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Ortega, and the government enacted judicial reforms
that further centralized state authority and shifted
power from juries to judges. Separately, Mexico was
shaken by new revelations of extensive state surveil-
lance aimed at journalists and civil society activists
who threatened to expose government corruption and
other wrongdoing.

Asia-Pacific

Antidemocratic forces
on the march

Repressive regimes in Asia continued to consolidate
their power in 2017, while marginalized communities
faced dire new threats.

Cambodian prime minister Hun Sen oversaw a deci-
sive crackdown on the country’s beleaguered opposi-
tion and press corps as his Cambodian People's Party
prepared for national elections in 2018. The politicized
Supreme Court dissolved the opposition Cambodia
National Rescue Party, and party leader Kem Sokha
was charged with treason. In a series of blows to free
expression, the authorities shuttered the independent
Cambodia Daily, pushed several radio stations off

the air, and announced that sharing criticism of the
government on social media was a crime.

The Communist Party leadership in Beijing exercised
ever-greater influence in Hong Kong as it attempted
to stamp out growing public support for local self-de-
termination. Four prodemocracy lawmakers were
expelled from the legislature on the grounds that their
oaths of office were “insincere,” making it easier for
progovernment forces to pass major legislation and
rules changes. In addition, the government obtained
harsher sentences against three prominent protest
leaders, and the Chinese legislature annexed a law
criminalizing disrespect of the national anthem—
which is often booed by Hong Kong soccer fans—to
the territory's Basic Law, effectively compelling the
local legislature to draft a matching measure.

In Myanmar, the military’s brutal campaign of rape,
mutilation, and slaughter aimed at the Rohingya
minority forced over 600,000 Rohingya to flee the
country. The crisis, and the civilian leadership's failure
to stop it, underscored severe flaws in the country’s
hybrid political system, which grants the military enor-
mous autonomy and political power.

The Maldives suffered from acute pressure on
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freedom of speech and dissent in 2017. The murder
of prominent liberal blogger Yameen Rasheed had

a chilling effect, encouraging people to self-censor
rather than speak out against religious extremism.
Moreover, the military was used to block opposition
efforts to remove the speaker of parliament, and a
number of lawmakers were ousted for defecting from
the ruling party.

In a bright spot for the region, Timor-Leste, one of the
poorest nations in Southeast Asia, conducted fair
elections that led to a smooth transfer of power. The
process helped to consolidate democratic develop-
ment in the country and allowed new parties and
younger politicians to gain seats in the parliament.
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Eurasia

Some doors open
as others close

Observers have long speculated about the problems
and opportunities posed by presidential succession
in Central Asia, where a number of entrenched rulers
have held office for decades. In Uzbekistan, specu-
lation turned into cautious optimism in 2017, as the
country's new administration—formed following the
2016 death of longtime president Islam Karimov—
took steps toward reform. Among other moves, the
government ended forced labor in the annual cotton
harvest for some segments of the population, and
announced plans to lift the draconian exit-visa regime

and make the national currency fully convertible. The
new administration has also granted more breathing
room to civil society; some local groups reported a
decrease in state harassment, and a Human Rights
Watch delegation was allowed to enter Uzbekistan for
the first time since 2010.

PARTLY FREE
In other parts of the region, however, governments -
sought to stave off change. In Armenia and Kyrgyz-
stan, heavily flawed voting highlighted the continuing
erosion of democratic norms surrounding elections.
The dominant parties in both countries relied on
harassment of the opposition, voter intimidation,
and misuse of administrative resources to maintain a
grip on power. In Armenia’s case, the blatant electoral
misconduct stands at odds with the country’s pursuit
of a closer relationship with the European Union,
with which it signed a Comprehensive and Enhanced
Partnership Agreement in November.

Perhaps the most alarming threats to democracy

in the region involved authoritarian forces reaching
across borders to punish their critics. Exiled Azer-
baijani journalist Afgan Mukhtarli was kidnapped in
Thilisi by men who allegedly spoke Georgian, then
transported across the border to Azerbaijan, raising
concerns that Georgian authorities were complicit

in the abduction. In Ukraine, a prominent Chechen
couple who were fierce opponents of Vladimir Putin
and supported Ukraine in the Donbas conflict fell
victim to an assassination attempt that killed one and
injured the other. Numerous plots against politicians
were also reported during the year, with Ukrainian au-
thorities mostly pointing the finger at Russian security
services.

Europe
Right-wing populists win seats
and reject democratic values

Reverberations from the 2015-16 refugee crisis con-
tinued to fuel the rise of xenophobic, far-right parties,
which gained ground in elections in France, Germany,
the Netherlands, and Austria.

