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Nationalism, populism, political polarisation 
and identity politics are challenging 
liberalism and institutions in democracies 
worldwide. More countries are abandoning 
democracy than embracing it. The overlay 
of geostrategic competition brings a 
potential clash of systems between liberal 
democracy and autocracy into sharp focus. 
President Biden argues that democracy 
must prove itself, reasoning that this will be 
key to competing with China and Russia. 
But some development experts and foreign 
policy analysts warn against making liberal 
values the primary frame of engagement 
in the Indo-Pacific, instead favouring 
investment by donors in governance, 
service delivery and accountability.

Joe Biden’s Summit for Democracy, held 
on 9-10 December 2021, was something of 
an each way bet on these two propositions. 
Biden was clear that his Administration 
intended to affirm “the democratic values that 
are at the heart of our international system” 
and that the United States was committed to 
working with other democracies to “shape the 
rules of the road that are going to govern our 
progress in the 21st century”.  Democracies, 
Biden said, must prove that they are best 
at solving the world’s “big problems”. 



Still, for all these rhetorical flourishes, as much 
if not more weight was placed on a practical 
agenda to protect and defend the institutions, 
rules and principles that support human rights 
and basic freedoms, promote just societies, 
and protect the dignity of individuals. Biden 
emphasised that this agenda was needed 
as much to fix the rot inside democracies, 
including in the United States, as it was 
to roll back the march of autocracy. 

The Biden Administration sees the summit 
as a process more than an event. It wants 
to galvanise action by summit attendees 
to support press freedom, fight corruption, 
bolster democratic reformers, advance 
technology for democracy and defend 
free and fair elections (all areas where the 
Administration announced new action). 

So, the real test of whether the 
summit was a success will come 
not now but in coming years. 

Coming out of the Democracy Summit, 
the question the Lab is asking is: 
what will this agenda mean for the 
Indo-Pacific? And specifically, what 
opportunities are there for the international 
community to shift how we work?
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In recent years, Australia has partly retreated 
from efforts to support good governance, 
human rights, civil society, free media and 
access to justice in the Indo-Pacific. 

A combination of factors is at work, 
including development budget cuts and 
local environments more hostile to external 
interventions, especially in Southeast 
Asia. Australia’s Indo-Pacific strategy, 
with its strong emphasis on working with 
others to balance China’s power, also 
requires a degree of pragmatism when it 
comes to working with some partners. 

But the brilliant short essays in this 
paper demonstrate there remains 
significant need and ample opportunity 
for creative diplomacy and long-term 
development efforts to find space for civil 
society, create local demand for better 
governance and support service delivery.  

Australia, as the authors note, can support 
principles like pluralism, tolerance and 
accountability without being explicitly 
in the democracy promotion game. 
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As our essays demonstrate, practical 
partnerships and listening to local 
leaders and communities maximise the 
chances of impact. So too working with 
the experienced development experts 
and organisations that are navigating 
increasingly complex local environments. 

A high-profile democracy initiative by 
Australia would not be welcomed by regional 
partners. But that does not mean Australia 
has to sit on its hands. Our task, now and 
into the future, is to ensure that neither 
illiberalism in the region nor the vital work 
of the Indo-Pacific strategy extinguish the 
nation’s long-standing efforts to contribute 
quietly and consistently to good governance, 
human rights, and just and accountable 
political systems in the Indo-Pacific.

This, ultimately, is not just a matter of 
additional resources but of political will. 

Happy reading.

Bridi Rice and Richard Maude.

“ Australia, as the 
authors note, 
can support 
principles 
like pluralism, 
tolerance and 
accountability 
without being 
explicitly in the 
democracy 
promotion game.”

1312



14

china
united 
states of 
america

on democracy

“Democracy is a concrete 
phenomenon that is constantly 
evolving. Rooted in history, 
culture and tradition, it takes 
diverse forms and develops 
along the paths chosen by 
different peoples based on their 
exploration and innovation.” 

“Whether a country is 
democratic should be judged 
by its people, not dictated 
by a handful of outsiders.”

“The true barrier to democracy 
lies not in different models of 
democracy, but in arrogance, 
prejudice and hostility towards 
other countries’ attempts to 
explore their own paths to 
democracy, and in assumed 
superiority and the determination 
to impose one’s own model 
of democracy on others.”
China White Paper: Democracy 
That Works (December 4, 2021) 

“Democracies are not all the 
same.  We don’t agree on 
everything, all of us in this 
meeting today.  But the choices 
we make together are going 
to define, in my view, the 
course of our shared future 
for generations to come.”
President Biden at the Summit 
for Democracy Opening 
Session (December 9, 2021) 

“Democracy doesn’t happen by 
accident. We have to defend it, 
fight for it, strengthen it, renew it.” 

“We’re at an inflection point 
between those who argue that, 
given all the challenges we 
face — from the fourth industrial 
revolution to a global pandemic 
— that autocracy is the best way 
forward, they argue, and those 
who understand that democracy 
is essential — essential to 
meeting those challenges.”  
President Biden at the 2021 
Virtual Munich Security 
Conference (February 19, 2021)
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australia

new 
zealand

“Our diplomacy promotes 
regional stability, security 
and prosperity, through our 
work with bilateral partners 
and in multilateral forums. 
We cannot impose our views 
or our will overseas.”

“Australia’s security and 
prosperity would nonetheless 
suffer in a world governed by 
power alone. It is strongly in 
Australia’s interests to seek to 
prevent the erosion of hard-
won international rules and 
agreed norms of behaviour 
that promote global security.”

