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Introduction 

The need to defend democratic values from violent attack was the dominant theme of 
2022. Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February made democracy’s defense a priority of 
the highest geopolitical as well as normative order. It propelled commitments to protect 
democracy to the top of the agenda for Europe, internally as well as in foreign and security 
policy. European powers responded and a common line gained currency that the war had 
pulled them through a watershed conversion in their strategic outlook. However, in a year 
dominated by the imperative of defending democracy, European policies specifically aimed 
at supporting democracy evolved in only understated fashion. While these policies were 
adjusted in important ways to the new context, Europe shifted gear much less in this area 
than in others. 

In 2021, the European Democracy Hub published the first annual review of European 
democracy support.1 This second review aims to provide an empirical overview of European 
democracy support policies in 2022. The review covers policies, strategies, and initiatives at 
the level of the European Union (EU) as well as those of its member states and of non-EU 
European countries active in democracy support (Norway, Switzerland, and the United 
Kingdom). It presents information on European efforts to defend and strengthen democracy 
around the world while highlighting their shortcomings. The aim is to inform debates about 
policies geared toward upholding democracy internationally.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine dominated European policy debates in 2022 in many ways. 
This review examines the democracy-related consequences of the invasion and of the geo-
political changes it unleashed. Western leaders framed the invasion as a threat not only to 
Ukraine but also to democratic norms and the rules-based order more widely, and as such 
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it galvanized EU institutions and European governments into new commitments to defend 
democracy. However, these commitments were far from being the main policy responses; 
for all the rhetoric about a new struggle to defend democratic values, many elements of 
European democracy policy were second-order priorities. And, in some ways, the security 
aspects of the strategic landscape diluted European democracy commitments. 

The invasion did not alter all aspects of European democracy policy, which in many coun-
tries was shaped by domestic political developments. In a year of notable protests and other 
forms of civic activism around the world, the EU and some member states improved the 
ways in which they engage with local actors in support of political reform. The EU began to 
roll out many new programs in its democracy toolbox. Though low-profile, this began to add 
more tactical sophistication to EU policies. Yet the degree of European support for demo-
cratic openings remained modest and, in some places, negligible. And, while much attention 
was on the global consequences of the war in Ukraine, the EU’s democracy activities moved 
up a gear to a greater extent internally than externally. 

This review offers a summary of the main changes to the context conditioning European 
democracy policies before outlining their evolution at the EU and national levels during the 
year. It then looks at the war in Ukraine and the democracy-related aspects of the European 
response to it. The review then delves into more specific aspects of democracy support that 
were pursued, such as democracy funding, the use of sanctions and conditionality, and 
democracy considerations in conflict interventions.

In line with the previous review, we frame democracy support in a broad sense. The concept 
lacks a firm definition and this review reflects an elastic understanding of it. Broadly, the 
analysis considers quantitative and qualitative aspects of European strategies relevant to 
strengthening democratic practices, norms, and institutions. Democracy support in this 
sense includes the use of funding for democracy projects, decisions over sanctions, the use 
of political conditionality, and the incorporation of democracy factors into conflict-related 
policies. The review looks not only at examples of such democracy support but also instances 
where democratic considerations were absent from EU policy. Democracy support is un-
derstood here as including EU and European action around the world, including within 
Europe, but not the actions of governments in their country’s domestic affairs. 
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The Overarching Context 

Several considerations defined the overarching context in which European democracy 
support policies were formulated in 2022.

Democratic Decline

The trajectory of democratic quality across the world remained broadly negative. European 
democracy support had to contend with what is now more than a decade-long global trend 
of weakening democratic norms. At the beginning of 2022, all democracy indices indicated 
that the world’s democratic recession was continuing.2 In this context, the EU and national 
governments faced the challenge of countering democratic backsliding and authoritarian 
influence, and they framed many policies accordingly in defensive fashion. At the start of the 
year, the policy narratives showed an incipient interest in cooperation among democracies to 
strengthen support for democracy and to combat authoritarianism.

The War in Ukraine

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 reshaped the context for democracy support. 
The geopolitical background against which the EU operates changed profoundly. The 
war provided a fillip but also a complication for democracy strategies. The invasion was 
framed as a direct threat to Ukraine’s fledgling democracy and as an attack on the idea of 
democracy itself. As such, it became a symbol of the global ideological struggle and galva-
nized democracies in general, and Europe in particular, to band together. Yet it also added 
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strains to democracy across Eastern Europe, inside the EU, and globally. Russia’s flouting of 
international law and norms threatened to encourage other autocratic regimes into similar 
aggression. Overall, the interconnectedness of democracy support and geopolitics deepened 
appreciably in 2022.

The COVID-19 Pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic’s weight in shaping the international context receded in 2022 but 
it continued to have democracy-related impacts. While many governments lifted pandemic 
restrictions on political freedoms, many others hung on to at least some of their enhanced 
powers. China’s government continued to implement draconian restrictions and lockdowns 
under its Zero COVID policy until protests forced it to reconsider late in the year.3 The 
economic fallout from the pandemic was severe in many regions, and especially in emerging 
markets, with income losses exacerbating inequalities and economic fragilities.4 Thus the 
pandemic reopened debates across the world about the role of the state, social resilience, and 
the need for new economic policies. Even if other crises came to eclipse the pandemic, it still 
shaped the context for European democracy strategies. 

The Cost-of-Living Crisis

Intertwined with the war in Ukraine and the slow recovery from the economic impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Europe’s cost-of-living crisis also dominated the year. With the war 
pushing up energy prices Russian supplies set to phase out, Europeans increasingly felt the 
impact of the new geopolitical context. European governments focused on how to mitigate 
the impact of rising oil and gas prices as the cost-of-living crisis became one of the most 
pressing issues. This undermined the stability of many governments and put them under 
strong pressure to restructure energy markets and the external dimensions of  
energy security. It also drove adjustments in several areas of EU external policy. In this 
unsettled economic context, there was high demand for external policies to deliver tangible 
domestic outcomes rapidly, which, more than in previous years, had consequences for  
democracy support. 

Food Insecurity and a Looming Debt Crisis 

The year saw a rapid increase in food prices and severe disruption of food supplies. The war 
in Ukraine compounded the disruptions to supply chains that COVID-19 had caused. 
Russia’s blockade on Ukraine, stopping the latter’s exports of grains, hurt Africa, the 
Middle East, and other developing regions. The United Nations (UN) brokered a deal to 
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restart shipments, but the war made its mark on trade flows. While Europe focused mainly 
on domestic cost-of-living issues, a growing debt crisis plagued many other parts of the 
globe, leaving Lebanon, Sri Lanka, Suriname, Zambia, and Zimbabwe in default and other 
countries at risk. According to the United Nations Development Programme, there were 
fifty-four developing countries with severe issues in managing debt, amid fears of a global 
recession.5 The resulting instability was particularly detrimental to young democracies and 
threatened to set back democratic progress.

Protests 

The year saw a wave of protests around the world. In Iran, the death of twenty-two-year-old 
Mahsa Amini in police custody after being arrested for violating the hijab law ignited large 
protests. Their demands centered on the morality police’s abuses, the country’s strict moral-
ity laws, and the lack of freedoms for women. Pakistan was also rife with protest around a 
no-confidence motion against former prime minister Imran Khan and economic problems. 
The lifting of price caps on liquefied petroleum gas in Kazakhstan sparked mass unrest 
and a harsh crackdown by the state. Termed “Bloody January,” the unrest reflected people’s 
outrage with corruption, economic inequality and stagnation, as well as with the intolerance 
of dissent in the country.6 Mass protests in Sri Lanka removed then president Gotabaya 
Rajapaksa from office. The country’s population protested frequently throughout the year 
and the demonstrations were often put down with excessive force. The new president, Ranil 
Wickremesinghe, also violently suppressed peaceful dissent. Finally, toward the end of the 
year, protests took place across China against harsh COVID-19 lockdown restrictions. In a 
notable change, protesters used pro-democracy slogans rather than focusing only on specific 
policy or corruption concerns. 

EU Reform

Within the EU, the debate about internal reform deepened. In May 2022, the Conference 
on the Future of Europe concluded. Its plenary issued an ambitious set of recommendations 
for the reform of EU policies and institutions. Some of these recommendations focused 
on the EU’s democratic credentials, and the European Commission began a new citizen 
panel on food waste in December. However, member states could not reach a consensus 
on the adoption of the treaty changes required to implement more far-reaching reforms. 
Friction emerged between member states and the European Commission and the European 
Parliament, with the latter two pressing for treaty changes. A group of thirteen governments 
issued a letter rejecting any “unconsidered and premature attempt to launch a process 
towards treaty change.”7 In her State of the Union speech, Commission President Ursula von 
der Leyen called for a European Convention to pass democratic reforms.8 
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A New European Political Landscape

Several elections deepened concerns over the state of European democracy. Parliamentary 
elections in Hungary gave a new mandate to Prime Minister Viktor Orbán’s government, 
which continues to erode democracy. In Sweden, a new coalition of right-wing parties 
propped up by the far-right Sweden Democrats came to power. In Italy, Giorgia Meloni 
became the country’s first far-right prime minister since the Second World War. In Bulgaria, 
Boyko Borissov returned to power a year after being ousted as prime minister following mass 
anti-corruption protests. The United Kingdom experienced a year of unprecedented political 
turmoil that left its reputation for democratic quality in tatters; after two prime ministers 
were ejected by the governing Conservative Party, Rishi Sunak took office faced with the 
challenge of restoring well-functioning democratic decisionmaking. 

U.S. Democracy and Foreign Policy

The war in Ukraine heightened the significance of transatlantic relations and the midterm 
congressional elections in the United States provided a potentially encouraging message for 
cooperation with Europe on democracy support. While the increasingly far-right Republican 
Party gained control of the House of Representatives, the expectation that it would sweep 
the board proved wrong. The optimistic reading of the midterms is that the American people 
rebuked the Republican Party for its drift away from democracy and universal rights, even if 
the country remains deeply polarized. The elections augured well, in the short term at least, 
for U.S. commitments to democracy support and for the U.S. administration’s desire and 
capacity to collaborate with Europe on this agenda, particularly with regard to support  
for Ukraine. 

Evolution in Democracy Strategies 

The EU and some national governments agreed and developed new democracy strategies 
during the year, in many cases as a result of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, which had a 
profound effect on European narratives about democracy. The war prompted European 
governments to increase their commitments to democracy externally and internally. This 
new geopolitical context combined with other factors and with ongoing improvements to 
several democracy-related strategies of wider relevance.
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External EU Initiatives

European leaders framed the war in Ukraine as part of an ideological struggle between 
democracy and autocracy worldwide.9 They emphasized the urgency of defending Ukraine’s 
incipient democracy alongside its sovereignty. Their message was that the country’s fight is 
one for global democracy. Most European leaders talked of the battle between democracy 
and autocracy as a sharper dividing line in international politics. 

