their development. The limited avail-
ability of data on actual expenditures, as opposed to annual spending targets, hinders scru-
tiny. There is no law guaranteeing public access to government information, and officials
are not obliged to disclose their assets or income.

ADDITIONAL DISCRETIONARY POLITICAL RIGHTS QUESTION:
Is the government or occupying power deliberately changing the ethnic composition of a
country or territory so as to destroy a culture or tip the political balance in favor of another
group? -3 /0

The government has made concerted efforts to erode the Shiite citizen majority and
tip the country’s demographic balance in favor of the Sunni minority, mostly by recruiting
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foreign-born Sunnis to serve in the security forces and become citizens. Since 2011, the
government has maintained a heavy security presence in primarily Shiite villages.

Meanwhile, hundreds of Bahrainis have had their citizenship revoked in recent years,
including a large number of Shiite leaders and activists. Among other revocations during
2019, a group of 138 Bahrainis had their citizenship removed on a single day in April as
part of a mass trial. After an international outcry, the king decreed later the same month that
citizenship would be restored to 551 people who had previously had it revoked, and he asked
the Interior Ministry to review other cases. By late in 2019, according to data compiled by
the United Kingdom-based Bahrain Institute for Rights and Democracy, nearly two-thirds
of the people whose citizenship had been revoked over the past seven years had had it
restored, leaving 292 denationalized. Citizenship was not restored to the most prominent
opposition activists affected by the practice.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 10 / 60
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 2 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 0 / 4

The government owns all national broadcast media outlets, and the private owners of
Bahrain’s main newspapers have close ties to the state. The only independent newspaper,
Al-Wasat, was banned in 2017. Self-censorship is encouraged by the vaguely worded Press
Law, which allows the state to imprison journalists for criticizing the king or Islam or for
threatening national security. Insulting the king is punishable by up to seven years in prison.
A 2016 edict requires newspapers to apply for a one-year renewable license to publish
online. The government selectively blocks online content, including opposition websites
and content that criticizes religion or highlights human rights abuses. Authorities have also
blocked online access to Qatari news outlets since diplomatic relations with Qatar broke
down during 2017.

Journalists continue to face legal and bureaucratic obstacles to their work in practice.
Bahraini authorities have refused to renew the credentials of several Bahraini journalists
working with foreign media outlets. Six journalists remained behind bars as of December
2019, according to the Committee to Protect Journalists, and some journalists have had their
citizenship revoked. International journalists often face difficulty obtaining a visa to enter
Bahrain.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 1 / 4

Islam is the state religion, and the penal code criminalizes blasphemy-related offenses.
Some media material and websites are censored on religious grounds. However, non-Mus-
lim minorities are generally free to practice their faiths. Muslim and non-Muslim religious
groups are required to register with government ministries. Muslim religious groups register
with the Ministry of Justice and Islamic Affairs through the Sunni or Shiite awqaf (en-
dowments) that oversee mosques and prayer houses; their directors are appointed by royal
decree and paid by the government.

Although Shiite communities are free to carry out religious observances, such as the
annual Ashura processions, Shiite clerics and community leaders often face harassment, in-
terrogation, prosecution, and imprisonment. An estimated 45 Shiite religious sites were de-
molished or vandalized in 2011 in apparent reprisal for the role of Shiite opposition groups
in that year’s protests. The Islamic Ulema Council, a group of Shiite clerics, was banned in
2014. The government revoked the citizenship of senior Shiite cleric Isa Qassim in 2016,
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and he was given a suspended one-year prison sentence for money laundering in 2017; he
left Bahrain in 2018. Other Shiite clergy have been detained or questioned for taking part in
protests or being suspected of doing so. Protests and police restrictions periodically obstruct
access to mosques.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 0 / 4

Academic freedom is not formally restricted, but scholars who criticize the government
are subject to dismissal. In 2011, a number of faculty members and administrators were fired
for supporting the call for democracy, and hundreds of students were expelled. Those who
remained were forced to sign loyalty pledges.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 1 / 4

The penal code includes a variety of punishments for offenses such as insulting the
king or state institutions and spreading false news. Many Bahrainis have been convicted
and jailed for political speech, including on social media. In 2017, when Bahrain joined a
regional boycott of Qatar, the Interior Ministry said expressions of sympathy or support for
that country were prohibited, with a penalty of up to five years in prison. Criticism of the
Saudi-led military campaign in Yemen on social media can also lead to jail time. In May
2019, the Interior Ministry warned that Bahrainis could be found guilty of cybercrimes sim-
ply for following or sharing content from Twitter accounts deemed to promote “sedition.”

The security forces are believed to use networks of informers, and the government
monitors the personal communications of activists, critics, and opposition members. In
2018, several exiled Bahraini opposition activists brought a court case against a British
spyware company that they accused of helping the Bahraini authorities to hack and surveil
their computers.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 1 / 12
E1. Is there freedom of assembly? 0 / 4

A permit is required to hold demonstrations, and a variety of onerous restrictions make
it difficult to organize a legal gathering in practice. Police regularly use force to break up
political protests, most of which occur in Shiite villages. Participants can face long jail
terms, particularly if the demonstrations involve clashes with security personnel. In July
2019, police used tear gas while forcibly dispersing protests that followed the execution of
two Shiite activists.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 0 / 4

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are prohibited from operating without a per-
mit, and authorities have broad discretion to deny or revoke permits. The government also
reserves the right to replace the boards of NGOs. Bahraini human rights defenders and their
family members are subject to harassment, intimidation, and prosecution. Many of them
were either in prison or in exile as of 2019.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 1 / 4
Bahrainis have the right to establish independent labor unions, but workers must give
two weeks’ notice before a strike, and strikes are banned in a variety of economic sectors.
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Trade unions cannot operate in the public sector, and collective-bargaining rights are limited
even in the private sector. Harassment and firing of unionist workers occurs in practice.
Domestic, agricultural, and temporary workers do not have the right to join or form unions.

F. RULE OF LAW: 1 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 0 / 4

The king appoints all judges and heads the Supreme Judicial Council, which admin-
isters the courts and proposes judicial nominees. The courts are subject to government
pressure in practice. The country’s judicial system is seen as corrupt and biased in favor of
the royal family and its allies, particularly in politically sensitive cases. Once made, judicial
decisions are generally enforced.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 1 / 4

Law enforcement officers reportedly violate due process during arrests and deten-
tion, in part by obstructing detainees’ access to attorneys. Detainees are sometimes held
incommunicado. Judicial proceedings often put defendants at a disadvantage, with judges
denying bail requests or restricting defense attorneys’ attendance or arguments without
explanation.

In 2017, the government restored the National Security Agency’s power to make arrests.
This reversed one of the key reforms undertaken in 2011 after an inquiry into human rights
abuses. The agency has been accused of torture and other abuses. Also in 2017, the consti-
tution was amended to permit military trials for civilians in security-related cases, further
weakening due process rights.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 0 / 4

Torture is criminalized, but detainees frequently report mistreatment by security forces
and prison officials, who are rarely held accountable for abuse. The Interior Ministry om-
budsman’s office has failed to provide a meaningful check on such impunity. Political pris-
oners went on hunger strike in August 2019 to protest poor treatment in custody, including
the alleged denial of medical care and religious discrimination against Shiite prisoners, who
said they were punished and mocked for trying to practice their faith.

Three executions in 2017 marked the first uses of the death penalty since 2010, and an-
other three men were put to death in July 2019. Two of the latest to be executed were Shiite
activists who had been sentenced for terrorism-related offenses; five UN special rapporteurs
and experts had appealed for their sentences to be halted given concerns about a flawed trial
and the apparent use of coerced confessions.

Police have been targeted in small bombings and armed attacks in recent years. Four
officers were killed during 2017, and multiple injuries were reported in 2018.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 0 / 4

Women enjoy legal equality on some issues, and gender-based discrimination in em-
ployment is prohibited. Nevertheless, discrimination is common in practice, and women are
generally at a disadvantage in matters of family law.

Shiites of both Arab and Persian ethnicity face de facto discrimination in matters includ-
ing employment. They are largely excluded from the security forces, except when serving
as unarmed community police officers. There is a general perception that Shiite public em-
ployees are relegated to nonsecurity ministries, like those focused on health and education,
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which may put Sunni applicants at a disadvantage in such sectors. The government does not
publish socioeconomic data that are broken down by religious sect.

Discrimination based on sexual orientation is common. The law does not provide pro-
tections against such bias, though same-sex sexual activity is not criminalized for those aged
21 and older. Public displays of same-sex affection could fall afoul of public decency laws.

Bahrain is not a signatory to the 1951 refugee convention and does not recognize ref-
ugee status.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 6 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 1 / 4

Authorities restrict movement inside the country for residents of largely Shiite villages
outside Manama, where the government maintains a heavy security presence. The govern-
ment also obstructs foreign travel by numerous opposition figures and activists.

Bahrain established a “flexible” permit for foreign workers in 2017, aiming to ease the
workers’ ability to change jobs; the traditional sponsorship system ties migrant workers to a
specific employer. However, participation in the new scheme has been limited by numerical
caps and other restrictions.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 2 / 4

Although registered businesses are largely free to operate, obtaining approval can be
difficult in practice. Legal reforms in recent years have sought to lower the capital require-
ments and other obstacles to registering and operating businesses. For the wealthy elites
who dominate the business sector, property rights are generally respected, and expropriation
is rare. However, Shiite citizens encounter difficulties obtaining affordable housing and in
some cases face bans on purchasing land. Much of the country’s scarce land is occupied
by royal properties and military facilities. Noncitizens can only own property in designated
areas. Women may inherit property, but their rights are not equal to those of men.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 2 / 4

Personal status issues such as marriage, divorce, and child custody are governed by a
2017 unified family law. Previously only a Sunni family code was in place, with Shiite per-
sonal status matters adjudicated by Shiite religious courts according to their interpretation of
Islamic jurisprudence. Some Shiite leaders objected to the new law. The law’s provisions are
still based on Sharia (Islamic law) principles that put women at a disadvantage on many issues.

Accused rapists can avoid punishment by marrying their victims, and spousal rape is
not specifically outlawed. Adultery is illegal, and those who kill a spouse caught in the act
of adultery are eligible for lenience in sentencing.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 1 / 4

Migrant workers are vulnerable to exploitation. Some employers subject them to forced
labor and withhold their salaries and passports, although this is illegal. The government
has taken steps to combat human trafficking in recent years, and has begun on occasion to
investigate and prosecute perpetrators.

Revenues from oil and gas exports, the main source of income for the government, are
used to fund public-sector jobs and services. All citizens thus receive some benefit from the
state-owned energy industry, but not to an equal degree. In particular there is discrimination
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in the allocation of public-sector jobs and promotion opportunities, depending on one’s
social and sectarian background and personal connections.

Bangladesh

Capital: Dhaka

Population: 163,700,000
Freedom Status: Partly Free
Electoral Democracy: No

Overview: The ruling Awami League (AL) has consolidated political power through sustained
harassment of the opposition and those perceived to be allied with it, as well as of critical
media and voices in civil society. Corruption is a serious problem, and anticorruption efforts
have been weakened by politicized enforcement. Due process guarantees are poorly upheld
and security forces carry out a range of human right abuses with near impunity.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

 In January, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina began her third consecutive term in
office following the Awami League’s (AL) victory in December 2018 parliamen-
tary elections, which were marked by violence, the intimidation of opposition
candidates and supporters, allegations of fraud benefiting the ruling party, and the
exclusion of nonpartisan election monitors.

* The opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) declared a boycott of par-
liament following the December 2018 election, but in April four of the six BNP
members who won seats decided to take the oath of office. Meanwhile, BNP leader
Khaleda Zia remained in prison, having been convicted of corruption charges
ahead of the 2018 polls.

* More than 700,000 Rohingya refugees who had fled Myanmar since 2017 remained
in Bangladesh, where most live in precarious camps that lack basic services. The
Bangladesh government became increasingly hostile toward the Rohingya during
the year, cutting off cell phone service in the camps and erecting barbed-wire
fencing around them.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 15 / 40 (-2)

A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 4 / 12 (-1)

Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 1 / 4 (-1)

A largely ceremonial president, who serves for five years, is elected by the legislature.
President Abdul Hamid was elected to his second term in 2018.

The leader of the party that wins the most seats in the unicameral National Parliament
assumes the position of prime minister and wields effective power. Hasina was sworn in for
her third term as prime minister in early 2019 following the AL’s overwhelming victory in
the 2018 elections, which were marked by violence, intimidation of opposition candidates
and supporters, allegations of fraud benefiting the ruling party, and the exclusion of non-
partisan election monitors. Hamid also swore in 24 cabinet ministers, 19 ministers of state,
and 3 deputy ministers.
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Score Change: The score declined from 2 to 1 because a new prime minister and cabinet
were installed by a legislature that was the product of deeply flawed parliamentary elections
in late 2018.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 1/ 4

The National Parliament is composed of 350 members, 300 of whom are directly elected.
Political parties select a total of 50 women members based on their share of elected seats.

Hasina’s AL overwhelmingly won the December 2018 polls, with the party and its al-
liance partners taking 288 of the 300 directly elected seats. Election day and the campaign
that preceded it were marked by political violence in which at least 17 people were killed,
as well as legal and extralegal harassment of government opponents. The opposition BNP
claimed that thousands of its supporters and nearly a dozen of its candidates had been
arrested ahead of the elections, and that its candidates were subject to intimidation and vi-
olence. Zia, the BNP’s leader, was convicted on corruption charges and jailed ahead of the
polls and later banned from participating in them as a candidate, significantly harming the
BNP’s competitiveness.

In the election’s wake, the BNP issued allegations that the AL had benefitted from wide-
spread electoral fraud carried out by AL supporters with the complicity of law enforcement
agents and the army. The government also faced criticism for long delays in approving
the accreditation of the Asian Network for Free Elections (ANFREL), which ultimately
cancelled its election monitoring mission. A number of domestic and international missions
were also unable to observe the elections due to similar delays, or authorities’ outright
denial of accreditation. Researchers from Transparency International Bangladesh (TIB)
documented electoral irregularities in 47 of 50 constituencies they observed.

The previous general election in 2014 was boycotted by the BNP, the main opposition
party, and was disrupted by significant violence.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 2 / 4

The independence of the Election Commission (EC) and its ability to investigate com-
plaints has long been questioned by opposition parties and outside observers, including by
foreign governments and international organizations that have withdrawn financial assis-
tance to the commission over such concerns. The EC’s stewardship of the 2018 elections
lent further credence to complaints that it favors the ruling party. In the run-up to the 2018
polls, the commission disqualified 141 BNP candidates for various violations, but only 3
from the AL. (Anticipating such disqualifications, the BNP designated multiple nominees
for a number of posts to minimize disruptions to its campaign.) Moreover, the EC failed to
order additional security measures following outbreaks of political violence that preceded
the vote, or to meaningfully address many complaints filed by opposition figures about elec-
tion-related violence and other electoral irregularities. After the election, the EC affirmed the
results without investigating widespread allegations of fraud.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 7 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 2 / 4

Bangladesh has a multiparty system in which power has historically alternated between
political coalitions led by the AL and BNP; third parties have traditionally had difficulty

9781538151808_FreedomHouse.indd 119 11/19/20 9:54 AM



120 Freedom in the World 2020

achieving traction. Both parties are nondemocratic in terms of internal structure, and are
led by families that have competed to lead Bangladesh since independence, along with a
small coterie of advisers. A crackdown on the BNP ahead of the 2018 elections significantly
disrupted its operations. However, the government eased restrictions on opposition protests
and rallies after the polls.

The constitution bans religiously based political parties, and the Jamaat-i-Islami (JI)
party was prohibited from taking part in the 2014 and 2018 elections because of its overtly
Islamist charter, though some JI members ran as independents. Bangladesh’s International
Crimes Tribunal—named as such despite lacking international oversight—was created in
2010 by Hasina to try people suspected of committing war crimes during Bangladesh’s
1971 war of independence from Pakistan. Critics of the tribunal claim it was established to
persecute Hasina’s political opponents, notably those in JI.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 1 / 4

The main opposition BNP has been weakened by regular harassment and arrests of key
members that have significantly harmed its ability to challenge the AL in elections. The
2018 election campaign was characterized by a crackdown on dissent that saw thousands
of people and several political candidates arrested. There were also a number of acts of
violence committed against opposition figures.

In the run-up to the polls, former prime minister and BNP leader Khaleda Zia was
sentenced to five years’ imprisonment for corruption, and the term was doubled in October,
and the same month she was also sentenced to seven years in another case. In December, the
attorney general announced that, per a recent Supreme Court ruling, she could not contest
the elections due to a ban on political candidacy by anyone sentenced more than two years
in prison. Zia’s imprisonment severely hampered the competiveness of the BNP.

A JI spokesman said more than 1,850 party members were arrested ahead of the 2018
elections, and some party members claimed they had been subject to torture while in
custody.

In the first half of 2019, the BNP and other opposition parties boycotted local elections,
which saw historically low turnout. In September, the BNP reversed the decision, saying it
plans to participate in future elections. Earlier, in April, four of the six BNP members who
won seats decided to take the oath of office.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 2 / 4

The rival AL and BNP parties dominate politics and limit political choices for those
who question internal party structures or hierarchy, or who would create alternative parties
or political groupings.

Animosity between Hasina and Zia, as well as between lower-level cadres, has contrib-
uted to continued political violence. The human rights group Odhikar registered 70 deaths
and 3,467 people injured during political violence in 2019, and nearly 3,000 injured in
intraparty clashes.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 2 / 4

In the National Parliament, 50 seats are allotted to women, who are elected by political
parties based on their overall share of elected seats, and women lead both main political
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parties. Nevertheless, societal discrimination against women, as well as against LGBT+
people, limits their participation in politics. Religious minorities remain underrepresented
in politics and state agencies.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 4 / 12 (-1)
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 1 / 4 (-1)

Policy is set by the ruling AL, and weaknesses in the country’s institutions have reduced
checks on its processes and decision-making. Low representation of opposition lawmakers
in the National Parliament significantly reduces its ability to provide thorough scrutiny of
or debate on government policies, budgets, and proposed legislation.

Problems with the 2018 election including violence, intimidation of opposition candi-
dates and supporters, and allegations of fraud benefiting the ruling party undermined the
legitimacy of the AL government that was seated in January 2019.

Score Change: The score declined from 2 to 1 because the serious problems associated with
the 2018 elections undermined the democratic legitimacy of the government and lawmakers
in office during 2019.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 1 / 4
Under the AL government, anticorruption efforts have been weakened by politicized
enforcement and subversion of the judicial process. In particular, the Anti-Corruption Com-
mission (ACC) has become ineffective and subject to overt political interference. The gov-
ernment continues to bring or pursue politicized corruption cases against BNP party leaders.
Media outlets and civil society face restrictions, and are therefore less able to expose
government corruption.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 2 / 4

Endemic corruption and criminality, weak rule of law, limited bureaucratic transpar-
ency, and political polarization have long undermined government accountability. The 2009
Right to Information Act mandates public access to all information held by public bodies
and overrides secrecy legislation. Although it has been unevenly implemented, journalists
and civil society activists have had some success in using it to obtain information from local
governing authorities.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 24 / 60
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 6 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 1 / 4

Journalists and media outlets face many forms of pressure, including frequent lawsuits,
harassment, and serious or deadly physical attacks. A number of journalists were arrested or
attacked in 2019 in connection with reporting on topics including crimes committed during
the 1971 war, and election irregularities during both in the 2018 parliamentary polls and
2019 local polls. A climate of impunity for attacks on media workers remains the norm,
and there has been little progress made on ensuring justice for the series of blogger murders
since 2015. Dozens of bloggers remain in hiding or exile.

The 2018 Digital Security Act allows the government to conduct searches or arrest in-
dividuals without a warrant and criminalizes various forms of speech, and was vehemently
opposed by journalists.
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Forms of artistic expression contained in books, films, and other materials are occasion-
ally banned or censored.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 2 / 4

Islam is designated as the official religion, though the constitution designates secular-
ism as among the “high ideals” the charter is grounded in. Although religious minorities
have the right to worship freely, they occasionally face legal repercussions for proselytiz-
ing. Members of minority groups—including Hindus, Christians, Buddhists, and Shiite and
Ahmadiyya Muslims—face harassment and violence, including mob violence against their
houses of worship. In October 2019, a Muslim mob attacked Hindu residences in Barisal
after rumors circulated that a Hindu man posted blasphemous content on Facebook, and
four people were shot and killed by police who responded to the chaos. Police later reported
that the man’s account had been hacked. The incident was one of a number in recent years
in which violence against religious or other minorities appears to have been deliberately
provoked using social media.

Those with secular or nonconformist views can face societal opprobrium and attacks
from hardline Islamist groups.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 1 / 4

In recent years, Bangladesh’s academic institutions have faced frequent threats from a
variety of actors, resulting in reduced autonomy and rising self-censorship. Faculty hiring
and promotion are often linked to support for the AL, and campus debate is often stifled by
the AL’s student wing. In separate incidents, members of the AL student wing attacked a
nonviolent protest at Dhaka University in September 2019, and the following month beat
a student to death after he posted criticism of the AL on Facebook. Separately, in July, a
researcher who exposed the presence of harmful antibiotics in major milk brands was ma-
ligned and threatened by members of the government.

In 2018, several campus demonstrations by students and professors who objected to a
quota scheme for government jobs were set upon by assailants and violently dispersed by
police, and many participants were arrested.

Changes made to the Bengali-language textbooks used widely throughout the educa-
tional system and distributed in 2017—at the behest of Islamist groups, who demanded the
removal of content they claimed was “atheistic”—raised concerns about the influence of
these groups over government policy and standards. Separately, Islamic extremists have
attacked secular professors.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 2 / 4

Open private discussion of sensitive religious and political issues is restrained by fears
of harassment. Prior to the 2018 election, repression of dissent created a climate of fear and
self-censorship. Censorship of digital content and surveillance of telecommunications and
social media have become increasingly common.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 5 / 12
E1. Is there freedom of assembly? 2 / 4

The constitution provides for the rights of assembly and association, but this is upheld
inconsistently. Many demonstrations took place in 2019, though authorities sometimes try to
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prevent rallies by arresting party activists. Protesters are frequently injured and occasionally
killed during clashes in which police use excessive force.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 2 / 4

Many nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) operate in Bangladesh and are able
to function without onerous restrictions, but the use of foreign funds must be cleared by
the NGO Affairs Bureau, which can also approve or reject individual projects. The 2016
Foreign Donations (Voluntary Activities) Regulation Act made it more difficult for NGOs
to obtain foreign funds and gave officials broad authority to deregister NGOs. Democracy,
governance, and human rights NGOs are regularly denied permission for proposed projects
and are subject to harassment and surveillance. In 2019, the government released a draft
“social welfare” law that would increase NGOs’ reporting requirements and give authorities
broad powers to shutter groups they decide are not acting in the “public interest.”

Also during the year, authorities invoked digital security laws to arrest several rights
activists for online speech, citing offenses including hurting religious sentiment and under-
mining law and order.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 1 / 4

Legal reforms in 2015 eased restrictions on the formation of unions. However, union
leaders who attempt to organize or unionize workers continue to face dismissal or physical
intimidation, and organizations that advocate for labor rights have faced increased harass-
ment. Worker grievances fuel unrest at factories, particularly in the garment industry, where
protests against low wages and unsafe working conditions are common. Protesting workers
often face violence, arrest, and dismissal.

F. RULE OF LAW: 4 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 1 / 4

Politicization of and pressure against the judiciary persists. In 2017, the Chief Justice
of the Supreme Court retired; he left the country and said, in an autobiography published
in September 2018, that he had been forced to retire after threats from Bangladeshi military
intelligence because of rulings he had made against the government. In July 2019, Ban-
gladesh’s Anti-Corruption Commission charged the former chief justice with corruption
in absentia. Other allegations of political pressure on judges continued to emerge during
the year, as did allegations that unqualified AL loyalists were being appointed to court
positions.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 1 / 4

Individuals’ ability to access justice is compromised by endemic corruption within the
court system and severe backlogs. Pretrial detention is often lengthy, and many defendants
lack counsel. Suspects are routinely subject to arbitrary arrest and detention, demands
for bribes, and physical abuse by police. Criminal cases against ruling party activists are
regularly withdrawn on the grounds of “political consideration,” undermining the judicial
process and entrenching a culture of impunity.

The 1974 Special Powers Act permits arbitrary detention without charge, and the
criminal procedure code allows detention without a warrant. A 2009 counterterrorism law
includes a broad definition of terrorism and generally does not meet international standards.
Concerns have repeatedly been raised that the International Crimes Tribunal’s procedures
and verdicts do not meet international standards on issues such as victim and witness
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protection, the presumption of innocence, defendant access to counsel, and the right to bail.
The tribunal continued to hand down sentences, including death sentences, in 2019.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 1 / 4

Terrorist attacks by Islamist militant groups continued to decline in 2018 following
a crackdown on these groups in the latter half of 2016, during which more than 15,000
people were arrested. The South Asia Terrorism Portal documented no civilian fatalities
related to Islamist extremism in 2019, compared to 43 in 2016. However, the Islamic State
(IS) militant group claimed credit for several nonlethal bomb attacks on police officers in
Dhaka in 2019.

A range of human rights abuses by law enforcement agencies—including enforced
disappearances, custodial deaths, arbitrary arrests, and torture—have continued unabated.
A 2017 Human Rights Watch (HRW) report documented the use of detention and enforced
disappearance against members of the political opposition, despite the government’s prom-
ise to address the issue. In 2018, the government initiated a “war on drugs,” during which
thousands were arrested and over 100 people were killed.