“To support a balance in the 
Indo–Pacific favourable to our 
interests and promote an open, 
inclusive and rules-based 
region, Australia will also work 
more closely with the region’s 
major democracies, bilaterally 
and in small groupings.”
2017 Foreign Policy White Paper

“Multi-stakeholder approaches 
are essential if we are 
to chart a durable, rights 
respecting path forward.” 
Jacinda Ardern at the Summit for 
Democracy (December 9, 2021)

“The growth, openness and 
stability of the Indo-Pacific, which 
has underpinned Australia’s 
prosperity and security for 
decades, is at risk. Economies, 
jobs, education and health 
systems are being disrupted. 
People are losing their livelihoods 
and being pushed into poverty.”
Partnerships For Recovery: 
Australia’s COVID-19 Development 
Response (May 29, 2020)
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In 2018, Papua New Guinea 
made the bold move to host 
the APEC Summit. This was 
despite many dissenters thinking 
the country was not ready to 
take on such a monumental 
task. We were thrust onto 
the world scene under the 
leadership of the former Prime 
Minister, Peter O’Neill. 

Most people associate the 
2018 APEC Summit in PNG 
with the government’s Maserati 
purchasing saga.  I remember 
it as the time when the tension 
between China and America 
was on public display. 

It started on the 16th of 
November 2018. I stood in 
my kitchen while President 

Xi Jinping and the Chinese 
delegation flew into Port Moresby 
ahead of the Summit. This was 
the first time a Chinese president 
had visited PNG. President Xi 
Jinping had organised to arrive 
early to meet with Pacific leaders.  
His delegation dispersed to 
spend time cutting ribbons 
for infrastructure projects 
all over the country. Major 
centres, like Port Moresby, were 
decked out in Chinese flags.

At the same time we discovered 
that former US President Donald 
Trump would not attend the 
Summit. He would instead 
send his deputy, Mike Pence. 
Vice President Pence chose to 
stay in a neighbouring country 
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daily on Air Force Two. This 
symbolism wasn’t lost on us. 

When the time came for 
President Xi to deliver his 
address at the CEO Summit, 
which was televised live 
around the country, we were 
listening. I was surprised to find 
his words resonated with the 
struggles countries like mine 
faced in relation to compliance 
in a heavily regulated trade 
environment that made it very 
difficult for us to participate in the 
global economy. He presented 
a vision of cooperation that 
was inclusive. He was – 
dare I say it – inspiring.

I recall this memory not because 
I am particularly enamoured with 
one country over another. I am 
staunchly pro-democracy.  But 
if Western countries are serious 
about affecting change, as the 
Summit for Democracy implies, 
the only way to do this is to 
truly understand the history, the 
systems, the values and culture 

that has shaped a country.  
Otherwise, words on democracy 
promotion become tokenistic 
and an external agenda 
driven by Western countries 
and not driven from within.  

Zambian economist Dambisa 
Moyo wrote in her book, Edge 
of Chaos : Why Democracy 
Is Failing to Deliver Economic 
Growth—and How to Fix It, 
that a stagnant economy is 
dangerous to civil liberty. 

Mayo argues it has long been 
held that democracy is a 
prerequisite of economic growth. 
However, recent economic 
growth in a few authoritarian 
countries like China, compared 
to the experiences of a sustained 
democracy with below-the-
average economic growth in 
underdeveloped countries, 
including PNG, demonstrate 
that democracy alone is not the 
magic sauce to development.  

18

As countries across the Indo-Pacific 
struggle with growing youth populations, 
stagnant economies brought on by Covid 
19 and other social stresses, donors can 
capitalise on the momentum of the Summit 
for Democracy. Here are a few reflections 
on things to consider when focusing on 
democracy promotion within the region. 

Firstly, there must be space for it to emerge 
internally and for the institutions of the 
state to be shaped by the context rather 
than by copy and paste models of foreign 
institutions. Constitutional awareness is so 
important because it is the binding thread 
that brings together a nation and provides 
the basis for the legitimate adaption of 
values that may be different from the 
dominant culture of a nation. The Western 
world cherishes ideals of human rights 
and popular rule by government because 
it was born out of their struggles to free 
themselves from the shackles of kingdoms 
and monarchs. Therefore, donors should 
invest discreetly in people and organisations 
working towards accountable, transparent, 
and effective democratic leadership. 
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“ The Western world
cherishes ideals 
of human rights 
and popular rule 

by government
because it was born 
out of their struggles 
to free themselves 
from the shackles 
of kingdoms and 
monarchs.”

Education will be 
fundamental, and if we get 
it right, transformational.

Improving a country’s education 
system is fundamental if we 
want thriving democracies. The 
Pacific Islands Literacy and 
Numeracy Assessment report 
2015 gave students’ proficiency 
level in literacy in PNG at 14.33 
percent compared to the 
Pacific Regional rate of 17.78 
percent. We have ahead of us a 
generation of children growing 
up unable to read and write. 
This means they are unable to 
dream and to demand more. 

The need for an educated 
nation transcends all other 
debates when it comes to the 
question of how best to generate 
democratic governance. 

Donors can muster all tools 
at their disposal to integrate 
regional learning opportunities, 
provide access to great thinking, 
and help my country invest in 
the educational foundations 

it needs. That’s the most 
practical investment in good 
governance over the long term.  

Finally and most importantly, 
democratic participation will 
be bolstered by continued and 
sustained economic growth. 
Private equity has played a 
big role in empowering private 
companies to invest in countries 
that might otherwise be too risky. 

In 2007, against a backdrop 
of donors talking about 
democratic governance, 
running workshops, and 
providing technical assistance, 
Digicel arrived in PNG. 