In her State of the Union speech, von der Leyen said: “this is a war . . . on our values and a 
war on our future. This is about autocracy against democracy.”10 She placed an unprecedent-
ed emphasis on democracy, mentioning it twenty-one times compared to only five times in 
her 2021 speech. Notably, she announced a Defence of Democracy package geared toward 
limiting foreign influence and fighting disinformation. However, not all rhetoric was quite as 
clear-cut. High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Josep Borrell reiterated 
the need to support democracy but also said that the EU is “too much Kantian, not enough 
Hobbesian”—a phrase that seemed to point in the opposite direction.11

The European members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) signed off on 
the alliance’s new Strategic Concept that identifies “advancing authoritarianism” as a key 
threat. The concept promises increased NATO support to nonmembers in resisting autocrat-
ic challenges.12 It also takes a much tougher stance on Russia, and, for the first time, identi-
fies the need to respond to China’s ambitions and policies as a strategic priority. Compared 
to previous versions, NATO’s new concept places striking emphasis on defending democratic 
values. In a similar vein, the EU’s new Strategic Compass states that “the EU needs to take a 
more active stance to protect its values” and that security policy must now be framed around 
a “competition of governance systems.”13 

The EU moved further ahead in implementing its Action Plan on Human Rights and 
Democracy 2020–2024, which serves as a general framework for democracy support.14 
The focus in 2021 was on preparatory stages: programming consultations for civil society 
roadmaps, thematic and country multiannual indicative programs, and human rights and 
democracy country strategies. In 2022, the focus was more operational. The EU adopted 
a multiannual action plan for the thematic program on human rights and democracy for 
2022–2024 that outlines fifteen actions, each accompanied by an implementation plan.15 
Many of these initiatives, such as Team Europe Democracy (TED) and Youth in Politics  
and Public Affairs, began activities. TED launched its work program and pilot country 
strategies with fourteen member states: Belgium, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Denmark, 
Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland, Slovakia, Spain, 
and Sweden.16 
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The EU also moved to deepen ties with democracies around the world. Member states 
pushed for the completion of EU trade talks with the likes of Australia, Chile, India, and 
New Zealand, and framed this as part of a “defending democracy” agenda and a search for 
alternative trade links to those with Russia and, to a lesser extent, China. EU leaders made 
a dramatically increased number of trips to Africa, Asia, and Latin America with a notable 
focus on building partnerships based on democratic values in the context of the war  
in Ukraine.

A proxy indicator for the strength of democracy commitments can be found in the mentions 
of democratic values in EU statements and communications. Table 1 shows how frequently 
key high-level EU officials stressed the importance of democracy support.

Table 1. Shares of EU Commissioners’ Statements Containing a Focus on Democracy 
Weighted percentages

DG JUST 
Commissioner

DG INTPA 
Commissioner

DG NEAR  
Commissioner

Vice President for 
 values and  

transparency

High Representative 
for Foreign Affairs and 

Security Policy

2020 2021 2022 2020 2021 2022 2020 2021 2022 2020 2021 2022 2020 2021 2022

Main focus 10.4 2.4 1.7 1.9 6.5 2.5 5.3 5.7 2.6 19.4 10.5 1.4 18.2 16.9 1.9

Core part 20.8 17.1 17 3.9 7.8 5 13.3 12.3 7.8 25.4 18.5 28.8 16.7 9.1 10.1

Addressed 20.8 14.6 11.9 15.5 26 36.3 33.7 25.5 34.8 28.4 26.7 20.5 22.7 31.2 12

Not  
addressed 47.9 65.9 69.5 79.1 59.7 56.2 47.8 56.5 54.8 25.4 44.2 49.3 42.4 42.8 76.1

Source: Hand-coded assessments of 1,284 statements, speeches, and press releases of key high-level EU officials in 2020, 2021, and 
2022. This includes statements, speeches, and press releases from the commissioners for DG INTPA (International Partnerships), DG 
JUST (Justice), and DG NEAR (Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations) and the vice-president for transparency and values as well 
as press releases and statements from the high representative for foreign affairs and security policy published through the Council of the 
EU.

The European Parliament sought a higher profile in strengthening parliamentary diplomacy 
through the work of the Democracy Support and Election Coordination Group. It opened 
new parliamentary exchanges with African, Western Balkans, and Eastern Partnership 
states. The “Qatargate” corruption scandal that came to light at the end of the year damaged 
the parliament’s image,17 which could have a detrimental spillover effect on its work in 
external democracy support. 
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Source: Based on data available through the European Union Database on Election Missions and on EODS III Report 
Missions Database.

Figure 1. Overview of Electoral Observation Missions and Election 
Follow-up Missions, 2022

Countries where the EU carried out Electoral Observation Missions

Countries where the EU carried out Election Follow-up Missions

Map 1. Overview of Electoral Observation Missions and Election Follow-up 
Missions, 2022 

Source: Based on data available through the European Union Database on Election Missions and on EODS III Report 
Missions Database.

In 2022, the EU sent Election Observation Missions (EOMs), a central instrument of its 
democracy support efforts, to Colombia, Kenya, Kosovo, Lebanon, Lesotho, São Tomé 
e Príncipe, and Timor-Leste (see map 1). Seven members of the European Parliament 
participated in the OSCE’s observation mission to the parliamentary and presidential 
elections in Serbia.18 The EU also deployed Election Follow-up Missions to Madagascar, 
Malawi, Mozambique, Nigeria, Senegal, and Zimbabwe. Apart from a brief dip due to 
the pandemic, the EU has increased the number of Follow-up Missions since the 2010s, 
which reflects a growing emphasis on the implementation of EOMs’ recommendations. The 
EU and member states agreed to use recommendations from past EOMs to advance best 
practices and lessons learned.
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The EU continued its regular human rights dialogues and consultations with thirty-six 
partners: Algeria, Argentina, Armenia, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN), Australia, Bahrain, Bangladesh, Brazil, Canada, Chile, Colombia, Georgia, 
India, Kuwait, Kyrgyzstan, Laos, Mexico, Moldova, Mongolia, New Zealand, Norway, 
Oman, Pakistan, the Palestinian Authority, the Philippines, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, South 
Africa, Sri Lanka, Tajikistan, Taiwan, Turkmenistan, the United Arab Emirates, the United 
States, Uzbekistan, and Vietnam. Other political dialogues also covered human rights issues, 
such as the ones with Malawi and the Seychelles. Most notably, China agreed to reengage 
in a human rights dialogue.19 Additionally, the EU and Bangladesh had their first political 
dialogue, which covered issues related to democracy, fundamental freedoms, and the rule 
of law.20 EU priorities in United Nations human rights fora included Afghanistan, Belarus, 
China, Ethiopia, Myanmar, Syria, and Turkey, in addition to the war in Ukraine.21 

Source: Based on an overview table shared by the European External Action Service with the Human Rights and Democracy 
Network on December 6, 2022 and information provided via the EEAS Newsroom.

Figure 2. EU Human Rights Dialogues and Consultations, 2022 

Countries where the EU held human rights dialogues with regional cooperation bodies representing them

Countries where the EU held human rights dialogues and consultations

Countries where human rights dialogues remained suspended/canceled

Map 2. EU Human Rights Dialogues and Consultations, 2022 

Source: Based on an overview table shared by the European External Action Service with the Human Rights and Democracy Network on 
December 6, 2022 and information provided via the EEAS Newsroom.
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The EU introduced several new regional strategies, most of which mentioned democracy but 
without prominence. The Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific envisions strength-
ened cooperation on seven priorities, which do not include democracy-related issues but 
rather focus on security and economic growth.22 The French presidency of the Council of 
the EU and the high representative for foreign affairs and security policy also co-organized 
a Ministerial Forum for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific, during which the EU and thirty 
countries from the region highlighted their shared ambition to “reaffirm commitment to 
a rules-based international order, democratic values and principles.”23 However, the forum 
planned no concrete actions in the field of human rights and democracy. In another notable 
development for partnership with the region, the EU and ASEAN celebrated forty-five 
years of relations and launched the ASEAN-EU Blue Book 2022.24 The Blue Book does 
not feature democracy-related issues among its seven policy priorities, however. More 
concrete actions were outlined following the Fourth EU-ASEAN Policy Dialogue on 
human rights, which envisioned, among other initiatives, a strengthening of the ASEAN 
Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights.25 

The European Commission’s Directorate-General for Neighbourhood and Enlargement 
Negotiations (DG NEAR) published Renewed Partnership with the Southern 
Neighbourhood—A New Agenda for the Mediterranean, which contains a commitment 
to action on democracy support in the region, although with economic, energy, and secu-
rity challenges as the clear priorities.26 The Council of the EU approved conclusions on a 
strategic partnership with the Gulf region.27 While these two documents explicitly aim to 
enhance cooperation on human rights, they contain no mention of democracy. The EU also 
opened a new delegation in Qatar to increase people-to-people contacts; at its inauguration, 
Council President Charles Michel celebrated Qatar’s many advances in various fields such 
as security and energy. There was, however, no mention of Qatar’s human rights abuses nor 
a call for a better human rights situation in the country.28 These omissions were all the more 
evident against the backdrop of the football World Cup being held in Qatar in November 
and December and the Qatargate corruption scandal.

The EU-African Union Summit in February saw few concrete policy developments on 
democracy.29 Human rights language was watered down and kept out of the summit 
declaration, despite the recent wave of military coups in Africa. At the margins of the 
summit, Commissioner for International Partnerships Jutta Urpilainen launched the first 
Europe-Africa week, which included a dedicated track aimed at fostering participatory and 
transparent governance.30 In November, the European Commission and the African Union 
Commission issued a statement taking stock of progress from the summit and agreed more 
commitment was needed in response to a rising number of anti-constitutional changes of 
government in Africa.31 The EU proposed a cooperation agreement between African coun-
tries and Frontex, the EU border and coast guard that was often denounced in 2022 for its 
lack of transparency and for neglecting human rights violations. This was a step likely to 
damage democracy support efforts in Africa by strengthening the focus on “Fortress Europe” 
security cooperation.32 
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Despite the democracy narratives surrounding the war in Ukraine, the second U.S.-led 
Summit for Democracy was pushed back from 2022 to 2023. It will be co-hosted on March 
29–30, 2023, by Costa Rica, the Netherlands, South Korea, the United States, and Zambia. 
At the first summit in December 2021, European countries made commitments to strength-
en democracy domestically and internationally, but there was no open reporting on imple-
mentation of these during 2022. Only a few commitments could be verified, the majority 
of which are yet to be implemented. Key ones include increased funding for media freedom 
initiatives and support for civil society and human rights defenders. Overall, however, 
European commitments under, and new funds for, the summit process were more modest 
than those of the United States.33

Several EU member states worked as part of “democracy cohorts” to help advance cooper-
ation on certain themes in the run-up to the 2023 summit.34 The European Commission 
took the lead role in the youth political and civic engagement cohort, together with Ghana, 
Nepal, and other partner organizations. Ireland and the commission lead the deliberative 
democracy and citizens’ assemblies cohort. Sweden and Romania were active in the gender 
equality cohort. Latvia joined like-minded stakeholders in hosting the disinformation 
cohort. Estonia and the United Kingdom led the technology for democracy cohort. 
Lithuania joined the cohort on resisting authoritarian pressure. Spain is planning to organize 
a cohort on the inclusion of vulnerable groups. The Czech Republic and Norway were active 
in a civic space cohort. The Netherlands was involved in the press freedom cohort, and it is 
set to lead a regional cluster for Europe. 