Odhikar reported a total of 391 extrajudicial killings perpetrated by law enforcement
agencies in 2019. A report from the International Federation for Human Rights released
in April 2019 found that 507 people had been subject to enforced disappearance between
2009 and 2018. Prison conditions are extremely poor; severe overcrowding is common, and
juveniles are often incarcerated with adults.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 1 / 4

Members of ethnic and religious minority groups face some discrimination under law
as well as harassment and violations of their rights in practice. Indigenous people in the
Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT), religious minorities, and other ethnic groups remain subject
to physical attacks, property destruction, land grabs by Bengali settlers, and occasional
abuses by security forces.

Bangladesh has hosted roughly 270,000 ethnic Rohingyas who fled from Myanmar
beginning in the 1990s. The vast majority do not have official refugee status; suffer from
a complete lack of access to health care, employment, and education; and are subject to
substantial harassment. In response to a sharp escalation in violence directed against Ro-
hingyas in Myanmar’s Rakhine State in 2017, some 700,000 refugees poured across the
border into Bangladesh, creating a humanitarian crisis. Most live in precarious camps that
lack basic services. Authorities reached a repatriation agreement with Myanmar in October,
but the UN refugee agency said conditions in Myanmar were not fit for the refugees’ return
and that safeguards for them were “absent.” Subsequent efforts to repatriate Rohingya have
failed, and the government has become increasingly hostile toward the refugees. In 2019,
authorities cut off cell phone service in refugee camps and erected barbed-wire fencing
around them.

A criminal ban on same-sex sexual acts is rarely enforced, but societal discrimination
remains the norm, and dozens of attacks on LGBT+ individuals are reported every year. A
number of LGBT individuals remain in exile following the 2016 murder of Xulhaz Mannan,
a prominent LGBT activist, by Islamist militants. Some legal recognition is available for
transgender people, though in practice they face severe discrimination.
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G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 9 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 3 / 4

The ability to move within the country is relatively unrestricted, as is foreign travel,
though there are some rules on travel into and around the CHT districts by foreigners as
well as into Rohingya refugee camps. There are few legal restrictions regarding choice of
education or employment.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 2 / 4

Property rights are unevenly enforced, and the ability to engage freely in private eco-
nomic activity is somewhat constrained. Corruption and bribery, inadequate infrastructure,
and official bureaucratic and regulatory hurdles hinder business activities throughout the
country. State involvement and interference in the economy is considerable. The 2011
Vested Properties Return Act allows Hindus to reclaim land that the government or other
individuals seized, but it has been unevenly implemented. Tribal minorities have little con-
trol over land decisions affecting them, and Bengali-speaking settlers continue to illegally
encroach on tribal lands in the CHT.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 2 / 4

Under personal status laws affecting all religions, women have fewer marriage, divorce,
and inheritance rights than men, and face discrimination in social services and employment.
Rape, acid throwing, and other forms of violence against women occur regularly despite
laws offering some level of protection. A law requiring rape victims to file police reports and
obtain medical certificates within 24 hours of the crime in order to press charges prevents
most cases from reaching the courts. Giving or receiving dowry is a criminal offense, but
coercive requests remain a problem. Bangladesh has the fourth-highest rate of child mar-
riage in the world, with 59 percent of girls married by age 18, according to statistics from
the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) for 2017. Despite a stated government commitment in
2014 to abolish the practice by 2041, in 2017 parliament approved a law that would permit
girls under the age of 18 to marry under certain circumstances, reversing a previous legal
ban on the practice.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 2 / 4

Socioeconomic inequality is widespread. Working conditions in the garment industry
remain extremely unsafe in most factories despite the renewal of a legally binding accord
between unions and clothing brands to improve safety practices. Comprehensive reforms
of the industry are hampered by the fact that a growing number of factory owners are also
legislators or influential businesspeople.

Bangladesh remains both a major supplier of and transit point for trafficking victims,
with tens of thousands of people trafficked each year. Women and children are trafficked
both overseas and within the country for the purposes of domestic servitude and sexual
exploitation, while men are trafficked primarily for labor abroad. A comprehensive 2013
antitrafficking law provides protection to victims and increased penalties for traffickers, but
enforcement remains inadequate.
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Barbados

Population: 300,000
Capital: Bridgetown
Freedom Status: Free
Electoral Democracy: Yes

Overview: Barbados is a democracy that regularly holds competitive elections and upholds
civil liberties. Challenges include official corruption and a lack of government transparency,
discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and related communities, violent
crime, and poverty.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

 Parliament altered the penal code in April to eliminate the mandatory death penalty
for murder, which a 2018 Caribbean Court of Justice ruling had declared unconsti-
tutional. However, Attorney General Dale Marshal indicated his ongoing support
for capital punishment, which remains legal.

 In January, after a spate of homicides and other nonfatal violence, Prime Minister
Mia Mottley augmented police patrols with up to 80 soldiers and increased surveil-
lance. Forty-nine people were murdered in 2019, up from 28 in 2018.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 38 / 40

A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 12 / 12

Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 4 / 4

The prime minister, usually the leader of the largest party in Parliament, is head of gov-
ernment. The British monarch is head of state, represented by a governor general.

Mia Mottley of the Barbados Labour Party (BLP) was appointed prime minister after
her party decisively won the May 2018 general elections, unseating Freundel Stuart of the
Democratic Labour Party (DLP). The polls were regarded as competitive and credible,
despite some allegations of vote buying. Dame Sandra Mason was sworn in as governor
general in January 2018.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions?4 / 4

Members of the 30-member House of Assembly, the lower house, are directly elected
for five-year terms. The governor general appoints the 21 members of the upper house, the
Senate: 12 on the advice of the prime minister, 2 on the advice of the leader of the opposi-
tion, and the remaining 7 at their own discretion. Senators serve five-year terms.

The results of parliamentary elections held in May 2018 were accepted by all stakehold-
ers. The opposition BLP took all 30 seats in the House of Assembly. Bishop Joseph Atherley
subsequently sat as an independent to become the leader of the opposition.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 4 / 4

The independent Electoral and Boundaries Commission oversees elections in Barbados
in a professional manner. Its five commissioners are chosen on the basis of expertise by the
prime minister and the opposition for a maximum term of five years.
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B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 16 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 4 / 4

Political parties form and operate freely. New parties emerged in 2018 to challenge the
traditionally dominant BLP and DLP, including the United Progressive Party, the Barbados
Integrity Movement, and Solutions Barbados; but all failed to win any seats. In June 2019,
Joseph Atherley launched the People’s Party for Democracy and Development—a self-de-
scribed socialist and Christian movement that was joined by two opposition senators.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 4 / 4

Opposition parties have a realistic chance of gaining power, which has historically
rotated peacefully between the BLP and DLP. The BLP’s landslide victory over the DLP in
2018 highlighted the political system’s competitiveness.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 4 / 4

Voters and candidates are generally able to express their political choices without inter-
ference from actors that are not democratically accountable.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 4 / 4

Barbados’s population is fully enfranchised, with adult citizens, Commonwealth citi-
zens, and foreigners with seven years’ residency able to vote. Laws protect the political rights
of women, but conservative, discriminatory attitudes and marginalization can discourage
women from running for office. Women compose only 20 percent of the House of Assembly.

Mia Mottley became the country’s first female prime minister in 2018. During the cam-
paign, Mottley endured a number of discriminatory attacks from some political opponents who
insinuated that she is gay. The BLP has called for greater tolerance toward LGBT+ people.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 10 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 4 / 4

The prime minister and members of parliament are largely unimpeded in their ability to
craft and implement policy, notwithstanding the powerful role played by labor unions and
the demands of international creditors.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 3 / 4

Barbados’s government has failed to implement key anticorruption measures. Civil
society groups, business figures, and the attorney general have complained of serious inci-
dences of corruption, but no major officials have faced arrest under the Mottley administra-
tion. Potential whistleblowers fear costly defamation suits.

The Integrity in Public Life Bill—which would strengthen protections for whistleblow-
ers, require members of Parliament to declare their personal wealth, and create a new an-
ticorruption investigative unit—was unveiled in June 2018, but is yet to be made law. The
2018 bill was brought to Parliament for debate in December 2019.

Barbados is one of just seven countries in the Americas to have neither signed nor rati-
fied the Inter-American Convention on Mutual Assistance in Criminal Matters. Barbados is
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also yet to ratify the UN Convention against Corruption (UNCAC), having signed the treaty
in 2003, despite promises by Marshall to do so in 2019. However, in January 2018 Barbados
ratified the Inter-American Convention against Corruption, having signed it in 2001.

In Transparency International’s Global Corruption Barometer published in September
2019, perceived corruption was the lowest in the Americas, with 37 percent of respondents
believing that corruption had risen in the past year, and 55 percent believing that the Mottley
administration is doing a good job in fighting corruption.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 3 / 4

The government largely operates with transparency, however, Barbados lacks key laws
to ensure this openness persists. Notably, a long-promised Freedom of Information Act and
a measure that would require public officials to disclose income and assets have yet to be
enacted. Information on the country’s national budget is difficult to obtain.

The newly elected BLP government initially demonstrated an inclination towards
greater transparency and scrutiny by the press. The Barbados Government Information
Service has dramatically improved the functionality and accuracy of its web portal, which
contains information about government policies. In June 2018, the government revealed the
full extent of the country’s debt burden and financial liabilities.

However, the Mottley administration has been criticized for not updating Parliament
more actively about the country’s foreign debt, its decision to default on external credit
for an entire year, and for paying $27 million to an advisory firm contracted to restructure
Barbados’s debt.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 57 / 60 (-1)
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 16 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 4 / 4

The media are free from censorship and government control. Newspapers, including
the two major dailies, are privately owned. Four private and two government-run radio sta-
tions operate in the country. The government-owned Caribbean Broadcasting Corporation
(CBC) is the only local television station. While broadly balanced, it has faced criticism
from both the DLP and BLP that it has failed to give them sufficient coverage when they
are in opposition.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 4 / 4

The constitution guarantees freedom of religion, which is widely respected for main-
stream religious groups. However, members of Barbados’s small Rastafarian and Muslim
communities have reported some discrimination.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 4 / 4

Academic freedom is respected, though members of the government occasionally dis-
parage academics who criticize government policy.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 4 / 4

Freedom of speech is largely respected in Barbados, with commentators and members
of the public free to express their views on most topics without encountering negative
consequences.
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E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 12 / 12
E1. Is there freedom of assembly? 4 / 4

Barbados’s legal framework guarantees freedom of assembly, which is upheld in prac-
tice. A number of protests took place peacefully in 2019, including a small group demon-
strating before an Organization of American States (OAS) meeting in September over its
stance on Venezuela.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 4 / 4

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) operate without restriction or surveillance.
There are a number of NGOs active in the country, which primarily focus on cultural issues,
homelessness, environmentalism, and women’s rights.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 4 / 4

The right to form labor unions is respected, and unions are active and politically influen-
tial. In September 2019, construction workers represented by the Barbados Workers” Union
(BWU) staged a walkout over plans to require them to work on Saturdays without extra pay.
The matter was referred to the Labor Department in October. Less than a week later, workers
at utility firm Barbados Light and Power staged a brief walkout.

F. RULE OF LAW: 14 / 16 (-1)
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 4 / 4

The judiciary generally operates with independence. The Supreme Court includes a
high court and a court of appeals. The Caribbean Court of Justice is the highest appellate
court for Barbados.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 4 / 4

Constitutional guarantees of due process are generally upheld. The court system contin-
ued to face excessive delays and a large backlog of around 1000 cases in 2019, although the
government plans to appoint more judges to address this issue. In 2017, the judiciary adopted
a protocol to prevent gender discrimination in the administration of justice. The protocol,
drafted with UN support, was the first of its kind in the Caribbean Community (CARICOM).

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 3 / 4 (-1)

Barbados is free from war and insurgencies. However, there are occasional complaints
of excessive force by the Royal Barbados Police Force. There is also growing concern about
gun violence, with the murder rate in 2019 (49) exceeding the record of 2006 (35) and a
significant increase from 2018 (28). In January 2019, Prime Minister Mottley increased
police patrols and surveillance after of a spate of murders and nonfatal violence occurred
in January.

The government has taken some positive steps to address prison overcrowding and
abuse. Legal changes in April 2019 complied with a June 2018 ruling by the Caribbean
Court of Justice that the mandatory death penalty in Barbados for those convicted of murder
was unconstitutional. However, the attorney general indicated his ongoing support for the
death penalty, which remains on the statute book. A number of prisoners are currently on
death row and more than 70 await trial for murder. The last execution occurred in 1984.

Score Change: The score declined from 4 to 3 due to the increasing rate of homicides.
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F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 3 / 4

Women make up half of the country’s workforce, although they earn less than men for
comparable work. As of 2017, workplaces have been required to articulate a policy against
sexual harassment. LGBT+ people face discrimination in housing, employment, and health
care. In June 2018, LGBT+ rights activists filed a petition at the Inter-American Commis-
sion on Human Rights to challenge laws that criminalize same-sex sexual relations. The
laws are largely unenforced. In April 2019, a man used a meat cleaver to attack a transgender
woman,; the court ordered him to pay a $230 fine or face three months in prison. The sen-
tence left the victim of the attack fearing for her safety, as she believes her attacker might
seek retribution.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 15 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 4 / 4

Individuals in Barbados are generally free to move, live, and work across the territory
as they see fit.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 4 / 4

The legal framework generally supports property rights and private-business activity.
The government has worked to ensure a healthy environment for business and to attract
domestic and foreign investment, particularly in the tourism industry.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 3 / 4

Violence against women remains widespread, and laws addressing domestic violence
are not well enforced. Reports of child abuse have increased in recent years, according to
the US State Department. Same-sex marriage remains illegal.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 4 / 4

Residents generally have access to economic opportunity, and the law provides some
protections against exploitative labor practices. However, nearly 18 percent of the popula-
tion lives in poverty.

The government has taken steps to crack down on human trafficking, including police
raids, screening of vulnerable people, training officials to detect possible trafficking vic-
tims, and awareness campaigns. However, there have been no prosecutions for trafficking
since 2013, and government agencies that work on trafficking-related issues are poorly
funded.

Belarus

Population: 9,500,000
Capital: Minsk

Freedom Status: Not Free
Electoral Democracy: No
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Overview: Belarus is an authoritarian police state in which elections are openly rigged and
civil liberties are curtailed. After permitting limited displays of liberalism during the pursuit
of better relations with the European Union (EU) and the United States, the government
visibly backtracked to strengthen control over the scarce space for freedom.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

» Candidates affiliated with President Alyaksandr Lukashenka won every lower-
house seat in the November parliamentary election. The two legislators unaffiliated
with Lukashenka in the last parliament were kept off the ballot.

* In March, Marina Zolotoya, editor in chief of independent news site TUT.by, was
fined over a 2018 allegation that the outlet illegally accessed the output of state-run
wire agency BelTA.

* In May, authorities arrested over 100 Roma in the city of Mahiliou after a police
officer was found dead, though they were released several days later. The head of
Lukashenka’s office apologized, but the interior minister denied accusations of
xenophobia surrounding the arrests.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 5 / 40

A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 0 / 12

Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 0 / 4

The president is elected for five-year terms without limits. President Lukashenka was
first elected in 1994, in the country’s only democratic election. He has since extended his
rule in a series of unfair contests, securing his fifth consecutive term in a noncompetitive
presidential race in 2015.

Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) monitors noted that
longstanding deficiencies in Belarusian elections were unaddressed, including a restrictive
legal framework, media coverage that fails to help voters make informed choices, irregu-
larities in vote counting, and restrictions on free expression and assembly during the cam-
paign period. The group concluded that the elections fell considerably short of democratic
standards.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 0 / 4

The 110 members of the Chamber of Representatives, the lower house of the National
Assembly completely subordinate to the president, are elected by popular vote to four-year
terms in single-member districts. The upper house, the Council of the Republic, consists of
64 members serving four-year terms; regional councils elect 56 and the president appoints 8.

A parliamentary election was held in November 2019, nearly a year ahead of schedule.
Candidates loyal to President Lukashenka won every seat in the lower house, while inde-
pendent candidates won none. OSCE election monitors reported that some ballot boxes were
stuffed, and that observers were often prohibited from observing ballot boxes or papers.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 0 / 4

The legal framework for elections fails to meet democratic standards. Among other
problems, electoral commission members of all levels are politically aligned with and de-
pendent on the government, and independent observers have no access to ballot-counting
processes. Members of opposition parties were effectively barred from participating in

9781538151808_FreedomHouse.indd 131 11/19/20 9:54 AM



132 Freedom in the World 2020

precinct-level electoral commissions ahead of the November 2019 election; of the 63,646
people serving in these commissions, only 21 came from opposition groups.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 3 / 16

B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 1 / 4

Involvement in political activism is considered risky in Belarus, and can result in a loss
of employment, expulsion from educational institutions, smear campaigns in the media,
fines, and the confiscation of property.

There is no official progovernment political party, and very few lawmakers are affiliated
with any party. Political parties face formidable challenges when seeking official registra-
tion. While the Tell the Truth movement was registered in 2017 after six failed attempts,
authorities have repeatedly blocked registration of the Belarusian Christian Democracy
party, which has been seeking official status for over a decade. Such futile attempts to gain
official status serve to discourage other politically active Belarusians from organizing and
attempting to gain formal party recognition.

Independent and opposition legislators also face difficulty registering their candidacies.
Electoral officials rejected over 150 candidates seeking to contest the November 2019 elec-
tion, many of them opposition members, by claiming that their submitted signatures were
invalid. Two lawmakers who were not aligned to Lukashenka in the last parliament were
among those kept off the ballot.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 0 / 4

Belarus has never experienced a democratic transfer of power, and there is effectively
no opportunity for genuine opposition candidates to gain power through elections.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 1 / 4

While private citizens and political candidates have some limited opportunities to
express their views and make political choices, Lukashenka’s regime is unaccountable to
voters, and meaningful participation in politics is generally not possible.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 1 / 4

No registered party represents the specific interests of ethnic or religious minority
groups. Women formally enjoy equal political rights and are well represented in the lower
house; 40 percent of legislators elected in November 2019 were women. However, women
have historically been underrepresented in leadership positions.

Women’s advocacy groups have diverging positions on promoting the political rights of
women, with some such groups taking the position that there is no need for gender equality
initiatives in Belarus. There has been some visible activism by women’s groups seeking to
raise awareness of gender-based violence, but the government has largely refrained from
addressing their concerns.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 2 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 0 / 4
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The constitution vests power in the president, stating that presidential decrees have
higher legal force than legislation. Lukashenka, who was not freely elected, considers him-
self the head of all branches of government.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 1 / 4

The state controls at least 70 percent of the economy, and graft is encouraged by a
lack of transparency and accountability in government. There are no independent bodies to
investigate corruption cases, and graft trials are typically closed. Presidential clemency is
issued occasionally to free convicted corrupt officials, some of whom Lukashenka puts back
into positions of authority.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 1 / 4

The government largely fails to adhere to legal requirements providing for access to
information. In recent years, authorities have moved to make some basic information about
government operations available online.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 14 / 60
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 2 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 0 / 4

The government exercises unrestricted control over mainstream media. The 2008
media law secures a state monopoly over information about political, social, and economic
affairs. Libel is both a civil and criminal offense, and the criminal code contains provisions
protecting the “honor and dignity” of high-ranking officials. The government owns the
only internet service provider and controls the internet through legal and technical means.
The official definition of mass media includes websites and blogs, placing them under
the Information Ministry’s supervision. Most independent journalists operate under the
assumption that they are under surveillance by the Committee for State Security (KGB).
Journalists are also subject to fines, detention and criminal prosecution for their work;
the Belarusian Association of Journalists (BAJ) counted 44 fines levied against freelance
journalists throughout 2019.

In March 2019, Marina Zolotoya, editor in chief of independent news site TUT.by, was
ordered to pay a 7,650-ruble ($3,600) fine and over 6,000 rubles ($2,800) in legal costs
over an allegation that TUT.by and news agency BelaPAN illegally accessed the materials
of state-run wire agency BelTA. Authorities raided TUT.by and BelaPAN offices over the
allegation in 2018, detaining 11 journalists from the outlets; Zolotoya was the only individ-
ual to be subsequently tried.

In April 2019, police raided the offices of independent online television station Belsat;
they were investigating a public official’s libel complaint over the station’s coverage of a
2018 corruption case. Police interrogated four staff members and seized equipment, which
was returned several days later. That same month, blogger Siarhej Piatrukhin was convicted
of libel and slander for publishing online videos that detailed allegations of police abuse in
2018, and was fined 9,180 rubles ($4,400).

Journalists also face the risk of assault; in January 2019, freelancer Kastus Zhukouski
and a passenger attacked by masked assailants after his car broke down. Zhukouski, who
has been assaulted several times in the past, fled Belarus with his wife and daughter later
that month to seek asylum in an undisclosed country.

The government is additionally known to curtail media activity through the use of
antiextremism legislation. In March 2019, two Russian journalists were arrested in Minsk
on charges of “distributing extremist content.” A May 2019 report from the UN’s special
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rapporteur on human rights in Belarus noted that the journalists were members of a research
group on violence.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 1 / 4

Despite constitutional guarantees of religious equality, government decrees and regis-
tration requirements maintained some restrictions on religious activity. Legal amendments
in 2002 provided for government censorship of religious publications and barred foreigners
from leading religious groups. The amendments also placed strict limitations on religious
groups active in Belarus for less than 20 years. In 2003, the government signed a concordat
with the Belarusian Orthodox Church, which is controlled by the Russian Orthodox Church,
giving it a privileged position.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 0 / 4

Academic freedom remains subject to intense state ideological pressures. Academic
personnel face harassment and dismissal if they use a liberal curriculum or are suspected
of disloyalty. Students and professors who join opposition protests face threat of dismissal
and revocation of degrees.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 1 / 4

The use of wiretapping and other surveillance by state security agencies limits the right
to free private discussion. Private citizens often avoid discussing sensitive issues over the
phone or via internet communication platforms, for fear that state security agents are mon-
itoring conversations.

In May 2019, the Minsk City Court sentenced a Belarusian to three years in a penal
colony over a 2017 social media post that was ruled to incite ethnic hatred. This was the first
conviction handed down under a criminal code article banning hate speech.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 3 / 12
El. Is there freedom of assembly? 1 / 4

The government restricts freedom of assembly. Protests require permission from local
authorities, who often arbitrarily deny it. The law on mass events was amended in January
2019, but recommendations from human rights advocates were ignored, and the legislation
did not strengthen the right to assemble.

Protesters have been subjected to fines, harassment, and detention for their efforts in
2019. An unauthorized opposition rally held on March 25, which is unofficially celebrated
as an independence day, was dispersed by the authorities in Minsk; 15 people were immedi-
ately detained, and 2 were held overnight. In December 2019, protesters who demonstrated
against deepening ties with Russia in an unauthorized rally were allowed to assemble, but
subsequently received heavy fines.

In 2019, activists continued their protests against the opening of a restaurant near Ku-
rapaty, the site of mass executions during the Stalinist repressions of the 1930s; plainclothes
police officers sought to intimidate protesters by filming their activities. In April, police dis-
mantled 70 memorial crosses constructed by activists and detained at least 12 participants.

A long-running protest against a new battery factory in the city of Brest continued in
2019, with participants facing continued harassment by authorities. Battery production was
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delayed in June over environmental concerns, but the government did not revoke previous
fines or charges against protesters.

The government also used its control of the internet to inhibit protests in 2019; in May,
President Lukashenka signed a decree banning websites calling for “unauthorized protests”
ahead of the European Games, which Belarus hosted in June.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights and governance-related work? 1 / 4

Freedom of association is severely restricted. Registration of groups remains selective,
and regulations ban foreign assistance to entities and individuals deemed to promote foreign
meddling in internal affairs. A few human rights groups continue to operate, but staft and
supporters risk prosecution and fines for their activism.

Participation in unregistered or liquidated organizations, which had been criminalized
in 2005, was decriminalized in 2018. Instead, the Criminal Code introduced the prospect of
large fines which, like recent efforts to fine rather than detain protesters, make civil liberties
infringement less visible to rights watchdogs and democratic governments.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 1 / 4

Independent labor unions face harassment, and their leaders are frequently fired and
prosecuted for engaging in peaceful protests. No independent unions have been registered
since 1999, when President Lukashenka issued a decree setting extremely restrictive regis-
tration requirements.

In July 2019, Lukashenka signed an amendment to the Labor Code that empowers
employers to sign short-term contracts with workers without their consent, while restricting
workers’ abilities to leave jobs at will.

F. RULE OF LAW: 2 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 0 / 4

Courts are subservient to the president, who appoints Supreme Court justices with the
approval of the rubber-stamp parliament.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 1 / 4

The right to a fair trial is not respected in cases with political overtones. In a departure
from international norms, the power to extend pretrial detention lies with a prosecutor rather
than a judge. The absence of independent oversight allows police to routinely and massively
violate legal procedures. The government regularly attacks attorneys, who often remain the
only connection between imprisoned activists and their families and society.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 0 / 4

Law enforcement agencies have broad powers to employ physical force against sus-
pects, who have little opportunity for recourse if they are abused. Human rights groups
continue to document instances of beatings, torture, and pressure during detention.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 1 / 4

Authorities have sought to increase the dominance of the Russian language. Official
usage of Belarusian remains rare. The UN Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
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(UNESCO) recognizes Belarusian as “vulnerable.” The share of first-grade students who
study in Belarusian fell to 9.7 percent in 2019 from 16.7 percent in 2009.

Ethnic Poles and Roma often face undue pressure from authorities. In May 2019, au-
thorities detained 100 Roma in Mahiliou after a police officer was found dead in the city.
They were released several days later, and the police officer’s death was ruled a suicide; the
head of President Lukashenka’s office apologized to the community, but the interior minister
did not, and denied accusations of xenophobia.

Widely accepted societal values hold that women should be mothers. Women receive
social benefits including generous maternity leave, but are also prohibited from entering 181
occupations in Belarus.