The telecommunications 
company, owned by Irish 
businessman Denis O’Brien, 
took the risk to digitally connect 
Papua New Guineans. At that 
time, only 100,000 people 
owned a mobile phone, which 
was approximately 1 percent 
of the population. Fourteen 
years on with an investment 
of over USD1billion, 2.8 million 
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people (approximately 38 percent of the 
population) now have access to mobile 
devices, of which Digicel has 80 percent 
coverage. Through digital connectivity our 
isolated villages, towns, and people now 
have access to the digital world to debate 
and share ideas on development. Similar 
to other countries, social media continues 
to play an important role in informing 
public debate and has had an impact on 
the political lifespan of governments. No 
amount of democracy training would have 
given people this level of access, but foreign 
direct investment was a critical enabler.

Democratic participation will be 
bolstered by economic empowerment

So what next? 

As donors grapple with how best to 
strengthen democratic participation, 
and hopefully help drive that from 
within, the intrinsic link with economic 
empowerment can’t be ignored. 

I go back to my opening story on the APEC 
Summit and China. Unlike Western nations 
who are talking about democracy, China is 
investing much-needed capital in countries 
like mine. If we’re serious about boosting 
transparency, governance, and accountability, 
engaging in a donor-recipient relationship is 
only one element of this. We’re also searching 
for economic growth and investment 
solutions to transform the daily lives of our 
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people – through their businesses the middle 
class is able to buy houses and cheaper 
goods, thereby improving their quality of life. 
If we are serious about democracy promotion 
this means fundamentally changing the 
way we conduct trade and create jobs.

But there’s a bigger piece to this puzzle. 
We’re in a moment of global ideology 
shifts, of governance shifts, of technology 
shifts, of economic shifts. As partners, 
we’re fundamentally misunderstanding 
the complexities in front of us if we think 
that one, two, or even three-year program 
cycles will be sufficient in driving true 
change. A ten, 15, or even 20-year cycle 
could instead help us close the holes in the 
governance container, create lasting change, 
and see much more value for money. 

A final word

First up, invest in independent civic spaces 
that allow for debates to occur but support 
it from within. Don’t put your logos all over it. 
This will allow for people to feel it is a locally 
led agenda. Secondly, think outside the aid 
program box to foster a thriving economy. 
Finally, invest in enterprises and initiatives 
that catalyse an education revolution – a 
literate and educated population forms the 
basis for a thriving and strong democracy. 

Serena Sasingian is CEO of the Digicel 
Foundation and founder of The Voice, PNG. 
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A summit for democracy sounds 
like a great idea on one level; but 
whether it is good for democracy 
in the Indo-Pacific, in practice, 
is another matter, particularly 
if it is an imposed one-size-
fits-all external model. Now 
that is not a sure bet. It doesn’t 
necessarily serve Australia’s 
interests to hitch too loudly to 
the US democracy bandwagon. 
But the strategic rationale for 
why Australia should care about 
democratic governance in the 
region is as clear as day.

Democracy is the best 
option we’ve got

Like Churchill, I subscribe to 
the idea that parliamentary 
democracy is the worst form 
of government – apart from 
all the other forms, that is. It’s 
messy, dynamic and sometimes 
unpredictable. It involves 
collaboration and contestation. 
But it is the best formula our 
region has for allowing civil 
society to emerge and for 
political differences to be 
thrashed out without the literal or 
metaphorical killing of each other. 

25
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History tells us that the diffusion 
of power in a state, separating 
legislative, executive and judicial 
powers and state and federal 
level is both a strength and a 
weakness. But over time, this 
diffusion of power precludes the 
emergence of a dictator who 
may initially appear benevolent 
but who over time, more often 
than not, becomes malevolent.

Arguably all countries in 
Southeast Asia and the Pacific 
have some form of democracy – 
a degree of obligation for leaders 
to be seen to be representative 
of their people and to seek an 
electoral mandate. Of course, 
variations between states on 
corruption, inequality, abuse 
of power, transparency and 
accountability are plenty. The 

most extreme example we 
are witnessing in Myanmar, 
where the will of the people 
was revoked by the military, 
resulting in a horrific spiral 
into violence and potential 
civil war. So the concept of 
democratic governance in 
its principles ought not be 
controversial for the majority 
of leaders in the Indo-Pacific. 

But exporting Western 
democratic templates is 
not the way forward

I remain wary of a Western 
alliance pushing for a 
democratic model that 
fashions itself on itself. 

It fails to account for local 
religion, culture, demography, 
economic models, trade 

relationships, geography, mix 
of identity, history and legal 
frameworks. These elements 
make for unique concoctions of 
governance that are complex.

And in the face of this nuance 
amongst and between our 
neighbours, it would be clumsy 
to think that we can simply 
export US, Australian, UK or 
any other specific model of 
democracy. The legacy of this 
approach is front and centre 
of strategic minds following 
Afghanistan and Iraq. The 
democratic model in the US 
relies on a fine balance between 
the executive, legislative and 
judiciary that is out of kilter right 
now. And there are critics aplenty 
of the Westminster system of 
federal bicameral distribution of 

power like we have in Australia. 
Not to mention the values-
laden geostrategic overlay of 
US-China ideological and literal 
competition keenly observed 
by leaders in the Indo-Pacific. 

So if it isn’t a good idea 
to be out and proud on 
democracy promotion, what 
should Australia do?  

We have to work the common 
ground – the issues where we 
find common cause, over interest 
and values with our neighbours, 
irrespective of ideology. 

Strengthening essential human 
security in the region without 
appearing haughty is key. 

This can be pursued through 
economic cooperation, 
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educational exchange and policy 
cooperation. Australia can position 
itself as a useful partner of choice by 
bolstering capabilities of governments and 
communities in our near neighbourhood.