Marine Le Pen, leader of France's far-right National
Front, defeated mainstream presidential candidates
with her pledges to suspend immigration and hold

a referendum on France’s EU membership, though
she lost in the second round to centrist newcomer
Emmanuel Macron. The Euroskeptic, anti-immigrant
Alternative for Germany became the first far-right

www.freedomhouse.org
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party to enter Germany's legislature since 1945,
following a campaign in which its leaders demanded
the deportation of “large numbers of refugees” and
characterized Islam as incompatible with German
identity. In Austria, the similarly Islamophobic Free-
dom Party finished third in parliamentary elections
and entered a governing coalition headed by the
conservative People's Party. In the Netherlands, the
notoriously xenophobic Party for Freedom chipped
away enough support from mainstream parties to
finish second, becoming the parliament’s primary
opposition group.

In Hungary and Poland, populist leaders continued to

consolidate power by uprooting democratic institu-
tions and intimidating critics in civil society. Smears

of the opposition appeared in public media in both
countries, and both passed laws designed to curb the
activities of nongovernmental organizations. Poland's
ruling party also pressed ahead with an effort to assert
political control over the judiciary, adopting laws that
will affect the Supreme Court, the local courts, and a
council responsible for judicial appointments.

Events in the Western Balkans demonstrated a need
for continued engagement in the region by major
democracies. In Macedonia, mediation by Washington
and Brussels helped resolve a years-long political cri-
sis, paving the way for a new, democratically elected
government. But in Serbia, EU leaders’ tolerance of
Prime Minister Aleksandar Vuci¢'s authoritarian ten-
dencies allowed him to further sideline the opposition
and undermine what remains of the independent
media after winning the country’s presidency in April.

Middle East and North Africa

Authoritarian rule and
instability reinforce one another

In a region ravaged by war and dictatorship, Tunisia
has stood out for its successful transition to demo-
cratic rule after hosting the first Arab Spring uprising
in 2011.1n 2017, however, earlier signs of backsliding
became far clearer: municipal elections were once
again postponed, leaving unelected councils in place
seven years after the revolution, and figures associ-
ated with the old regime increased their influence
over the vulnerable political system, for example

by securing passage of a new amnesty law despite
strong public opposition. The extension of a two-year-
old state of emergency also signaled the erosion of
democratic order in Tunisia.

Tunisia’s security situation has been undermined by
lawlessness in neighboring Libya, where disputes
between rival authorities in the east and west have
led to political paralysis. Reports of modern-day slave
markets were added to other abuses against refugees
and migrants stranded in militia-run detention camps.
Their captivity in Libya stems in part from an EU-led
crackdown on human trafficking across the Mediter-
ranean.

Libya's problems also pose a threat to Egypt. The
authoritarian government of President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi has allegedly supported the anti-Islamist
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campaign of the de facto government in eastern Libya
in order to buttress its own floundering efforts to
combat extremist violence, which has extended from
the Sinai to touch all corners of Egypt. Rather than
reforming its abusive security services and enlisting
support from all segments of Egyptian society, how-
ever, the regime continued its repression of dissent in
2017 and adopted a restrictive new law designed to
choke off international funding for nongovernmental
organizations and provide legal cover for their arbi-
trary closure.

Elsewhere in the region, Iraqi forces declared victory
over the Islamic State (IS) militant group in December,

and improved security has helped to create space

for competition among newly registered parties and
candidates ahead of the 2018 elections. IS also lost
territory in Syria, but the repressive Assad regime
gained ground, and civilians in areas captured from IS
by U.S.-backed fighters faced widespread devastation
and concealed explosives.

Yemen's civil war churned on despite a late-year rift
in the rebel alliance, leaving some three-quarters of
the population in need of humanitarian aid. Small
groups of war-weary protesters in Sanaa repeatedly
turned out to demand the release of political prison-
ers and an international response aimed at ending
the violence. The Saudi-led coalition supporting
Yemen's ousted government continued its indiscrim-
inate bombing campaign, while in Saudi Arabia itself,
Mohammed bin Salman worked to consolidate power
after replacing the previous crown prince in June.
Among other rapid and opaque decisions during

the year, he arbitrarily detained hundreds of princes,
officials, and businessmen under the pretense of an
anticorruption campaign.

Sub-Saharan Africa

New leaders from old parties
may fail to bring reform

New leaders replaced longtime incumbents in Angola
and Zimbabwe in 2017, but their background in the
ruling elite raised doubts about their promises of
change.

The dramatic exit of President Robert Mugabe in late
2017 left the future of democracy in Zimbabwe un-
certain. While his departure after nearly four decades
in office was widely welcomed, he resigned under
pressure from the military, and his successor, former
vice president and ruling party stalwart Emmerson
Mnangagwa, was a key member of Mugabe's repres-
sive regime.