LGBT+ people face widespread societal discrimination, and law enforcement authori-
ties are reluctant to investigate and prosecute attacks against them. In August 2019, a film-
maker and two friends were assaulted over the filmmaker’s perceived sexual orientation on
a street in Minsk. A Minsk court sentenced the assailant to one-and-one-half years of house
arrest in December.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 7 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 2 / 4

Opposition activists are occasionally detained at the border for lengthy searches. Pass-
ports are used as a primary identity document in Belarus, and authorities are known to harass
people living in a different location than indicated by domestic stamps in their passport.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or non-state actors? 2 / 4

Limits on economic freedom have eased in recent years, allowing for greater property
ownership and small business operations. However, state interference in the economy still
affects larger businesses, and large business owners are never secure from arbitrary govern-
ment pressure and harassment.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 2 / 4

Domestic violence is a pervasive problem in Belarus. In 2018, President Lukashenka
blocked a draft domestic violence prevention law jointly developed by law enforcement
agencies and civil society representatives. He called attitudes against the corporal punish-
ment of children “nonsense from the West” and insisted that “good” punishment of children
could be useful to them.

The constitution explicitly bans same-sex marriage. Belarus led a 2016 effort to block
LGBT+ rights from being part of a UN international initiative focused on urban areas.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 1 / 4

Mandatory unpaid national work days, postgraduate employment allocation, compul-
sory labor for inmates in state rehabilitation facilities, and restrictions on leaving employ-
ment have led labor activists to conclude that all Belarusians experience forced labor at
some stage of their life. The lack of economic opportunities led many women to become
victims of the international sex trade.

In 2018, the government revived a plan to tax the unemployed by mandating full pay-
ment for housing and utility services starting in 2019. An attempt to impose the tax in 2017
was met with mass protests that were brutally suppressed.
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Belgium

Population: 11,500,000
Capital: Brussels
Freedom Status: Free
Electoral Democracy: Yes

Overview: Belgium is a stable electoral democracy with a long record of peaceful transfers of
power. Political rights and civil liberties are legally guaranteed and largely respected. Major
concerns in recent years have included the threat of terrorism, and corruption scandals that
have unsettled the country’s complex institutional setting and political landscape.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

» The federal and regional elections in May shifted the established balance of power
in Belgian politics: parties on the far-left and far-right of the political spectrum
gained seats, while establishment parties saw their support dwindle. No governing
coalition had been formed by the end of the year.

 In October, police rescued 12 migrants in the back of a refrigerated truck in a high-
way parking area in the north of the country. Authorities were investigating the ex-
istence of a human trafficking ring; two days before this, British officials had found
39 people dead in the back of a truck entering the United Kingdom from Belgium.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 39 / 40

A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 12 / 12

Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 4 / 4

The Belgian monarchy is largely ceremonial, although the king retains constitutional
authority to mediate the process of government formation. The prime minister, who is the
leader of the majority party or coalition, is appointed by the monarch and approved by the
legislature. In October 2019, Sophie Wilmes was appointed prime minister of the caretaker,
interim government, while governing coalition talks continued. Wilmes is the first woman
to hold the position in Belgium.

Belgium’s multilayered subnational administrative units have their own governments
with varying degrees of autonomy. In addition to the three main geographic divisions of
French-speaking Wallonia in the south, Flemish-speaking Flanders in the north, and the
bilingual Brussels capital region, there are overlapping governments for the French com-
munity, the Flemish community, and the German-speaking community. Beneath these are
provincial and various local governments.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions?4 / 4

Belgium’s federal parliament consists of two houses: the Chamber of Representatives
and the Senate. The 150 members of the lower house (the Chamber) are elected directly by
proportional representation. The Senate is composed of 50 members selected by community
and regional parliaments, and an additional 10 members chosen by the first 50 based on the
results of the Chamber of Representatives elections. Members serve five-year terms in both
houses, and elections are generally free and fair.
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In the May 2019 elections, establishment parties lost significant shares of support to
parties on the far-left and far-right of the political spectrum. The center-right, separatist
party, New Flemish Alliance (N-VA), lost some power, taking 25 seats in the Chamber of
Representatives (down 8 seats), while far-right, separatist party Flemish Interest (VB) made
large gains (15 seats), filling 18 seats in the Chamber. The francophone Socialist Party
(PS) won 20 seats, down 3 from the previous election. The francophone Ecolo (in Wallo-
nia and Brussels), paired with their Flemish-speaking counterpart Groen (in Flanders and
Brussels) together grabbed 21 seats, a significant increase. The Christian Democratic and
Flemish party (CD&V), the Workers’ Party of Belgium (PvdA in Flemish, PTB in French)
and the Open Flemish Liberals and Democrats (VLD) took 12 seats each. The francophone
Movement for Reform (MR) of incumbent prime minister Charles Michel, won 14 seats. A
governing coalition had not formed by the end of 2019; a long period without a government
that is not historically unusual for Belgium.

Regional elections held on the same day in May showed a similar trend, with losses by
establishment parties in all parts of the country. However, the N-VA remained the biggest
party in Flanders and was able to form a government in coalition with the CD&V and the
VLD in October (the same coalition that existed after the 2014 elections). The PS remained
the biggest party in Wallonia and formed a new coalition government with Ecolo and MR in
September. In Brussels, a coalition was formed between PS and Socialist Party Differently
(SP.A), the Ecolo and Groen, the liberal VLD, and the francophone party DéEFI.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 4 / 4

Despite the complexity of the political system, the electoral laws and framework are
generally fair and impartially implemented.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 16 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 4 / 4

The party system is robust but highly fragmented, with separate Flemish and Walloon
political parties representing various positions on the left-right spectrum.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 4 / 4

Belgium’s coalition-based politics allow individual parties to move easily in and out of
government, and there is a long record of peaceful transfers of power between rival parties
at the federal level. The most recent such transfer occurred after the 2014 elections, when
the center-right MR captured the premiership from the left-leaning PS. The 2018 local elec-
tions showed a weakening of the federal governing parties, aside from the N-VA, whose
departure from the government in December 2018 was seen as part of its preparation for
the May 2019 federal elections. The 2019 regional and federal elections showed decreasing
support for establishment parties and increasing support for far-right, far-left, and green
parties across the country.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 4 / 4
The political choices of voters and candidates are generally free from undue interference.
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B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 4 / 4

Members of minority groups are free to participate in national and subnational politics,
and women also enjoy full political rights. In the 2019 elections, women were elected to
approximately 43 percent of the seats in the Chamber of Representatives (4 percent more
that in the 2014 elections); they fill 65 seats out of 150. The Senate must have a minimum
of 20 women senators.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 11 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 4 / 4

Elected officials generally adopt and implement laws and policies without improper
interference from unelected entities, though the difficulty of forming majority coalitions has
sometimes disrupted governance over the past decade. The country went roughly 19 months
without a government in 201011 due to protracted coalition talks. The current negotiation
to form a new federal government after the May 2019 elections were still ongoing at the end
of the year, and a caretaker government chaired by Sophie Wilmés is currently in charge.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 3 / 4

Public officials can face heavy fines and up to 10 years’ imprisonment for corrup-
tion-related offenses, and enforcement of anticorruption legislation is generally adequate.
However, recent corruption scandals have drawn attention to abuses involving politicians
who hold multiple positions on the boards of public and private entities, with some officials
holding more than a dozen paid positions.

In September 2019, journalists reported that Belgian foreign minister, and nominee for
the European Union’s justice commissioner, Didier Reynders, was under investigation for
his part in corruption linked to business deals in Libya, Kazakhstan, and the Democratic
Republic of Congo. A former Belgian spy testified to prosecutors against Reynders and
his associate Jean-Claude Footinoy as having committed bribery and money-laundering.
Their alleged schemes included clandestine arms sales, pay-offs from a Congolese election
candidate for diplomatic support, and kickbacks on the construction of the Belgian embassy
in Kinshasa.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 4 / 4

The law provides mechanisms for the public to access government information, and
these procedures generally function in practice. Legislators and other high-ranking elected
officials are required by law to regularly disclose their assets as well as paid or unpaid
mandates, executive functions, and occupations to the Court of Audit. Information about
asset declarations is not publicly accessible, but declarations of interests are published in
the official government gazette.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 57 / 60
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 15 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 4 / 4

Freedom of the press is guaranteed by the constitution and generally respected by the
government, though some law enforcement actions affecting journalists have raised con-
cerns in recent years. Belgians have access to numerous public and private media outlets
that present a range of views. Internet access is unrestricted.
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D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 3 / 4

More than half of the country’s population identifies as Roman Catholic. Freedom of
religion is generally protected, but members of minority religious groups have complained
of discrimination and harassment. A ban on the partial or total covering of the face in public
locations, which is understood to target Muslims, has been in effect since 2011. Offenders
can face a fine or up to a week in jail. The most recent (2018) US Department of State’s
Report on International Religious Freedom noted that anti-Muslim and antisemitic incidents
continue to affect the Jewish and Muslim communities.

In December 2019, the town of Aalst renounced its United Nations Educational, Scien-
tific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) designation associated with its Carnival, after a
long dispute over a racially insensitive float in the Carnival’s parade. Town officials claim
the float—featuring stereotypical depictions of a Jew with a hooked nose, sitting on piles of
money—is meant to be humorous, while UNESCO, Jewish groups, and the European Union
have condemned its antisemitic message, reminiscent of 1930s Nazi propaganda.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 4 / 4

The government does not restrict academic freedom. Schools are free from political
indoctrination, and there are no significant impediments to scholarly research or discussion.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 4 / 4

Private discussion is open and vibrant, and freedom of expression is guaranteed by the
constitution, though there are laws banning incitement to hatred and other such offenses.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 12 / 12
E1l. Is there freedom of assembly? 4 / 4
Freedom of assembly is protected by law and generally respected in practice.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 4 / 4

Freedom of association is guaranteed by the constitution, and nongovernmental organi-
zations operate without undue restrictions.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 4 / 4

Workers at companies that employ more than 50 people have the right to organize and
join unions and to bargain collectively. Employers found guilty of firing workers because of
union activities are required to reinstate the workers or pay an indemnity.

F. RULE OF LAW: 15 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 4 / 4

The judiciary is independent by law and in practice, and court rulings are duly enforced
by other state entities.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 4 / 4

The judicial process generally guarantees a fair trial, and the authorities typically
observe safeguards against arbitrary arrest and detention. Extraordinary security measures
adopted in the period surrounding terrorist attacks in 2015 and 2016 have eased significantly
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in the years since, though a 2017 legal change increased the maximum length of detention
in police custody without a judicial order from 24 to 48 hours.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 4 / 4
Although conditions in prisons and detention centers meet most international standards,
the facilities continue to suffer from overcrowding and other problematic living conditions.
There have been no major terrorist attacks in Belgium since 2016, and in January 2018
the government lowered its terrorism threat level from three to two on a four-point scale,
except in undisclosed high-risk areas.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 3 / 4

Antidiscrimination legislation prohibits bias and acts of hatred and incitement based
on categories including gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, and sexual orientation. Nev-
ertheless, some groups, including immigrants, Belgians of African descent, and Romany
residents, continue to face a degree of discrimination in practice.

In February 2019, UN experts stated that racial discrimination is institutionally endemic
in Belgium and called for recognition of its history of human rights abuses in its colonial
rule over the Congo. In response, former prime minister Charles Michel put forward an
official apology in April for Belgium’s kidnapping, segregation, deportation, and forced
adoption of children during colonial rule.

Legislation adopted in 2017 tightened Belgium’s asylum policies, in part by reducing
the time and scope for appeals of negative asylum decisions and expanding the grounds for
detention of asylum seekers. Advocacy organizations said that the changes often reduced the
country’s standards to the minimum allowed by the European Union.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 15 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 4 / 4

The law provides for freedom of domestic movement and foreign travel, and the gov-
ernment upholds these rights in practice. There are no restrictions on the right to change
one’s place of residence, employment, or education.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 4 / 4

The legal framework supports property rights, and commercial activity is regulated
without arbitrary interference.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 4 / 4

There are few significant restrictions on personal social freedoms. Belgium legalized
same-sex marriage in 2003, and in 2006 same-sex couples gained the right to adopt children.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 3 / 4
Immigration has increased in recent years, but labor-market integration of non-EU
immigrants and their native-born children is comparatively low.
Despite government efforts to combat the problem, Belgium remains a destination
country for human trafficking, particularly for sexual exploitation and domestic labor;
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victims generally originate in Eastern Europe, Asia, and Africa. In October 2019, police
rescued 12 migrants in the back of a refrigerated truck in a highway parking area in north-
ern Belgium. Officials began coordinating with British authorities to investigate a human
trafficking ring, after British police found 39 bodies in the back of a truck crossing into the
United Kingdom from Belgium.

Belize

Population: 400,000
Capital: Belmopan
Freedom Status: Free
Electoral Democracy: Yes

Overview: Belize is a democracy that has experienced regular rotations of power through
competitive elections. Civil liberties are mostly respected. Government corruption is a con-
cern, as is the high rate of violent crime. Authorities have been slow to address persistent
problems of police brutality and human trafficking within the country’s borders.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

* In March, the opposition People’s United Party (PUP) filed a Supreme Court
claim against Prime Minister and Finance Minister Dean Barrow and an aide, for
allegedly spending $645 million from Petrocaribe without parliamentary authori-
zation. The court heard the case in November, with a ruling due in January 2020.

» The US State Department’s annual Trafficking in Persons Report noted two new
human trafficking prosecutions, the first in four years.

* A long-running border dispute with Guatemala remains unresolved. In March,
three Guatemalan gun boats blocked a Belize Coast Guard patrol from accessing
the Sarstoon River, which is part of Belizean territory.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 35 / 40 (-1)
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 12 / 12
Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 4 / 4

The prime minister, usually the leader of the largest party in the parliament, is head
of government. Formally, the prime minister is appointed by the governor general, who
represents the British monarch as head of state. The legitimacy of the prime minister is
largely dependent on the conduct of legislative elections, which are typically credible and
well administered. Dean Barrow, the prime minister since 2008, returned for another term
following the victory of his United Democratic Party (UDP) in the 2015 elections.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions?4 / 4

The 31 members of the House of Representatives are directly elected to five-year terms.
The Senate has 12 seats. The ruling party, the opposition, and several civil associations
select the senators, who are then appointed by the governor general.
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In the 2015 legislative polls, the incumbent UDP increased its representation to 19
seats in the House of Representatives and entered an unprecedented third consecutive term
in government. The opposition People’s United Party (PUP) took the remaining 12 seats.
Observers from the Organization of American States (OAS) said the polls were conducted
in a fair and professional manner.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 4 / 4

Electoral laws are generally fair, although ahead of the 2015 polls it was reported that
the chief elections officer and her family were threatened by masked men. In response, po-
lice provided added security at her home. Separately, the OAS has suggested that the role of
the Elections and Boundaries Commission and the Elections and Boundaries Department be
strengthened, and that authorities work to reduce partisanship associated with the confirma-
tion of their appointees. It further noted that voter lists should be reviewed.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 14 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 4 / 4

Political parties can organize freely. The effects of the country’s “first-past-the-post”
electoral system have entrenched the two largest parties. While a number of smaller parties
have competed, only the PUP and UDP have won seats in the parliament.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 4 / 4

The political system allows for opposition parties to increase their support or gain
power through elections. Since 1984 there have been fairly regular transfers of power be-
tween the two main parties.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 4 / 4

Recent elections, including those in 2015, have been viewed as generally free of undue
interference from entities outside the democratic political sphere. However, the OAS has
raised concerns about the potential impact of unregulated campaign financing on the trans-
parency of the political process.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 2 / 4

Women hold only two seats in the current House of Representatives and three seats in
the Senate. There were 11 women candidates out of a total of 88 in the 2015 elections. In
municipal elections held in March 2018, women won 18 of the 67 seats. No woman was
elected as a mayor. However, women play a significant role in the political system more
generally.

Indigenous people, particularly those of Mayan descent, are not well represented in
politics. LGBT+ people face discrimination, and this affects their ability to engage fully
in political and electoral processes. A collection of religious denominations nominate one
member of the Senate, but non-Christian groups are not included in the process.
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C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 9 / 12 (-1)
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 4 / 4

The elected prime minister, cabinet, and national legislative representatives are duly
seated following elections and are able to freely determine the policies of the government.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 2 / 4

Belize continues to struggle with corruption, and there is little political will to address
the problem. Anticorruption laws are poorly enforced; for example, no one has ever been
prosecuted under the Prevention of Corruption in Public Life Act, which has been on the
books for over 20 years.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 3 / 4 (-1)

The government generally engages in policymaking with openness and transparency,
though there are persistent problems with officials’ financial disclosure statements, and
procurement processes. While the law requires public officials to submit annual financial
disclosure statements for review by the Integrity Commission, the body had been defunct for
years until members were finally appointed by the ruling party and the opposition in 2017.
There is little opportunity for the public to challenge the disclosures.

Members of Belize’s business community allege that favoritism influences the govern-
ment’s awarding of licenses and public contracts. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) in
its October 2019 mission report recommended that authorities implement and enforce asset
declaration rules and strengthen the rules on conflicts of interest.

Recent corruption scandals have involved allegations that the Ministry of Natural
Resources illegally distributed land to UDP supporters, as well as a separate controversy
regarding the alleged unlawful sale of passports by the Immigration and Nationality Depart-
ment. In March 2019, the opposition PUP filed a Supreme Court claim against Prime Min-
ister Dean Barrow (who is also the finance minister) and Financial Secretary Joseph Waight
for spending $645 million of Petrocaribe funds without parliamentary authorization. The
opposition said it was in violation of the Finance and Audit Reform Act and the Constitution
of Belize; the government claimed the spending was due to urgent and unforeseen circum-
stances. The Supreme Court heard the case in November, with a ruling due in January 2020.

Score Change: The score declined from 4 to 3 because rules aimed at ensuring government
transparency are weak and inconsistently enforced.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 51 / 60 (+1)
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 15 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 3 / 4

The constitution guarantees freedom of the press, though it includes exceptions for
interests such as national security, public order, and morality. While reporting generally
covers a wide range of viewpoints in practice, journalists sometimes face threats, physical
harassment, or assault in the course of their work.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 4 / 4

Religious freedom is constitutionally protected and largely respected in practice. Re-
ligious groups must register with the authorities, and foreign missionaries are required to
obtain a visa and permit, but the procedures are not onerous.
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D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 4 / 4
Academic freedom is generally respected.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 4 / 4

There are no significant constraints on individual expression regarding politics or other
such matters, whether in private discussion or on social media.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 11 / 12 (+1)
E1l. Is there freedom of assembly? 4 / 4

Freedom of assembly is constitutionally protected, and the government generally re-
spects this right. Protests occasionally lead to clashes with police, though no major incidents
have been reported in recent years.

Score Change: The score improved from 3 to 4 because demonstrations are unrestricted,
and recent protests have not been marred by violence.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights-and governance-related work? 4 / 4
Nongovernmental organizations are generally free from government interference.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 3 / 4

Unions are free to form and operate, and employers have been penalized for violating
union rights under the labor code. However, while labor unions are active and politically
influential, their ability to protect workers’ rights is limited in practice. There are some re-
strictions on the right to strike, including an official definition of “essential” workers that is
broader than the International Labour Organization’s standard.

F. RULE OF LAW: 12 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 3 / 4

The judiciary is generally independent, despite lacking resources and periodic attempts
by political and business interests to interfere with its composition. In a long-running dis-
pute, a group of companies controlled by businessman Michael Ashcroft have attempted to
have Samuel Awich removed as a judge on the Court of Appeal, Belize’s highest judicial
body.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 3 / 4

Detainees and defendants are guaranteed a range of legal rights, which are mostly
respected in practice. However, police have reportedly detained suspects without charge
for longer than is permitted by the law, and have used the threat of extended detention to
intimidate suspects. Judicial delays and a large backlog of cases contribute to lengthy trials
and other procedures, with many defendants spending years in pretrial detention.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 3 / 4

Belize is free from major threats to physical security, such as war and insurgencies, but
the long-running border dispute with Guatemala remains unresolved. Tensions have less-
ened in recent years, but there are occasional incidents. In March 2019, three Guatemalan
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gun boats blocked a Belize Coast Guard patrol from accessing the Sarstoon River, which is
part of Belizean territory.

The homicide rate remains high, with 143 murders recorded in 2018; in the first 11
months of 2019, there were 120 murders. That figure amounts to 36 murders per 100,000
people, which placed Belize among countries with the highest murder rates in the world.
The violence is localized around the south side of Belize City, though some violent crime
has spread to other parts of the country.

Cases of police brutality continue to be reported. The Police Amendment Act, promul-
gated in April 2018, was designed to improve disciplinary procedures and increase penalties
for police misconduct.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 3 / 4

The constitution and laws protect against many forms of discrimination, but there are
no specific provisions addressing sexual orientation or gender identity.

Discrimination against LGBT+ people persists. In 2016, the country’s Supreme Court
struck down a portion of the criminal code that outlawed same-sex sexual activity. The gov-
ernment accepted the decriminalization, but in September 2017 it appealed the portion of the
judgement finding that unconstitutional discrimination based on sex includes sexual orien-
tation. The Court of Appeal had yet to rule on the government’s petition at the end of 2019.

Women face employment discrimination and are less likely than men to hold manage-
rial positions. However, the government has actively pursued programs aimed at encourag-
ing gender equality and protecting women’s rights.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 13 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 4 / 4

The government generally respects freedom of internal movement and foreign travel.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or non-state actors? 3 / 4

Individuals have the right to own property and establish private businesses. However,
legal regulations are at times poorly enforced. Leaders of the indigenous Maya community
say their ancestral land rights are not protected, particularly with regard to oil exploration
and logging activities.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 3 / 4

Personal social freedoms are generally respected, though domestic violence remains a
serious problem despite government measures to combat it. Rape is illegal, but reporting and
conviction rates are low, and sentences are sometimes light.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 3 / 4

Some legal protections against exploitative working conditions are respected and en-
forced. However, Belizean and foreign women and girls are vulnerable to sex trafficking,
and migrant workers are sometimes subjected to forced labor in agriculture, fisheries, and
retail businesses. The US State Department’s Trafficking in Persons Report for 2019 noted
two new trafficking prosecutions, the first in four years, and increased resources for the
antitrafficking police unit. However, the report also noted that “the government did not

9781538151808_FreedomHouse.indd 146 11/19/20 9:54 AM



Country Reports 147

investigate or prosecute any public officials for complicity in trafficking-related offenses,
despite allegations of official complicity.”

Benin

Population: 11,800,000

Capital: Porto-Novo

Freedom Status: Partly Free

Electoral Democracy: No

Status Change: Benin’s status declined from Free to Partly Free because a new electoral code
and a series of decisions by the courts, electoral authorities, and the government resulted in
the exclusion of all opposition parties from the April 2019 parliamentary elections.

Overview: Benin had been among the most stable democracies in sub-Saharan Africa, but
President Patrice Talon began using the justice system to attack his political opponents after
taking office in 2016, and new electoral rules effectively excluded all opposition parties
from the 2019 parliamentary elections. Protests surrounding those elections were met with
harsh restrictions on civil liberties, including an internet shutdown and deadly police vio-
lence against demonstrators.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

* The courts, electoral officials, and the government implemented a new electoral
code in a manner that effectively prevented all opposition parties from participat-
ing in the April legislative elections, resulting in a National Assembly composed
entirely of government supporters.

* Internet service was shut down on election day, and security forces used gunfire to
disperse protests in the months surrounding the vote.

* Two journalists were charged during the year with publishing false news under a
2017 digital media law.

* As part of a crackdown on President Talon’s chief opponents, former president
Thomas Boni Yayi was held under de facto house arrest for several weeks after the
elections and fled the country in June. The runner-up in the 2016 presidential elec-
tion, Lionel Zinsou, was barred in August from standing for office for five years
due to alleged campaign violations.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 21 / 40 (-11)
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 5 / 12 (-4)
Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 3 / 4

The president is elected by popular vote for up to two five-year terms and serves as
both the chief of state and head of government. In the 2016 presidential election, none of
the 33 candidates won a majority of votes in the first round, leading to a second round in
which Patrice Talon defeated former prime minister Lionel Zinsou of the incumbent Cowry
Forces for an Emerging Benin (FCBE) with 65 percent of the vote. Talon, Benin’s richest
businessman, ran as an independent, supported by the business sector and a number of small
political parties. The election was generally held in accordance with international standards,
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although some delays in voting were reported due to voter card shortages and the late deliv-
ery of materials to polling stations.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 1 / 4 (-2)

Delegates to the 83-member, unicameral National Assembly serve four-year terms and
are elected by proportional representation. The April 2019 legislative elections were not free
or fair, as the implementation of new electoral rules effectively prevented all opposition par-
ties from participating. Observers canceled poll-monitoring plans for fear of violence, turn-
out fell to about a quarter of eligible voters amid a boycott by opposition supporters, there
was an internet shutdown on election day, and security forces violently suppressed protests
before and after the balloting, resulting in several deaths. Only two progovernment parties,
the Progressive Union and the Republican Bloc, won seats, taking 47 and 36, respectively.

In November, the new National Assembly adopted a package of constitutional amend-
ments, including provisions that imposed a three-term limit on legislators, expanded the
assembly to 109 seats, and extended its terms from four years to five beginning in 2026 in
order to align them with those of the president. The next legislative elections would still
occur in 2023.

Score Change: The score declined from 3 to 1 because all opposition parties were barred
from competing in the parliamentary elections, and the polls themselves were marred by a
large-scale voter boycott and an internet shutdown.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 1 / 4 (-2)

Elections are conducted by the Autonomous National Electoral Commission (CENA).
In the past, the CENA generally administered elections fairly and transparently. However,
following the passage of a restrictive electoral law in 2018, the Constitutional Court—
headed by the president’s former personal lawyer—ruled in February 2019 that parties must
obtain a “certificate of conformity” from the Ministry of the Interior, and the CENA declared
in March that five of the seven party lists lacked the necessary certificate or otherwise failed
to meet the requirements of the electoral law. The two party lists cleared for the elections
were both loyal to the president. Although reforms to the constitution and electoral code
were adopted in November, the key rules that led to the exclusion of opposition parties
remained in place.