In Australia we live in societies where we 
take the essentials for granted – being alive, 
with shelter, employment and healthcare 
available and food to eat. But for parts of 
lower and middle income countries in our 
region, human security is not so assured. 

And for leaders of these countries, 
governance is less about the values and 
ideals touted amidst the geopolitical 
contestation as much as it is about 
whether basic services can be delivered 
to people, economies can recover, 
and stability can be maintained. 

This is fertile ground upon which 
Australia can be a practical partner. 

Why prioritise effective 
governance in the region?

Because governance challenges in the 
Indo-Pacific are a national security threat to 
Australia. We need to be clear-headed about 
why effective governance (not necessarily 
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perfect democracy) in our 
neighbourhood matters so much. 
Unfold a map of the Indo-Pacific 
and you will find Australia firmly 
nestled between Southeast Asia 
and the Pacific. This geography 
has not changed since 1942 
when the Japanese attempted 
to dominate Guadalcanal and 
capture Port Moresby (Australian 
territory at the time) in pursuit of 
a strategy aimed at carving out a 
sphere of influence in Southeast 
Asia. It would effectively cut 
Australia off from its allies.

Today, China has no overt policy 
to militarise its investment in the 
Pacific in places like the Solomon 
Islands, Kiribati, Fiji, Papua New 
Guinea and elsewhere. However, 
the fact that it has done so in 
the South China Sea means 
it is not unreasonable to think 
that the same is possible in the 
South Pacific. Australia has an 
interest in preventing that, and 
fostering open and accountable 
governments which want to 
engage with Australia is a key 

foundation. This has been 
most recently demonstrated 
in the Solomon Islands.

What is more, Australia has a lot 
to give. Many countries in the 
Pacific share language, law and 
constitutional commonalities 
with democracies like Australia, 
New Zealand and the UK. There 
are also a number of Pacific 
states with strong links to France. 
The cultural commonalities of 
Pacific populations with Australia, 
notably reflected in schooling 
and language, provide a natural 
advantage for Australia to 
consolidate and capitalise on ties 
in pursuit of its national interests 
and the interests of the region.

Australia has decades of 
experience engaging in sensitive 
governance issues in the 
region and a world-class cadre 
of governance experts within 
our development ecosystem 
(in government, academia and 
civil society organisations). 
It has also learned a host 



of lessons from experience gained in Timor Leste, 
Solomon Islands, Papua New Guinea and in supporting 
the governance aspirations of leaders in places like 
Indonesia.  We certainly have made mistakes. We 
need to be more genuine and empathetic and less 
cynical. The missteps resulting in broken trust in Timor 
Leste have not gone unnoticed, and Australia can be 
accused of overemphasising investments in formal 
state-based governance systems at a cost to effective 
subnational governance and vibrant civil society. 

A final word

Is it an easy thing to do, to support complex political 
and bureaucratic systems of accountability in 
countries with different histories, beliefs, languages 
and values to our own?  Of course not. There are 
minefields both literal and metaphoric aplenty. But 
with 50 years of experience under our belts, it’s worth 
thinking about what doesn’t work first: (1) exporting 
our systems unadjusted to local circumstances, (2) 
short-termism, and (3) failing to recognise how our 
partners view their security in both state and human 
security terms, and meeting them where they’re at. 

When it comes to the United States, Australia has a 
unique opportunity to be the voice of moderation on 
how the democracy debate plays out in the Indo-Pacific. 
As a US ally, we have a trusted reputation as a reliable 
and enduing security partner with a valid contribution 
to make; we have earned the right to speak frankly 
and honestly about the way things are in our patch. 

John Blaxland is professor of international security 
and intelligence studies at the Strategic and Defence 
Studies Centre at the Australian National University.

“ When it comes to 
the United States, 

Australia 
has a unique 

opportunity to 
be the voice of 

moderation
  on how the 
democracy 
debate plays  
out in the  
Indo-Pacific.”
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Overcoming Australia’s democratic 
dilemma in the Indo-Pacific

For Australia, President Biden’s Summit 
for Democracy raises the perennial 
question: how do we support democratic 
systems, institutions and practices in the 
Indo-Pacific region without compromising 
important relationships with government 
and non-government partners? Recent 
efforts to reframe Australia’s international 
engagement as aligned with those 
who ‘favour freedom’ suggest early 
efforts to respond are under way. 

But libertarian ideals of individual 
freedoms may not be the right 
starting point for regional ears. 

There is no Indo-Pacific 
consensus on democracy  

There is broad support across much of Asia 
for the idea of democracy, with a recent 
Alliance of Democracies Foundation poll 
finding 70 to 80 percent of respondents 
view democracy as important in most of 
the 13 countries surveyed. But democracy 
means different things to different peoples, 
and the diversity of global attitudes to 
democratic principles illustrates this point. 
A recent Pew Center perception survey 
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nicely captures the diversity of opinions 
on democracy. It shows, for instance, 
that gender equality is highly valued in 
Australia and the Philippines, more so than 
regularly held elections or free speech. 

While freedom of religion is highly 
valued in Indonesia and India – in India 
almost twice as much as free speech 
and in Indonesia over three times as 
much as free opposition parties – it is 
of very little importance in Japan. 

Freedom of assembly, association and 
speech are recognised cornerstones 
of democracy. However, democracy 
encompasses other principles that are 
often accorded less attention in research of 
this kind, such as inclusiveness, pluralism, 
accountability, equity and minority rights. 

Democracy that starts from the formal 
legal rights of individuals may not always 
resonate in countries where communitarian 
attitudes are strong, or where justice 
systems are either corrupt or inaccessible.