National Foreign Policy Initiatives 

Many European countries made democracy support a central aim of their foreign policy, 
including as a result of internal political developments. 

Germany’s change in government in December 2021 had some positive implications for 
democracy support policies. The new foreign minister, Annalena Baerbock, from the Greens, 
was particularly vocal in placing support of democracy and human rights at the center of 
the country’s external relations, especially through the prism of a promised feminist foreign 
policy. She convened a conference on strengthening democracy that brought together 
African and G7 government and civil society representatives, and she urged democracies to 
“join forces” in the face of new threats.35 After Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Chancellor Olaf 
Scholz announced a major shift in foreign and security policy.36 So far this has focused nar-
rowly on security with the government developing Germany’s first national security strategy 
since the Second World War.37 Though the “right to freedom” and democracy are envisaged 
as one of the three pillars of the security strategy, the main focus is on a more traditional 
securitization of foreign policy. 



European Democracy Hub   |   13

In the Czech Republic, the new government led by Prime Minister Petr Fiala pushed the 
country in a direction more supportive of democracy and human rights protection than in 
previous years.38 Its Program Statement published in January 2022 lists support for democ-
racy, human rights, and civil society as a top priority. The government approved a draft law 
for a human rights sanctions regime and promised to strengthen relations with Taiwan and 
other democratic partners in the Indo-Pacific region.39 The Czech presidency of the Council 
of the EU in the second half of 2022 also had democracy support as a priority.

In France, President Emmanuel Macron promised during his reelection campaign to move 
into a new era of relations with Africa based on less support for friendly dictatorships.40 
Nonetheless, his new government still lacked a democracy strategy and its overall approach 
to Africa remained focused on counterterrorism in the Sahel region. This is striking given 
the number of coups there and the controversies related to the French government providing 
intelligence cooperation and authorizing the sale of spyware to the Egyptian regime. 

The United Kingdom’s political turmoil distracted the government from a clear and consis-
tent focus on democracy support. In early 2022, then foreign secretary Liz Truss affirmed 
the country’s “need to fight for the rule of law, freedom and democracy.”41 She talked about 
the need to defend democracy globally when she took office as prime minister, but the 
chaos of her short tenure prevented progress on this. In his first foreign policy speech, her 
successor, Rishi Sunak promised the United Kingdom would do more to defend democracy 
and liberal values “by actions not just words.” Speaking of the need for “robust pragmatism,” 
he acknowledged the challenge posed by China and condemned its crackdown on peaceful 
protests, human rights abuses in Xinjiang, and curtailing of freedom in Hong Kong.42 

Despite its political turmoil, the United Kingdom continued to implement its 2021 
Integrated Review of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign Policy, which outlines the 
government’s strategy up to 2025.43 The government appointed a new geopolitics director in 
the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, with a remit of pushing back against 
authoritarian influence.44 In May, the United Kingdom also adopted a new international 
development strategy. While this does not include democracy as one of its four priorities, 
it states that “by supporting the principles of freedom, democracy and self-determination,” 
the country will address the root causes of “instability, conflict, and human suffering.”45 The 
strategy promises support for democracy, mainly as an adjunct to a tighter focus on econom-
ic development.46 

Denmark’s new Foreign and Security Policy Strategy 2022 contains a strong commitment to 
democracy, which is one of the priority areas. It emphasizes the need to combat authoritari-
an influences and to support democracy and human rights defenders, committing Denmark 
to becoming an “active voice for democracy.”47 Denmark also introduced new operational 
guidelines to increase the focus on democracy on the ground through in-country funding 
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and diplomacy.48 Norway’s new government elected in September 2021 made democracy 
support a more explicit priority, with a particular emphasis on gender equality, local democ-
racy, and respect for minorities.49 Finland upgraded democracy support within its develop-
ment policy.50 

The change in government in Sweden raised doubts over whether the country would con-
tinue to be the EU’s leading advocate for democracy policy, given the new one’s reliance 
on support from a far-right party. The new government revoked its predecessor’s feminist 
foreign policy. While officials said that there would be continuity at an operational level, the 
government did not formally prioritize democracy issues but rather strategic concerns such as 
the economic and energy crises. Its promise to restrict asylum provisions is likely to under-
mine Sweden’s image as a human rights champion abroad. The government did, however, 
adopt a tougher stance on China by condemning its latest rhetoric toward Taiwan.51

The new far-right-led government in Italy did not make new commitments or changes in 
democracy support. While Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni took a firm stance against Russia, 
the Brothers of Italy party’s positions on immigrants, minorities, and LGBTQ people sat 
uneasily with the country’s international human rights commitments. By the end of the year, 
it was still unclear how the change in government might impact external democracy sup-
port measures, which in Italy are often decided and carried out not by the higher political 
leadership but by lower administrative branches. 

Slovenia elected in November its first female president. Although the position is mainly cere-
monial, Nataša Pirc Musar orchestrated her campaign around her commitment to the rule of 
law and, once elected, reaffirmed her pledge to promote fundamental rights and democracy.52 
Malta announced a new foreign policy strategy that stresses “support for political, economic 
and religious freedoms, liberal democracy, the rule of law, racial and gender equality and 
mutual respect.”53 Luxembourg moved to implement its Agenda 2030 foreign policy strategy, 
which foregrounds a commitment to democracy, and it sponsored an OECD Global Forum 
on Reinstating and Rebuilding Trust in Democracy.54 

Portugal adopted a new Cooperation Strategy 2030 that highlights the defense of civic 
space, promoting participatory democracy, and upholding human rights. Belgium com-
pleted its two-year mandate in the UN Security Council where it pushed for more direct 
involvement from civil society organizations and human rights defenders. The government 
published a new policy note listing its foreign policy priorities that promises more support 
for consolidating democracy in fragile contexts, such as the Great Lakes region.55

EU Internal Initiatives 

In addition to its external commitments, the EU developed new initiatives related 
to democracy in Europe. This internal agenda was the more dynamic area of policy 
development in 2022. 
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Regarding citizens participation, the EU Work Program 2022 promised a new push for 
European democracy based on following up the Conference on the Future of Europe, the 
European citizens’ initiative, a new European Media Freedom Act, and a toughened 2022 
Rule of Law Report.56 EU leaders also promised a Defense Democracy Package, which is due 
to be published in 2023.57 

In May, the report on the final outcome of the Conference on the Future of Europe was 
presented, which included several democracy-related proposals.58 The European Commission 
adopted a communication setting out follow-up measures,59 and organized a feedback event 
in December. This communication also included promises to hold more citizen panels, 
mainly under the Better Regulation framework, and to have a citizens’ report as part of the 
impact assessment for new legislation. Panels made up of young people will constitute a 
“youth test.” In her State of the Union speech, von der Leyen said that citizen panels are to 
become “a regular feature of our democratic life.”60 Three of these are due to take place on 
specific legislative proposals; after some internal debate, this route of ad hoc policy panels 
was preferred to creating one permanent citizen assembly. However, by the end of the year 
no other far-reaching democracy measures had been agreed, with debate focusing more on 
arguments for and against treaty change.

In July, the European Commission published the Rule of Law Report 2022, which con-
tained country-specific recommendations.61 The report places a new and considerable 
emphasis on media freedom and the safeguarding of democratic norms online. It points 
to decreases in the degree of judicial independence in a majority of member states. It notes 
risks to media freedom and pluralism in all member states, and it finds Bulgaria, Greece, 
Hungary, Malta, Poland, Romania, and Slovenia to be high-risk countries. While the pro-
duction of country-specific recommendations is an important step forward, these are vague 
and there is no structure to ensure their implementation. 

Spain faced growing scrutiny over its four-year failure to renew the mandate of its General 
Judicial Council and, consequently, to fill vacant positions on its Supreme Court and other 
courts. Commissioners for Justice Didier Reynders and for Values and Transparency Věra 
Jourová engaged more critically on this blockage, the latter describing it as “four years of 
institutional abnormality.”62 

In March, the Council of the EU reached an agreement on a recast regulation governing 
European political parties and political foundations.63 This aims to enhance the transparen-
cy of European political parties and to counter foreign interference. In the same month, the 
European Parliament adopted a report on “Foreign interference in all democratic processes 
in the European Union.”64 Following the alleged misuse of Pegasus surveillance spyware 
against journalists, politicians, activists, and lawyers, the parliament established a committee 
of inquiry to investigate the use of Pegasus and other surveillance spyware, which is sched-
uled to submit its final report in early 2023.65 The committee held hearings on the use of 
spyware in Cyprus, Greece, Hungary, Poland, and Spain.
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In 2022, media freedom and the fight against disinformation were given a prominent place 
in EU internal reforms. A new European Media Freedom Act promises safeguards against 
political interference in editorial decisions and against surveillance, although not binding 
rules on transparency in ownership.66 The European Commission pushed Greece hard on 
interference in the media sector and in response the country’s government loosened some of 
its proposed new powers over journalists. The commission presented legislation to protect 
journalists from strategic lawsuits against public participation.67 This includes a package 
obliging governments to take action against the increasing use of abusive lawsuits against 
journalists and media outlets. In June, the Council of the EU approved conclusions on the 
protection and safety of journalists and media professionals, which calls on the commission 
to increase funding for independent and investigative journalism.68 

The Digital Markets Act was adopted in October.69 This obliges “gatekeeper” service pro-
viders to comply with more rigorous obligations regarding online content monitoring. In 
November, the Digital Services Act entered into force, with the aim of establishing a level 
playing field for businesses and creating a safer digital space where the fundamental rights 
of users are protected.70 In June, the EU issued a new anti-disinformation Code of Practice, 
which gained an increased number of signatories.71 The Council of the EU adopted conclu-
sions on foreign information manipulation and interference that promise tighter interna-
tional norms on disinformation and stronger capacities to resist it.72 Debate continued over 
whether this suite of new measures was far-reaching enough to improve digital democracy 
significantly.

Within the framework of the EU–U.S. Trade and Technology Council, the European 
Commission coordinated with the U.S. government on human rights and democracy prin-
ciples on social media.73 The EU and the United States also issued a joint declaration on the 
future of the internet,74 which underlined a shared commitment to upholding human rights 
online and across the digital ecosystem, and a statement on protecting human rights defend-
ers online.75 The European Data Protection Supervisor pushed for stricter rules for online 
political advertising, including a full ban on microtargeting for political purposes, and the 
commission hopes to have new rules on this issue in place by spring 2023, one year ahead 
of the 2024 European Parliament elections.76 In November, member states, the parliament, 
and the commission agreed a European declaration on digital rights and principles for the 
digital decade, which aims to promote and protect fundamental rights, the rule of law, and 
democracy in digital transformations.77 
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Democracy and the War in Ukraine

The most immediate and specific democracy-related challenges in 2022 arose around the 
war in Ukraine. While European leaders framed the war in terms of defending democratic 
values, most elements of EU policy were not focused on democracy support as such. In 
some ways, democracy and democracy support intertwined with Western efforts to buttress 
Ukraine and to isolate Russia. Yet, when it came to policy decisions, other priorities were of 
higher strategic importance, at least in the initial stages of the conflict. EU reactions to the 
war contained some democracy support elements but this focus was limited.