Score Change: The score declined from 3 to 1 because a new electoral code passed in
2018 was interpreted by the Constitutional Court and enforced by the Interior Ministry and
electoral commission in a manner that led to the exclusion of all opposition parties from the
parliamentary elections.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 9 / 16 (-6)

B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 2 / 4 (-2)

Since the reintroduction of multiparty elections in 1991, Benin has generally had a large
number of active political parties. However, the electoral code passed in 2018, aimed at
decreasing the quantity of parties, established restrictive rules including an unusually high
10 percent threshold for party lists to win representation in the parliament and a dramatic
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increase in obligatory financial deposits for presidential candidates and legislative party
lists—though the sums for presidential candidates were reduced again under legislation
passed in November 2019.

While all opposition parties were excluded from the April 2019 parliamentary elec-
tions, the Ministry of the Interior eventually granted the FCBE legal recognition under
the 2018 electoral code in September, after some of the party’s officials agreed to remove
two former ministers from its leadership. The two were living abroad and faced legal pro-
ceedings in Benin. The Social Liberal Union (USL)—a prominent opposition party whose
leader, Sébastien Ajavon, was similarly living in exile—continued to lack legal recognition
at year’s end.

Score Change: The score declined from 4 to 2 due to onerous and politicized party registra-
tion requirements that played a role in the disqualification of all opposition parties ahead
of the 2019 parliamentary elections, and continued state interference with those parties in
the aftermath of the elections.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 1 / 4 (-2)

Talon’s defeat of Zinsou, outgoing president Boni Yayi’s chosen successor in the 2016
election, marked Benin’s fourth transfer of power between rival groups at the presidential
level since multiparty elections were restored in 1991.

In recent years, however, the government has introduced significant obstacles to oppo-
sition parties and presidential candidates, and leading opposition figures have been harassed
by authorities and targeted for prosecution on a variety of charges. Boni Yayi, who is af-
filiated with the FCBE, was placed under de facto house arrest for 52 days following the
April 2019 elections, then fled the country after he was released in June. Zinsou, who was
living in exile, received a suspended six-month prison sentence in absentia and a five-year
ban on running for office in August for alleged 2016 campaign violations. Ajavon, the 2016
third-place candidate, remained in France in 2019 after receiving a 20-year prison sentence
in absentia on drug trafficking charges in 2018.

Among the constitutional amendments adopted by the legislature in November 2019
was a change to clarify that no president can serve more than two terms in his life, even if
they are nonconsecutive. Some in the opposition alleged that this language was aimed at
Boni Yayi, who stepped down after two terms in 2016. In addition, future candidates for
president and the newly created position of vice president would have to obtain the en-
dorsement of at least 10 percent of the country’s mayors and National Assembly deputies, a
threshold that would be especially difficult for the opposition to meet given the composition
of the newly elected legislature.

Score Change: The score declined from 3 to 1 because the one-sided 2019 parliamentary
elections left opposition parties with no representation in the legislature, and opposition
prospects in future elections were diminished by new constitutional amendments and the
prosecution of key leaders.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 3 / 4 (-1)

Politics have generally been free from interference by the military. Although soldiers
and police used lethal force to break up opposition protests during 2019, it was not yet clear
that the security forces had become politicized.
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The role of personal wealth in politics, however, has increased in recent years, with
higher campaign costs and clientelist structures boosting the careers of wealthier politicians.
Talon himself developed his private businesses in part by financing the previous campaigns
of Boni Yayi and other political elites and then securing lucrative contracts. After becoming
president, Talon allegedly attempted to bribe lawmakers during his initial attempts to win
passage of constitutional amendments.

Score Change: The score declined from 4 to 3 due to the rising role of private wealth and
clientelism in the political system in recent years.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 3 / 4 (-1)

Women and minority groups are not legally excluded from participation in the political
process, but cultural factors do limit women’s political engagement. Women won just 7 per-
cent of the seats in the April 2019 parliamentary elections. The constitutional amendments
passed in November included 24 reserved seats for women in the enlarged 109-seat National
Assembly that would be elected in 2023, though there were no such provisions for municipal
and local assemblies.

Benin has historically been divided between northern and southern ethnic groups, and
political parties often rely on ethnic bases of support. Talon is considered to be aligned
with southerners, though his stated policy is to prioritize merit over ethnic balance in his
appointments. In practice, most of his political appointees, including the head of the Consti-
tutional Court, are from the Gbe-speaking region in the south, and the May 2019 election of
a southerner as president of the National Assembly broke with a tradition of ensuring that
the legislative leader comes from a different region than the chief executive.

Score Change: The score declined from 4 to 3 because the current president has overseen a
concentration of power in the hands of southern ethnic groups, and the 2019 parliamentary
elections reinforced the poor representation of women in the political system.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 7 / 12 (-1)
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 2 / 4 (-1)

The president and the National Assembly generally determine government policies.
However, the current National Assembly was not elected freely or fairly, and its complete
lack of opposition members seriously undermines its role as an independent branch of
government.

The government is not always able to implement its policies across all of the country’s
territory. In many rural areas, the state struggles to deliver basic services, and citizens rely
on local customary and religious leaders to fill the gap.

Score Change: The score declined from 3 to 2 because the flawed 2019 parliamentary elec-
tions produced a legislature that had little democratic legitimacy and could not serve as a
meaningful check on the executive.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 2 / 4
Corruption remains a widespread problem. The government’s main anticorruption
body, the National Anti-Corruption Authority (ANLC), has the ability to hear complaints,
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recommend remedies, and pass cases to the courts, but it has no law enforcement powers of
its own. In September 2019, the ANLC president accused the CENA of irregularities in its
disqualification of all but two parties for the April parliamentary elections.

Corrupt officials rarely face prosecution, contributing to a culture of impunity. The
Court of Punishment of Economic Crimes and Terrorism (CRIET) was established in 2018
to focus on the prosecution of corruption, drug trafficking, and terrorism cases. However,
critics have argued that the new court targets the government’s political opponents and
journalists; Ajavon, the exiled leader of the USL, was one of the first to be sentenced by the
new court. Parliamentary immunity has been used to avoid corruption charges in the past;
under Talon, immunity has been removed for some opposition members.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 3 / 4

The 2015 Information and Communication Code provides for public access to govern-
ment records. However, information deemed sensitive, including national security, trade,
and judicial documents, remains restricted.

Benin has long been obliged as a member of the West African Economic and Monetary
Union to convert its Chamber of Accounts, part of the Supreme Court, into a more indepen-
dent Court of Auditors, responsible for auditing government finances. The constitutional
amendments adopted in November 2019 called for the creation of a Court of Auditors, whose
head would be appointed by the president. Meanwhile, the executive branch’s General In-
spectorate of Finance, under the direct control of the president, has been used in recent years
to harass the opposition rather than promote transparency. For example, the former mayor of
Cotonou, a prominent member of the opposition, was audited four times in 2017.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 45 / 60 (-2)
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 15 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 3 / 4

Constitutional guarantees of freedom of expression are largely respected in practice.
Print media exhibit pluralism of opinion and viewpoints. However, most media out-
lets receive direct financial support from politicians, and few are considered genuinely
independent.

Defamation remains a crime punishable by fines, and media outlets that are critical of
the government have increasingly risked suspension in recent years. The High Authority
for Audiovisual Media and Communication suspended one of the country’s most popular
newspapers in 2018 for publishing articles critical of the president, and shut down four
broadcasters for technical violations in 2016. One of these, a television station owned by
Ajavon, remains closed despite a 2017 court ruling that it be permitted to reopen.

A 2017 digital media law enables the government to prosecute and imprison journalists
for online content that is deemed to be false or to harass individuals. The measure has been
used repeatedly to punish journalists and bloggers in recent years. Casimir Kpédjo, editor
of the Nouvelle Economie newspaper, was arrested in April 2019 for publishing “false”
information about the national debt. Ignace Sossou of Benin Web TV received a suspended
one-month prison sentence and a fine in August for publishing “false” information about tax
evasion; in December he was arrested again over online posts about the public prosecutor
and quickly sentenced to 18 months in prison for “harassment.”

Also during 2019, the shutdown of internet service and access to social media on elec-
tion day in April disrupted news organizations’ ability to report on matters of acute public
interest.
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D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 4 / 4
Religious freedom is constitutionally guaranteed and generally respected in practice.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 4 / 4

Academic freedom is largely respected. In February 2018, police arrested nine students
at the University of Abomey-Calavi in Cotonou for protesting increased enrollment fees,
but the students were released after three days, following a strike by three student unions.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 4 / 4

There are no major restrictions on personal expression, and individuals generally are
not subject to surveillance or reprisals when discussing political or other sensitive matters.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 9 / 12 (-2)
E1. Is there freedom of assembly? 2 / 4 (-2)

Freedom of assembly has traditionally been respected; permit and registration require-
ments for demonstrations are not always enforced. However, in the months before the April
2019 elections, local authorities in some areas issued blanket bans on protests. Police and
military personnel used means including tear gas, batons, water cannons, and gunfire to
disperse opposition protests both before and after the elections, sometimes resulting in fa-
talities. For example, at least four protesters were killed during such incidents in February,
another four deaths were reported in April and May, and seven more were reported during a
series of clashes in Tchaourou in June. In addition to the internet shutdown on election day,
partial disruptions were imposed on other occasions during the year, apparently to suppress
demonstrations.

Score Change: The score declined from 4 to 2 because security personnel violently repressed
opposition protests before and after the legislative elections, sometimes with lethal force.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 4 / 4

Nongovernmental organizations, including human rights groups, generally operate
freely.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 3 / 4

The right to form unions is respected. However, employees in the public sector are
restricted in their ability to bargain collectively. In 2018, newly appointed justices of the
Constitutional Court reinstated a law prohibiting public employees in the defense, health,
justice, and security sectors from striking, and a new law limited strikes to a maximum
of 10 days per year for private-sector workers and public employees not covered by the
existing ban.

F. RULE OF LAW: 11 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 2 / 4

Although the judiciary has demonstrated some independence, the courts are susceptible
to corruption, and the process of nominating and promoting judges lacks transparency.
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Judicial independence was further undermined by the 2018 appointment of President
Talon’s personal lawyer, Joseph Djogbénou, as president of the Constitutional Court. The
court’s decision later that year to reverse an earlier ruling on public-sector strikes intensified
concerns about its autonomy, as did the body’s 2019 decision to require that parties obtain
a certificate of conformity from the government in order to take part in the parliamentary
elections.

Critics have argued that the CRIET also lacks independence. In addition to allegations
that the anticorruption court has been used to prosecute the president’s political opponents,
judges on the court were appointed in 2018 by government decree, in lieu of a transparent
confirmation process.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 3 / 4

Due process usually prevails in criminal and civil matters. However, judicial ineffi-
ciency, corruption, and a shortage of attorneys in the north inhibit the right to a fair trial.
Lack of resources contributes to often lengthy pretrial detentions. Arbitrary arrests and
detentions occasionally occur.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 3 / 4

The population is free from war and other major threats to physical security, though the
threat of terrorism may be growing in the north. In May 2019, two French tourists and their
guide were kidnapped by Islamist militants in a park near the border with Niger and Burkina
Faso; the guide was killed, while the tourists were rescued during a raid in Burkina Faso.

Prison conditions are often harsh, and prisoners face overcrowding, lack of access
to food and water, and occasional physical abuse. Police brutality also remains a prob-
lem, including beatings and torture of suspects; perpetrators are frequently shielded from
prosecution by their superiors. Security personnel were criticized for repeatedly using live
ammunition and other excessive force during protests in 2019.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 3 / 4

Relations among Benin’s ethnic groups are generally amicable, despite recent political
tensions. Minority ethnic groups have typically been represented in government agencies,
the civil service, and the armed forces. The constitution prohibits discrimination based on
race, gender, and disability, but not sexual orientation. The only legislation directly restrict-
ing the rights of LGBT+ people is the penal code of 1996, which imposes a higher age of
consent for same-sex sexual activity (21) than for heterosexual activity (13). LGBT+ people
face social stigma and discrimination in practice.

Women experience discrimination in employment and access to credit, health care, and
education.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 10 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 3 / 4

Individuals can generally move freely throughout the country. However, in some rural
areas, cultural traditions force women to remain indoors for extended periods. Roadblocks
set up by the police can make travel difficult, and police officers occasionally demand bribes
for travelers to pass through.
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G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 3 / 4

Reforms to the business registration process, anticorruption efforts, and other regulatory
changes since 2010 have improved Benin’s environment for private business activity. How-
ever, it is difficult to register property, and the enforcement of contracts is uneven. Despite
laws guaranteeing equal rights to inheritance for women, many women are denied the right
to inherit property in practice.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 2 / 4

Domestic violence remains a serious problem, and women are often reluctant to report
instances of domestic abuse. A 2003 law that prohibits female genital mutilation reduced
the incidence of the practice, but it still persists, particularly in the northeast. Although the
law prohibits marriage for those under 18 years old, the government allows exceptions for
those aged 14 to 17 if there is parental consent. Child marriage and forced marriage remain
common in rural areas.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 2 / 4

Legal protections against forced labor and other exploitative working conditions are
unevenly enforced, with poor conditions more prevalent in the large informal sector. Human
trafficking is widespread in Benin, despite a recent uptick in prosecutions for the crime. The
practice of sending young girls to wealthy families to work as domestic servants has led to
cases of exploitation and sexual slavery. Children are also exploited for agricultural labor
and work in various trades.

Bhutan

Population: 800,000
Capital: Thimphu

Freedom Status: Partly Free
Electoral Democracy: Yes

Overview: Bhutan is a constitutional monarchy that has made significant strides toward
becoming a consolidated democracy over the past decade. It has held multiple credible
elections and undergone transfers of power to opposition parties. Ongoing problems include
discrimination against Nepali-speaking and non-Buddhist minorities, media self-censorship,
and, increasingly, the use of libel and defamation cases to silence journalists.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

» Parliament’s lower house voted to decriminalize same-sex relations in June by
repealing sections of Bhutan’s criminal code. The repeal remained pending before
the upper house at year’s end.

 In a July report, a working group of the Office of the UN High Commissioner for
Human Rights (OHCHR) warned that Bhutanese detained under national security
laws, including political prisoners detained before the democratic era, suffered due
process violations including a lack of legal representation.
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POLITICAL RIGHTS: 29 / 40
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 10 / 12
Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 3 / 4

King Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck formally succeeded his father in 2008. The
monarch is head of state, appoints a number of high officials in consultation with other bod-
ies, and retains a waning degree of influence over ministerial positions. The king nominates
the leader of the majority party in the elected National Assembly to serve as prime minister.
The 2018 National Assembly election, held that September and October, was free and fair,
and resulted in a sizable victory for the United Party of Bhutan (DNT), which was formerly in
the opposition. After the DNT’s victory, the king appointed Lotay Tshering as prime minister.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 4 / 4

The constitution provides for a bicameral Parliament, with a 25-seat upper house, the Na-
tional Council, and a 47-seat lower house, the National Assembly. Members of both houses
serve five-year terms. The king appoints five members of the nonpartisan National Council,
and the remaining 20 are popularly elected as independents; the National Assembly is entirely
elected. The April 2018 upper-house election saw record turnout; some observers ascribed the
higher turnout to reforms designed to encourage voting and make casting ballots easier for
residents, such as a new system of voting by post. The National Assembly election was held
in two rounds in September and October 2018, with the two parties that won the most support
in the first round advancing to the second. The DNT, which launched in 2013, won 30 out of
47 seats, followed by the Bhutan Peace and Prosperity Party (DPT), which won 17 seats. The
then ruling People’s Democratic Party (PDP) did not advance to the runoff.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 3 / 4

Elections are administered by the Election Commission of Bhutan (ECB). The commis-
sion is thought to act impartially, although some of its regulations regarding which parties
can compete in elections are controversial.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 11 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 3 / 4

Citizens must receive government approval to form political parties. Obtaining ap-
proval is sometimes difficult, and the government has denied registration to several newly
formed parties.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 4 / 4

The opposition has a realistic chance to win elections, and there is now regular turnover
in control of government. In 2018, the DNT won control of Parliament for the first time, and
another opposition party, the DPT, finished second, despite having won no seats in 2013.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 2 / 4
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India still has some influence over the choices of Bhutanese voters and politicians. In
2013, just before that year’s parliamentary election, India withdrew subsidies for oil and
kerosene. Many observers viewed the decision as retaliation for the then DPT government’s
move toward closer ties with China and an attempt to swing the election toward the PDP.
China does not have an official diplomatic relationship with Bhutan but has assiduously
courted Bhutanese leaders in recent years, especially since a 2017 standoff between China
and India over territory claimed by both Bhutan and China.

The royal family also retains significant influence, although it has significantly retreated
in recent years. Most members of the political elite, including members of Parliament,
steadfastly support the king and are hesitant to take any positions in direct opposition to
the royal family.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 2 / 4

Electoral rules stipulate that political parties must not be limited to members of any
regional, ethnic, or religious group. There is no party that represents Nepali speakers. Cit-
izenship rules are strict, and many Nepali-speaking people have not attained citizenship,
effectively disenfranchising them. International election monitors have noted that Nepali
speakers have been turned away from voting.

Women are underrepresented in public office, but the proportion of women in the
National Assembly increased from 8 percent to 15 percent following the 2018 election.
Although no women were elected to the National Council in 2013, two women won seats
in 2018; men won eighteen. Traditional customs inhibit women’s political participation,
though electoral reforms introduced for the that year’s polling also boosted turnout, includ-
ing among women. The government has supported several programs to empower women
and increase their engagement in politics.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 9 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 3 / 4

Bhutan has made a successful transition from a system in which the monarch and his
advisers dominated governance to one in which policies and legislation are mostly deter-
mined by elected officials.

While China has become an important factor in recent years, India maintains a signifi-
cant influence on Bhutanese policymaking. India specifically maintains a hold on Bhutanese
foreign policy based on a bilateral treaty between the two countries first signed in 1947.
India also provides significant foreign aid to Bhutan. As a result, the Bhutanese government
is hesitant to make policies that will upset the relationship with India.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 3 / 4

The government generally enforces anticorruption laws effectively. The 2006 An-
ti-Corruption Act established whistle-blower protections. The Anti-Corruption Commission
(ACC), which had its role strengthened and expanded in 2011, is tasked with investigating
and preventing graft, and has successfully prosecuted several high-profile cases. In Decem-
ber 2019, a Panbang court convicted a local district leader of embezzlement and issued a
10-year sentence; he was accused of colluding with Bhutan Oil Corporation (BOC) employ-
ees to inflate bills for purchases of oil, gasoline, and lubricants. The employees, who were
acquitted, were previously investigated by the ACC in 2016, and the case was forwarded to
prosecutors in 2017.
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Nepotism and favoritism in public procurement and government employment remain
problematic.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 3 / 4

Although Bhutan lacks comprehensive freedom of information legislation, the gov-
ernment has strengthened transparency by making the salaries of officials public and
making the central and local budgets more open to review. A right to information law
passed by the National Assembly in 2014 was designed to put the onus on government
officials and agencies to release information. However, the National Council still has not
approved the bill.

ADDITIONAL DISCRETIONARY POLITICAL RIGHTS QUESTION:
Is the government or occupying power deliberately changing the ethnic composition of a
country or territory so as to destroy a culture or tip the political balance in favor of another
group? -1 /0

The government has for decades attempted to diminish and repress the rights of ethnic
Nepalis, forcing many of them to leave Bhutan. The government expelled a large percentage
of Nepali speakers in the early 1990s; in 1992, well over 100,000 refugees living in Nepal
were denied reentry to Bhutan. A resettlement effort aimed at transferring the refugees to
other countries began in 2007, resulting in the resettlement of the majority of refugees;
however, 7,000 people remain in refugee camps, which the Office of the UN High Commis-
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR) ultimately aims to close.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 30 / 60
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 9 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 2 / 4

While there are multiple private media outlets, many depend on advertising from
state bodies, and Bhutan’s media environment remains subject to a high degree of self-
censorship, especially regarding criticism of the royal family. Powerful individuals can
use defamation laws to retaliate against critics. In 2018, a journalist was sentenced to three
months in prison for libel, after she posted on Facebook about a woman who allegedly
mistreated her stepdaughter.

The Bhutan Information Communications and Media Act 2018, which came into force
that January, replaced a 2006 law. The government said it would strengthen the indepen-
dence of the media and promote a free and vibrant media industry. The legislation mandated
the establishment of an independent body called the Media Council, which was fully op-
erational by September 2019. The council monitors the media to determine which content
is harmful or offensive. Press freedom advocates fear that the new body will further erode
press freedom and contribute to greater self-censorship.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 2 / 4

The constitution protects freedom of religion, but local authorities are known to harass
non-Buddhists. While Bhutanese of all faiths can worship freely in private, people experi-
ence pressure to participate in Buddhist ceremonies and practices.

Christian churches have often been unable to obtain registration from the govern-
ment, which means that they cannot raise funds or buy property, placing constraints on
their activities. Christian children are sometimes not allowed into schools based on their
religion.

9781538151808 _FreedomHouse.indd 157 11/19/20 9:54 AM



158 Freedom in the World 2020

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 2 / 4

Few restrictions on academic freedom have been reported. However, Bhutanese uni-
versity students are often hesitant to speak out on controversial political issues and practice
self-censorship. Students, in conducting research, tend to receive negative feedback for
posing questions that could be considered offensive or too blunt.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 3 / 4

Freedom of expression is constitutionally guaranteed and generally respected. How-
ever, under the National Security Act, speech that creates or attempts to create “hatred and
disaffection among the people” or “misunderstanding or hostility between the government
and people,” among other offenses, can be punished with imprisonment. The broad language
of the law makes it vulnerable to misuse.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 5 / 12
E1l. Is there freedom of assembly? 2 / 4

The constitution guarantees freedom of assembly, but this right is limited by gov-
ernment-imposed restrictions. Public gatherings require government permission, which is
sometimes denied. Curfews and restrictions on the location of demonstrations also serve to
curtail assembly rights.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 2 / 4

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that work on issues related to ethnic Nepalis
are not allowed to operate, but other local and international NGOs work with increasing
freedom on a wide range of issues. Under the 2007 Civil Society Organization Act, all new
NGOs must register with the government. Registration is granted to NGOs that are deter-
mined by the government to be “not harmful to the peace and unity of the country.”

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 1 / 4

The constitution nominally guarantees the right of workers to form unions, but the right
to strike is not legally protected. Workers may bargain collectively, and antiunion discrim-
ination is prohibited. Most of the country’s workforce is engaged in small-scale agriculture
and is therefore not unionized.

F. RULE OF LAW: 8 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 3 / 4

The independence of the judiciary is largely respected. Senior judges are appointed by
the king on the recommendation of the National Judicial Commission. However, the rulings
of judges often lack consistency, and many people view the judiciary as corrupt.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 2 / 4

Although the right to a fair trial is largely guaranteed and arbitrary arrest is not a wide-
spread problem, plaintiffs and defendants in civil disputes often represent themselves. Many
people who are unable to repay debts are held in detention, which is considered arbitrary
under international law.

A number of political prisoners, who were detained before Bhutan transitioned to its
current democratic system, remain imprisoned. In July 2019, the Working Group on Arbitrary
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Detention (WGAD) of the OHCHR reported that individuals detained under national security
laws, including political prisoners, suffered due process violations including the lack of legal
representation. In December 2019, a campaign group that included members of the Bhuta-
nese diaspora and resettled refugees petitioned for the release of these prisoners.

Overall, however, the rule of law and due process has improved substantially in civil
and criminal matters. In recent years, Bhutan’s courts have functioned with a relatively high
degree of effectiveness.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 2 / 4

The civilian police force generally operates within the law, and incidents of excessive
force are rare. In recent years, the crime rates have generally been low. However, insurgents
from the Indian state of Assam sometimes enter Bhutan and undermine security. Occasional
instances of kidnapping and robbery occur along the border with India.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 1 / 4

The constitution protects against discrimination based on sex, race, disability, language,
religion, or societal status. However, Nepali-speaking people reportedly face employment
discrimination and other forms of bias.

LGBT+ people experience societal discrimination and social stigma, and there are no
specific legal protections for transgender people. In June 2019, the National Assembly voted
to repeal criminal code provisions that criminalize same-sex relations; the issue remained
pending before the National Council at year’s end.

Despite recent gains, discrimination in employment and education persists for women
in Bhutan.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 8 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 2 / 4

Bhutanese citizens generally have the freedom to travel domestically and internation-
ally. However, the government has established different categories of citizenship, which
restricts foreign travel for some. These restrictions reportedly have the greatest effect on
Nepali speakers. Bhutanese security forces sometimes arrest Nepali people seeking to enter
the country.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 2 / 4

Individuals generally have rights to own property and establish businesses, but the
process of registering a new business can be cumbersome and hinder business development.
Some ethnic Nepalis who lack a security clearance certificates face difficulties in starting a
business. The property registration process can also be lengthy.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 2 / 4

Reports of domestic violence have increased in recent years. Societal taboos lead many
incidents of rape and domestic violence to go unreported. Child marriage still occurs with
some frequency; according to UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) data from 2017, 26 percent
of women are married before age 18.
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G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 2 / 4

Female household workers, who often come from rural areas or India, are vulnerable to
forced labor and other abuse, as are foreign workers in the construction and hydropower sec-
tors. Child labor continued to be a problem in 2019, mostly in the agriculture and construc-
tion sectors. Women and girls often serve as household workers, and are vulnerable to abuse.

Sex trafficking remained a problem in 2019, and the government’s enforcement efforts
were inadequate to address it effectively. The US State Department noted that Bhutan may
have launched only one investigation into possible sex trafficking in the 2019 edition of its
Trafficking in Persons Report. However, the government has previously provided funds for
an NGO that helps shelter trafficking survivors.