For Australia, an understanding of this 
diversity, and recognition of the importance 
of engaging on certain principles that 
may differ in priority from the Australian 
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experience, is key to being a valued 
neighbour and effective partner. 

Less democratic templates, 
more practical partnerships

What should the contours of Australia’s 
engagement on democracy in the region 
look like?  As a starting point, it should self-
evidently be tailored to the local context, 
and thus reject the traditional approach that 
has characterised much of the democracy 
promotion efforts of the US, Europe and other 
Western powers since the end of the Cold 
War. The emergence of electoral autocracies 
highlights the shortcomings of such efforts. 

A focus on electoral system support 
and political party development fails to 
acknowledge evolving concentrations 
of power that are maintained as much 
through informal means as secured 
through formal mechanisms.

To its credit, Australia’s development 
programming has generally avoided 
some of the cruder elements of this 
approach, instead formulating a 
more nuanced path to addressing 
democratic governance challenges. 
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These efforts understand and respect 
local political dynamics and recognise 
that sustainable positive outcomes often 
require Australia’s role in their achievement 
to be inconspicuous. Governance – not 
just efficient but participatory, inclusive and 
equitable –  has long been one of the largest 
sectoral investments within the Australian aid 
program. Australia’s response to democratic 
backsliding in the neighbourhood should 
start from that commitment to systemic 
changes in policy and decision-making. 

Some of Australia’s most effective democratic 
governance investments in Asia support local 
civil society actors to address policy reforms 
that are politically feasible and championed 
by those within government with sufficient 
influence to bring about change. They utilise 
Australia’s convening power to promote 
policy dialogue, help elevate key advocacy 
agendas and provide practical support to a 
variety of non-government actors working 
on these reforms. Multiple examples exist. 
The MAMPU program supports over 100 
local organisations to collaborate with the 
Indonesian government on improved access 
to services for women. The Fiji Women’s 
Fund, now an independent entity mobilising 
funds for women’s rights organisations, 
started as an Australian-funded small 
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grants mechanism. And in the 
Philippines, Australia funds the 
Coalitions for Change program 
which encourages civil society 
actors to work entrepreneurially 
with government to achieve 
targeted policy reforms. 

More humility, less 
parochialism 

In a welcome shift, the Biden 
administration adjusted its 
language on the US’s credentials 
when it comes to democracy 
promotion, striking a humble 
note in describing the purpose of 
the Summit as “showcas[ing] one 
of democracy’s unique strengths: 
the ability to acknowledge its 
weaknesses and imperfections 
and confront them openly and 

transparently”. Leveraging this 
shift, Australia should also take 
the opportunity to reflect on our 
democratic credentials and how 
we are perceived by and engage 
with our regional neighbours. The 
Prime Minister went some way 
to acknowledging this recently, 
stating “liberal democracies 
will always be, in our view, 
most persuasive based on 
the power of our example, not 
our pitch or our preaching”. 

This is a step in the right 
direction. For a decade, 
Australia’s overseas engagement 
has been grounded on a very 
narrow interpretation of ‘the 
national interest’, frequently 
reduced to Australian economic 
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“ The Australian 
government 
should invest in 
understanding

existing democratic 
reform momentum...”
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opportunities, security challenges or the 
education export market. The Biden Summit, 
and the dialogue to follow in the coming 
months, are an opportunity for Australia to 
bolster the fact that a more democratic Indo-
Pacific is in Australia’s national interests. 

Get behind local democratic momentum

The Summit is also an opportunity for 
Australia to think much more creatively 
about coalition building among countries 
and populations in the region. The Australian 
government should invest in understanding 
existing democratic reform momentum 
in the region from formal political parties, 
to decentralisation and community-led 
local governance, to youth-led protest 
movements – such as the regional Milk Tea 
Alliance – and identify ways to sustain it.

Australia is well positioned to facilitate 
small groups of countries organised 
according to the issues they have in 
common – ‘minilateralism’. As a prominent 
middle power, facilitating minilateral 
dialogues among governments and non-
government actors is something Australia 
is ideally placed to do creatively and with 
a deep understanding of the region, its 
commonalities and differences. Importantly, 
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these dialogues need to go 
beyond government actors. 

The region’s civic spaces –  
in which a diversity of  
pro-democracy actors  
advocate, debate, contest, 
investigate and collaborate  
in advancing the public good 
– are in dire need of support. 

While they understand and 
can progress local democratic 
reform, almost without 
exception their operating 
spaces are closing. This 
matters if Australia wants to 
engage with accountable 
governments in our region. 

Obviously, getting behind 
democratic reform is not 
without controversy, but this 
can be effectively overcome 
by being transparent about 
interests, intentional in 
representation and deliberate 
in supporting local coalitions. 

Leveraging its vast networks 
of non-government partners, 

Australia can facilitate stronger 
links and networks between 
pro-democracy actors and 
movements, even those 
who would not choose to 
label themselves as such. 

The government would do well to 
elevate the depth of knowledge 
of the region’s many civic spaces 
that its vast networks of non-
government organisations afford. 

By understanding local 
democratic priorities and 
connecting with those 
positioned to realise them, 
Australia can use its political and 
financial capital to strengthen 
contextually grounded reforms. 

At home, a dedicated institution 
supported by government to 
provide thought leadership 
on Australia’s democratic 
engagement in the Indo-
Pacific – perhaps a thoroughly 
modernised Centre for 
Democratic Institutions – would 
be a worthy investment. 
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“ While a whole-
of-government 
effort would be 
a good start, the 
government’s 
international 
cadre is 
weakened by 
a decade of 
restructures, 
under-investment 
and narrow 
policy settings.”