Sanctions

The EU incrementally ratcheted up its sanctions against Russia throughout 2022. While 
each successive tightening prompted discord among member states, agreements were 
ultimately reached to cut off links and exchanges with Russia progressively. After regular 
upgrades, by the end of the year the punitive measures adopted by the EU, Norway, 
Switzerland, and the United Kingdom included sanctions on hundreds of prominent 
individuals, trade bans on many sectors of the Russian economy and several media outlets, 
the exclusion of several banks from the Swift international payments system, the removal of 
Russia’s most favored nation status, the phasing out of oil imports, and more restrictive visa 
rules for Russians.78 More measures were adopted in response to Russia’s formal annexation 
of four Ukrainian territories. 

Despite the unprecedented severity of these restrictive measures, Ukraine became increasing-
ly frustrated that the EU refused to entertain full-spectrum sanctions. By the end of the year, 
the sanctions still did not include a gas embargo or complete travel ban on Russians, did not 
cover nuclear fuel, and gave an exception to Hungary and Slovakia for oil imports. 

The sanctions were not strictly related to democracy but to Ukraine’s territorial integrity 
and international law. Still, European governments did frame them as a pushback against 
Russia’s authoritarian expansionism and there was in practice some overlap between war-re-
lated measures and efforts to defend and strengthen democratic norms. 
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Military Support

The largest part of European financial contributions to Ukraine was for military support as 
the priority was to help its forces fight the war. By the end of 2022, the EU had provided 
€3.1 billion in military aid through the European Peace Facility, a first use of this instru-
ment for armaments.79 Cyprus, Hungary, and Malta were the only EU countries not to 
provide any weapons to Ukraine, while Austria and Ireland provided only nonlethal equip-
ment in line with their policy of neutrality. As of November 20, of all European states, the 
United Kingdom offered the most and widest range of advanced offensive weaponry, with its 
military support at over £4 billion. U.S. military aid of €28 billion far exceeded European 
efforts. 80

The long-running EU Advisory Mission to Ukraine was tasked with dealing with refugees 
and investigating crimes committed by Russian troops.81 A handful of states offered training 
to Ukrainian troops, with the United Kingdom’s program by far the largest. Only toward 
the end of the year did the EU agree to begin a training mission for Ukrainian forces, 
after extended debate delayed this over several months. The newly established EU Military 
Assistance Mission in support of Ukraine will provide training only outside Ukraine.82 
Perhaps the most notable impact of the war was to push EU governments to increase their 
own defense budgets and capabilities. Nearly all member states promised to increase defense 
spending to 2 percent of gross domestic product.83 There was no equivalent hike or promise 
in relation to democracy funds.

Aid to Ukraine

The EU offered Ukraine a €9 billion aid package in May and later in the year promised the 
country a further €18 billion in 2023.84 Of the €9 billion package, €6 billion was disbursed 
by the end of the year, and the Ukrainian government complained about delays to this aid’s 
delivery. The United States’ nonmilitary aid was greater than that from European states. The 
EU set up a Ukraine Reconstruction Platform to coordinate aid efforts.85 Understandably, 
the short-term focus was on emergency relief, covering the government’s day-to-day budget 
expenses and physical reconstruction. Still, the European Commission promised to “reallo-
cate funds from EU programs to support civil society organizations, human rights defenders, 
journalists, and pro-democracy activists,” that democracy would become a more prominent 
part of reconstruction aid over the medium term, and that the €18 billion package in 
2023 would come with democratic conditions attached.86 The United Kingdom set up a 
Partnership Fund for a Resilient Ukraine of around €20 billion.87 Norway disbursed €221 
million to Ukraine and its neighboring countries.88 Switzerland also increased its aid to 
Ukraine, focused on delivering around €100 million in humanitarian aid in the country and 
the neighboring region.89
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New Accession Candidates

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine catalyzed talks on the EU’s enlargement in its eastern neighbor-
hood. In June, the EU granted candidate status to Moldova and Ukraine.90 Both countries 
had to carry out key reforms before negotiations were opened, especially on judicial inde-
pendence, corruption, oligarchs, and media freedom.91 Despite the war, there were many 
efforts in Ukraine to start moving toward sectoral alignment and to prepare the economy for 
accession commitments. With negotiations not actually opening in 2022, civil society orga-
nizations in the two countries cautioned that an accession perspective was not a substitute 
for active democracy support and that accession needed to advance faster in order to provide 
a good incentive for democratic reforms.

The EU gave Moldova’s reformist government more assistance—especially for justice reform, 
cybersecurity, and managing refugees and other impacts of the war. The EU focused on 
building the state’s capacity to carry out pre-accession reforms and addressing Moldova’s 
economic and security vulnerabilities. With the government struggling to retain support 
domestically, the EU insisted it had learnt the lesson not to tie its support too tightly to one 
particular pro-EU government but to focus more on institutional capacities instead. France, 
Germany, and Romania led a Moldova Support Platform to boost support and over a dozen 
European foreign ministers visited the country during the year.92 Romania granted Moldova 
an additional package of nonrefundable financial assistance worth €10 million.93

In a case of tough conditionality, EU leaders refused to give Georgia candidate status. The 
country is most advanced in the implementation of a Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade 
Area but was deemed to be suffering significant democratic backsliding. The EU laid out 
a detailed list of reforms that Georgia must implement to receive candidate status and 
announced it would not revisit its decision until the end of 2023. The Georgian government 
created nine working groups covering the EU’s conditions and introduced some reforms, for 
instance, to the electoral code. Civil society groups and some political parties participated 
in these but the main opposition party did not. While the conditions were detailed, the EU 
took a slightly more hands-off approach in 2022 after its very involved mediation in 2021 
seemed to backfire and draw its officials into Georgia’s highly personalized political rivalries. 
The EU did not grant Georgia any of its “umbrella funds” allocation in 2022. 

In general, member states were divided on accession for Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine: 
some pushed for flexibility toward the three countries on geopolitical grounds while others 
insisted on more stringent pre-accession democracy conditions. 

The EU launched accession talks with Albania and North Macedonia in July and granted 
candidate status to Bosnia and Herzegovina in December, the latter decision despite political 
turmoil following elections and a general lack of progress on political reforms in Bosnia as 
a whole.94 In general, a softening of democratic conditionality was evident in dealings with 
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the Western Balkan countries, with the objective of locking the region into the EU’s orbit 
more firmly. There was a striking increase in the number of high-level visits to the region by 
Council President Charles Michel and other senior figures from EU institutions and member 
states. A range of new European sectoral cooperation began in the Western Balkans under a 
revival of the Berlin Process.

The European Political Community

The France-initiated European Political Community gathered forty-four leaders in October 
and was framed as being about defending democracy in support of Ukraine.95 In practice, 
this first summit did not discuss democracy support as such, and several nondemocracies 
were included. It focused largely on defense capacities, the energy crisis, food security, and 
coordinating pressure on Russia, but did not include anything new in concrete terms for 
Ukraine. The participating countries kept the new initiative as a venue for informal strategic 
deliberation rather than for formal convergence on certain policies or integration measures. 
This inaugural meeting was not of tangible operational relevance to democracy support even 
though the European Political Community was billed as a new alliance of all European 
democracies.

Energy Politics and Gas Supplies

Any focus on democracy was eclipsed by the energy crisis, which followed the invasion of 
Ukraine. European governments channeled huge amounts of money into domestic energy 
and cost-of-living packages that ran into the hundreds of billions of euros while member-
state support for democracy continued to amount to tens of millions. A key priority was 
the search for alternative gas supplies to replace Russian ones. The year saw a procession of 
member-state and EU leaders visiting, among others, Algeria, Azerbaijan, Egypt, and the 
Gulf states. New agreements were signed with some of the world’s most repressive regimes. 
The EU and Azerbaijan agreed on a Strategic Partnership in the Field of Energy to double 
gas supplies.96 The exploitation of gas resources in the Eastern Mediterranean involved a new 
accord with Egypt and Israel.97 Germany agreed on a contract with Qatar for the supply of 
liquefied natural gas.98 Italy’s new partnership with Algeria made it the country’s largest gas 
purchaser. Italy also signed new deals to boost natural gas imports from Angola and the  
state energy company Eni agreed to increase gas production in the Republic of Congo.99 
Energy was also a factor behind redoubled EU efforts to cooperate with Iran, until these  
ran aground due to the protests later in the year.100 At the UN COP27 climate change 
conference in November, the EU signed a raft of accords for hydrogen supplies with 
authoritarian regimes.101 
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Democracy Aid

European internal and external democracy aid increased to a modest degree. Such funding 
also extended to new kinds of partners and was deployed in new tactical ways. Yet, its scale 
remained relatively limited, especially when compared to the much larger amounts of money 
forthcoming during the year for security and energy policies. 

External Funding

The Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI) 
– Global Europe budgetfor external action has a budget of €79.9 billion under the 
Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) for 2021–2027.102 This was an increase of €1 
billion from the previous MFF. Initial projections for total external spending in 2022 
amounted to approximately €12.7 billion. For geographic programming there was a target of 
at least 15 percent to be spent on human rights, democracy, and good governance. 

The Global Europe Human Rights and Democracy program launched in December 2021 
began funding activities, with an allocation of €1.5 billion for the period up to 2027.103 
Notably, the funding rules allow civil society actions to be supported without the consent of 
partner countries’ governments. The instrument can support activities in any country out-
side the EU and at the global level. It has five overarching, somewhat imprecise, priorities: 

•	 protecting and empowering individuals (€704 million);

•	 building resilient, inclusive, and democratic societies (€463 million);

•	 promoting a global system for human rights and democracy (€144 million);

•	 safeguarding fundamental freedoms and harnessing digital technologies (€195 
million); and 

•	 delivering by working together (€6.6 million). 