Bolivia

Population: 11,500,000

Capital: La Paz (administrative), Sucre (judicial)
Freedom Status: Partly Free

Electoral Democracy: Yes

Overview: Bolivia is a democracy where credible elections have been held regularly. However,
electoral manipulation in 2019 prompted mass protests and violence that led to the resigna-
tion of long-time president Evo Morales, with new general elections expected in 2020. Child
labor and violence against women are persistent problems, independent and investigative
journalists face harassment, and the judiciary is politicized and hampered by corruption.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

 Early results of the October presidential election suggested that a runoff between
President Evo Morales and the main opposition candidate, former president Carlos
Mesa, was likely. Soon after, election officials released an updated vote count
showing Morales with an outright victory, triggering mass protests and counter-
protests, violent confrontations between civilians, and deadly crackdowns by the
police. The unrest, which resulted in the deaths of at least 30 people, ultimately
forced President Evo Morales to resign after he lost the support of the police and
armed forces.

« After Morales and numerous other top officials resigned, Jeanine Afiez Chavez,
a senator and the highest-ranking official in the line of succession who had not
stepped down, announced that she had assumed the presidency on an interim basis,
and the constitutional court quickly affirmed the move. Afiez indicated that she
would only serve until a new election could be held.

* Due to the irregularities in the October elections, the results of the vote for leg-
islative representatives were also considered invalid. The legislature approved a
measure in November that permits new legislative elections alongside the new
presidential election expected in 2020.

* In December, the Organization of American States (OAS), which had been invited
to audit the elections, released a final report concluding that the overall results
were not verifiable due to “willful manipulation” abetted by the Supreme Electoral
Tribunal (TSE).
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POLITICAL RIGHTS: 25 / 40 (-3)

A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 8 / 12 (-2)

Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 3 / 4 (-1)

Bolivia’s president is both chief of state and head of government, and is directly elected
to a five-year term. In the 2014 general elections, Evo Morales of the Movement toward
Socialism (MAS) was reelected president with 61 percent of the vote, and an OAS election
observation mission said the poll’s result reflected the will of the people. A 2017 Consti-
tutional Tribunal ruling, confirmed by the TSE in December 2018, permit Morales to run
for a fourth term; the controversial rulings followed the failure of a 2016 referendum on
extending term limits.

Early results of the October 2019 presidential election suggested that a runoft between
Morales and the main opposition candidate, former president Carlos Mesa, was likely. Soon
after, election officials released an updated vote count showing Morales with an outright
victory, prompting mass demonstrations. In the vote’s immediate aftermath, an OAS elec-
toral observation mission released sharp criticism of the tally that showed Morales with an
outright victory, saying it contradicted independent counts and that a runoff round should
go forward. Morales maintained that his victory was legitimate, but also invited the OAS to
audit the election, and it sent a delegation of experts to do so.

As protests and counterprotests—and accompanying violence—intensified, Morales,
vice president Alvaro Garcia Linera, and a host of other top officials resigned in November,
after Morales lost the support of the military and police force. Two days later, Jeanine Afiez
Chavez, a senior senator and the highest-ranking official in the line of succession who had
not yet resigned, announced that she had stepped into the presidency on an interim basis,
and the constitutional court quickly affirmed the move. Afiez indicated that she would only
serve until a new election could be held.

The OAS mission’s final report, issued in December, said it had found “overwhelming
evidence” of “a series of intentional operations aimed at altering the will expressed at the
polls,” including falsification of the signatures of poll officials, electronic results being re-
directed to hidden servers and manipulated, and complicity of electoral officials. At year’s
end, new elections were expected in 2020.

Score Change: The score declined from 4 to 3 because the presidential election was tainted
by attempted manipulation, and a series of resignations resulted in a senator serving as
interim president pending a repeat election.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions?4 / 4

The Plurinational Legislative Assembly (ALP) consists of a 130-member Chamber of
Deputies and a 36-member Senate. Legislative terms are five years.

The 2014 legislative elections were generally free and fair. However, due to the irreg-
ularities in the 2019 general election, the results of the vote for legislative representatives
were considered invalid and the ALP approved a law in November to that permits new
legislative elections alongside the new presidential election expected in 2020.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 1 / 4 (-1)

For years, Bolivian politics were characterized by efforts by Morales’ MAS to abolish
presidential term limits. In 2015, the legislature voted to call for a referendum to amend the
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constitution to allow Morales to run for a third consecutive term under the 2009 constitu-
tion—effectively allowing him to run for a fourth term; voters rejected the change in 2016.
In 2017, MAS lawmakers activated a procedure consulting the Plurinational Constitutional
Tribunal (or TCP, whose justices were selected by the MAS-dominated legislature) to de-
clare the articles banning reelection unconstitutional. In 2017, the court assented, effectively
overturning the results of the previous year’s referendum and clearing the way for Morales’s
run for a fourth term in 2019.

The final report of the OAS on the 2019 elections described extensive evidence that
the elections’ overall results were not verifiable, due to “willful manipulation” abetted by a
biased TSE. In particular, the report excoriated TSE members for allowing electronic voting
results to be diverted to shadowy external servers, “destroying all trust in the electoral pro-
cess” and “making data manipulation and tally sheet forgery possible.” A new independent
TSE was appointed in December, increasing the likelihood of free and fair elections in 2020.

Score Change: The score declined from 2 to 1 due to evidence election officials played a key
role in manipulating the results of the presidential election.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 10 / 16 (-1)

B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 3 / 4

Citizens have the right to organize political parties. MAS has dominated politics since
Morales’s election to the presidency in 2005, drawing support from social movements,
trade unions, and civil society actors. Morales’s maneuvers to achieve a reelection bid were
a core issue in the rancorous 2019 campaign period. The most prominent opposition party,
Comunidad Ciudadana (Citizen Community) attracted those who opposed his persistent
efforts to extend his term.

In September 2018, the MAS-dominated ALP passed the Political Organizations Law,
which contains a provision requiring intraparty primaries; opposition leaders said the pro-
vision hampers the ability of opposition parties to form coalitions to challenge the MAS by
mandating that coalitions be formalized months before the intraparty primaries are held. In
late 2018 and 2019, that provision became a topic of contention between the ALP and the
TSE, leading to the resignation of TSE officials in 2018 and 2019.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 2 / 4

There are no formal institutional barriers that prevent opposition parties from partici-
pating in elections. However, the overwhelming dominance of the MAS, aided by its use of
public resources to back its campaigns, has made it difficult for opposition parties to gain
power through elections. In the 2019 presidential election, the manipulation of results pre-
vented a runoff between Morales and Mesa, the second-place candidate.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 2 / 4 (-1)

People are generally free to make political decisions without undue influence from the
military, foreign powers, or other influential groups. However, opposition members have
claimed that under Morales, public employees have been coerced by their employers to
attend pro-government rallies.
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In the run-up to the 2019 elections, some ruling-party supporters and members declared
that they would not allow opposition candidates to campaign in territorial jurisdictions con-
trolled by organizations aligned with the MAS. Later, as postelection protests grew, Morales
supporters (with Morales’s approval) blockaded neighborhoods, roads, and other facilities
in order to prevent the opposition from mobilizing. In one instance, an opposition leader
who had planned to lead a protest march in La Paz was prevented by protesters and airport
officials from leaving the La Paz airport upon arrival. He was ultimately unable to travel
beyond the airport by land, and flew back to Santa Cruz.

Those protesting against Morales organized road blockades in some cities, to which
sympathizers of the MAS reacted by trying to forcefully break them, or with counter block-
ades aimed at limiting the food supply to the cities.

Opposition supporters also carried out some acts of intimidation. The mayor of Vinto, a
MAS member, was attacked by antigovernment protesters and forced to march through the
streets, and to sign a hastily prepared resignation letter. Supporters of Morales and govern-
ment officials also experienced violence, including the burning of houses of MAS legislators
and mayors and even the looting of Morales’s house in Cochabamba.

Score Change: The score declined from 3 to 2 because nonstate actors blockaded neigh-
borhoods and committed acts of violence in order to prevent political mobilization during
the year’s crisis.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 3 / 4

The constitution recognizes 36 indigenous nationalities within a plurinational state, and
formalizes political autonomy in indigenous territories. Adult citizens enjoy universal and
equal suffrage. Although they are well represented in government, the interests of indige-
nous groups are often overlooked by politicians.

Formally, Bolivia has progressive legislation that guarantees equal political repre-
sentation for women and seeks to protect them from political violence. While women are
well-represented in politics, sexism and patriarchal attitudes undermines their work, partic-
ularly at local levels.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 7 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 3 / 4

Elected officials are free to set and implement government policy without undue inter-
ference from nonstate actors. However, opposition members charge that years of a MAS
majority in the legislature, combined with Morales’s powerful presidency, has allowed for
strong executive influence on legislative processes.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 2 / 4

Anticorruption laws are poorly enforced, and corruption affects a range of government
entities and economic sectors, including law enforcement bodies and extractive industries.
Public procurement processes are frequently compromised by bribery.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 2 / 4
Bolivia has no law guaranteeing access to public information. Elected officials by law
must make asset declarations, but these are unavailable to the public.

9781538151808_FreedomHouse.indd 163 11/19/20 9:54 AM



164 Freedom in the World 2020

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 38 / 60 (-1)
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 14 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 2 / 4

While the constitution guarantees freedom of expression, in practice, journalists
encounter harassment in connection with critical or investigative reporting. Harassment
of critical media outlets has at times come from MAS government officials, who have
characterized journalists as liars and participants in an international conspiracy against Mo-
rales. Media outlets with editorial positions that were perceived as hostile by the Morales
administration have been denied access to public advertising contracts. In the run-up to the
2019 elections, the TSE banned the publication of an opinion poll carried out by a public
university in collaboration with a research foundation and several media groups. The TSE
claimed that the poll violated technical and source-of-funding criteria established in the
electoral legislation. However, civil society organizations claimed that the poll was banned
because it suggested that the ruling party was losing support. The TSE warned that outlets
could be sanctioned for publishing the poll, and most declined to do so.

After the 2019 elections, media outlets and journalists faced physical attacks from
both Morales and opposition supporters, as well as attacks by security forces. After Mo-
rales resigned, journalists and media outlets who criticized the interim government faced
harassment. In November, the new communications minister, Roxana Lizarraga, threatened
critical journalists with deportation and sedition charges.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 4 / 4

Freedom of religion is guaranteed by the constitution and generally upheld in practice.
The 2009 constitution ended the Roman Catholic Church’s official status, and created a
secular state.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 4 / 4
Academic freedom is legally guaranteed and upheld in practice.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 4 / 4
Private discussion is robust and generally free from interference or surveillance.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 8 / 12 (-1)
E1. Is there freedom of assembly? 2 / 4 (-1)

Bolivian law protects the right to peaceful assembly. However, many past protests have
been marred by clashes between demonstrators and police, as well as clashes between pro-
testers and counterprotesters around divisive issues.

In 2019, freedom of assembly deteriorated during the violent protests and counterpro-
tests that surrounded the election and Morales’ resignation. When sympathizers of Morales
protested in the cities of Cochabamba and El Alto in November, the interim government
replacing his administration deployed security forces to forcibly disperse them. In Coch-
abamba, peasants attempted to enter the city to organize a rally, but their protest turned
violent and nine people died in a confrontation with the army and police. Protesters in El
Alto blocked the road to a gas storage facility that held the entire fuel supply for La Paz.
When a combined army and police operation tried to disperse them, the protesters attempted
to invade the facility using explosives, and about 10 protesters died in resulting clashes
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with security forces. These events were deemed massacres in a preliminary report by the
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR). The unrest resulted in the deaths
of at least 30 people, and hundreds of injuries.

Score Change: The score declined from 3 to 2 due to violence that accompanied postelection
protests.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 3 / 4

Many nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) operate, but they are subject to some
legal restrictions. In 2016, the TCP dismissed a petition arguing that two statutes in the
country’s NGO law gave the government license to dissolve NGOs. Government officials
have at times smeared rights groups as antigovernment conspirators.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 3 / 4
Labor and peasant unions are an active force wielding significant political influence.
The country’s official labor code is inconsistent with Bolivian law; for example, it pro-

hibits public sector unions, yet many public workers are able to legally unionize. A National

Labor Court hears cases of antiunion discrimination, but tends to hand down verdicts slowly,

and penalties for antiunion discrimination are not consistently applied.

F. RULE OF LAW: 6 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 1 / 4

Bolivia stands as the sole country that appoints justices via popular elections. However,
judges on the Supreme Court, the TCP, and other entities are first nominated through a two-
thirds vote in the legislature. This allowed the MAS to dominate the candidate selection
process, producing a lenient judiciary. The popular election of judges has politicized and
factionalized appointments, creating opportunities for corruption. In addition to its politici-
zation, the judiciary remains overburdened and beset by corruption.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 1 / 4

Many people have difficulty accessing the justice system because they lack resources
to travel to courts and other relevant offices, and also because services, where provided, are
often insufficient and inefficient. In criminal matters, people accused of committing crimes
can go years before they have a formal trial. Police are poorly paid and receive inadequate
training, and corruption within the police force remains a problem.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 2 / 4

Morales supporters and opponents clashed violently in several cities following the 2019
elections and Morales’s resignation. Both sympathizers and detractors of Morales had access
to explosives, including dynamite, rocket launchers, and Molotov cocktails, and used them
against each other and the security forces. Morales opponents were reportedly shot at in in the
localities of Montero and Vila. The houses of journalists and activists who had been critical of
Morales were burnt, as were a number of public buses in La Paz. By year’s end, a political dia-
logue backed by the European Union (EU), United Nations, and Episcopal Conference, among
others, opened, and violence receded before reaching the point of civil war or insurgency.

Impunity for crimes has prompted some to engage in vigilante justice against alleged
criminals. Assaults in prisons continue to pose a significant problem.
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F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 2 / 4

The 2010 antiracism law contains measures to combat discrimination and impose
criminal penalties for discriminatory acts. However, racism and associated discrimination is
common in the country, especially against indigenous groups.

Bolivia has laws in place that prohibit discrimination against LGBT+ people. However,
these laws are rarely enforced, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people experience
widespread societal discrimination. Chi Hyun Chung, a Presbyterian minister who considers
homosexuality to be an illness requiring psychiatric treatment, ran for president in 2019
and made an open anti-LGBT+ rights agenda part of his platform; he came in third in the
October elections.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 10 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 3 / 4

There are no formal limits on people’s ability to change their place of residence, em-
ployment, or education, but choices can be limited by socioeconomic difficulties. Roads are
occasionally blockaded as part of protest actions, impeding free movement.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 2 / 4

Women enjoy the same formal rights to property ownership as men but discrimination
is common, leading to disparities in property ownership and access to resources.

The rights of indigenous people to prior consultation in cases of natural resource ex-
traction and land development are not fully upheld by law or in practice.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 3 / 4

The constitution reserves marriage as a bond between a man and a woman, and makes
no provision for same-sex civil unions.

Domestic violence, which mainly affects women, is a serious problem, and laws crim-
inalizing violence against women are not well enforced. Many women lack access to birth
control and reproductive health care.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 2 / 4

Bolivia is a source country for the trafficking of men, women, and children for forced
labor and prostitution, and the country faced increased international criticism over permis-
sive legislation regarding child labor in 2018: in December of that year, Morales signed a
measure to change the minimum working age to 14 years old.

Bosnia and Herzegovina

Population: 3,500,000
Capital: Sarajevo

Freedom Status: Partly Free
Electoral Democracy: No
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Overview: Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) is a highly decentralized parliamentary republic
whose complex constitutional regime is embedded in the Dayton Peace Agreement, which
ended the 1992-95 Bosnian War. Political affairs are characterized by severe partisan grid-
lock among nationalist leaders from the country’s Bosniak, Serb, and Croat communities.
Corruption remains a serious problem.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

 In April, the government of the Serb-majority Republika Srpska (RS), one of BiH’s
two main constituent entities, unveiled plans to create an auxiliary police force.
The move triggered a political crisis, as it was perceived by many in the Federation
of BiH—the country’s other main entity—and the international community as part
of an attempt to paramilitarize and politicize law enforcement bodies in the RS.

 In September, BiH held its first LGBT+ pride march in Sarajevo. While there was a
degree of opposition among local conservative groups, as well as a counterdemon-
stration on the same day, the event itself proceeded peacefully.

* In December, more than a year after the country’s 2018 general elections, a new
central government was finally formed and approved by the parliament. The Fed-
eration and a number of its cantons had yet to form governments at year’s end.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 19 / 40

A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 6 / 12

Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 2 / 4

The 1995 Dayton Accords that ended the civil war in BiH created a loosely knit state
composed of two entities—the Federation, whose residents are mainly Bosniak and Croat,
and the Serb-dominated RS—that operate under a weak central government. The position of
head of state is held by a three-member presidency comprising one Bosniak, one Serb, and
one Croat; they are each elected to a four-year term, which they serve concurrently.

The chair of the Council of Ministers, or prime minister, is nominated by the presidency
and approved by the House of Representatives. The chair in turn nominates other ministers
for approval by the House.

The October 2018 elections were once again led by the country’s three entrenched
nationalist blocs: the Bosniak nationalist Party of Democratic Action (SDA), the Croat na-
tionalist Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ-BiH), and the Serb nationalist Alliance of Inde-
pendent Social Democrats (SNSD). Milorad Dodik of the SNSD, the longtime president of
the RS entity, won the Serb seat in BiH’s state presidency, and Sefik DZaferovi¢ of the SDA
won the Bosniak seat. However, Zeljko Komsi¢ of the center-left Democratic Front party
decisively defeated the HDZ-BiH incumbent for the Croat seat of the presidency.

International observers raised serious concerns about the integrity of the elections.
Among other problems, more than 450,000 ballots, about 7 percent of those cast, were
disqualified by the Central Electoral Commission (CIK), fueling suspicions of potential
voter fraud.

In December 2018, five parties from across the political spectrum formed a coalition
without the SDA in the Sarajevo Canton, and the SNSD formed another government in the
RS, with Radovan Vigkovi¢ replacing Zeljka Cvijanovi¢, now the entity president, as prime
minister. While the Federation and a number of cantons had yet to form their governments
at the end of 2019, a new state-level central government was finally formed and approved
in December, more than a year after the elections. Zoran Tegeltija of the SNSD became
prime minister; the HDZ, the SDA, and two smaller SDA allies also received cabinet posts.
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A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 2 / 4

The Parliamentary Assembly, a state-level body, has two chambers. The 15-seat upper
house, the House of Peoples, consists of five members from each of the three main ethnic
groups, elected by the Federation and RS legislatures for four-year terms. The lower house,
the House of Representatives, has 42 popularly elected members serving four-year terms,
with 28 seats assigned to representatives from the Federation and 14 to representatives from
the RS.

The SDA, HDZ-BiH, and SNSD dominated the 2018 general elections, capturing nine,
five, and six seats in the highly fragmented House of Representatives and many other leg-
islative posts at the entity, canton, and municipal levels. However, they faced stiff competi-
tion from other parties, particularly the Social Democratic Party, which took five House of
Representatives seats, and the left-wing Democratic Front—Civic Alliance, which won three.
Nine smaller parties also won representation at the state level. Election monitors noted sig-
nificant irregularities and a decline in overall quality as compared with prior polls. Turnout
was down slightly, at about 53 percent.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 2 / 4

Under BiH’s constitutional regime, the CIK administers elections with the help of mu-
nicipal election commissions. Both are subject to significant political party interference. The
CIK is a largely ineffectual body, unable to act decisively without political support.

Conflicts over fair ethnic representation continue to surround aspects of the constitution
and electoral laws. For example, BiH citizens who do not identify as members of the coun-
try’s Bosniak, Serb, or Croat “constitutive peoples” remain barred from the presidency and
membership in the House of Peoples, despite 2009 and 2016 rulings by the European Court
of Human Rights that the exclusion of members of other ethnic groups violated the Euro-
pean Convention on Human Rights. The Federation’s upper house, also known as the House
of Peoples, was not fully seated until several months after the 2018 elections due to a legal
dispute over its system of ethnic seat allocations. The dispute also held up the formation of
the state-level House of Peoples, whose members are appointed by the entity legislatures.
Separately, the city of Mostar has not held municipal elections since 2008 due to an unre-
solved legal dispute over the allocation of city council seats between Croats and Bosniaks.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 9 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 3 / 4

Political parties typically organize and operate freely, though the political arena in the
Federation is generally limited to Bosniaks and Croats, while Serbs control politics in the
RS. Coalitions at all levels of government shift frequently, but incumbent parties maintain
their positions with the help of vast patronage networks, making it difficult for smaller re-
form-oriented forces to achieve meaningful breakthroughs.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 2 / 4

There are no explicit legal barriers preventing opposition parties from entering govern-
ment, but expansive veto powers granted to the constitutive peoples and their representatives
have helped the dominant nationalist parties to manipulate the system and shut out reformist
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and multiethnic challengers. This is particularly apparent in the RS, where the SNSD has
maintained a tight grip on power for more than a decade. The pattern was largely reinforced
in the 2018 elections, despite the HDZ-BiH’s defeat in the contest for the Croat seat of the
state presidency. A reform-oriented coalition government headed by the antinationalist Nasa
Stranka (Our Party) took office in the Sarajevo Canton, but in December 2019 a bloc led by
the SDA began the process of toppling the cantonal government.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 2 / 4

In addition to domestic problems like the politicization of public resources and the
influence of corrupt patronage networks, certain foreign powers wield outsize influence
in the Bosnian political sphere. Serbia and Croatia exert leverage through their respective
local allies, the SNSD and the HDZ-BiH. Russia and Turkey have also offered support to
preferred parties and candidates.

The Office of the High Representative (OHR), which was created by the Dayton Ac-
cords, operates under the auspices of the United Nations and has the authority to remove
elected officials if they are deemed to be obstructing the peace process. In recent years,
however, the OHR has been reluctant to intervene in the country’s politics.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 2 / 4

Political rights in BiH are in large part contingent on one’s ethnic background and place
of residence. Ethnic minorities including Jews and Roma are constitutionally barred from
the presidency and from membership in the House of Peoples, despite the European Court
of Human Rights rulings against those provisions. Serbs who live in the Federation and
Croats and Bosniaks who live in the RS are also excluded from the presidency. Some Croats
argue that their rights to representation are violated by electoral laws allowing non-Croats a
significant voice in the selection of the Croat member of the presidency and Croat members
of the House of Peoples. Women are underrepresented in politics and government. Nine
women won seats in the House of Representatives in 2018.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 4 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 2 / 4

Government formation and policy implementation are seriously impeded by the
country’s complex system of ethnic representation. Under the Dayton Accords, represen-
tatives from each of the three major ethnic groups, at both the state and entity levels, may
exercise a veto on legislation deemed harmful to their interests. The 14-month delay in the
formation of the state-level government after the 2018 elections, and the ongoing deadlock
in the Federation and some cantons at year’s end in 2019, underscored the severity of the
problem.

The state government is also undercut by movements within each of BiH’s entities for
greater autonomy. In the RS, the hard-line SNSD government has deepened its security ties
with Russia. Evidence emerged in 2018 that Dodik had hosted Russian-trained paramilitar-
ies from Serbia—who were said to be establishing a paramilitary unit within the RS—in
the entity’s presidential palace. Follow-up reports found a sharp increase in the RS govern-
ment’s procurement of arms, which the OHR characterized as a push to militarize the enti-
ty’s police force. In April 2019, Dodik announced plans to form an auxiliary police force in
the RS. The move triggered a cascade of similar efforts by individual cantonal governments
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in the Federation, and by the Federation government itself. After international mediation,
Dodik opted instead to form a gendarmerie unit in September.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 1 / 4

Corruption remains widespread and systemic, and legislation designed to combat the
problem is poorly enforced. When corruption probes are actually opened, they rarely result
in convictions. In 2017, Transparency International BiH said it had noted a significant de-
cline in the efficiency of corruption adjudication in the country over the last eight years. The
relatively few cases filed in 2019 focused mostly on low-level officials and minor offenses.
One major scandal during the year involved a video recording that allegedly implicated
the president of BiH’s High Judicial and Prosecutorial Council (HJPC) in bribe taking; the
council’s disciplinary commission, in which HIPC members review the conduct of fellow
members, dropped the complaint in June.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 1 / 4

Government operations remain largely inaccessible to the public. Procurement awards
are often made in secret and, according to a 2017 report published by Mediacentar Sarajevo,
a local nongovernmental organization (NGO), most public institutions do not comply with
BiH’s legal requirements related to freedom of information. Candidates for major offices
are obliged to make financial disclosures, but the relevant laws do not meet international
standards, and the resulting disclosures are considered unreliable. Debate and decisions on
matters of great public interest, including legislation and subjects pertaining to European
Union accession, routinely occur during interparty negotiations that take place behind
closed doors, outside of government institutions.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 34 / 60
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 10 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 2 / 4

Freedom of expression is legally guaranteed but limited in practice. Journalists face
political pressure as well as harassment, threats, and assaults in the course of their work.
There is a large private media sector, including outlets that are affiliated with local political
parties and those that belong to major international news networks. Public broadcasters in
both entities, and at the canton level, often operate as partisan platforms; this is especially
pronounced with the entity broadcaster in the RS, RTRS, whose coverage serves the inter-
ests of the SNSD.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 3 / 4

Religious freedom is not subject to formal restrictions, but in practice religious commu-
nities face some discrimination in areas where they constitute a minority. Acts of vandalism
against religious sites continue to be reported.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 2 / 4

The education system is racked by corruption and clientelism, and the curriculum is
politicized at all levels of education. There is evidence of political interference in the opera-
tion of university student groups, in particular by the SDA at the University of Sarajevo. At
some schools in the Federation, Bosniak and Croat students are divided into separate classes
on the basis of their ethnicity. Some Bosniak returnees in the RS have sent their children to
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temporary alternative schools to avoid curriculums they call discriminatory, and some Serb
families have described discriminatory educational environments in the Federation.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 3 / 4

Freedom of expression for individuals is generally protected from overt government
interference. However, peer pressure and the risk of an adverse public reaction remain
significant curbs on the discussion of sensitive topics. The news media often report on
“controversial” social media posts by members of the public.