One concern among observers 
is that the Summit will produce 
a new ‘democratic club’ that 
will be mired in debates over 
who is in and who is out. 

This has already occurred in 
coverage of who has been 
invited to the Summit, with 
great interest in the inclusion 
of Taiwan and the lack of 
invitations to countries such as 
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. Such 
a club could be polarising on a 
geopolitical scale. As Michael 
Wesley points out, Southeast 
Asian states are not interested in 
participating in “the democratic-
versus-authoritarian framing 
that Australia, the US, Japan, 
India and many European states 
are using to admonish China”. 
That framing only serves to 
diminish the global discussion 
on democracy. As a regional 
middle-power Australia has an 
opportunity to challenge this 
narrative and demonstrate that 
it is about more than ‘countering 
China’, yet there is a question 
over whether it can convince 
others of its sincerity in doing so. 

A final word

Australia should get behind the 
Summit for Democracy and 
do its part to ensure that the 
event is much more than a self-
congratulatory echo-chamber. 

Australia has a unique 
understanding of how 
democracy is valued and 
practiced in its region and 
can use this to chart a more 
sophisticated way forward 
beyond superfluous epithets 
about ‘freedom’. While a whole-
of-government effort would be 
a good start, the government’s 
international cadre is weakened 
by a decade of restructures, 
under-investment and narrow 
policy settings. To make this 
a meaningful future exercise, 
the government cannot go it 
alone. It needs to signal that 
it is ready to engage in more 
robust debate around the nature 
of democracy – its strengths, 
weaknesses, and ability to 
underpin equitable social and 
economic development – and 
to seek out informed voices 
to strengthen Australia’s own 
democratic model as it seeks 
to strengthen that of others. 

Dr Nicola Nixon is Director for 
Governance, The Asia Foundation 
Peter Yates is Associate Director for 
Governance, The Asia Foundation.
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and Stefaan Verhulst 
GovLab, New York University

Making public decisions is 
tough and getting tougher. 
From climate change to food 
insecurity, geopolitics to forced 
migration, the challenges 
confronting today’s decision-
makers in the Indo-Pacific 
are unprecedented in their 
complexity and urgency. 

Standard decision-making 
toolkits seem stale and 

existing governance 
institutions appear increasingly 
sluggish and distrusted. 

In addition, restrictions on 
free speech online, military 
interventions in electoral 
processes, and corruption 
in governance and policing 
institutions are complicating 
legitimate attempts to innovate 
how we solve public problems.

Better data is central to 
better governance

Decision-makers around the 
world increasingly recognise 
that data and data science 
are central to meeting societal 
challenges and accelerating 
social innovation, philanthropy, 
international development, and 
humanitarian aid. The World 
Bank’s 2021 World Development 
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Report, titled Data for Better 
Lives, provides further evidence 
of how data is becoming an 
essential asset for governance. 
The Summit for Democracy, 
President Biden’s effort to 
renew global action to protect 
and update democracy, should 
anticipate the role of data and 
technology in tackling today’s 
governance challenges.

But current approaches to using 
data for governance are often 
limited. Many data initiatives start 
from the data that is available, 
not the questions that matter 
and that could be transformative 
if asked and answered. 

Whether data improves 
governance will depend on what 
questions we ask, and how we 
define and prioritise them.

Too often, data priorities are 
developed without engaging key 
stakeholders and communities 
to determine what kind of insight 
would help them the most 
to leverage data for solving 

public problems. We need not 
only data science but also a 
new science or methodology 
for formulating questions.

Earlier this year The GovLab 
teamed up with the Asia 
Foundation, the BRAC Institute of 
Governance and Development 
in Bangladesh, and the Center 
for Strategic and International 
Studies Indonesia to test out 
such a new methodology and 
find the top ten most pressing, 
high-impact questions around 
governance practices that 
could be answered if relevant 
datasets were leveraged in 
a responsible manner. 

The linchpin of the process 
was tapping the brain trust 
of ‘bilinguals’, international 
and multisectoral individuals 
with both subject matter 
expertise and data science 
know-how. We sourced these 
participants to define and 
prioritise the core questions 
facing governance worldwide 
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“ Standard 
decision-making 
toolkits seem 
stale and existing 
governance 
institutions appear 
increasingly 
sluggish and 
distrusted.”



that would leverage data, setting the agenda 
for using data to improve governance. 
Following this expert consultation, we 
engaged with the broader public to gauge 
priority perceptions and steer actions. 

To steer the sourcing of questions from 
the ‘bilinguals’, we developed and used 
a question taxonomy around the types of 
insights data can provide. In particular, we 
asked the bilinguals to focus on four types 
of questions that can help stakeholders 
unlock the value of data for governance. 
First, descriptive questions can help to 
increase situational awareness through the 
use of data. Global efforts to leverage data to 
understand COVID-19 trends and geographic 
distribution are one notable example. 
Diagnostic questions can help stakeholders 
gain a sense of cause and effect – tracking 
how media consumption patterns impact 
political behaviour, for example. Third, 
predictive questions can seek to forecast 
future events, such as anticipating the effects 
of climate change and adapting governance 
strategies to address future needs. Finally, 
prescriptive and evaluative questions seek to 
prescribe and assess the impact of policies 
or interventions, such as the deployment 
of alternative voting mechanisms. 
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The resulting list of questions 
looks at topics such as 
accountability, transparency, 
monitoring, institutional 
capacity, and inclusion in 
governance practices, citizen 
engagement, and mobilisation 
in the wake of social media 
and democratic regression. 
They include, for instance: 

 - What is the relationship 
between transparency of 
government performance 
and public trust in 
government institutions? 
Which factors have the 
most significant impact 
on increasing public 
trust in government?

