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Advancing democracy in the world 
As the pandemic adds to the pressure on democracy worldwide, there is a growing sense of the urgent need to 
protect democracy and its institutions in a concerted and coordinated manner. On both sides of the Atlantic, 
growing domestic threats to democracy have added to the external challenges, but also offer global momentum 
for stronger democratic alliances. In their June 2021 joint summit statement, the EU and the US pledged to 
support democracy across the globe. As international flagships of democracy, meanwhile, both the European 
Parliament and the US Congress are strongly engaged in advancing democracy in third countries. 

Background: EU and US as 'global anchors' for democracy 
In late 2020, the European Commission and the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, 
Josep Borrell, published a joint communication to the European Parliament and the European Council on 
A new EU-US agenda for global change. Given the shared EU-US 'fundamental interest in strengthening 
democracy around the world' and at a time when the pandemic has further added to pressures on 
democracy, freedoms and values – including within the EU itself – the communication stated that the EU 
was ready to work with the US and international partners 'to make further commitments on fighting 
corruption, authoritarianism and human rights abuses around the world'. Echoing this focus on a 'safer, 
more prosperous and more democratic world', the 15 June 2021 EU-US summit statement underlined the 
intention of the EU and the US – as an 'anchor for democracy' – to 'support democracy across the globe', 
'lead by example at home' and 'partner in the Summit for Democracy', committing to tangible action to 
'defend universal human rights, prevent democratic backsliding, and fight corruption'. Reflecting the 
commitment to cooperate on sanctions to counter authoritarianism, on 21 June 2021 the EU, the US, 
Canada and the United Kingdom imposed coordinated sanctions on Belarus in response to the 23 May 2021 
forced landing of a commercial flight between two EU Member States, pledging to 'support the long-
suppressed democratic aspirations of the people of Belarus'. Given the key roles of the European Parliament 
and Congress in advancing democracy in third countries and their shared concern over the state of 
democracy worldwide, further synergies could be explored in the context of the ongoing transatlantic 
parliamentary dialogue. 

European Union position 
Democracy and human rights are at the heart of the EU's external action. Under Article 21 of the EU Treaty, 
the EU is legally bound to seek to advance democracy in the world. Its increasingly multifaceted toolbox 
includes trade and development policies and also the conditionality of its accession criteria, the 
Copenhagen criteria. The European Council's new 2019-2024 strategic agenda and the Commission's 2019-
2024 political guidelines reflect the EU's strategic interest in advancing global leadership on human rights 
and democracy. In 2020, against the backdrop of the pandemic – which prompted some leaders to curb 
freedoms and accelerated the systemic rivalry between authoritarianism and liberal democracy – the 
Commission launched its action plan on human rights and democracy (2020-2024), adopted by the Council 
of the EU in November 2020. The action plan sets out measures on five fronts: protecting and empowering 
individuals; building resilient, inclusive, and democratic societies; promoting a global system for human 
rights and democracy; addressing the challenges of new technologies; and boosting cooperation. It 
envisages support for independent domestic electoral observation and follow-up on recommendations of 
EU and Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) electoral observation missions and 
proposes applying offline rules on elections and democratic processes to the online context, monitoring 
social media and other digital technologies during election campaigns. The emphasis on countering 
information manipulation cuts across the action plan, signifying the focus on the role of online platforms in 
fighting online disinformation. Placing a strong emphasis on multilateral cooperation, the action plan seeks 
international standards to protect human rights, democracy and privacy rights in the digital sphere.  
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European Parliament role and responsibilities 
Parliament plays an increasingly important role in advancing democracy and human rights. Its comprehensive 
approach to democracy support (CDSA), launched in 2014, has become a vital part of its 'soft power' in 
international relations, coordinating democracy support activities in prioritised non-EU countries throughout 
the electoral cycle. This includes measures to boost parliamentary democracy (with Ukraine among the priority 
countries); initiatives relating to mediation, facilitation and dialogue; promotion of human rights; the Sakharov 
Prize for Freedom of Thought (awarded to the Belarusian opposition in 2020); and election monitoring and 
follow up. All EU election observation missions are headed by an MEP chief observer. Parliament's Democracy 
Support and Election Coordination Group (DEG) guides CDSA activities. Headed by the chairs of the Committees 
on Foreign Affairs (AFET) and on Development (DEVE), the DEG's 15 members, spanning the entire political 
spectrum, also include members of the Conference of Delegation Chairs, the chair of the Subcommittee on 
Human Rights (DROI) and the Vice-Presidents responsible for the Sakharov Prize, human rights and democracy.  

United States position 
Since World War II, defending and promoting freedom, democracy and human rights − whilst countering 
authoritarian advances − has been a key element of US foreign policy, with bilateral and multilateral 
diplomacy, sanctions, foreign assistance programmes, educational and cultural exchange programmes, 
and public diplomacy and international broadcasting as key tools. According to the 2021 Consolidated 
Appropriations Act, democracy programmes support 'good governance, credible and competitive 
elections, freedom of expression, association, assembly, and religion, human rights, labour rights, 
independent media, and the rule of law, and [...] otherwise strengthen the capacity of democratic political 
parties, governments, nongovernmental organisations and institutions, and citizens to support the 
development of democratic states and institutions'. The Department of State (DoS) and USAID are 
responsible for democracy promotion and human rights assistance, with most democracy promotion 
activities anchored in the DoS's Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor and USAID's Center for 
Excellence on Democracy, Human Rights and Governance. The US also supports related multilateral bodies 
and organisations such as the United Nations (UN) Development Programme, the UN Democracy Fund, and 
the OSCE. The US retreat from the multilateral arena under former President Donald Trump left a global 
democratic leadership vacuum that − combined with Trump's false claims about election fraud and the 
related January 6 2021 Capitol attack – weakened the credibility of the US as a model for democracy. A June 
2021 international Pew Research Center survey showed that just 17 % of respondents saw US democracy 
as a good example for others; 57 % said the US used to be a good example, but had not been in recent 
years. At the same time, 85 % supported the Biden administration's proposed summit for democracy. In this 
light, showing the world that the US delivers on democracy at home seems intrinsically linked to the 
credibility of efforts to advance democracy abroad.  

US Congress role and responsibilities 
Some assert that Congress shielded the democracy budget from major cuts under Trump. Looking back, 
Congress has indeed often made bipartisan efforts to prioritise democracy and human rights in US foreign policy. 
When this focus grew in the 1970s, Congress passed legislation to institutionalise support for democracy and 
human rights within the State Department and led the push for conditionality; linking foreign assistance to 
respect for human rights through amendments to the Foreign Assistance Act. In 1976, Members of Congress 
established the US Helsinki Commission, which plays an important election observation role and organises 
bicameral US delegations to OSCE Parliamentary Assembly meetings. The National Endowment for Democracy 
− set up in 1983 and authorised by Congress as a non-profit organisation – receives annual appropriations from 
Congress. These appropriations benefit democracy assistance work done by the National Democratic Institute 
and the International Republican Institute, among others. In the Congress, the House Foreign Affairs Committee 
and the Senate Foreign Relations Committee – including the Subcommittee for the State Department and USAID 
Management, International Operations, and Bilateral International Development – are involved in democracy 
promotion. The House Democracy Assistance Commission, set up in 2005 and renamed the House Democracy 
Partnership in 2011, works to advance effective, independent and responsive legislatures across the world. The 
appropriations committees also play a key role in securing foreign assistance resources; the 2021 appropriations 
bill provided US$2.4 billion for democracy programmes, US$17 million more than in 2020.  
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