Conditions are more repressive in the RS than in the rest of BiH. In April 2019, busi-
nessman SlaviSa Kruni¢, a prominent critic of the RS government, was ambushed and killed
near Banja Luka. Three suspects were formally charged with carrying out the murder in De-
cember, but little was publicly known about the motives or potential organizers behind the
crime. Kruni¢’s killing was only the most dramatic in a spate of assaults and threats against
critics of Dodik and his government in recent years.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 7 / 12
E1l. Is there freedom of assembly? 3 / 4

Freedom of assembly is generally respected in BiH, and peaceful protests are common.
However, demonstrators sometimes encounter administrative obstacles or police violence.
In 2018, persistent and often large-scale protests followed the unexplained death—and pre-
sumed murder—that March of David Dragicevi¢, a 21-year-old Banja Luka resident whose
case touched on broader concerns about policing and the rule of law in the RS. Dragicevi¢’s
father and opposition leaders accused the RS police, prosecutor’s office, and political lead-
ership of either playing a role in or covering up his son’s death. In 2019, RS police contin-
ued to ban and disperse “Justice for David” protests, and dozens of past participants were
charged with disturbing public order; Dragicevi¢’s father fled to Austria, and his mother,
who resides there, was facing trial in the RS on protest-related charges at year’s end.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 2 / 4

The NGO sector in BiH remains robust but is sometimes exposed to government pres-
sure and interference, with more difficult conditions in the RS. There have been reports of
prolonged tax investigations of NGOs by the RS government. Many organizations rely on
government funding, posing a potential conflict if they seek to criticize the authorities. In
2018, a proposed RS law that would have placed restrictions on foreign donations to NGOs
was withdrawn in the face of organized objections from civil society.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 2 / 4

Labor unions operate freely in the whole of BiH, although workers often have limited
bargaining power in practice. The right to strike is legally protected, but labor law in the
Federation erects significant barriers to the exercise of this right. Legal protections against
antiunion action by employers are weakly enforced. The leading political blocs in the coun-
try exercise significant control over unions in their respective strongholds.

F. RULE OF LAW: 7 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 1 / 4

The judiciary is formally independent, but weak in practice, and the Constitutional
Court continues to face challenges from the SNSD and HDZ-BiH in particular. Dozens of
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Constitutional Court decisions have been disregarded by political leaders, as has some juris-
prudence from the European Court of Human Rights. Individual judges are also subject to
political pressure, interference, and intimidation regarding the cases before them. The 2019
corruption scandal surrounding the HJPC, which appoints and supervises judges, raised
further concerns about judicial independence.

The existence of four separate court systems—for the central state, the RS, the Federa-
tion, and the self-governing Brcko district—contributes to overall inefficiency.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 2 / 4

Guarantees of due process are inconsistently upheld, with judges often failing to man-
age trials effectively and contributing to extensive delays. Access to adequate legal counsel
can be contingent on one’s financial standing. Police corruption is a problem and sometimes
stems from links to organized crime. Public prosecutors are widely reputed to be corrupt
and under political control.

The process of prosecuting war crimes in domestic courts has been slow, with political
interference and courts’ lack of resources and capacity exacerbating a large backlog of cases.
Despite efforts to reinvigorate the process, impunity for war crimes including killings and
sexual violence has persisted.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 2 / 4

Although overall violent crime rates are not unusually high for the region, organized
crime is a significant problem, and high-profile incidents in recent years have fueled public
frustration with the police and judicial system. Harassment by police remains routine for
vulnerable groups, which now includes a significant number of migrants. Many prisons are
overcrowded or feature other substandard conditions, and detainees are subject to physical
abuse by prison authorities.

Active land mines dating to the 1990s continue to pose a threat to civilians. The recent
reports of paramilitary activity and rearmament by politically controlled police units have
raised concerns about the possibility of renewed conflict.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 2 / 4

Discrimination against minorities is illegal but nevertheless widespread, particularly
against members of the Romany minority. Bosniaks and Croats in the RS experience diffi-
culties accessing social services. People who returned to their homes after being displaced
during the war face discrimination in employment and housing in regions where their ethnic
group constitutes a minority. Women are legally entitled to full equality with men but en-
counter discrimination in the workplace in practice.

Members of the LGBT+ community face discrimination, harassment, and occasional
physical attacks, and authorities often fail to adequately investigate and prosecute crimes
against LGBT+ people. However, in September 2019 the country held its first LGBT+ pride
parade. The Sarajevo event, supported by a large coalition of civil society groups as well
as members of the international community, proceeded peacefully despite opposition and
counterdemonstrations by religious, conservative, and nationalist groups.

More than 50,000 migrants and asylum seekers arrived in the country during 2018
and 2019, marking a sharp increase from previous years. While the vast majority traveled
on to other locations, some 8,000 remained stranded in BiH as of late 2019. Most lacked
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accommodation and basic services while in the country, as the authorities’ limited capacity
to provide for them was overwhelmed. Conditions in the migrant camps remained extremely
poor at the end of 2019, and incidents of violence between migrants and local community
members have increased, including at least one reported murder of a migrant in the Her-
zegovina region in October. In December, after widespread criticism of conditions in the
squalid Vuc¢jak migrant camp in northwestern Bosnia, hundreds of camp residents were
moved to facilities near Sarajevo.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 10 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 3 / 4

The law protects freedom of movement, and this right is generally upheld in practice.
Land mines limit movement in some areas. Corruption and bureaucratic obstacles can ham-
per people’s ability to change their formal residency or place of employment.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 2 / 4

Although the legal framework broadly supports property rights and private business ac-
tivity, widespread corruption and patronage remain major barriers to free enterprise. There is
no comprehensive legislation on restitution of property seized during and after World War I,
and individuals who returned to their homes after being displaced by the 1992-95 war have
faced attacks on their property. The European Commission has called for further progress
on compensating people for property that cannot be returned.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 3 / 4

Individual freedom on personal status matters such as marriage and divorce is gen-
erally protected. Same-sex marriage is not recognized, though as of 2019 the Federation
government was considering ways to regulate such partnerships. Child marriage is relatively
common in Romany communities.

Domestic violence remains a serious concern despite some government efforts to com-
bat it. Incidents of abuse are believed to be considerably underreported, and civic groups
have found that law enforcement authorities are often reluctant to intervene or impose strong
penalties.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 2 / 4

Legal protections against exploitative working conditions are poorly enforced, and
workers in some industries face hazardous conditions. Patronage and clientelism continue
to adversely affect hiring practices and contribute to de facto restrictions on economic
opportunity.

According to the US State Department’s 2019 Trafficking in Persons Report, both
Bosnian and foreign adults and children are subject to trafficking for the purposes of sex-
ual exploitation and forced labor in BiH, with Romany children particularly vulnerable to
forced begging and forced marriages that amount to domestic servitude. The report found
that the government was making efforts toward prosecuting perpetrators, protecting victims,
and preventing trafficking, though its efforts in the second area decreased somewhat during
the coverage period.
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Botswana

Population: 2,300,000
Capital: Gaborone
Freedom Status: Free
Electoral Democracy: Yes

Overview: While it is considered one of the most stable democracies in Africa, Botswana
has been dominated by a single party since independence. Media freedom remains under
threat. The indigenous San people, as well as migrants, refugees, and LGBT+ people, face
discrimination.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

* The ruling Botswana Democratic Party (BDP) secured a parliamentary majority in
the October elections, and interim president Mokgweetsi Masisi was sworn in for
a full term in November. While regional observers called the contest free and fair,
the opposition claimed that that it was rigged.

* In June, a judicial panel ruled that a criminal statute banning same-sex relations
was unconstitutional, though the government publicly vowed to appeal the deci-
sion in July.

* Isaac Seabelo Kgosi, the former head of the Directorate of Intelligence and Secu-
rity Services (DISS), was arrested in January on suspicion of tax evasion. A trial
against Kgosi was still pending at year’s end.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 28 / 40
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 10 / 12
Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 3 / 4

The president is indirectly elected by the National Assembly for a five-year term and
is eligible for reelection. The vice president is appointed by the president and confirmed
by the National Assembly. The president holds significant power, including the authority
to prolong or dismiss the National Assembly. In 2018, Vice President Mokgweetsi Masisi
was named interim president when the term of his predecessor, lan Khama, expired. The
BDP won a majority of seats in the National Assembly in the October 2019 election, which
was held concurrently with local government races. Masisi was sworn into office in early
November.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions?4 / 4

Botswana has a unicameral, 65-seat National Assembly. Voters directly elect 57 mem-
bers to five-year terms, while 6 members are nominated by the president and approved by
the National Assembly. The president and attorney general serve as ex officio members. The
BDP won 38 seats with 52.7 percent of the vote in the October 2019 elections, while the
Umbrella for Democratic Change (UDC) won 15 seats with 35.9 percent of the vote, the
Botswana Patriotic Front (BPF) won 3 seats with 4.4 percent of the vote, and the Alliance
of Progressives (AP) won 1 seat with 5.1 percent of the vote.
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Southern African Development Community (SADC) and African Union (AU) election
observers called the poll free and fair, but criticized the lack of indelible ink and the use of
translucent ballot boxes at polling stations. The UDC, however, claimed that voters were
allowed to cast multiple ballots, and that voters and election officials were bribed. The
UDC petitioned the High Court to throw the results out, but their case was dismissed in late
December 2019.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 3 / 4

The Independent Electoral Commission (IEC) administers elections, and is generally
considered independent and capable. However, a voter registration drive preceding the 2019
elections saw the theft of two voter registration books, containing a few dozen complete and
incomplete registration forms, from an electoral officer’s house. The IEC was also affected
by budgetary constraints and a shortage of staff, which impacted its voter education and
registration drives.

The Electoral Amendment Act of 2016, which originally mandated electronic voting for
the 2019 elections, caused controversy after its passage. The opposition Botswana Congress
Party (BCP) claimed that electronic voting was susceptible to manipulation in favor of the
BDP, and threatened to boycott the 2019 polls. The government withdrew several sections
of the act in 2018, including the electronic voting mandate, and the BCP settled a lawsuit
against the government in April 2019.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 10/ 16

B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 3 / 4

The right of political parties to form and operate is guaranteed in law and is respected in
practice. However, the opposition has alleged that the BDP abuses state resources, including
the influential state media, to its own benefit. The lack of a public financing system also
leaves opposition parties at a disadvantage. However, the withdrawal in 2018 of a section
of the Electoral Amendment Act of 2016 that increased fees for candidates brought some
relief to opposition parties.

The UDC claimed that its leader, Duma Boko, faced harassment and interference from
government agencies during the 2019 election campaign. In July, the party reported that the
Botswana Unified Revenue Service (BURS) harassed Boko’s family members, and asked
them about his movements. In early October, Boko reported that he was harassed by police
officers and alleged that the authorities impounded a light aircraft used by the UDC to cam-
paign in remote areas.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 2 / 4

The BDP, drawing on the advantages of its long incumbency, has dominated the politi-
cal landscape since 1966; no opposition party has ever won power.

In 2012, several opposition parties formed the UDC to contest elections. However,
infighting within the UDC—including the 2018 expulsion of the Botswana Movement for
Democracy (BMD)-threatened to affect its competitiveness ahead of the 2019 contests. The
opposition vote was further split when former president Khama quit the ruling BDP in April
2019 and helped form the BPF.
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B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 3 / 4

People’s political choices are largely free from domination by unelected outside groups.
The House of Chiefs, a 35-member body composed mostly of traditional leaders, representa-
tives they elect, and representatives appointed by the president, advises legislators on tribal
and customary matters. While the House of Chiefs is not decisive in affecting the popular
will, election observers noted the potential for tribal chiefs to influence voters.

Election monitors also noted that Botswana’s political parties rely on foreign donations,
which could allow for external interference in domestic politics.

There have been some past reports of vote buying during elections.

B4. Do all segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 2 / 4

Women have full political rights, but cultural factors limit their participation, and their
interests are not necessarily addressed by elected leaders. Only 11 female candidates ran for
seats in 2019, a decline from the 17 who participated in 2014. Seven women currently sit
in the National Assembly.

Smaller ethnic and tribal groups tend to be left out of the political process. People with
disabilities have participated at low levels in recent parliamentary elections. Political parties
generally do not represent the interests of LGBT+ people.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 8 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 3 / 4

Elected executive and legislative officials determine government policies. However, op-
position parties have criticized the executive branch for dominating the National Assembly
and rushing bills through the legislative process without adequate deliberation or consul-
tation. In 2016, lawmakers approved an amendment that increased the number of National
Assembly members appointed by the president from four to six. Opposition leaders argued
that the change would further strengthen executive power at the expense of the legislative
branch.

In 2018, Masisi transferred the DISS and the Financial Intelligence Agency (FIA)
to the president’s office, prompting concerns about the improper centralization of power.
The DISS was formerly part of the Justice Ministry, while the FIA was part of the Finance
Ministry.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 3 / 4

Corruption laws are generally well enforced. In 2017, Botswana enacted a bill to protect
whistleblowers. In August 2019, the National Assembly passed the Declaration of Assets
and Liabilities Bill, which was originally proposed in 1996, though opposition parties ques-
tioned its effectiveness in fighting corruption.

However, Botswana’s main anticorruption agency, the Directorate on Corruption and
Economic Crime (DCEC), has been accused of ineffectiveness in fully pursuing high-level
cases, and its independence was questioned when it was transferred to the Office of the
President in 2012. The DCEC also disclosed difficulty in recruiting qualified staff in its 2018
annual report. Despite these challenges, the DCEC revived 13 cases that were previously
closed for lack of evidence in April 2019.

The authorities also grappled with new corruption cases in 2019. Isaac Seabelo Kgosi,
the former head of the DISS, was arrested on suspicion of tax evasion in January. The state
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seized several of Kgosi’s assets in July, and a trial against him was still pending at year’s
end. In August, President Masisi’s permanent secretary, Carter Morupisi, was charged with
money laundering, bribery, and abuse of office for misappropriating funds from Capital
Management Botswana (CMB), a public asset management body. Morupisi’s wife also
faced charges, and their trial was pending at year’s end.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 2 / 4

Botswana lacks a freedom of information law, which limits government transparency.
Budget processes are opaque, and public contracts are often awarded through patronage
networks. Section 44 of the Corruption and Economic Crime Act prohibits publishing infor-
mation on DCEC investigations. Public officers and the heads of private organizations are
now expected to disclose their assets under the Declaration of Assets and Liabilities Act, but
opposition lawmakers called the legislation ineffective ahead of its August 2019 passage.

Election monitors noted that the IEC provided limited information on the electoral
process in their report on the October 2019 polls.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 44 / 60
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 12 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 2 / 4

Freedom of expression is constitutionally guaranteed. However, journalists have en-
dured harassment and intimidation under Khama’s government, and concerning incidents
have also been reported under the Masisi administration.

State-run media outlets dominate the broadcasting sector, and have exhibited a pro-
government bias in their programming. However, election observers reported that state-run
media provided unbiased coverage of the October 2019 polls. A government ban on ad-
vertising in private media remains in place, and harms the competitiveness and economic
viability of many outlets. The 2008 Media Practitioners Act (MPA) established a statutory
media regulatory body and mandated the registration of all media workers and outlets—
including websites and blogs—with violations being punishable by a fine or prison time.
A UDC lawmaker called for the MPA’s repeal with a parliamentary motion, but it was
defeated in April 2019.

Journalists have faced harassment and scrutiny from the DISS, as well. A group of
detectives and DISS personnel, who were investigating Isaac Kgosi on allegations that he
unlawfully revealed the identity of intelligence agents earlier in the year, raided the home of
Tsaone Basimanebotlhe, a political reporter for news site Mmegi, in July 2019. The agents
ordered her to surrender her mobile phone, admonished her for informing her editor of the
raid, and threatened colleagues who visited her home with arrest.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 4 / 4

Religious freedom is generally respected, though all religious organizations must reg-
ister with the government.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 3 / 4

Although academic freedom is generally respected, professors often practice self-cen-
sorship when addressing sensitive topics. In the past, foreign academics have been deported
for publishing work that was critical of the government, contributing to cautiousness among
many scholars.

9781538151808 _FreedomHouse.indd 177 11/19/20 9:54 AM



178 Freedom in the World 2020

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 3 / 4

Freedom of expression is constitutionally protected, but is restricted in practice,
prompting self-censorship among members of the public. Insulting the president, a law-
maker, or public official is punishable by a fine. The 2008 Public Service Act restricts the
ability of public-sector workers to air their political views. In recent years, the DISS has
developed capacity to monitor private online communications.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 10 / 12
E1l. Is there freedom of assembly? 4 / 4

Freedom of assembly is guaranteed by the constitution and largely upheld in practice.
However, the Public Order Act requires citizens to seek permission from the police to
exercise this right. The constitutionality of this clause has been questioned in the past, and
permission at times has been denied on unclear grounds by the police.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 4 / 4

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), including human rights groups, generally
operate without restrictions.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 2 / 4

The right to form a union is respected, but the Trade Dispute Act places restrictions
on who can strike. As a result, the government declares many strikes to be illegal, putting
employees’ jobs at risk. The law does not always protect workers from antiunion discrimi-
nation by employers.

In 2018, the government attempted to derecognize public service unions for alleged
noncompliance with provisions of the Public Service Act of 2008, but a trade court blocked
the attempt. President Masisi promised to restore the dormant Public Service Bargaining
Council (PSBC) that year, but this did not occur by the end of 2019.

F. RULE OF LAW: 11 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 3 / 4

The judiciary is generally independent and free from interference. In 2017, a judicial
crisis involving former President Khama’s attempts to reappoint justices after their fixed
terms raised concerns over executive interference, but there were no controversies of that
scale since. However, there have been calls to improve the transparency, impartiality, and
public oversight of the selection and appointment processes for judges.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 3 / 4

The right to a fair trial is protected by the constitution and generally upheld in practice.
However, the judiciary lacks human and financial resources, which has led to case back-
logs, lengthy pretrial detentions, and the postponement of cases. Attorneys are provided to
all defendants in capital cases, but defendants in noncapital cases must pay for their own
counsel. The DISS has the power to arrest suspects without a warrant if agents believe they
have committed or will commit a crime.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 3 / 4
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Although citizens are largely protected from the illegitimate use of force, corporal
punishment is sometimes imposed. Instances of police brutality have been reported, and
perpetrators are rarely held accountable. Botswana still lacks an independent body to inves-
tigate police abuses. The DISS has historically been besieged by corruption allegations and
has been accused of unlawful arrests and extrajudicial killings.

Over the past two decades, at least 30 Namibians and 22 Zimbabweans were killed in
antipoaching operations. In 2018, President Masisi ended an unwritten shoot-to-kill policy
originally adopted in at least 2013, and possibly earlier, to deter wildlife poachers; the ban
on poaching was revoked altogether in May 2019.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 2 / 4

Customary law, commonly applied in rural areas, often discriminates against women.
The indigenous San people tend to be economically marginalized and lack access to ed-
ucation and other public services including use of their language in schools, government
meetings, and state media. There have been reports of beatings, abuse, and arbitrary arrests
of San by police and park rangers. Botswana has no human rights body to investigate
violations.

Same-sex relations were criminalized until June 2019, when a judicial panel ruled that
the ban was unconstitutional. However, the government vowed to appeal the ruling in July,
and the case remains pending at year’s end.

Refugees in Botswana have been detained in encampments and have been denied the
ability to work and integrate into local communities. In September 2019, the government
returned 94 refugees to Namibia; the refugees, who number over 800, originally fled in 1999
after a secession attempt there failed. They previously opposed voluntary repatriation for
fear of persecution by the Namibian government.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 11 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 3 / 4

Most citizens can move freely throughout the country and travel internationally. How-
ever, in addition to the movement restrictions on refugees and asylum seekers, San have
limited access to their traditional lands in the Central Kalahari Game Reserve. The govern-
ment’s long-standing policy has been to relocate San out of the reserve, and those who still
have relatives living there must apply for a permit to visit them.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 3 / 4

Botswana has generally sound legal protections for property rights, and they are en-
forced in practice. However, customary law discriminates against women in property and
inheritance matters; for example, a woman has no right to her husband’s property upon
his death. The country’s regulatory framework is considered conducive to establishing and
operating private businesses.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and

size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 2 / 4
Domestic violence and rape are pervasive problems. The law does not recognize

spousal rape as a crime. Customary law restricts women’s rights within a marriage. When
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husbands and wives separate, custody is traditionally granted to the father. Child and forced
marriages still occur under customary law. In 2018, Parliament passed the Penal Code
Amendment Bill, which introduced stronger penalties for rape, and raised the age of consent
from 16 to 18.

Women can experience harassment for not dressing conservatively.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 3 / 4

Workers enjoy a number of protections against exploitative labor practices. However,
employer abuses in retail stores, the tourism industry, and private security sector are an
ongoing problem. Botswana lacks a strong regulatory framework for labor brokers that dis-
patch workers to clients on short-term contracts, in which exploitation is common. Human
trafficking remains an ongoing challenge. The Anti-Human Trafficking Act was amended in
2018 to include stiffer financial penalties.

Brazil

Population: 209,300,000
Capital: Brasilia
Freedom Status: Free
Electoral Democracy: Yes

Overview: Brazil is a democracy that holds competitive elections, and the political arena is
characterized by vibrant public debate. However, independent journalists and civil society
activists risk harassment and violent attack, and the government has struggled to address
high rates of violent crime and disproportionate violence against and economic exclusion of
minorities. Corruption is endemic at top levels, contributing to widespread disillusionment
with traditional political parties. Societal discrimination and violence against LGBT+ peo-
ple remains a serious problem.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

* In June, revelations emerged that Justice Minister Sérgio Moro, when he had
served as a judge, colluded with federal prosecutors by offering advice on how to
handle the corruption case against former president Luiz Indcio “Lula” da Silva,
who was convicted of those charges in 2017. The Supreme Court later ruled that
defendants could only be imprisoned after all appeals to higher courts had been
exhausted, paving the way for Lula’s release from detention in November.

» The legislature’s approval of a major pension reform in the fall marked a victory
for Brazil’s far-right president, Jair Bolsonaro, who was inaugurated in January
after winning the 2018 election. It also signaled a return to the business of gov-
erning, following a period in which the executive and legislative branches were
preoccupied with major corruption scandals and an impeachment process.

» Officials at various levels of government frequently sought to suppress critical
reporting and prohibit artistic expression, notably that which addressed LGBT+
issues. Several journalists who wrote critical stories about Bolsonaro were the
targets of hacking and other technical attacks. Two journalists were shot and killed
during the year.
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* In June, despite intense pressure from some religious and political leaders, the Su-
preme Court ruled that it was unconstitutional to exclude sexual minorities from the
nation’s antidiscrimination law, offering LGBT+ people increased legal protection.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 31 / 40 (+1)
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 10 / 12
Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 3 / 4

Brazil is a federal republic governed under a presidential system. The president is
elected by popular vote for a four-year term and is eligible for reelection to a second term.

In the 2018 race, candidates made their cases to voters disillusioned by persistent, high-
level corruption scandals, and increasingly concerned by a difficult economic environment
and a rise in violent crime. Jair Bolsonaro, then of the far-right Social Liberal Party (PSL),
won the election, taking 55.1 percent of the vote in a runoff against Fernando Haddad of
the leftist Workers’ Party (PT). Bolsonaro’s campaign was characterized by a disdain for
democratic principles and aggressive pledges to wipe out corruption and violent crime.
An Organization of American States (OAS) election observation mission generally praised
the poll’s administration, and stakeholders quickly accepted its result. However, the highly
polarized campaign was marred by the spread of fake news, conspiracy theories, and aggres-
sive rhetoric on social networks and online messaging services (notably WhatsApp). There
were also frequent preelection threats and violence targeting candidates, political supporters,
journalists, and members of the judiciary. While most of the reported incidents appeared to
involve attacks by Bolsonaro supporters, his backers were also targeted. Among these at-
tacks, PT campaign buses were shot at in March 2018, and Bolsonaro was stabbed at a rally in
early September, forcing him to cut back on public appearances a month before the election.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 3/ 4

Legislative elections are generally free and fair. The bicameral National Congress is
composed of an 81-member Senate and a 513-member Chamber of Deputies. Senators serve
staggered eight-year terms, with one- to two-thirds coming up for election every four years.
Members of the Chamber of Deputies serve four-year terms.

In October 2018 elections, the PT lost seats but remained the largest party in the lower
house, with 56 deputies. Bolsonaro’s PSL captured 52 seats, up from just a single seat pre-
viously. In the Senate, the center-right Brazilian Democratic Movement (MDB, previously
PMDB) maintained its lead with a total of 12 seats, while the Brazilian Social Democratic
Party (PSDB) holds 9, followed by the Social Democratic Party (PSD), Democrats (DEM),
and PT, which will each hold 4 seats. Bolsonaro’s PSL entered the chamber after capturing
4 seats.

The 2018 legislative elections were held concurrently with the first round of the pres-
idential election, thus campaigning took place in the same highly polarized environment,
marked by aggressive rhetoric and instances of political violence. In one instance, a gay
candidate contesting a spot in the Sdo Paulo legislature was surrounded by a group of men
and slapped while campaigning.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 4 / 4

Brazilian election laws are generally well enforced. A Supreme Electoral Court presides
over cases related to violations of electoral law.
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In a 6-1 ruling in August 2018, the Supreme Electoral Court declared that former pres-
ident Luiz Inacio “Lula” da Silva was ineligible to run as a presidential candidate based on
a “clean slate” law that prohibits candidates with criminal sentences confirmed on appeal
from running for office. Lula withdrew in favor of replacement Haddad shortly before the
deadline for candidate registration. The UN Human Rights Committee had urged authori-
ties to guarantee his rights to political participation and allow him to run “until his appeals
before the courts have been completed in fair judicial proceedings.”