 - Does open governance 
affect the accountability of 
those in power; facilitate 
public debate and 
participation; and lead to 
more inclusive, transparent 
and timely decision-making?

 - How has democratic 
regression (erosion of 

democratic norms and 
standards) affected 
public service delivery? 
Does less democratic 
governance lead to less 
effective service delivery?

 - If citizens have greater 
access to data and 
information, does that 
mobilise them to take action 
and engage politically? 
Under what circumstances 
does that happen?

 - Which populations/groups 
are not represented in data 
that is collected and used for 
formal government decision-
making? Who is most at 
risk of being excluded from 
consideration with the 
rise in data innovations?

These questions provide an 
action agenda for policy-makers, 
data stewards, and decision-
makers across sectors to 
channel their efforts toward 
answering questions that have 
been crafted by experts and 
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“ Whether data 
improves 
governance 

will depend on 
what questions 

we ask, 
  and how we 
define and 
prioritise them.”
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validated by the general public. 
Rather than taking a scattershot 
or ad hoc approach to the use 
of data to improve governance, 
stakeholders within the Indo-
Pacific region and elsewhere 
now possess a roadmap and 
organising framework for their 
efforts. These questions serve 
as a springboard to create 
meaningful data collaboratives 
and involve a breadth of 
stakeholders to channel data 
and expertise across society 
toward more effective and 
legitimate governance.

What are the key takeaways 
from our process and how 
does it relate to the Summit 
for Democracy? First, good 
questions serve as the bedrock 
for effective and data-driven 
decision-making across the 
governance ecosystem. Second, 
sourcing multidisciplinary 
and global experts allows 
us to paint a fuller picture of 
the hot-button issues and 
encourage a more nuanced 
understanding of priorities. 
Lastly, including the public as 
active participants in the process 

of designing questions can 
help to increase the legitimacy 
of and obtain a social impact 
for data efforts, as well as tap 
into the collective intelligence 
that exists across society.

A final word

A key focus for world leaders, 
civil society members, 
academics, and private sector 
representatives at the Summit 
for Democracy should not only 
be on how to promote open 
governance by democratising 
data and data science. It must 
also consider how we can 
democratise and improve the 
way we formulate and prioritise 
questions facing society. To 
paraphrase Albert Einstein’s 
famous quote: “If I had an hour 
to solve a problem and my 
life depended on the solution, 
I would spend the first 55 
minutes determining the proper 
question to ask… for once I 
know the proper question, I 
could solve the problem in 
less than five minutes”.
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so what?
50

By now, you’ve read four different 
perspectives on what Biden’s 
Summit for Democracy will mean 
for the Indo-Pacific. So what?

The key to unlocking Australia’s 
next move is translating analysis 
into action.  As part of a new 
Foreign Policy White Paper 
and refreshed International 
Development Strategy, the 
Australian Government should 
consider the following insights 
generated by this Inquiry.
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Consensus and 
divergence
Drawing this all together, we 
found a strong degree of 
consensus on the following:

 - The imposition of western 
democratic templates on 
countries in the Indo-Pacific 
does not result in sustainable 
democratic reform.

 - In recent years, Australia has 
partly retreated from efforts 
to support good governance, 
human rights, civil society, 
free media and access to 
justice in the Indo-Pacific.

 - There remains significant 
need and ample opportunity 
for diplomacy and long-
term development efforts to 
find space for civil society, 
create local demand for 
better governance and 
support service delivery 
in the Indo-Pacific.

 - Australia can do more, and 
is most effective when 
we support principles like 
pluralism, tolerance and 
accountability without being 
explicitly or loudly in the 
democracy promotion game. 



52

We found divergence 
on the following:

 - What constitutes democratic 
principles and the extent to 
which these are universally 
prioritised varies between 
contributors, particularly with 
respect to Southeast Asia.

 - Relatedly, contributors 
diverge when it comes to 
the value and impact of 
governance support through 
the Australian development 
cooperation program. This 
appears due to different 
expectations and ambition 
over what Australia is 
trying to achieve with its 
governance support – for 
example building central 
government capability versus 
fostering independent media.  

What next?
Some of the ideas that surfaced 
during the Inquiry were:

Domestic law reform  
Is Australia leveraging 
domestic financial regulation 
for regional democratic gain?  

Australia comes under scrutiny 
from time to time for its financial 
markets being the ‘Cayman 
Islands of the Pacific’.  Increasing 
transparency requirements for 
Australian company owners and 
the real estate industry would 
be a blow to corrupt figures and 
transnational organised crime 
groups in the region looking to 
hide proceeds of crime in the 
Australian financial market.  

More: Clancy Moore from Publish 
What You Pay has discussed 
this in The Guardian, and also 
take a look at The Pandora 
Papers through the ABC.
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Cyber Security for 
development 
Should Australia increase its 
focus on digital technology 
support in the Indo-Pacific? 

USAID administrator Samantha 
Power recently announced 
the modernisation of US 
democracy assistance to include 
“supporting governments to 
strengthen their cybersecurity 
and counter disinformation 
and helping democratic actors 
defend themselves against 
digital surveillance, censorship, 
and repression”.  At the Summit, 
Australia was named by the US 
as one of a group of countries 
forming to address misuse of 
technology for human rights 
abuses.  The opportunity to 
set a new direction on cyber 
security for development 
could be considered as 
part of a new development 
strategy, or hybrid national 
security-development fund.  

More: See the media coverage 
on this from Alexandra Alper 
in the Sydney Morning Herald 
and ASPI’s Dr Huong Le Thu’s 
proposes a digital technology 
strategy in The Strategist.