The EU began to roll out its new flagship Global Gateway funding in 2022.104 It claimed 
this would advance a “human rights-based approach” to infrastructure projects. European 
Commission funds and European Investment Bank loans of €27.3 billion were allocated for 
Global Gateway investments.105 More than two-thirds of this amount was for investments 
in enlargement and neighborhood countries. The rest was allocated for partner countries in 
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Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, Latin America, and the Pacific. Commission President Ursula 
von der Leyen referred to the democracy-related dimension of the Global Gateway as “a new 
way of promoting our democratic values at all corners of the world,” and she claimed that it 
would improve civic, digital, and labor rights, while China’s Belt and Road Initiative hinders 
these.106 The EU did not spell out, however, how nonpolitical investment in infrastructure, 
including in authoritarian countries, will support democracy in practice. More generally, 
concerns grew that inflation risked dramatically reducing the value and leverage of all these 
various sources of external funding.107

Some member states expanded their external democracy programs, but the picture relating 
to their funding remained opaque. As noted in our review last year, few European govern-
ments have clearly structured democracy funding arrangements, and this deficiency was just 
as stark in 2022. Almost none was able to specify how much it had to spend on democracy 
in its external funds during the year. Governments are able to measure their democracy 
spending only ex post, through OECD data that takes two years to be compiled. As we 
stressed last year, this disorganization and lack of clarity sets democracy aid apart from other 
areas of external action, like easily quantifiable defense, climate, migration, or health-emer-
gency spending. There were no efforts to address this in 2022. European donors insist that 
democracy aid is difficult to define, yet the United States pre-allocates precise and identifi-
able amounts for democracy.

As a result, only a partial picture of European democracy funding can be drawn, comprising 
the key trends and examples below:

France announced an increase of €860 million in its development assistance, but it did not 
stipulate how much of this would be for democracy support.108 It launched the Innovation 
Foundation for Democracy, with a budget of €50 million, to promote democracy among 
youth and to “revitalize democracy in Africa.”109 

Germany’s Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) had a 
budget of €12.35 billion in 2022.110 Germany does not pre-allocate a specific amount for 
democracy; it works back from how much is spent related to democracy within country 
programs after these have been completed for the year. 

Denmark’s development cooperation budget was €2.34 billion in 2022.111 By December, 
more than €266 million had been disbursed to programs classified as “Government and 
Civil Society – General.”112 Finland’s proposed development cooperation budget for 2022 
amounted to €1.34 billion, with €88 million earmarked to support civil society organiza-
tions and €3 million for the democracy organizations Demo Finland and the Rule of Law 
Center. Finland made Moldova, Syria, and Ukraine eligible for development aid and provid-
ed a €70 million top-up to its aid budget for Ukraine. 113 
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Belgium’s development agency, Enabel, carried out democracy support projects that account-
ed for approximately 15 percent of the country’s development aid in fragile countries (around 
€45 million). While Luxembourg continued to spend the UN-recommended 0.7 percent of 
gross national income on official development assistance (ODA), only 5 percent of this (€24 
million) went to democracy support. 

Spain’s government presented a law on Cooperation for Sustainable Development and 
Global Solidarity, with a commitment to spend 0.7 percent of gross national income on 
ODA by 2030.114 In 2022, its development aid increased by almost €400 million but it was 
unclear how much of this would go to democracy support.

Italy allocated for 2022–2024 a €2.5 million fund for initiatives and projects in the area of 
electoral assistance to third countries and countering electoral interference, a minor increase 
from the €2.4 million allocated in 2019–2021.

Central and Eastern European states generally increased their democracy funding and were 
better at quantifying democracy support, but the scale of this was extremely modest. Poland 
enhanced its financial allocation for the Solidarity Fund PL, a state-funded entity whose 
activities are dedicated to democracy support, from €5.6 million in 2021 to €7.5 million in 
2022.115 Romania increased its international cooperation budget with approximately one-
third (a modest €152,000) allocated to democracy support.

The Czech Republic approved an increase in funding for the Transformation Cooperation 
Program of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which supports activities oriented around 
building democratic institutions, protecting human rights, and supporting civil society and 
good governance.116 In 2022, approximately €2.66 million was allocated for these purposes, 
an amount set to increase to €4.37 million in 2025.

Latvia’s development cooperation budget rose from €500,000 in 2021 to a still limited 
€1.3 million in 2022. Nearly half of the cooperation projects were dedicated to fostering 
democracy, good governance, the rule of law, and civil society participation in third coun-
tries. Lithuania and Estonia promised increased funds for democracy respectively under 
their Strategic Directions for Development Cooperation 2022–2025117 and Development 
Cooperation and Humanitarian Aid Program for 2022–2025.118 Their priority target area 
remains the Eastern Partnership states.

Outside the EU, Norway’s aid budget for 2022 was €4 billion, an 8 percent increase from 
2021, with increases for democracy.119 Switzerland boosted its overall funding for a variety of 
projects focused on human rights, democracy and the rule of law, governance, and gender.120 
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The United Kingdom’s ODA remained at 0.5 percent of gross national income, maintaining 
the controversial reduction from 0.7 percent announced in 2021. The government cited the 
economic crisis as reason to place some areas of external funding on pause. In November, it 
announced that it does not expect a return to 0.7 percent before 2027.121 The new develop-
ment minister, Andrew Mitchell, has pushed for an increase to the aid budget. The amount 
of money available for external projects was constrained by the fact that more than €4.5 
billion meant for development aid in 2022 was spent domestically to support increasing 
numbers of asylum seekers and refugees.122 Although the government did not set out in 
advance how much it would spend on democracy during the year, some work on democracy 
was negatively affected. 

Many interesting democracy projects and initiatives were carried out in different regions 
under the different EU and national funding streams. Below is a representative selection of 
examples:

The EU Neighbours South program launched EU Jeel Connect: Connect, Act, Lead—a 
network of young people across the southern neighborhood, led by eight “focal points” from 
Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Palestine, and Tunisia.123 The EU also 
provided new funding for local-level participative democracy in Algeria. In the Gulf region, 
it implemented two new programs on women’s leadership and youth engagement, which was 
seen as an oblique way to address political issues.

In Latin America, the EU created a new set of initiatives to fund human rights defenders in 
Colombia and launched a new call for proposals in support of civil society, human rights, 
and democracy with a budget of €6.1 million to finance projects in Argentina.124 

In the Western Balkans, the European Commission developed a more flexible approach to 
funding that allowed recipient states to have more say in selecting priorities, in an effort to 
move beyond the impasse in acquis alignment in many cases. Many governments in the 
region chose to prioritize cooperation on judicial prosecution processes. 

The European Commission began a new 2022–2027 initiative titled EU Support to 
Democratic Governance in Nigeria Phase II, worth €39 million.125 This is the successor to 
a program that also targeted electoral processes but had a significantly lower budget (€26.5 
million). Informed by the findings of earlier Election Observation Missions, this initiative 
aims to promote transparent, inclusive, and credible electoral processes in the country ahead 
of the 2023 general elections. 

Some of the EU funds allocated for Belarusian civil society in 2021 were spent in 2022, 
with most going to dissidents in exile or to emergency grants to ensure the personal safety 
of activists, although it was possible to provide some small funds to support groups in the 
country. The shift in the EU’s focus and efforts to the war in Ukraine presented a challenge 
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for the democratic movement in Belarus, however. Denmark, Germany, and the United 
Kingdom launched an initiative to document serious human rights violations in Belarus.126 
Austria provided €50,000 to a training program for Belarusian civil society.

Sweden adopted seven regional and thematic strategies for 2022–2026 with democracy 
among their key objectives. The strategy with the most funds (approximately €255 million) 
was for Asia.127 Sweden also provided more support to civil society organizations and human 
rights defenders in Syria.128

Democracy funding by the Baltic states was closely related to the war in Ukraine. Lithuania 
launched a Frontline Democracies coalition to strengthen the resistance of democratic 
societies. It also continued to provide a safe haven for Belarusian opposition leader Sviatlana 
Tsikhanouskaya. Estonia’s priority was to strengthen democracy and empower local gov-
ernments in Eastern Partnership countries.129 Latvia funded new projects on countering 
disinformation in Moldova; on inclusive human rights education in Georgia, Moldova, and 
Ukraine; and on capacity building for judicial reform in Ukraine. 130

Media freedom was one issue that received increasing attention. Austria organized a confer-
ence on the safety of journalists.131 Denmark expanded the scope of its Tech for Democracy 
Initiative, which has a budget of €28 million over a period of four years.132 It also completed 
the two-year pilot period for the project Claim Your Space, which provides emergency fund-
ing to civil society actors under threat.133 Switzerland announced €2.6 million in support to 
the International Fund for Public Interest Media.134 France pledged €15 million to this fund 
over the next three years. 

The Netherlands enhanced its efforts to support independent Russian-speaking media, 
including by assisting the networks of exiled human rights defenders; for example, by 
facilitating their registration in the country. The government also allocated €2.5 million to 
the Tech Protect program and €15 million to fund investigative journalists. Slovakia pledged 
to double its foreign aid assistance for independent media and investigative journalism. 
Germany launched the €3.5 million Hannah Arendt Initiative to support journalists and 
media from conflict areas abroad or in exile.

Promoting women’s empowerment was another growing priority. Demo Finland provided 
training to more than 360 women politicians in seven provinces in Sri Lanka.135 Spain’s 
Masar Program carried out new projects on gender and women’s leadership in the Arab 
world.136 Belgium supported gender equality through a €3.4 million project on women’s 
leadership and entrepreneurship. 

There was also a stronger emphasis on anti-corruption. Croatia and the United Kingdom 
funded an anti-corruption conference that brought together the ministers of justice from 
the Western Balkans.137 Italy earmarked €2 million for initiatives and projects countering 
corruption in Africa and Latin America for the period 2022–2024. 
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Funding Within the EU 

After a late start in 2021, the EU’s €1.55 billion Citizens, Equality, Rights and Values 
(CERV) program moved into its implementation phase. This was the main funding program 
for internal EU democracy support, although its funds were not all related to or neces-
sarily helpful for democracy. The CERV budget for 2021–2027 is split into the following 
categories: 

•	 Union values: €690 million

•	 Equality, rights, and gender equality: €470 million

•	 Citizen engagement and participation: €395 million

CERV had an annual budget of just over €200 million for 2022, split across four action 
areas:138

•	 Protect and promote Union values: €91 million

•	 Promote equality and rights: €40 million

•	 Promote citizens’ engagement and participation in democratic life: €40 million

•	 Prevent gender-based violence and promote child rights: €29 million

Under CERV, the European Commission for the first time made funds (€51 million) 
available to intermediaries for re-granting and capacity building in the civil society sector, as 
well as an additional €2 million for organizations engaged in strategic litigation and training 
related to the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. Still, concerns remain about CERV’s rela-
tive lack of flexibility and high administrative burden, which could limit its effectiveness.139 

The European Parliament raised CERV’s budget for 2023. This will bring an additional 
€2 million to the strand for tackling gender-based violence and €1.5 million to the strand 
for citizens’ engagement and participation, the latter with the aim of ensuring effective 
follow-up to the Conference on the Future of Europe. The grantees were primarily nongov-
ernmental organizations from Eastern and Southern Europe.