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 14 / 16

B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 4 / 4

Brazil has an unfettered multiparty system marked by vigorous competition among rival
parties. The electoral framework encourages the proliferation of parties, a number of which
are based in a single state. Some parties display little ideological consistency. Party switch-
ing is common by members of Congress, rendering electoral coalitions fragile. The sheer
number of parties means that the executive branch must piece together diverse and often
ideologically incoherent coalitions to pass legislation. After a month of internal disputes in
the PSL, Bolsonaro left the party to create a new one in November 2019, the Alliance for
Brazil (APB).

Ahead of the 2018 elections, 35 parties were registered, 30 of which won seats in the
lower chamber—the largest number of parties seated there since Brazil’s return to electoral
politics in 1985. However, political parties operate with little transparency and under no
governance rules. Independent candidates are not allowed to register and run for any office.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 4 / 4

Opposition parties are able to compete freely and gain power through elections. Ahead
of the 2018 polls, Bolsonaro’s former small, far-right PSL succeeded in attracting wide-
spread support in a short amount of time.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 3 / 4

Recent investigations into corruption have exposed how powerful business interests un-
dermine democratic accountability by facilitating or encouraging corruption among elected
officials. Criminal groups have carried out attacks against political candidates. Ongoing
investigations of the 2018 assassination of councilwoman Marielle Franco revealed the
growing power of militia groups in Rio de Janeiro State.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 3 / 4

The constitution guarantees equal rights without prejudice, but some groups have
greater political representation than others. Afro-Brazilians and women and their interests
remain underrepresented in electoral politics and in government. As a result of the 2018
elections, women hold 15 percent of seats in the Chamber of Deputies, and 16 percent in the
Senate. However, Bolsonaro’s cabinet has only 2 of 22 chairs headed by women.

Increasing societal discrimination and violence against LGBT+ people can discourage
their political participation. In March 2018, Rio de Janeiro councilwoman Marielle Franco,
a black lesbian politician who was an outspoken advocate for minorities, was murdered. The
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crime remains unsolved, and the ongoing investigations have revealed corruption schemes
and a growing power of militia groups in Rio de Janeiro state, including in the local police
force. The revelations in September 2019 led the attorney general to demand that the inves-
tigations be transferred to the federal court.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 7 / 12 (+1)
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 3 / 4 (+1)

Widespread corruption undermines the government’s ability to make and implement
policy without undue influence from private or criminal interests.

In recent years, the functioning of government was severely hampered by an impeach-
ment crisis that saw the removal of President Dilma Rousseff on charges she had improperly
manipulated the state budget. Her term was completed by Michel Temer, who had been
vice president; Temer soon became the subject of separate charges by the attorney general
of bribery and obstruction of justice, which the lower house subsequently blocked. Corrup-
tion was a chief concern for voters in during the 2018 elections that brought Bolsonaro to
power—as well as a more autonomous legislature. Bolsonaro was inaugurated on January
1, 2019, and his administration, in concert with Congress, has been able to govern more
effectively than in recent years.

Congressional leaders have gained political prominence, as Bolsonaro has declined
to forge a coalition with the legislative branch. The speaker of the Chamber of Deputies,
Congressman Rodrigo Maia, played a crucial role in the approval of pension reforms in
October 2019 and is leading, along the with the Ministry of Finance, the economic agenda.
Congress has also blocked some of the more conservative initiatives of the government,
such as expanding the right to bear arms by presidential decree.

Score Change: The score improved from 2 to 3 because the executive and legislative
branches were no longer encumbered by the impeachment and corruption crises that had
often paralyzed them in previous years.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 2 / 4

Corruption and graft are endemic in Brazil, especially among elected officials. Be-
ginning in 2014, an ongoing investigation known as Operation Car Wash has focused on
bribery, money laundering, and bid-rigging involving state oil company Petrobras and
private construction companies. In addition to former Petrobras executives and heads of
major construction firms, its findings have also implicated elected officials from across the
political spectrum.

However, a series of investigative reports known as Vaza Jato, or Car Wash Leaks, pub-
lished by the online outlet the Intercept Brasil beginning in June 2019, exposed an improper
relationship between former judge Sérgio Moro (Bolsonaro’s current Justice Minister) and
federal prosecutors, in which Moro had shared advice on how to prosecute high-level cor-
ruption cases, including Lula’s. Lula, who began serving a 12-year sentence in 2018 after
being conviction on corruption charges, was freed in November 2019, after the Supreme
Court ruled that defendants must be released while appeals are pending.

Separately, Senator Flavio Bolsonaro, one of three politician sons of President Bolson-
aro, remained under investigation at the end of 2019 for diverting public resources when he
was a state deputy in Rio de Janeiro.

In October 2019, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) Working Group on Bribery decided, for the first time since 1999, to send a mission
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to assess Brazil’s compliance with the OECD Anti-Bribery Convention over concerns of
recent legislative and judicial decisions. Its mandate included study of a new Abuse of
Authority Bill enacted the previous month, whose broad definition of abuse has prompted
worries of potential misuse.

Former president Temer was arrested in March and May 2019 on corruption charges.
He was released within a few days on both occasions, but remains the subject of
investigation.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 2 / 4

Brazil enacted an Access to Information Law in 2012, but in practice, the government
does not always release requested information, and when doing so, not always in ma-
chine-readable formats. Compliance with the legislation also varies among Brazil’s 26 states
and the Brasilia Federal District.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 44 / 60 (-1)
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF 14 / 16 (-1)
D1. Are there free and independent media? 3 / 4

The constitution guarantees freedom of expression, and the media scene is vibrant.
However, investigative journalists, particularly those who cover corruption and crime, face
threats, harassment, obstruction, and violence, which in some cases has been deadly. In May
2019, Robson Giorno, a reporter and owner of a local news outlet in the city of Maricd, in
Rio de Janeiro State, was shot to death outside his house; he was a potential candidate for
the municipal elections in 2020. In June 2019, also in Marica, local news reporter Romario
da Silva Barros was shot to death, with police saying the killing may have been related to
his work.

Journalists who criticized Bolsonaro faced online and offline harassment, and outlets
that carried such criticism faced economic pressure from the government. Several jour-
nalists who wrote critical stories about Bolsonaro were the targets of hacking and other
technical attacks.

In October 2019, Secretary of Social Communication of the Presidency Fabio Wa-
jngarten suggested a boycott to media outlets that supposedly spread “fake news,” after
Folha de Sdo Paulo, Brazil's largest newspaper, published a report linking Bolsonaro to an
electoral fraud investigation. In November, Bolsonaro excluded the newspaper from federal
contracts, including advertising and subscriptions, but later retreated from the decision.
Separately, in July, the participation of Miriam Leitdo, a journalist and writer who has faced
personal criticism from Bolsonaro, was canceled in a Santa Catarina book fair after organiz-
ers received complaints and threats over her participation.

In April, the Supreme Court demanded the removal of press reports about a secretive
investigation it had launched over what it characterized as threats and attacks on court’s
integrity, prompting criticism from press freedom advocates. The action was later revoked.

Artists and artistic works have also been suppressed and in some cases attacked. On
Christmas Eve, the office of the comedy group Porta dos Fundos was attacked with fire-
bombs as its members prepared to screen a film it had produced with Netflix in which Jesus
was portrayed as gay. Ongoing investigations suggest the involvement of a far-right group.
At least four plays were canceled in federal theaters over their content, and the Federal
Agency of Cinema (ANCINE) canceled grants to fund films dealing with LGBT+ people or
issues, though a federal court ordered the ANCINE to resume funding. In September, Rio
de Janeiro’s mayor, Marcelo Crivella, ordered the recall of a comic book over its depiction
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of a kiss between two male characters. The decision sparked intense backlash and a judicial
battle which ended with a ruling from the Supreme Court against the recall. Bolsonaro in
May 2019 characterized such repression of artistic expression not as censorship, but rather
the “preservation of Christian values.”

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 4 / 4

The constitution guarantees freedom of religion, and the government generally re-
spects this right in practice. However, violence against Afro-Brazilian religious groups
are on the rise, especially in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas. As of September 2019, the Com-
mission to Combat Religious Intolerance, composed of judges and public prosecutors, had
counted 176 Afro-Brazilian temples (“terreiros”) closed during the year after assaults or
threats from evangelical drug dealers; these groups operate and claim territory like other
Brazilian drug-trafficking operations, but also seek to repress faiths that do not align with
their own.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 4 / 4

Academic debate is vibrant and freedom is generally unrestricted in schools and
universities.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 3 / 4 (-1)

People are generally able to express personal views in public without fear of surveil-
lance or retaliation. However, in the tense 2018 campaign atmosphere, some political speech
was met with acts of violence. In October 2018, a 63-year-old capoeira master died after
being stabbed by a Bolsonaro fan at a bar in Salvador; the man had attacked him after he
expressed his support for Haddad. A prevalence of violent homophobic rhetoric in 2018 and
2019 has contributed to a sense of fear among many that open discussion of LGBT+ rights
and issues could be met with harassment or attack.

Intimidation and harassment by progovernment troll groups on social media remains
a serious problem in Brazil, and one that has been met with little concern by authorities.
In early 2019, there were several cases of academics, politicians, and activists leaving the
country in response to online attacks and threats.

In 2019, authorities’ toleration of progovernment troll groups, their overt hostility to-
ward criticism and LGBT+ activism and artistic expression, and their frequent attempts to
cancel or prohibit various journalistic and artistic events encouraged greater self-censorship
among ordinary people, who increasingly risk repercussions for expressing their views on
certain topics.

Score Change: The score declined from 4 to 3 because authorities’ toleration of progov-
ernment trolls on social media and expressions of hostility toward government critics and
LGBT+ activism have resulted in greater self-censorship among ordinary people.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 9 / 12
E1l. Is there freedom of assembly? 3 / 4

While freedom of assembly is generally respected, police or other security agents some-
times use excessive force against demonstrations.
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E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 3 / 4

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are able to operate freely in a variety of fields.
However, activists working on land rights and environmental protection issues have faced
harassment, threats, and violence in recent years. Preliminary data from the Pastoral Land
Commission shows that at least seven indigenous leaders were killed in 2019, the highest
number in 11 years.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 3 / 4

Industrial labor unions are well organized, and although they are politically connected,
Brazilian unions tend to be freer from political party control than their counterparts in other
Latin American countries. However, controversial labor reforms enacted in 2017 diminished
the strength and role of unions in collective bargaining with businesses.

F. RULE OF LAW: 8 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 3 / 4

The judiciary, though largely independent, is overburdened, inefficient, and often sub-
ject to intimidation and other external influences, especially in rural areas. Despite these
shortcomings, the country’s progressive constitution has resulted in an active judiciary that
often rules in favor of citizens over the state.

In June 2019, revelations emerged that Justice Minister Moro, when he had served as
a judge, colluded with federal prosecutors by offered advice on how to handle a corruption
case against former president Luiz Indcio “Lula” da Silva, who was convicted of those
charges in 2017. Moro has not denied the existence of the leaked text messages at the center
of the revelations, but claims they were misrepresented by the Intercept Brasil, which pub-
lished them, and do not show misconduct.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 2 / 4

The judiciary generally upholds the right to a fair trial. However, federal, state, and
appellate courts are severely backlogged. The state struggles to provide legal counsel for
defendants and prisoners who are unable to afford an attorney. Access to justice also varies
greatly due to Brazil’s high level of income inequality. Under a 2017 law, members of the
armed forces and military police accused of certain serious crimes against civilians can be
tried in military, rather than civilian, courts.

In March 2019, the Supreme Court opened a secretive investigation, without the par-
ticipation of the Attorney General’s Office, into what was characterized as false news about
and threats to the court, and at least 60 cases developed from the investigation. Prosecutors
filed lawsuits against the investigation, arguing that it fell outside the Supreme Court’s ju-
risdiction. The court attempted to suppress media reports about the investigation and cases
that came from it, but relented after sharp criticism from press freedom groups.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 1 / 4

Brazil has a high homicide rate, though it had decreased in recent years due in part to
a cease-fire among some of the more highly organized drug-trafficking groups, as well as
modest successes in security reforms by previous administrations. In September 2019, the
Brazilian Forum of Public Security reported a rate of 27.5 homicides per 100,000 residents
in 2018, a 10.8 percent decrease over the previous year. Many of the victims are bystanders
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caught in crossfire between highly organized and well-armed drug-trafficking outfits, as well
as between those outfits and security forces.

Brazil’s police force remains mired in corruption, and serious police abuses, including
extrajudicial killings, continued in 2019. Police officers are rarely prosecuted for abuses,
and those charged are almost never convicted. A 2019 Brazilian Forum of Public Security
report found that, on average, 17 people died per day in 2018 due to the actions of police
officers, a 19.6 percent increase from the previous year.

Conditions in Brazil’s severely overcrowded prisons are life-threatening, characterized
by disease, a lack of adequate food, and deadly gang-related violence. Violence is more
likely to affect poor, black prisoners. Wealthy inmates often enjoy better conditions than
poorer prisoners.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 2 / 4

Some populations are not able to fully exercise their human rights in practice. Many
indigenous communities—who comprise about 1 percent of the population—suffer from
poverty and lack adequate sanitation and education services.

Just over half of Brazil’s population identifies as black or of mixed race. Afro-Brazilians
suffer from high rates of poverty and illiteracy, and almost 80 percent of Brazilians living
in extreme poverty are black or mixed race. Victims of violence in Brazil are predominantly
young, black, and poor.

Although Brazil has a largely tolerant society, it reportedly has one of the world’s high-
est levels of violence against LGBT+ people. According to Grupo Gay da Bahia, an LGBT+
advocacy organization, 420 LGBT+ people were killed in 2018 as a result of homophobic
violence, marking a 6 percent decrease from the group’s figures for the previous year. The
same group reported that 141 LGBT+ people were killed under the same circumstances in
the first five months of 2019.

However, in June 2019, despite intense pressure from some religious and political
leaders, the Supreme Court ruled that it was unconstitutional to exclude sexual minorities
from the nation’s antidiscrimination law. As a result, LGBT+ people will be protected un-
der a criminal law that already prohibits discrimination on the basis “race, color, ethnicity,
religion and national origin.”

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 13 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 4 / 4

Brazilians enjoy freedom to travel within and outside of the country, and to make de-
cisions about their places of residence and employment, though access to high-quality edu-
cation across all levels remains a challenge. Gang violence in favelas at times has impeded
free movement, and has prompted schools to shut down temporarily.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 3 / 4

While property rights are generally enforced, laws granting indigenous populations
exclusive use of certain lands are not always upheld, sometimes leading to violent conflicts.
According to figures released by the Pastoral Land Commission in April 2019, at least 28
people were murdered over land and resource disputes in 2018.

Requirements for starting new businesses are often onerous, but authorities have taken
some steps to ease the process. Legislation approved in August 2019 loosened licensing and
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inspection requirements for small businesses, for example. Corruption and organized crime
can pose obstacles to private business activity.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 3 / 4

The government generally does not restrict social freedoms. Same-sex marriage became
legal in 2013. However, while a 2006 law sought to address Brazil’s high rates of impunity
for domestic violence, violence against women and girls remains widespread. Abortion is
legal only in the case of rape, a threat to the mother’s life, or a rare and usually fatal brain
deformity in the fetus. These restrictions limit women’s reproductive choices and impinge
on family planning.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 3 / 4

Slavery-like working conditions pose a significant problem in rural and, increasingly,
in urban zones. A 2012 constitutional amendment allows the government to confiscate all
property of landholders found to be using slave labor, a measure criticized by Bolsonaro.

The government has sought to address the problem of child labor by cooperating with
various NGOs, increasing inspections, and offering cash incentives to keep children in
school and legislation enacted in 2014 classifies the sexual exploitation of minors as “a
heinous crime.”

Brunei

Population: 400,000

Capital: Bandar Seri Begawan
Freedom Status: Not Free
Electoral Democracy: No

Overview: Brunei is an absolute monarchy in which the sultan exercises executive power.
There are no elected representatives at the national level. Freedoms of the press and as-
sembly are significantly restricted. Online speech is monitored by authorities, but lively
nevertheless.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

 In April, Brunei implemented the second phase of its controversial Sharia (Islamic
law) penal code; the code, which applies to Muslims and non-Muslims, includes
whippings, amputation, and death by stoning as possible sentences. In May, the
sultan issued a de facto moratorium on the death penalty, but did not address the
code’s other provisions.

* The government continued prosecuting cases of corruption during the year. In
November, a former oil company official was indicted over undocumented income
from other sources; his trial was ongoing at year’s end.

e In December, a former civil servant received an 18-month sentence in absentia
for criticizing halal certification regulations in a 2017 Facebook post. The civil
servant, who fled to Canada to seek asylum in 2018, was the first to be convicted
under the Sedition Act.
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POLITICAL RIGHTS: 7 / 40
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 0 / 12
Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 0 / 4

The hereditary sultan, Hassanal Bolkiah Mu’izzaddin Waddaulah, is the head of state
and prime minister, and continues to wield broad powers under a long-standing state of
emergency imposed in 1984.

In recent years, Brunei has appeared to be paving the way for Hassanal’s son, Prince
Al-Muhtadee Billah, to take power. There are no indications that any transition would in-
volve moving away from a traditional monarchy.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 0 / 4
The unicameral Legislative Council has no political standing independent of the sultan,
who appoints its members. Brunei has not held direct legislative elections since 1962.
Elections are held for village-level councils that play a consultative role, though candi-
dates are vetted by the government.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 0 / 4

There are no national-level electoral laws, since there have not been any national, direct
legislative elections in over five decades.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 3 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 1 / 4

Genuine political activity by opposition groups remains extremely limited. The Na-
tional Development Party (NDP) was permitted to register in 2005 after pledging to work
as a partner with the government and swearing loyalty to the sultan; it is the only registered

party.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 0 / 4

There are no national-level elections in which opposition forces could gain power.
Since the National Solidarity Party was deregistered without explanation in 2007, the NDP
has been Brunei’s sole legal political party. It has no formal political role, few activities
in practice, and a small membership, and is unable to challenge the sultan’s power in any
meaningful way.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 1 / 4

With the dominance of the sultan and lack of elections, residents have few avenues for
genuine and autonomous political participation. However, people have some very limited
ability to challenge unpopular policies through the organization of social movements.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 1 / 4
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Ethnic and religious minorities have few opportunities for political participation, even
on a local level. Village council candidates must be Muslim, and ministers and deputy min-
isters must be Muslim and Malay unless the sultan grants an exception.

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 4 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 0 / 4

None of Brunei’s national-level policymakers are chosen through elections. The sultan
wields broad powers, and is counseled by appointed advisory bodies and the appointed
legislature.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 3 / 4

In 2015, the government enacted amendments to the Prevention of Corruption Act,
which strengthened the anticorruption framework by establishing new conflict of interest
rules for public officials, among other provisions. The government claims to have a zero-tol-
erance policy on corruption, and its Anti-Corruption Bureau has successfully prosecuted a
number of lower-level officials in recent years. In 2018, two former judges were indicted
for allegedly embezzling over $7 million from a court’s bankruptcy office. Their trial was
still in session at the end of 2019.

In November 2019, prosecutors accused Ibrahim bin Abdul Gani, a former Brunei Shell
Petroleum (BSP) officer, of possessing “unexplained property.” Prosecutors alleged that
Gani did not maintain necessary documentation for previous lottery winnings or income
from investments; his trial began in December and was ongoing at year’s end.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 1 / 4

Although the appointed Legislative Council has no independent power, it formally
passes the state budget and engages in question-and-answer sessions with government
officials. The council meets once each year for a session lasting approximately two
weeks. However, in general there is little transparency in the operations of the Brunei
government.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 21 / 60 (-1)
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 6 / 16
D1. Are there free and independent media? 1 / 4

Officials may close newspapers without cause and fine and imprison journalists for up
to three years for reporting deemed “false and malicious.” Brunei’s only television station
is state-run. The country’s main English-language daily newspaper, the Borneo Bulletin, is
controlled by the sultan’s family and its journalists often practice self-censorship. Another
former English-language newspaper, the Brunei Times, closed abruptly in 2016, allegedly
after complaints from the Saudi embassy in Brunei over critical coverage of Saudi hajj
policies. A new online outlet, the Scoop, which launched in 2017, contains somewhat inde-
pendent coverage of Brunei society and politics.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 1 / 4

The state religion is the Shafi’i school of Sunni Islam, but the constitution allows for
the practice of other religions. Non-Shafi’i forms of Islam are actively discouraged, and
marriage between Muslims and non-Muslims is not allowed. Muslims require permission
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from the Ministry of Religious Affairs to convert to other faiths. Christians are allowed to
hold low-key Christmas celebrations inside churches or at homes, but not outdoors or at
shopping malls.

In 2014, Brunei implemented new criminal regulations based on Sharia, which include
limits on the use of certain words and expressions deemed to be sacred to Islam in reference
to other religions. The code also includes a ban on proselytizing of a religion other than
Islam to Muslims or atheists, and requires Muslims to participate in religious observances.
In April 2019, the government implemented a second phase that mandated death by stoning
for insulting the prophet Muhammad, though a moratorium on capital punishment was
issued in May.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 2 / 4

Academic freedom is respected to some extent, although institutions must seek ap-
proval from authorities to host visiting scholars, public lectures, and conferences. Scholars
reportedly practice self-censorship or release their work under pseudonyms in overseas
publications.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 2 / 4

The government utilizes an informant system to monitor suspected dissidents, and
online communications are monitored for subversive content. Nevertheless, Brunei has an
active online discussion community, although there are reports of self-censorship online
regarding issues related to the monarchy.

In December 2019, a former civil servant who criticized the government’s halal certi-
fication policy in a 2017 Facebook post was given an 18-month sentence in absentia. The
civil servant, who was the first to be convicted under the Sedition Act, fled to Canada to
seek asylum in 2018.

E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 3 / 12
E1. Is there freedom of assembly? 1 / 4

Long-standing state-of-emergency laws continue to restrict freedom of assembly. No
more than 10 people can assemble for any purpose without a permit, and these laws are
frequently enforced.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 1 / 4

Most nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are professional or business groups, al-
though a few work on issues related to social welfare. All groups must register, registration
can be refused for any reason, and registered groups can be suspended.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 1 / 4

The law guarantees the right to form and join a union, but the agreement that had
permitted Brunei’s only active union, the Brunei Oilfield Workers Union, is now expired.
Strikes are illegal, and collective bargaining is not recognized.

F. RULE OF LAW: 5 /16 (-1)
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 1 / 4
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Brunei has a dual judicial system of secular and Sharia courts; all senior judges are
appointed by the sultan. The courts appear to act independently when handling civil matters,
and have yet to be tested in political cases or under the new regulations.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 2/ 4

Civil and criminal law is based on English common law and is enforced in secular
courts, while Sharia is enforced in Sharia courts. People detained under the Internal Security
Act (ISA) lack due process rights including the presumption of innocence.

The country’s controversial penal code, based on Sharia, was delayed for several years;
Brunei introduced the first phase in 2014 but held off on implementing the second of three
envisioned phases, which contains penalties including amputations and death by stoning,
until April 2019. Many of the Sharia rules overlap with existing provisions of the civil and
criminal laws, but there are different sentences and burdens of proof under the new code.

The government only provides an attorney to indigent defendants in death penalty
cases. To address this gap in access to justice, the Law Society of Brunei launched a pilot
program for the country’s first legal aid fund in 2018, but attorneys are only provided to
defendants who plead guilty.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 1/ 4 (-1)

Brunei retained the death penalty for crimes including drug trafficking before the new
Sharia code was launched. However, no individual has been executed since 1957. Prison
conditions generally meet international standards.

Sharia-based criminal statutes implemented in April 2019 contain more severe penal-
ties for violations including consensual same-sex relations, theft, and adultery; they vary
from whippings to amputations and death by stoning. In May, the sultan issued a “de facto
moratorium on capital punishment,” but did not issue clarification on the other provisions.

Score Change: The score declined from 2 to 1 because the government partially imple-
mented penal code changes that introduced punishments including amputation and death by
stoning for a wide range of moral, religious, and ordinary criminal offenses.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 1 / 4

Brunei citizenship is inherited from citizen fathers. Citizen mothers must complete
an application to pass citizenship on to children born to a noncitizen father. Thousands of
stateless residents of Brunei, including longtime ethnic Chinese residents, are denied the full
rights and benefits granted to citizens.

LGBT+ people living in Brunei are subject to severe penalties for same-sex relations
under Sharia-based laws. Under regulations introduced in April 2019, consensual same-sex
acts can be punished by death, or by whipping if the offenders are female.

G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS 7 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 2 / 4

Freedom of movement is respected. All government employees, domestic and foreign,
must apply for permission to travel abroad, but permission is easily obtained. Stateless
children do not have free access to education and instead must apply to enroll in schools; if
accepted they sometimes have to pay tuition not required of citizens.
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G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 2 / 4

Brunei citizens are able to own property and can establish businesses with relative ease,
but protections for private property are not strong. State-linked firms dominate many sectors
of the economy and the government heavily subsidizes a number of industries.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 1 / 4

Islamic law generally disadvantages women in matters involving divorce and child
custody. The new Sharia penal code criminalizes “indecent behavior,” enjoins women to
dress “modestly,” and makes abortion and extramarital sex capital offenses. There is no
specific law against domestic violence, and although rape is a capital crime, spousal rape is
not criminalized.

Transgender people are prohibited from dressing in line with their gender identity under
the Sharia-based penal code.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 2 / 4

There is no private-sector minimum wage in Brunei. Labor inspections are frequent,
but are often aimed at identifying undocumented migrant workers. Migrants who come to
Brunei to serve as household workers are often coerced into involuntary servitude or debt
bondage, and can be subject to varying forms of abuse. Workers who overstay visas are
regularly imprisoned and, in some cases, caned.