Government policy settings  
Does Australia have the 
optimal policy and institutional 
settings to effectively approach 
democratic governance 
support in the region?  

An ageing White Paper, 
reductions in development 
budgets, a development 
strategy that does not explicitly 
prioritise democracy support 
and a thinning of Indo-Pacific 
governance expertise inside 
Government is a challenge.  
Initiatives floated through the 
Inquiry include the modernisation 
or reconfiguration of a Centre for 
Democratic Institutions, a formal 
increase of funding through the 
development program to local 
organisations in the Indo-Pacific 
and the call for an integrated 
review of security, defence, 
development and foreign policy. 

More: Read The Asia Foundation 
essay in our publication 
Develop and the Asia Pacific 
Development, Diplomacy and 
Defence Dialogue’s Richard 
Moore and Melissa Conley 
Tyler in The Strategist.
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What are other 
donors doing? 
Here is a sample of initiatives 
donor Governments have 
announced at the first 
Summit for Democracy.

European Union
Protecting and empowering 
individuals – €704 million

Uphold all human rights, 
including by working towards 
the universal abolition of the 
death penalty, the eradication 
of torture and cruel and 
inhumane treatment, the 
fulfilment of basic needs, 
decent working conditions, 
the eradication of child labour, 
and a safe, clean, healthy and 
sustainable environment. 

Building resilient, inclusive 
and democratic societies 
– €463 million

Support functioning pluralist, 
participatory and representative 
democracies, and protect the 
integrity of electoral processes. 
For example, engage civil 
society observers in election 
observation and support pro-
democracy organisations, 
networks and alliances.

Promoting a global system 
for human rights and 
democracy – €144 million

Enhance strategic partnerships 
with key actors, such as 
the Office of the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR), the International 
Criminal Court (ICC), regional 
human rights systems, national 
human rights institutions, the 
private sector, and the Global 
Campus of Human Rights.
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Safeguarding fundamental 
freedoms, including harnessing 
the opportunities and addressing 
the challenges of digital and new 
technologies – €195 million

Create and maintain an 
environment conducive to the 
full exercise of all fundamental 
freedoms both offline and online. 
For example, help strengthen 
the capacity of independent, 
pluralistic and quality media, 
including investigative journalists, 
bloggers and fact-checkers, to 
provide the public with reliable 
information through responsible 
and professional reporting. It will 
support civil society in fostering 
online media literacy and digital 
skills and in promoting an open, 
global, free and secure internet 
equally accessible to all.

United States
Partnerships for Democracy 
- $55 million

Capitalise on democratic 
openings with assistance that 
will incentivise further democratic 
progress. Through Partnerships 
for Democracy, USAID will surge 
assistance across sectors to 
countries that have shown a 
willingness to further their own 
democratic reforms. When 
possible, USAID will seek to 
expand assistance in a country’s 
health, energy, or business 
sectors—whatever is most 
needed—should the government 
commit to developing and 
sustaining democratic systems. 

International Fund for Public 
Interest Media - $30 million

A new multi-donor fund 
designed to enhance the 
independence, development, 
and sustainability of independent 
media, especially in resource-
poor and fragile settings. 
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Powered by the People 
- $15 million

Focusing not on supporting 
the NGOs and civil society 
organisations usually partnered 
with, but the often leaderless 
mass movements—many 
powered by women and young 
people—at the heart of most 
democratic transitions. This will 
help the movements with the 
momentum to shake the halls of 
power, help them learn from each 
other. Powered by the People will 
give movement leaders, activists, 
civil society organisations, 
and international experts a 
platform to connect and access 
resources to improve the 
effectiveness of collective action. 

Media Viability Accelerator 
- $5 million

For decades, the donor 
community and USAID have 
advanced public interest media 
through trainings and reforms. 
But all the training in the world 
won’t matter if media outlets 
aren’t financially viable. The 
Media Viability Accelerator aims 
to respond to this moment. 
This will bring together local 
media outlets with an array of 
experts who have extensive 
industry experience, to help 
them make the leap to digital 
platforms, to help them better 
serve local markets, to help 
them bolster bottom lines with 
stronger revenue, and help 
them generate content that 
keeps audiences engaged. 
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Empowering Anti-
Corruption Change Agents 
Program - $5 million

This effort will help activists build 
coalitions and design effective 
advocacy campaigns, using 
cutting edge research on social 
and behavioural change. It will 
also expand support to networks 
of investigative journalists, like 
those who cracked the Pandora 
Papers. And it will support the 
brave people who risk their lives 
to expose corruption, whether 
that’s by helping them install 
gates and cameras at their office, 
access counselling services, 
or shore up their digital security 
so they don’t get hacked.

Other
Read more from Canada on 
their Government website.

Read more from the 
United Kingdom on their 
Government website.

At the time of publication, there 
were no Summit for Democracy 
related announcements from 
Australia. The address from 
Prime Minister Scott Morrison 
is available on the Summit for 
Democracy YouTube channel. 
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for this 
quarterly 
inquiry
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Each Lab inquiry is inspired by research. 
This inquiry was sparked by the work 
of The Asia Foundation and The 
Governance Lab at New York University 
on The 100 Questions Initiative.

The 100 Questions Initiative is presented 
by The Governance Lab at the NYU Tandon 
School of Engineering with initial funding 
support from Schmidt Futures. It is supported 
by a global advisory board comprising 
data science and subject matter experts 
from the public, corporate and non-profit 
sectors. The project seeks to map the 
world’s 100 most important questions 
on the most critical domains, including 
gender, migration and governance, that 
could be answered if datasets and data 
science were unlocked and leveraged to 
their full potential, in a responsible manner. 
Learn more at the100questions.org
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