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Introduction
• Democracy promotion is an accepted and 

growing activity on the international agenda
• With the near universal recognition of 

democracy as a critical element of good 
governance, democracy promotion has become 
a part of international efforts to improve national 
governance around the world

• The establishment of the United Nations 
Democracy Fund in 2005 marks an important 
point in the process of cementing democracy 
promotion as part of the international agenda
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Historical Overview

• Colonial period conveyed some ideas about 
democracy but very few newly independent 
countries were able to make democratic systems 
of government work
– India stands out as a positive exception

• Importantly, two Asian countries that were not 
colonized also sought to adopt democratic forms
– Japan (Taish� democracy period) 
– Thailand (post 1932 coup by the People’s Party) 
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Recent History

• German party foundations “invent”
democracy promotion by helping party 
counterparts in Spain and Portugal in 70s

• 1982 address by Ronald Reagan to the 
British Parliament, in which he called upon 
the world's democracies to launch "a 
global campaign for freedom" 

• National Endowment for Democracy 
established in Washington in 1983
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Many Organisations are Active
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Aspects of Democracy Promotion

• Strengthening parliaments
• Reforming government and oversight bodies
• Facilitating and observing elections
• Helping political parties
• Promoting the rule of law and human rights
• Improving civic education
• Resolving civil/military relations
• Strengthening civil society and NGOs

– Giving political voice to women, marginalized groups
– Assisting NGOs on advocacy and project delivery
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UNDEF is Established
• UNDEF supports projects that strengthen 

democratic institutions, promote human rights, 
and ensure the participation of all groups in 
democratic processes

• UNDEF joins other UN groups that support 
democracy (UNDP, EAD) but is the only group 
dedicated to democracy

• As a Trust Fund, UNDEF is dependent on 
voluntary contributions from States

• 120 projects supported in first round – $35m
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Major Contributions to end of 2007

Country 2005 2006 2007
Cumulative 

total

United States of America $10,000,000.00 $7,920,000.00 $17,920,000.00

India $5,000,000.00 $5,000,000.00 $10,000,000.00

Japan $10,000,000.00 $10,000,000.00

Australia $7,303,974.44 $7,303,974.44

Qatar $2,000,000.00 $4,000,000.00 $6,000,000.00

Germany $1,600,000.00 $1,584,784.50 $500,000.00 $3,684,784.50

Spain $1,059,080.00 $1,231,132.50 $2,290,212.50

France $588,100.00 $629,350.00 $656,550.00 $1,874,000.00

Italy $1,485,400.00 $1,485,400.00

Republic of Korea $1,000,000.00 $1,000,000.00
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The (small) team at UNDEF headquarters
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UNDEF Decision Making

UNDEF

Screens 
& Presents

Initial 
Proposals

PROGRAMME
CONSULTATIVE

GROUP 

Provides
expertise
& quality 
control

ADVISORY 
BOARD 

Reviews and 
Recommends 

Shortlist
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Executive Head 
UNDEF

(ex-officio)

Members of the PCG
•Providing technical and specialist advice

•Providing quality control and monitoring
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Advisory Board for 2008
Member States: Australia, France, Germany, India, Japan, Mali, 
Mozambique, Peru, Philippines, Qatar, Romania, USA, Vanuatu

SG’s Representatives: Ms Aye Aye Thant, Mr Amir Dossal, 
Professor Michael Doyle, Professor Adebayo Olukoshi

NGO Representatives: Arab NGO Network for Development, 
International Commission of Jurists

Members of 
the 2007 
Board
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UNDEF and Japan

• Japan is a key member of the Advisory 
Board drawing on its broad experience of 
democratic institution building
– UNDEF hopes Japan will remain a strong 

supporter in the future
• We would also like to see Japanese NGOs 

involved in UNDEF’s work
– Perhaps in partnership with NGOs in 

developing countries
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Gandhi on Democracy

• My notion of democracy is that under it the 
weakest should have the same opportunity 
as the strongest

• In true democracy every man and woman 
is taught to think for himself or herself 