In Angola, newly elected president Jodo Lourengo
began to dismantle the family-based power structure
set up by his predecessor, José Eduardo dos Santos,
who served as president for 38 years and was still
head of the ruling party. In one of his first moves as
head of state, Lourenco, a ruling party member who
had served as dos Santos's defense minister, fired the
former leader's daughter as chairwoman of the nation-
al oil company. It remained unclear, however, whether
Lourengo would tackle corruption comprehensively or

www.freedomhouse.org

17



FREEDOM
IN THE WORLD
2018

Democracy in Crisis

Freedom in the World 2018
Status Changes

The Gambia’s status improved from

Not Free to Partly Free due to the

installation of newly elected president
Adama Barrow into office in January and the
holding of competitive legislative elections in
April. Among other openings associated with
the departure of former president Yahya
Jammeh, exiled journalists and activists
returned, political prisoners were released,
ministers declared their assets to an ombuds-
man, and the press union began work on
media-sector reform.

Timor-Leste's status improved from

Partly Free to Free due to fair elections

that led to a smooth transfer of power
and enabled new parties and candidates to
enter the political system.

Turkey's status declined from Partly

Free to Not Free due to a deeply flawed
constitutional referendum that centralized
power in the presidency, the mass replacement
of elected mayors with government appointees,
arbitrary prosecutions of rights activists and
other perceived enemies of the state, and
continued purges of state employees, all of
which have left citizens hesitant to express
their views on sensitive topics.

Uganda’s status improved from Not

Free to Partly Free due to the resilience

of the media sector and the willingness
of journalists, bloggers, and citizens to voice
their opinions, though the political environ-
ment remained tightly restricted under the
regime of long-ruling president Yoweri Museve-
ni.

Zimbabwe's status declined from Partly

Free to Not Free due to the process by
which elected president Robert Mugabe was
compelled to resign in November under
pressure from the military.

simply consolidate his own control over the levers of
power and public wealth.

Leaders in several other countries clung to power,
often at the expense of their citizens’ basic rights.
Kenya's Supreme Court initially won broad praise for
annulling the results of what it deemed to be a flawed
presidential election. However, the period before

the court-mandated rerun was marred by a lack of
substantive reforms, incidents of political violence,
and a boycott by the main opposition candidate, Raila
Odinga. These factors undermined the credibility

of President Uhuru Kenyatta's victory, in which he
claimed 98 percent of the vote amid low turnout.

In neighboring Tanzania, the government of Presi-
dent John Magufuli—who took office in 2015 as a
member of the only ruling party the country has ever
known—stepped up repression of dissent, detaining
opposition politicians, shuttering media outlets, and
arresting citizens for posting critical views on social
media. And in Uganda, 73-year-old president Yoweri
Museveni, in power since 1986, sought to remove the
presidential age limit of 75, which would permit him to
run again in 2021. Museveni had just won reelection
the previous year in a process that featured police
violence, internet shutdowns, and treason charges
against his main challenger.

Even in South Africa, a relatively strong democratic
performer, the corrosive effect of perpetual incumben-
cy on leaders and parties was apparent. A major cor-
ruption scandal continued to plague President Jacob
Zuma, with additional revelations about the wealthy
Gupta family's vast influence over his government.
The story played a role in the ruling African National
Congress's December leadership election, in which
Zuma's ex-wife and ally, Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma, was
defeated by Deputy President Cyril Ramaphosa.
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Freedom in the World 2018
Trend Arrows

Ecuador received an upward trend arrow due to reduced

pressure on the media and civil society, as well as progress on
anticorruption efforts, under newly elected president Lenin More-
no.

Nepal received an upward trend arrow due to the first

national, regional, and local elections held under a new
constitution, with high voter turnout despite some reports of
violence.

0 Bolivia received a downward trend arrow due to a constitu-
tional court ruling that abolished term limits and paved the
way for President Evo Morales to run for a fourth term in 2019.

Cambodia received a downward trend arrow due to a crack-
down on the political opposition, including the dissolution of
the main opposition party and treason charges against its leader.

0 Hong Kong received a downward trend arrow due to the
expulsion of four prodemocracy lawmakers from the legisla-
ture, jail sentences against protest leaders, and other apparent
efforts by pro-Beijing authorities to stamp out a movement calling
for local self-determination.

0 Hungary received a downward trend arrow due to increasing
intimidation of civil society groups and the opposition, which
has left citizens more reluctant to speak out on political topics.

Morocco received a downward trend arrow due to harsh
state responses to major demonstrations throughout the
year.

Serbia received a downward trend arrow due to President

Aleksandar Vugci¢'s continued consolidation of power, includ-
ing through opaque party financing methods, politicization of law
enforcement, and attempts to undermine critical journalists with
financial investigations and smears in government-friendly media.

0 Tanzania received a downward trend arrow due to mounting
repression of the opposition, media outlets, and social media
users who are critical of the increasingly authoritarian president,
John Magufuli.

0 Tunisia received a downward trend arrow due to further
postponement of municipal elections and growing pressure
on the political system from powerful elements of the former
regime.

www.freedomhouse.org
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