According to the US State Department’s 2019 Trafficking in Persons Report, Brunei has
made little progress in fighting human trafficking over the previous year. The State Depart-
ment noted that no prosecutions took place during the reporting period, while victims are at
risk of prosecution and deportation. The government operates a shelter for women and boys
who are trafficked, but adult males do not receive shelter or services.

Bulgaria

Population: 7,000,000
Capital: Sofia

Freedom Status: Free
Electoral Democracy: Yes

Overview: Bulgaria’s democratic system holds competitive elections and has seen several
transfers of power in recent decades. The country continues to struggle with political cor-
ruption and organized crime. The media sector is less pluralistic, as ownership concentra-
tion has considerably increased in the last 10 years. Journalists encounter threats and even
violence in the course of their work and are sometimes fired for not following the editorial
line. Ethnic minorities, particularly Roma, face discrimination. Despite funding shortages
and other obstacles, civil society groups have been active and influential.

KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019
* In December, the parliament reinstituted the state subsidies for political parties,
which had controversially been cut in July. The July amendment to the Political

9781538151808_FreedomHouse.indd 193 11/19/20 9:54 AM



194 Freedom in the World 2020

Parties Act also lifted the ceiling on donations for political parties by private per-
sons, businesses, and other organizations.

 In September, the director general of the Bulgarian National Radio (BNR) removed
a prominent journalist from a live-broadcast and suspended BNR programming for
an unprecedented five hours. Civil society’s strong reaction prompted the forma-
tion of a parliamentary committee to investigate the events. BNR’s director was
ousted in October.

* In September, an outcry from right-wing political groups claimed the judiciary’s
independence was threatened, after an Australian national, convicted of killing a
law student in 2007, was granted parole. The groups called for the dissolution of
the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee due to its role in providing legal assistance to
the convicted man.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 34 / 40 (+1)
A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 11 / 12
Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 4 / 4

The president, who is directly elected for up to two five-year terms, is the head of state
but has limited powers. In 2016, former air force commander Rumen Radev—an indepen-
dent supported by the opposition Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP)—defeated parliament
speaker Tsetska Tsacheva of the Citizens for European Development of Bulgaria (GERB)
party, taking more than 59 percent of the vote. The election was generally well administered,
and stakeholders accepted the results.

The legislature chooses the prime minister, who serves as head of government. Prime
Minister Boyko Borisov, of the center-right GERB, returned to office after his party’s vic-
tory in the 2017 parliamentary elections.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions? 4 / 4

The unicameral National Assembly, with 240 members, is elected every four years in
31 multimember constituencies. The 2017 elections were deemed free and fair by inter-
national observers. GERB led with 95 seats, followed by the BSP with 80, the nationalist
United Patriots alliance with 27, the Movement for Rights and Freedoms (DPS) with 26,
and the right-wing populist Volya with 12. Following the elections, a coalition government
of GERB and the United Patriots took office.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 3 / 4

The Central Election Commission administers Bulgarian elections and generally works
professionally and impartially, though some flaws have been reported in past elections. The
parliament passed controversial reforms to the electoral laws in 2016, introducing compul-
sory voting and new rules on voting abroad that limited the number of polling places and
led to protests throughout the diaspora. In 2017, the Constitutional Court struck down the
law on compulsory voting.

Changes to the electoral system in a 2016 referendum, such as the introduction of a
majoritarian system for parliamentary elections, were supported by a majority of voters yet
failed to reach the turnout threshold for the vote to be binding.
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B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 14 / 16

B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 4 / 4

Bulgaria’s party system is competitive and quite volatile, featuring both long-term
players like the BSP and DPS, as well as cycles in which new parties emerge while others
decline or disappear. GERB first won seats in the parliament only in 2009, and the 2017
elections featured the emergence of the United Patriots alliance with 27 seats.

A controversial clause of the 2016 referendum—cutting state subsidies for political
parties—was enacted by Parliament in July 2019. Parliament also amended the Political
Parties Act, removing the ceiling on donations to political parties by private persons, busi-
nesses, and other organizations, without introducing any further requirements on spending
or reporting standards. Major opposition party BSP and other political experts criticized
these changes, seeing their potential to undermine political pluralism and encourage corrupt
practices. In December, after the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights of the
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) voiced concerns about these
amendments, Parliament voted to partially reinstate the state subsidy for political parties.
However, no restrictions on private donations were reintroduced.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 4 / 4

There have been multiple peaceful transfers of power between rival parties through
elections since the end of communist rule in 1990. In the 2017 parliamentary elections,
the BSP, currently the main opposition party, gained 41 seats compared with the previous
balloting. At the European Parliament elections in May 2019, BSP gained an additional seat
(currently 5).

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 3 / 4

Bulgarians are generally free to make independent political choices. However, eco-
nomic oligarchs dominate the major political parties and influence their platforms, a prob-
lem that is exacerbated by a lack of transparency in campaign finance law and the lack of
limits to private donations for political parties that was lifted in July 2019.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 3 / 4

While marginalized groups generally have full political rights, the law dictates that
electoral campaigns must be conducted in the Bulgarian language, which hinders outreach
to non-Bulgarian-speaking minority groups. The ethnic Turkish minority is represented by
the DPS, but the Roma are more marginalized. Small Romany parties are active, and many
Roma reportedly vote for the DPS, though none hold seats in the parliament. Members of
far-right nationalist parties, including the United Patriots, engage in hate speech against
Roma, ethnic Turks, Jews, Muslims, migrants, and refugees, among other groups, particu-
larly during election periods, raising concerns about the normalization of xenophobia and
discrimination.

There are currently 62 women in the 240-seat parliament, and the representation of
women in politics remains an issue.
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Further problems come from the influence of oligarchs on the vote in smaller munici-
palities and within marginalized groups in particular, an issue that is called the “controlled
vote.”

C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 9 / 12 (+1)
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 4 / 4

Elected executive and legislative officials are generally able to set and implement
policies without undue interference from external or unelected entities. However, oligarch
politicians dominate the government and greatly influence policymaking.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 2 / 4

Bulgaria, which joined the European Union (EU) in 2007, has struggled to meet the
bloc’s anticorruption requirements amid resistance from much of the political class. Anti-
corruption laws are not adequately enforced, including in high-profile cases, contributing
to a culture of impunity. The country remains subject to long-term monitoring by the EU’s
cooperation and verification mechanism, whose annual reports have called for new legisla-
tive efforts to combat corruption.

In January 2018, the parliament overrode a presidential veto and adopted legislation
that created a centralized anticorruption commission to replace multiple existing bodies.
The record of the commission’s achievements is mixed to date—despite having extensive
prerogatives that were further boosted at the end of 2018, some of its flagship cases were
overturned in court, while analysts have raised serious concerns that the organization is
politically motivated. In July 2019, a scandal involving the personal assets of the anticor-
ruption commission’s director led to his resignation, further undermining both the commis-
sion’s authority in society and its effectiveness.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 3 / 4 (+1)

Although Bulgaria has laws meant to ensure that the government operates with trans-
parency, they are only partially enforced. While the transparency in the work of Parliament,
the cabinet, municipal bodies, and others has increased considerably in recent years, public
access to information about the budgets and spending of various government agencies is
sometimes inadequate or presented in an inaccessible way. In January 2019, Bulgaria halted
its citizenship by investment program due to concerns from the EU that the program lacked
transparency.

Score Change: The score improved from 2 to 3 because access to information about the
work of the parliament, the cabinet, and municipal bodies has improved considerably in
recent years.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 46 / 60 (-1)
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 13 / 16 (-1)
D1. Are there free and independent media? 2 / 4 (-1)

The constitution protects freedom of expression, including for the press, but journalists
face threats and pressure from private owners or public media management. Even though the
media sector remains pluralistic, many outlets are dependent on financial contributions from
the state (through advertising), putting pressure on them for government- friendly coverage.

Several negative developments both in the private and public media occurred in 2019.
After Swedish entertainment conglomerate Modern Times Group (MTG) sold the largest
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Bulgarian private media group (Nova Broadcasting Group) to Bulgarian businessmen Kiril
and Georgi Domuschiev in April 2019, contracts of prominent investigative journalists
working on a political show at Nova TV were terminated, putting extra pressure on journal-
ists there to follow the new pro-government editorial line.

In July 2019, the pro-government journalist and former politician Emil Koshlukov was
appointed director general of the public broadcasting group Bulgarian National Television
(BNT). Critical voices at BNT were silenced after several journalists and executives were
dismissed. In September, a similar attempt at the public Bulgarian National Radio (BNR) by
its newly appointed director sparked public outrage. Prominent journalist Silvia Velikova,
known for her critical investigating, was removed during a live-broadcast and subsequent
programming was suspended for five hours. The incident was investigated by a special par-
liamentary commission, and the BNR director was dismissed in October.

Many analysts voiced concerns that Bulgarian prosecutor general’s office was targeting
voices critical of government. Two journalists were detained and questioned in 2018 after
investigating the destruction of documents that may have exposed a fraud scheme in Bulgar-
ian politics related to projects funded by the EU. In March 2019, the investigative news site
Bivol exposed the corrupt dealings of the head of the anticorruption commission, Plamen
Georgiev, as well as several other GERB members of parliament. Subsequently, a European
warrant for Bivol’s editor-in-chief was issued by the Bulgarian prosecutor general, allegedly
for his links to a cyberattack that leaked the personal data of over five million Bulgarian
taxpayers. Many saw the investigation as retribution for Bivol’s critical work. Representa-
tives of the prosecutor’s office have attacked journalists and media outlets critical of their
work with increasing regularity, which has been met with strong outcries from the Bulgarian
chapter of the Association of European Journalists, among others.

Score Change: The score declined from 3 to 2 due to sustained pressure by the government
and pro-government investors on independent media.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 3 / 4

Religious freedom is generally respected, but members of minority faiths in what is a
mostly Orthodox Christian country have reported instances of harassment and discrimina-
tion, and some local authorities have prohibited proselytizing and other religious activities
by such groups. A 2016 law that imposed fines for the wearing of face-covering garments in
public locations was widely understood to be directed against Muslims. The United Patriots,
along with other parties, have tried to limit foreign donations to religious denominations as
well as proselytizing by foreign nationals. The Religious Denominations Act which entered
into force in early 2019 thwarted those efforts. It raised the state subsidies for religious
denominations with adherents comprising a minimum of one percent of the population to
10 leva (US$5.81) per person.

D3. Is there academic freedom, and is the educational system free from extensive political
indoctrination? 4 / 4

Academic freedom is generally upheld in practice.

D4. Are individuals free to express their personal views on political or other sensitive topics
without fear of surveillance or retribution? 4 / 4

Freedom of expression is guaranteed by the constitution, and there are no significant
impediments to free and open private discussion.
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E. ASSOCIATIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL RIGHTS: 11 / 12
E1. Is there freedom of assembly? 4 / 4

The authorities generally respect constitutional guarantees of freedom of assembly. A
number of mass demonstrations proceeded without incident during 2019, with participants
airing grievances on several issues, including the controversial nomination procedure for
the next prosecutor general.

E2. Is there freedom for nongovernmental organizations, particularly those that are engaged in
human rights- and governance-related work? 4 / 4

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) operate freely and have a degree of influence,
though they experience funding shortages, often rely on foreign donors, and sometimes face
hostility from politicians and interest groups.

In 2019, nationalist politicians, including defense minister Krasimir Karakachanov
and European Parliament member Angel Chavdarov Djambazki, called for the prosecutor
general to disband the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee in the wake of the Jock Palfreeman
court case. Though the call was declared unfounded, attacks against human rights watch-
dogs continued (against Roma minority rights-focused groups in particular) and intensified,
particularly during the two electoral campaigns in 2019—for European Parliament in May
and local elections in October.

Analysts have expressed significant concerns over the treatment of human rights
watchdogs by the prosecutor general and his deputy. For a second consecutive year, in 2019
Prosecutor General Sotir Tzatzarov returned, unopened, the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee’s
(BHC) annual report on the state of human rights in Bulgaria, refusing to read or discuss it.
Then Deputy Prosecutor General Ivan Geshev emailed the BHC two books, having marked
chapters referring to Bulgarian resistance against Ottoman rule in 19th century and to a story
about a Roma mother abusing the trust of her Bulgarian neighbors helping her sick child.
Geshev became the prosecutor general in December.

E3. Is there freedom for trade unions and similar professional or labor organizations? 3 / 4
Workers have the right to join trade unions, which are generally able to operate, but
some public employees cannot legally strike. Collective bargaining is legal—collective
contracts are listed in a specialized public registry. Trade unions are partners to the govern-
ment and business in discussing public budgets and other issues (retirement age, pensions
reforms, and healthcare reforms, for example), yet their voice and influence is weak.

F. RULE OF LAW: 10 / 16
F1. Is there an independent judiciary? 3 / 4

Bulgaria’s judiciary has benefited from legal and institutional reforms associated with
EU membership, but it is still prone to politicization. A new Supreme Judicial Council
(SJC), responsible for judicial and prosecutorial appointments and management, was in-
stalled under revised rules in 2017, with half the members (six judges, four prosecutors,
and an investigator) elected by their peers and half by a two-thirds parliamentary majority.

Tensions have increased in recent years between the prosecutor general’s office and
some of the courts, with high-ranking prosecutors verbally attacking the Supreme Court of
Cassation (SCC) and its court decisions, and the SJC (taking the side of the prosecutors)
launching disciplinary procedures against judges. Tensions grew in the wake of the selection
process for the new prosecutor general. Within a seven-year-mandate and without much
accountability, the authority of the prosecutor general is a major point of contention with
regard to Bulgaria’s judicial system.
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In September, the judges involved in the Jock Palfreeman case were attacked by their
peers on the SIC. In response, 292 judges voiced their concern over the growing political
pressure on Bulgarian courts.

Attacks against the president of the SCC, Lozan Panov, by the prosecutor general’s office,
pro-government media, and the SJIC have prompted public demonstrations in his defense.

Political parties Ataka and the Bulgarian National Movement (VMRO) attempted to
pressure the courts by organizing demonstrations in front of the courthouse during the last
hearing on the Jock Palfreeman case in early October 2019.

F2. Does due process prevail in civil and criminal matters? 2 / 4

Constitutional rights to due process are not always upheld. Police have been accused of
misconduct, including arbitrary arrests and failure to inform suspects of their rights. Public
trust in the justice system is low due to its reputed vulnerability to political and outside
pressure.

F3. Is there protection from the illegitimate use of physical force and freedom from war and
insurgencies? 3 / 4

Although the population faces few acute threats to physical security, police brutality, in-
cluding abuse of suspects in custody, remains a problem. Overcrowding and violence plague
many of Bulgaria’s prisons. Organized crime is still a major issue, and scores of suspected
contract killings since the 1990s are unsolved.

F4. Do laws, policies, and practices guarantee equal treatment of various segments of the
population? 2 / 4

Ethnic minorities, particularly Roma, face discrimination in employment, health care,
education, and housing, though the government and NGOs operate a number of programs
meant to improve their social integration. Authorities periodically demolish illegally con-
structed or irregular housing—mostly in areas occupied by Roma—without providing
alternative shelter.

Migrants and asylum seekers have reportedly faced various forms of mistreatment by
Bulgarian authorities, including beatings and extortion. According to a July 2018 report by
the Bulgaria-based Foundation for Access to Rights, the rate of detention for asylum seekers
has remained high despite a decline in new arrivals in recent years.

Discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender identity is illegal, but societal bias
against LGBT+ people persists. In July 2018, the Constitutional Court ruled that the Council
of Europe’s Istanbul Convention on preventing gender-based violence was unconstitutional,
finding fault with its conceptualization of gender. Conservative critics argued that the con-
vention would create a basis for expanded rights for LGBT+ people.

The annual gay pride celebrations in Sofia is routinely attacked by nationalist groups.
Its ban was a major item on the platforms of right-leaning candidates for 2019 European
Parliament and local elections. In spring 2019, the Strategy for the Child (outlining state
policies for child protection) was attacked by a malicious campaign of nationalist and rad-
ical conservative groups to subvert the Istanbul convention ratification. Protests by these
groups against the newly adopted Social Services Act led to the November resignation of
the minister for social and labor policy and the postponement of the Act’s entry into force,
leaving many marginalized groups without much needed social services.

A gender equality law passed in 2016 was designed to foster equal opportunity for
women, but discrimination in employment persists: women are employed less often and
paid less than men.
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G. PERSONAL AUTONOMY AND INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: 12 / 16
G1. Do individuals enjoy freedom of movement, including the ability to change their place of
residence, employment, or education? 4 / 4

For the most part, Bulgarians face no major restrictions on their freedom of movement.
Corruption and bias can sometimes hamper efforts to change one’s place of employment.
In 2017, the government issued a rule that restricted the ability of asylum seekers to move
outside of the district where they are housed.

G2. Are individuals able to exercise the right to own property and establish private businesses
without undue interference from state or nonstate actors? 3 / 4

The legal and regulatory framework is generally supportive of property rights and pri-
vate business, though property rights are not always respected in practice, and corruption
continues to hamper business and investment. The gray economy of undeclared business
activity is estimated at nearly 30 percent of the country’s economy.

G3. Do individuals enjoy personal social freedoms, including choice of marriage partner and
size of family, protection from domestic violence, and control over appearance? 3 / 4

The law generally grants equal rights to men and women regarding personal status
matters such as marriage and divorce. Domestic violence remains a problem. People who
have experienced domestic violence and NGOs addressing gender-based violence claim that
state authorities are often ineffective in providing protection and pursuing criminal charges
when abuse is reported.

Same-sex marriage is illegal in Bulgaria, and same-sex couples are barred from adopt-
ing children.

G4. Do individuals enjoy equality of opportunity and freedom from economic exploitation? 2 / 4

Labor laws provide basic protections against exploitative working conditions, but they
do not extend in practice to gray-market employment. Roma and other ethnic minorities are
particularly vulnerable to trafficking for sexual and labor exploitation. Although the gov-
ernment has continued to step up efforts to combat trafficking, shelter victims, and punish
perpetrators, these measures have not matched the scale of the problem, and punishments
remain light in practice.

Burkina Faso

Population: 20,300,000
Capital: Ouagadougou
Freedom Status: Partly Free
Electoral Democracy: Yes

Overview: Multiparty presidential and legislative elections held in late 2015 ushered in a new
government and laid a foundation for the continued development of democratic institutions.
Despite extreme poverty, terrorism, and government attempts to curtail press freedoms, civil
society and organized labor remain strong forces for democracy and for the respect of civil
liberties.
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KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN 2019

* Islamist militants launched violent attacks in northern and eastern Burkina Faso
throughout the year, targeting Christian churches and individuals wearing Christian
paraphernalia. Clashes with militants and reprisals by government forces forced
560,000 Burkinabe to flee their homes by year’s end.

+ In September, generals Gilbert Diendéré and Djibrill Bassolé, who were accused
of plotting a 2015 coup attempt, were convicted by a military tribunal, receiving
20— and 10-year prison terms respectively.

* In June, the parliament adopted a revised penal code that criminalizes the dissemi-
nation of information related to terrorist attacks; the revised code also criminalizes
speech that can “demoralize” the defense and security services.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 23 / 40

A. ELECTORAL PROCESS: 7 / 12

Al. Was the current head of government or other chief national authority elected through free
and fair elections? 2 / 4

The president is head of state and is directly elected to no more than two five-year
terms. Roch Marc Christian Kaboré of the People’s Movement for Progress (MPP) won the
2015 presidential election with approximately 53 percent of the vote. Observers described
the election as the most competitive ever to be held in the country. However, a number
of politicians who supported former president Blaise Compaoré’s unsuccessful attempt to
amend the constitution to allow himself a third presidential term were barred from contest-
ing the election.

The prime minister is head of government and is appointed by the president with the
approval of the National Assembly. The prime minister is then responsible for recommend-
ing a cabinet that is formally appointed by the president. In January 2019, President Kaboré
appointed Christophe Dabiré to serve as prime minister following Paul Kaba Thieba’s res-
ignation earlier that month.

A2. Were the current national legislative representatives elected through free and fair elec-
tions?2 / 4

The 127 members of the National Assembly are directly elected to five-year terms under
a proportional representation system. The 2015 legislative elections were held concurrently
with the presidential election and were viewed as generally credible, despite the exclusion of
a number of candidates who had supported Compaoré’s term-limit changes. The MPP won
a plurality in the National Assembly, with 55 of the 127 seats.

Municipal elections held in 2016 reflected continuing erosion of support for the Con-
gress for Democracy and Progress (CDP), the former ruling party, and increasing support for
the MPP. Election observers from local civil society groups and international missions noted
only minor irregularities in the polls. However, election-related violence prevented polling
in a number of districts, which, according to some observers, contributed to relatively low
turnout. Makeup elections for several constituencies were held peacefully in 2017, though
once again some candidates were reportedly excluded.

A3. Are the electoral laws and framework fair, and are they implemented impartially by the
relevant election management bodies? 3 / 4

The Independent National Electoral Commission (CENI) is responsible for organizing
elections, and the 2015 and 2016 polls were generally well administered.
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The electoral code, adopted in 2018, was criticized by opposition parties for imposing
new restrictions on voters living abroad. This code requires either the national identity
card or a Burkinabé passport for those living abroad to register to vote, whereas a consular
card was previously accepted. Opposition critics claimed that many Burkinabeé abroad,
particularly those in Cote d’Ivoire, would not possess these documents and therefore be
disenfranchised.

B. POLITICAL PLURALISM AND PARTICIPATION: 10 / 16
B1. Do the people have the right to organize in different political parties or other competitive
political groupings of their choice, and is the system free of undue obstacles to the rise and
fall of these competing parties or groupings? 2 / 4

The constitution guarantees the right to form political parties, but their ability to par-
ticipate in political life is sometimes restricted by the government. In August 2019, Ablassé
Ouédraogo, leader of opposition party Le Faso Autrement (Faso Otherwise) claimed that
the government prohibited his party from participating in a political dialogue. In November,
the Patriotic Front for Renewal (FPR), another opposition party, was suspended for three
months after calling for the government’s resignation.

Major political parties, such as the MPP, CDP, and Union for Progress and Change
(UPC), have extensive patronage networks and disproportionate access to media coverage,
making it difficult for other political parties to build their support bases.

B2. Is there a realistic opportunity for the opposition to increase its support or gain power
through elections? 3 / 4

The end of former president Compaoré’s 27-year regime in 2014 has given way to a
freer environment, in which opposition parties were able to consolidate popular support
and gain power through recent elections. However, a history of rotation of power between
parties has yet to be firmly established.

B3. Are the people’s political choices free from domination by forces that are external to the
political sphere, or by political forces that employ extrapolitical means? 2 / 4

Burkina Faso’s military maintains a significant presence in the political sphere, and the
history of military intervention poses a persistent threat to democratic stability. In 2015,
the presidential guard, which was loyal to former president Compaor¢, attempted to stage a
coup d’état. The maneuver sparked widespread protests, and failed after the army’s chief of
staff moved to support the transitional government.

B4. Do various segments of the population (including ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT, and other
relevant groups) have full political rights and electoral opportunities? 3 / 4

The constitution enshrines full political rights and electoral opportunities for all seg-
ments of the population. However, a small educated elite, the military, and labor unions have
historically dominated political life.

Women are underrepresented in political leadership positions and hold 13.4 percent
of seats in the parliament. Within parties, women are frequently relegated to women’s
secretariats that have little influence. Burkina Faso has a gender quota law mandating that
women must represent 30 percent of candidate lists, but its application is limited. A revised
gender quota law was drafted by civil society groups in March 2019, but has failed to gain
any traction.
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C. FUNCTIONING OF GOVERNMENT: 6 / 12
C1. Do the freely elected head of government and national legislative representatives deter-
mine the policies of the government? 2 / 4

Laws are promulgated and debated by the National Assembly. While democratic insti-
tutions continue to develop, they are not yet strong enough to withstand the influence of the
military and other elite groups. Attacks by Islamic militants, which have increased in fre-
quency in recent years, severely impede the government’s ability to implement its policies
in the insecure north and east.

C2. Are safeguards against official corruption strong and effective? 2 / 4

Corruption is widespread, particularly among customs officials and municipal police.
Anticorruption laws and bodies are generally ineffective, though local nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) provide some accountability by publicizing official corruption and
its effects.

C3. Does the government operate with openness and transparency? 2 / 4

The successful 2015 elections and installation of a civilian government signified a
marked improvement in government accountability and transparency. However, government
procurement processes are opaque, and procedures meant to increase transparency are often
not followed. Government officials are required to make financial disclosures, but the infor-
mation is rarely made public, and penalties for noncompliance do not appear to be enforced.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 33 / 60 (-4)
D. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND BELIEF: 11 / 16 (-2)
D1. Are there free and independent media? 2 / 4 (-1)

The environment for media has improved since the end of Compaoré’s rule. Since then,
defamation has been decriminalized, reporters at the public broadcaster have experienced
less political interference, and private media operates with relative freedom.

However, a revision of the penal code, adopted by the parliament in June 2019, made
disseminating information about terrorist attacks and security force activity, along with the
“demoralization” of defense and security forces, criminal offenses punishable by prison
terms of up to 10 years. These revisions were subsequently declared constitutional by the
Constitutional Council in July. Media outlets have since become more reluctant to report
on terrorist incidents, with journalists either delaying their reporting or deferring to official
government releases.

Score Change: The score declined from 3 to 2 because the National Assembly passed a
revised penal code that imposed penalties on journalists who report information that “de-
moralizes the defense and security forces,” which has caused media outlets to delay their
reporting and limit the scope of their coverage.

D2. Are individuals free to practice and express their religious faith or nonbelief in public and
private? 3 / 4 (-1)

Burkina Faso is a secular state, and freedom of religion is generally respected. The pop-
ulation is 