The European Commission increased its commitment to strengthening the media sector 
through the media-focused arm of the Creative Europe Programme, which had a budget of 
€226 million for 2022.140 The motivations for bolstering media support included the impact 
of COVID-19 on media actors, the threats to the pluralistic media environment, and the 
need to adapt to new business models.
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In April, the EU allocated increased funds to support cross-border journalism.141 In 
September, the European Commission opened four calls with a budget of around €6.5 mil-
lion aimed at supporting media freedom and media pluralism.142 Additionally, seven projects 
are being implemented to foster media pluralism and to assist media self-regulation bodies. 
The commission launched the European Newsroom project, with a budget of €1.76 million, 
to host correspondents of eighteen press agencies under the coordination of the Deutsche 
Presse-Agentur and to carry out independent reporting on EU affairs.143 The EU signed a 
grant worth €2.2 million with the radio network Euranet Plus to support the coverage of EU 
affairs via radio. In November, the commissions launched a €10 million call for journalism 
partnerships, an increase of €3 million from previous years. For the first time, part of this 
fund will be provided to organizations working on sectors that are of special relevance for 
democracy, such as investigative journalism. Overall, €14.6 million were made available to 
support multimedia actors in Europe through the 2022 Financing Decision on Multimedia 
Actions, a program managed by the Directorate-General for Communications Networks, 
Content and Technology.144 

The European Digital Media Observatory, an independent platform dedicated to combating 
disinformation, announced plans to extend hubs to all EU countries and Norway.145 The 
Digital Europe Programme will support this expansion, set to be operational in 2023, with 
€8 million.146 Italy, where the leading consortium is based, provided the project’s initial 
funding of €11 million through the Connecting Europe Facility of the EU.147

In 2022, the Horizon program managed by the Directorate-General for Research and 
Innovation made approximately €81 million available for research in the sphere of democra-
cy. This was the second year it focused on supporting such research.

The EEA and Norway Grants, which support good governance and civil society among 
other issues, continued to flow to fourteen EU target countries.148 Under a 2019–2022 
funding cycle for active citizen programs, a new call opened with budgets of €780,000 for 
Romania, €170,000 for Lithuania, and €76,287 for Slovakia. Additionally, a new call for 
proposals worth €329,860 was opened to support civil society and strengthen its role in 
promoting democratic participation in Estonia. The grant scheme remained suspended  
in Hungary. 

Sanctions and Democratic Conditionality 

Although many of its leaders talked of it becoming a harder-edged power in the wake of the 
Ukraine invasion, the EU did not increase its use of sanctions or conditionality specifically 
in relation to democracy support. 
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Sanctions 

The EU did not make any significant use of its Global Human Rights Sanctions Regime in 
2022. Three rounds of sanctions were imposed under the regime’s remit in 2021, the latest in 
December 2021 targeting Russian individuals. After what was widely seen as an active first 
year, the regime seemed to lose prominence in 2022. No further sanctions were imposed 
within this framework, with the packages adopted against Russia and other countries falling 
under country regimes. In part this was because capacities were directed at Russia, drawing 
away the considerable resources needed to gather evidence under the global regime. 

Figure 3. Overview of EU Sanctions on Grounds Related to Democracy and Human Rights, 2022

Source: EU Sanctions Map, last updated 21 December 2022 at www.sanctionsmap.eu.

Figure 3. Overview of EU Sanctions on Grounds Related to Democracy and Human 
Rights, 2022  

Source: EU Sanctions Map, last updated 21 December 2022 at www.sanctionsmap.eu.

The future of the human rights sanctions regime remains uncertain and the subject of much 
debate. If no more sanctions are adopted under the regime before its upcoming review in 
2023, it runs the risk of becoming dormant. Additionally, many diplomats felt that the 
listings made in 2021 reflected foreign policy interests rather than objective human rights 
criteria. Diplomats were also concerned about listings being susceptible to legal challenge, 
which had a chilling effect in 2022. 

The EU’s sanctions regime still does not include a corruption criterion, as is the case in the 
Canadian, Australian, UK, and U.S. regimes. In her State of the Union speech, President 
Ursula Von der Leyen announced that the European Commission will propose including 
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corruption in the human rights sanction regime in 2023.149 Informal negotiations are ongo-
ing on this, but the high representative for foreign affairs and security policy is yet to provide 
a negotiation mandate to the Council of the EU. 

In September, the European Commission issued a proposal to prohibit the entry of products 
made using forced labor into EU markets.150 This will not enter into force for two years, 
though. Meanwhile the commission’s Proposal for a Directive on Corporate Sustainability 
Due Diligence is still moving through the institutions. It would open the way for punitive 
measures to be imposed on private companies implicated in human rights abuses, although 
it would only fully apply to a small number of large companies and the scale of fines is 
not specified.151 The EU institutions made slow progress toward adopting an anti-coercion 
instrument, which would be used against nondemocratic regimes for trade purposes but 
not democracy-related ones. Last, the commission is advancing a proposal to criminalize 
violations of EU restrictive measures with the aim of preventing the circumvention of  
EU sanctions.152 

While it did not use the global sanctions regime, the EU did invoke country-specific 
sanctions regimes. It extended financial restrictions on entities in Belarus and added new 
individuals in the country to its sanctions list because of their support for Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine.153 Citing intensifying human rights violations, the EU extended existing sanc-
tions on Myanmar, adding more individuals and including entities from the energy sector.154 
The United Kingdom also extended restrictive measures on individuals in the country for 
undermining democracy and the rule of law.155 The EU similarly added individuals to its 
sanctions regimes covering the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Nicaragua, North Korea, 
and Syria. In 2022, there was more coordination between the EU and Canada, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States on such measures than in previous years. 

In February, the EU threatened to withhold funds and to sanction the Bosnian government 
in an effort to prevent the ethnically divided country’s breakup. The Council of the EU 
extended the framework for restrictive measures on Bosnian individuals until March 31, 
2024, not imposing tougher sanctions but keeping the possibility open.156 In contrast, the 
United Kingdom imposed sanctions on the Bosnian Serb separatist leader Milorad Dodik 
and another Bosnian-Serb politician for their alleged attempts to break up the country. 
These measures, combined with the EU’s threat of sanctions, did bring the country’s parties 
together to sign a renewed commitment to the EU reform path. 

The EU imposed sanctions on thirty-seven individuals and seven entities in Iran—including 
Minister of Interior Ahmad Vahidi, members of the morality police, and the country’s 
information officer—for their role in the violent suppression of antigovernment protests. As 
a result, 126 individuals and eleven entities are currently subject to EU restrictive measures 
concerning Iran. The protests took precedence over the EU’s efforts to get the nuclear deal 
with the country back on track. Still, the EU moved to offer funding to Iran under a new 
Multi-annual Indicative Programme for 2021–2027 with a focus on economic and trade 
issues.157 Germany responded more assertively to the protests, taking action beyond the 
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EU-imposed sanctions, especially with regard to visa rules.158 The Netherlands sponsored a 
UN Human Rights Council Resolution establishing an independent mechanism aimed at 
collecting and preserving evidence of alleged human rights violations related to the protests. 

Aid Reductions and Conditionality 

In September 2021, the European Commission published a proposal for changes to 
Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) conditionality, which should come into force in 
2023.159 The proposal tightens conditionality by requiring adherence to an expanded list of 
conventions and standards: instruments dealing with the rights of people with disabilities 
and children’s rights, two labor rights conventions, one governance convention on transna-
tional organized crime, and the Paris Agreement on Climate Change.160 The proposal also 
aims to ease the removal of preferences to further reduce the number of countries eligible. 
Debates over such trade conditionality sharpened in July after the European Ombudsman 
issued a decision highly critical of EU trade policy for undermining human rights.161

In light of shrinking civil society space and the worsening human rights situation in Turkey, 
the EU has significantly cut its financial support to the country’s government since 2018 
and redirected these funds to civil society organizations. In 2022, the amount going to civil 
society increased to around €26 million under the EU Civil Society Facility, with another 
€4 million allocated from the Global Democracy and Human Rights thematic program. 
While some financial support to the government remains, this now is only available to foster 
reforms related to energy, the environment, food security, and labor rights. 

Due to the negative democratic trends in the Middle East and North Africa, for the second 
year in a row no country there received money from an incentive-based umbrella fund 
through which the EU sets aside an additional 5 percent funding to the country that makes 
the most progress in democracy and human rights.

The EU opened new accession chapters with Serbia in exchange for the country’s agreement 
to hold a referendum on judicial reform but it withheld €600 million in aid pending broad 
political changes. In August, the EU pressured and mediated a settlement in a dispute be-
tween Serbia and Kosovo over identity documents that involved the use of potential negative 
conditionality as leverage.162

Limited or No Measures

The EU did not take any action in some notable cases where democracy regressed or autocra-
cy and rights abuses worsened. What is more, not only did it not impose sanctions or reduce 
aid and other forms of cooperation with governments moving in an authoritarian direction, 
it often increased funds to them. The cases below illustrate this trend in 2022. 



European Democracy Hub   |   31

The EU’s Comprehensive Agreement on Investment with China has remained frozen since 
2021, but the EU did not sanction any more Chinese individuals or entities (by comparison, 
four individuals and one entity were listed in 2021).163 The EU did not boycott the Winter 
Olympics in China, and Beijing agreed to reengage with a human rights dialogue. While the 
EU increasingly criticized China, especially for its ongoing human rights abuses against the 
Uyghur minority, it did not take further action even as UN evidence of these abuses mount-
ed. Nor did the EU adopt concrete measures in reaction to China quashing Hong Kong’s 
formal autonomy in 2022. The United Kingdom and a handful of EU member states were 
critical of renewed attacks on civic activists but did not impose punitive measures. 

European support for Taiwan increased somewhat, framed as support for a democracy under 
China’s threat. Several EU member states and the United Kingdom criticized China’s bellig-
erent reaction after the visit to Taiwan by the speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, 
Nancy Pelosi, and they suggested they may also arrange similar visits. After the Chinese 
Communist Party included opposition to Taiwanese independence in its constitution, a 
delegation from the German Bundestag’s Human Rights Committee traveled to Taiwan.164 
Germany’s Chancellor Olaf Scholz nevertheless visited Beijing shortly after in November to 
discuss commercial and strategic cooperation. 

Lithuania was the most vocal European country on the Taiwan issue, opening a trade office 
in Taipei in November and endorsing Pelosi’s visit. In response, China imposed sanctions 
on Lithuania’s deputy minister of transport and communications after she visited Taiwan. 
Estonia and Latvia left the 16+1 initiative, a Beijing-backed forum aimed at boosting 
relations with Eastern European countries.165 Germany, Lithuania, and the United Kingdom 
supported Taiwan’s bid to participate in the World Health Organization. 

The EU did not adopt sanctions against Azerbaijan after it launched new attacks on 
Armenia’s territory; in fact, it prioritized rapprochement with the country. The EU led a new 
process of mediation between Armenia and Azerbaijan, and its focus on remaining equi-
distant between them eclipsed concerns about democracy. The EU did not openly support 
partially democratic Armenia and did not take up the framing put forward by the country’s 
prime minister, Nikol Pashinyan, to describe the conflict as one between democracy and 
autocracy, as in Ukraine. The EU was not able to get significant funds to Azerbaijani civil 
society as the government tightened its restrictions. Despite these developments, the EU still 
sought to sign a new strategic partnership agreement with Azerbaijan that it started negotiat-
ing in 2015 and offered a new draft text. 