• The only force at the disposal of 
democracy is that of public opinion

• Evolution of democracy is not possible if 
we are not prepared to hear the other side
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Thank you

• If you wish to know more about UNDEF, 
please visit our website at: 
www.un.org/democracyfund

• Or send an email to: 
democracyfund@un.org
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The Asia Foundation’s 
Experience in

Strengthening Democracy in Asia

The Asia Foundation’s 
Experience in

Strengthening Democracy in Asia

Erik G. Jensen
Senior Law Advisor
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Background
The Asia Foundation’s Historic Mission

Effective & 
Responsive 
Governance

Legal Reform

Economic 
Opportunity

Civil Society

Open
Just

Democratic 
Societies
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Background
On-the-ground, In-country Presence

Offices in Asia
Afghanistan
Bangladesh
Cambodia

China: Beijing & Hong 
Kong

East Timor
Indonesia

Japan
Korea

Malaysia
Mongolia

Nepal
Pakistan

Philippines
Sri Lanka
Thailand
Vietnam

Founded: 1954

Offices:
San Francisco (Headquarters)

Washington, D.C.

Staff: 550 employees,  
450 of whom based in Asia & 
vast majority Asian nationals

On-the-ground Presence: 
To maximize local knowledge,

trust, credibility & access 
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Democratic Theory & Its Limits

�Theory Inconclusive

�

NO
Agreement on

Institutional Design
or

Sequencing

Causes of 
democratic 
transition

Causes of 
democratic 

consolidation
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Democratic Theory & Its Limits

�Democracy & NGOs

NGOs

=
• Countervailing forces, and 

alternative channel of political 
activity and power

•But overburdened expectations 
and “more and louder NGOs” = 

potential problem

External Forces     Make Government Institutions Better

NGOs Necessary, but insufficient
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Democratic Theory & Its Limits

�Economic Growth & The Survivability of Democracy

Economic growth 
is vital to 

survivability of democracy

Democracy 
is more likely to be sustained in

rich countries than in poor countries
(Przeworski/Limongi (1997)
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Democratic Theory & Its Limits

Life expectancy of democracy with decline in incomes       19 years

Life expectancy of democracy with rise in incomes             64 years

By Comparison:

Military Regimes 9 years

Personalist Regimes 15 years

Single-party Regimes 23 years

Theocracies – Islamic Republic of Iran 27 years

Taliban in Afghanistan 5 years
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Democratic Theory & Its Limits

• Per Capita Income       Life Expectancy of Democracy

Less than $1000     =                     8 years

$1,999 – 2,000        =                   18 years

Over $4,000            =                     Forever
(wealthiest subverted democracy: Argentina, 1975, $6,055)

Does democracy cause growth?
“The net effect of more political freedom on    
growth is theoretically ambiguous” (Barro 1997 p.36)

HOWEVER …
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Democratic Theory & Its Limits

�Stability and Democracy
* Causal relationship between democracy and stability is significant
* Sustained economic growth is an important objective for democracy
* Focusing on mean growth ignores the important developmental benefit of 

sustained growth
* Variation in growth among developing countries is 6 times more than 

developed countries

Authoritarian
Regimes

Do not grow slower than

Do have more stable growth rates than

Democratic
Regimes
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Democratic Theory & Its Limits

�Frontiers of theoretical knowledge

ECONOMIC
Institutions

POLITICAL 
Institutions Theory of Double Balance

Douglass North, John Wallis and Barry Weingast,
A Conceptual Framework of Interpreting Recorded Human 
History (forthcoming, 2008)
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What The Asia Foundation Does
Democracy Programs on the Ground

Political economy approach:  virtuous interaction between 
economy and polity as necessary to deepen and broaden 
democracy

Local knowledge:  18 field offices, local expertise essential
Genuine partnerships: soft factor, but absolutely necessary
Functional approach:  look at what institutions do rather than 

what they say they do
Empirical research:  necessary to define problems, design 

programs and project interventions, and develop 
baselines against which progress can be measured
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What The Asia Foundation Does
Democracy Programs on the Ground
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