In October, the EU decided on a two-month civilian border mission that ostensibly offered 
Armenia some degree of protection, alleviating the intensity of Azerbaijani attacks. Yet it 
was the United States’ more muscular diplomacy that eventually reined back Azerbaijan. 
Holding the upper hand, Azerbaijan ensured that the EU mission was relatively limited 
and weak. Armenia felt that the EU mediation was heading in a direction favorable to 
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Azerbaijan, and its civil society lamented that the EU had become a peace promoter at the 
cost of a democracy promoter. Armenia’s democracy organizations were strongly critical 
of EU pressure on the country to sign a peace deal that favored Azerbaijan’s authoritarian 
regime. 

The EU refrained from adopting punitive measures against Israel. In May, the journalist 
Shireen Abu Akleh was killed while covering a military raid on the Jenin refugee camp, 
with the bullet found to have been fired from the approximate position of an Israeli military 
vehicle.166 During the funeral procession, Israeli riot police assaulted a group of mourners. 
Borrell issued a statement condemning the disproportionate use of force by the authorities.167 
The EU institutions and member states issued statements condemning the shrinking of 
civic space and violations of human rights in Israel as well as new illegal settlement plans. 
Despite all this rhetoric, the EU took no concrete action in response to any of these events, 
but rather sought to reestablish itself as an actor in peace talks and to continue cooperation 
with Israel. An EU-Israel Association Council was held for the first time since 2013.168 The 
EU prioritized strategic considerations, such as energy coordination, over democracy-related 
issues.169 The United Kingdom also initiated talks for a new trade deal with Israel.170

Even though the Occupied Palestinian Territories suffered further democratic backsliding 
in 2022, the EU increased financial support there. It provided €2.6 million to farmers in 
the Gaza Strip in support of a program of the Palestinian Authority.171 For several months, 
the EU withheld €200 million of aid on the grounds that some school textbooks contained 
anti-Semitic messages but there was no similar conditionality related to growing authoritar-
ianism. After pressure in the form of a joint letter from fifteen member states, the European 
Commission moved to release the funding.172 In June, it resumed funding to two Palestinian 
human rights organizations that had been suspended for over a year pending an investiga-
tion into their alleged ties to terrorism. 

In sharp contrast to the rhetoric on Ukrainian self-determination, France, Germany, and 
Spain withdrew their support for democratic self-determination for the Western Saharan 
population in favor of the ever-more authoritarian regime in Morocco, a change welcomed 
by the EU institutions.173 This sits uneasily alongside previous European Court of Justice 
rulings against the EU for failing to uphold the Sahrawi people’s right to self-determination. 
France, Germany, and Spain now base their policies on Morocco’s autonomy plan for the 
region, which deprives Western Sahara of democratic self-government, with the king granted 
the authority to select the region’s leader. Spain also continued to further its cooperation 
with Morocco by signing a new accord for joint maritime patrols to control migration.

In Egypt, the trend of autocratization under President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi continued, 
including the arbitrary detention of activists and the curtailment of freedom of speech. 
Nonetheless, the EU released a first €240 million tranche from Egypt’s aid program as 
well as €100 million in immediate relief for food security.174 In Jordan, there was further 
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centralization of power in the hands of the monarch, yet the EU allocated the country €364 
million under its new aid program. In the case of Lebanon, the EU extended but did not use 
the 2021 framework it set up to allow the imposition of sanctions. This was despite the EU 
Election Observation Mission finding widespread vote buying and clientelism in the parlia-
mentary elections and recommending electoral reform.175 

The EU continued to provide significant funds to Tunisia’s government despite President 
Kais Saied dissolving the parliament, seizing control of the election commission, sacking 
over fifty judges, and pushing through a referendum on a new highly authoritarian consti-
tution.176 The day before the dissolution, Neighbourhood and Enlargement Commissioner 
Olivér Várhelyi visited the country and confirmed a support package of €200 million for the 
southern neighborhood, including for Tunisia.177 In October, the country received a second 
installment of €300 million under a COVID-19 aid package, and Borrell stressed the EU’s 
commitment to providing financial support through the rapid disbursement of €40 million 
and new macro-financial assistance.178 The EU started implementing a €7 million package, 
mainly on LGBTQ rights, under the 2021–2024 Action Plan on Democracy and Human 
Rights. It did not deploy an Observation Mission for the December parliamentary elections. 

The EU maintained funding for Ethiopia’s government under its aid program that began 
in 2019. The 2021 elections were held in the majority of the country’s territory, but citizens 
in the Tigray region were deprived of the right to vote. Despite the regime’s controversial 
actions in the Tigray conflict and the ongoing democratic backsliding, most EU-funded 
projects still envision engagement with government bodies and public authorities, including 
on democratic governance issues. Some projects focused more on civil society and aimed at 
fostering inclusive dialogue to deal with the conflict. The European Commission approved 
€82 million in support for health and education in conflict-affected areas to be delivered 
directly to nongovernmental organizations. Borrell expressed disappointment over the EU’s 
failure to adopt targeted sanctions against Ethiopia and said that the EU’s response to the 
civil war was “one of [his] biggest frustrations.”179 A peace deal signed in late December 
opened the way for more EU support.180

The EU as well as France, Germany, Norway, and the United Kingdom called for immedi-
ate progress toward a civilian transitional government in Sudan that actively engages civil 
society. They insisted that they would not support a government appointed unilaterally by 
the country’s military leadership. The European Parliament’s Committee on Foreign Affairs 
visited Khartoum and reiterated the EU’s commitment to a democratic transition in the 
country. The EU also issued a statement welcoming the lifting of the state of emergency and 
the release of detainees.181 Nonetheless, stability in the country was hindered by the govern-
ment’s repeated use of excessive force against peaceful protesters. Borrell issued a statement 
strongly condemning the authorities’ violence against peaceful demonstrators, but the EU 
did not impose sanctions or cut cooperation. 
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A major crisis occurred in Sri Lanka after protesters drove the sitting president out of power. 
The parliament chose as his replacement an equally unpopular figure who introduced a 
curfew and declared a state of emergency. Borrell issued a declaration stressing the impor-
tance of the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and calling on the government to work 
in full compliance with its GSP commitments.182 Nonetheless, the EU did not make com-
pliance with human rights and fundamental freedoms an explicit prerequisite for financial 
assistance and preferential trading status. It neither cut funds nor imposed sanctions. 

The EU finalized a Partnership and Cooperation Agreement with Thailand, where a mil-
itary junta remains in control.183 It did not remove GSP-plus trade preferences from the 
Philippines, despite the European Parliament strongly pushing for this. 

In Uzbekistan, the regime used force against peaceful demonstrators, killing or detaining 
hundreds. Nonetheless, the EU put in place GSP-plus trade preferences, completed nego-
tiations for a new Enhanced Partnership and Cooperation Agreement, and released food 
security aid. Borrell traveled to Uzbekistan in November to launch cooperation on connec-
tivity, while Macron invited President Shavkat Mirziyoyev to Paris in a diplomatic effort to 
pry the country away from Russia.

The EU sent an Election Observation Mission to Venezuela at the end of 2021. While the 
mission was seen as a success and the opposition took part in the elections for the first time 
since 2017, in 2022 the window of cooperation between the EU and the regime closed again. 
The EU continued to push Venezuela to adopt recommendations from the mission. In June, 
opposition leader Juan Guaidó said he had been attacked by members of the ruling party. 
The EU issued a statement asking for a prompt investigation to bring the perpetrators to 
justice.184 However, no concrete EU action followed. Toward the end of the year, the focus 
was back on talks between the government and opposition, with Macron inviting the two 
sides to Paris and Norway resuming its mediation role.

The cases detailed above are only a few examples of note during 2022. There were other 
situations in which the EU did not impose measures as governments cracked down on dem-
ocratic protests, as in Cuba, Iraq, and Kazakhstan. In other cases, the EU removed sanctions 
on Burundian officials and Zimbabwean individuals, debated a possible dilution of sanctions 
against the Syrian regime, and inserted a humanitarian exemption into its sanction regime 
in Afghanistan. 

Most beneficiaries of European Bank for Reconstruction and Development loans were non-
democratic regimes. Large recipients included Egypt, Turkey, and Uzbekistan. In particular, 
the rise of Turkey as the top beneficiary occurred in parallel with the country’s deepening 
authoritarianism. This is despite the bank’s mandate to only carry out programs in recipient 
countries committed to and applying democratic principles. 
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The decisions by several European countries to sign deals to offshore asylum seekers in 
nondemocratic countries remained highly controversial. In April, Denmark held talks with 
Rwanda on the transfer of asylum seekers, even though it had previously expressed concerns 
over human rights violations in the country. Similarly, the United Kingdom signed a deal 
with Rwanda to send asylum seekers there. These arrangements contradict European human 
rights exhortations.

European governments increased arms sales to authoritarian regimes in 2022 and did not 
attach notably stronger restrictions on such transfers. Civil society watchdogs pointed out 
that increases in arms sales by France and Germany to Egypt implicate the two EU mem-
bers legally in rights abuses in the country. The top ten destinations for arms exports by EU 
countries included Algeria, Egypt, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates.185

Internal Conditionality

With regard to EU member states, 2022 saw some moves toward democracy-related condi-
tionality being applied against Hungary and Poland. The European Commission adopted a 
tougher approach as it sought ways to hold back funding to these two countries in response 
to their governments’ continued flouting of rule of law norms. Still, these steps failed to 
result in tangible improvements on the ground in either, and the disconnect between legal 
and political considerations opened the measures to widespread criticism. 

The most notable changes came in the case of Hungary. In September, the European 
Commission triggered the new rule of law conditionality mechanism186 for the first time and 
recommended the suspension of €7.5 billion of aid, about one-third of cohesion funds for 
the country.187 This suspension would exclude government-controlled public interest trusts 
from EU funding schemes. As part of the conditionality mechanism, Hungary’s government 
committed to implementing seventeen corrective measures, including the establishment 
of an independent Integrity Authority to investigate corruption in public procurement. In 
December, member states backed the suspension, voting to hold back €6.35 billion, slightly 
less than the commission proposed.

Separate from the rule of law conditionality mechanism, the EU institutions also held back 
money from the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) to Hungary and Poland. The 
European Commission approved Hungary’s RRF plan but linked disbursal to the reaching 
of twenty-seven milestones. In November, the government introduced very modest judicial 
reforms with the aim of unblocking €5.8 billion in grants from the RRF.188 In December, 
the member states approved Hungary’s recovery plan, which opened the way for RRF funds 
to be released in 2023.
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The EU gave Poland’s RRF plan a green light following significant debate and disagreement 
between commissioners. The European Commission set milestones for the government to 
reform the judiciary, including scrapping the Disciplinary Chamber that, according to the 
European Court of Human Rights, “could not be considered a court” and replacing it with 
a new, independent institution. While the milestones were relatively modest, the government 
fell short of fulfilling even these. A newly created judicial body, the Chamber of Professional 
Responsibility, remained under the government’s political control and further reform seemed 
unlikely with elections due in 2023. 

As set out in a 2020 strategy, the European Commission started assessing member states’ 
compliance with the Charter of Fundamental Rights when disbursing funds.189 This was 
the first time the commission used this long available conditionality tool. As a result, the 
commission froze cohesion funds to Poland and Hungary, in November and December, 
respectively.190 The freeze amounted to virtually all of each country’s cohesion funds for 
2022–2027, a much larger amount than RRF funding. While it was unclear at year’s end 
how long the freeze would last, the commission’s resort to this tool was a significant change 
in strategy.

In a first, in September, the European Parliament adopted a report declaring Hungary as 
a “hybrid regime of electoral autocracy.”191 In June, three MEPs prepared a motion of no 
confidence against the European Commission, arguing it had failed to fulfill its role as 
guardian of the treaties by green-lighting Poland’s recovery plan, but the motion was not put 
to a vote as it did not reach the 10 percent threshold of signatories. The parliamentarians also 
said they “deplore[d] the inability of the Council to make meaningful progress to counter 
democratic backsliding,” given the gridlock over the Article 7 process against Hungary and 
Poland.192 The parliament’s criticism was complemented by a civic initiative that took the 
Council of the EU to court over approving Poland’s recovery plan. 

On the legal front, the European Commission referred Hungary to the European Court of 
Justice in two separate cases: over the anti-LGBTQ legislation adopted in 2021193 and the 
stripping of the Klubradio radio station of its frequency in the same year.194 The European 
Court of Human Rights also ruled in three cases that a “systemic dysfunction” persisted 
regarding Poland’s judicial appointments.195 Close to one hundred applications relating to 
Poland were pending on the court’s docket in 2022, which portends an exponential rise in 
decisions against the government. 

Some member states formulated tougher positions against Hungary, in particular. Germany 
adopted a more assertive stance. When Orbán visited Berlin, he was neither received with 
military honors nor granted a press conference with Scholz, signifying a downgrade com-
pared to other official visits. Germany’s three governing parties vowed to adopt a tougher 
line on Hungary than the previous government did, urging Scholz to scrutinize rule of law 
reforms in the country more critically. 
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In sum, at the end of the year, the situation was fluid. RRF funds and nearly all cohesion 
funds had in practice been withheld from Hungary and Poland. Still, it was unclear how 
long these suspensions would last, how much funding they would cover, or how much of a 
punitive approach member states would support in 2023.

Security and Peace-building Interventions 

Our 2021 Annual Review noted an incremental dilution of the democracy-building aspects 
of EU security missions. This trend continued in 2022. The EU did not undertake any 
military or security mission whose primary aims were framed overtly in terms of protecting 
or supporting democracy. The invasion of Ukraine pushed EU institutions and European 
governments into emphasizing their determination to become harder-edged security actors, 
and much of the foreign policy debate during the year was about Europe’s military capabil-
ities and geopolitical strength. Despite or perhaps because of this, 2022 was not a year of 
high-profile EU security interventions.

The EU made a number of formal commitments that hinted at improved security actions. 
The new Strategic Compass promised the creation of an EU rapid deployment capacity of up 
to 5,000 soldiers.196 Ongoing internal talks considered the adoption of operational guidelines 
for the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) that would deepen cooperation with 
civil society and bottom-up approaches to conflict interventions. 

The EU repeated during the year standard commitments to working on the rule of law and 
human rights within CSDP missions. The European Union Capacity Building Mission in 
Niger focused more on access to justice, for example. Most civilian CSDP missions conduct 
some activities on the rule of law and embrace a human-rights-based approach to training. 
However, the EU continued to narrow the focus of CSDP missions and democracy support 
generally does not feature in their mandates. Under the new NDICI Global Europe budget, 
the EU launched a €900 million aid program on peace, stability, and conflict prevention,197 
which promised to prioritize mediation support, counterterrorism, and climate-related 
elements of conflict resolution, but did not include democracy as a priority. 

The year saw a retraction of prominent CSDP missions. Despite the increases in defense 
spending across Europe in 2022, the EU did not deploy any of its battle groups. 

Although the Sahel suffered its highest number of annual conflict-related deaths yet, the EU 
closed down or suspended its operations in Mali and the Central African Republic. Instead 
of engaging directly, the EU created a €600 million assistance measure under the European 
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Peace Facility to support African-led peace-support operations.198 The year was dominated 
by talks of France’s retreat from the region and the growing role there of Russian political 
support and mercenaries.

The EU’s objectives on democracy and human rights in the Sahel remained but it became 
more difficult to work with armed forces in the region on human rights issues. There was a 
growing recognition that, against the backdrop of many coups in the region, the EU would 
need to reevaluate its involvement with security support. For example, the work of security 
missions was generally limited to trying to influence how security forces policed the increas-
ing number of antigovernment protests with less violent means.

In Mali, the EU imposed sanctions on just five individuals involved in the coup that inter-
rupted the promised democratic transition. As violence intensified, the military tightened its 
hold on power and anti-France sentiment became widespread. European powers withdrew 
troops, leaving the lead to a force from the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS). The junta expelled Danish troops and the French ambassador. France with-
drew its troops, winding down its counterinsurgency Operation Barkhane, and it canceled 
around €60 million of its €100 million annual aid allocation for Mali. The EU mission 
stopped army training, although it continued to provide some support to the government 
and defense ministry.199 The Czech Republic, whose army held command of the suspended 
EU training mission, moved to end its participation by the end of the year. Germany was the 
only European country in the top-ten troop contributors to the UN MINUSMA mission as 
of June 2022, but it also halted troop deployments to Mali, maintaining only 140 soldiers in 
the northern town of Gao and announcing it would remove all troops by 2024. The United 
Kingdom announced the withdrawal of around 300 troops from the UN force.200 

The EU worked through its security mission to maintain some support for civil society as 
the political context worsened, using funds previously set aside for elections that were called 
off. For the small amount of rights-based funding the EU had available for development 
cooperation in Mali, the priorities were women’s rights, gender-based violence, women’s 
empowerment, and women’s participation in elections.201 Some projects on social rights and 
inclusion and on independent media were supported too. In general, the EU sanctions did 
not prevent low-level operational security cooperation from continuing with a regime that 
was increasingly authoritarian. 

In the Central African Republic, the EU suspended training under its civilian mission as 
the regime turned to Russia’s Wagner Group for security cooperation. The EU extended its 
civilian and military missions in the country but training activities ceased and there was a 
narrower focus on providing strategic advice for counterterrorism. 

In Niger, the EU extended its civilian mission until September 2024 with a budget alloca-
tion of €72 million and an accompanying package of direct budget support to the nondem-
ocratic regime for security and migration control.202 At the end of the year, the EU agreed a 
new military training mission to be deployed in 2023.
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In Burkina Faso, a coup ousted the democratically elected government in January 2022. 
France’s support for the new military junta was the subject of much criticism from the 
country’s civil society, which called for ending military cooperation.203 A second coup in 
September removed this junta and its supporters attacked French targets. In October, coup 
leader Captain Ibrahim Traoré was sworn in as interim president. The European Parliament 
adopted a resolution condemning both coups and calling for a return to constitutional 
order.204 However, the EU did not take concrete measures and supported ECOWAS to lead 
a dialogue with the junta.205 

​​There have been talks regarding the possibility of launching three new military missions 
in West Africa: in Burkina Faso, Niger, and a Gulf of Guinea state still to be determined.206 
There are no signs that these missions would give any greater prominence to democracy 
building than those that have been recently closed or suspended. 

In South Sudan, the EU allocated €85.3 million in financial aid in response to food inse-
curity, violence, and floods. New aid to support the Real Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
looks unlikely, although a new initiative devoting more funds to local civic actors got 
underway.207 In a statement condemning human rights abuses in the country, the EU said 
peace and security were necessary conditions for aid and cooperation.208

In Mozambique, the EU increased its financial support to the local armed forces. Italy, 
Lithuania, and Sweden joined the military training mission in the country.209 The mission 
remained focused on basic security and did not include any democracy elements. While 
much European Peace Facility assistance is implemented at the level of civil society, in 
Mozambique in 2022 it was coordinated by IdD Portugal Defence, a company owned by 
Portugal’s Ministry of National Defence and Ministry of Finance.

In Libya, the elections scheduled for the end of 2021 were canceled and are yet to take 
place. The 2021 peace accords collapsed, leaving the country again with two rival govern-
ments. There was still no common European line on issues related to political leadership, 
reforms, and power sharing, preventing effective democracy support to the country. France 
recognized the UN-backed Tripoli government but tacitly supported the eastern-based 
government, while Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom remained more supportive of 
the Tripoli government. In general, European countries did not push for quick elections. 
The situation was further complicated by the presence of mercenaries from Russia’s Wagner 
Group in the east of the country,210 which the EU was not willing to confront. The EU 
planned new economic aid but did not carry out any direct conflict intervention.

In Iraq, the EU extended its advisory CSDP mission on security sector reform until 2024.211 
The mission advises officials of the Office of the National Security Adviser, the Ministry of 
Interior, and other authorities in charge of civilian-related aspects of security-sector reform. 
The EU allocated an additional €3.8 million to the United Nations Investigative Team to 
Promote Accountability for Crimes Committed by Da’esh/ISIL. This initiative supports 
the digitization and archiving of evidence related to human rights violations committed by 
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the self-proclaimed Islamic State in Iraq. In November, the Italian and EU ambassadors to 
Iraq participated in the MERI Forum in Baghdad and highlighted their support for putting 
democracy support measures in the country at the top of the agenda alongside security  
and stabilization.

In Afghanistan, some European states tried to rebuild a focus on women’s rights and me-
diation. Norway hosted talks in Oslo with representatives of the Taliban and Afghan civil 
society, and engaged on the issues of female education and women’s participation in the 
newly established Taliban government. Germany adopted an Action Plan for Afghanistan to 
support relief measures for the civilian population.212 The EU supported the Afghan Women 
Leaders Forum, a meeting of more than sixty such figures to discuss the role of women in 
the country.213 

The challenge of having any kind of positive influence in Afghanistan was a sobering 
reminder of past failures in conflict intervention. The worsening conflict dynamics in many 
countries fed the caution in EU security interventions in 2022, to the detriment of a focus 
on democracy support.

Conclusions 

The year was dominated by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, which had a far-reaching impact. 
It acted as a catalyst for significant developments in European defense, diplomatic, energy, 
climate, trade, and economic policies. Its impact on democracy support too was strong, but 
it was not a game changer. 

A paradox marked this year’s democracy policy developments. On the one hand, the war in 
Ukraine drove a dramatic strengthening of EU leaders’ rhetorical commitments to defending 
democracy. The democracy narrative was more ubiquitous and high-profile than in previous 
years. On the other hand, it pushed the EU’s immediate policy priorities away from democ-
racy issues and toward more directly security-related concerns. Narratives surrounding much 
foreign and security policy centered on an intensified battle for democracy but most policy 
had little to do with democracy support. As governments spent hundreds of billions of euros 
in energy subsidies, their commitments to democracy was equivalent to a tiny percentage of 
this, counted more in tens of millions, despite so much talk about the urgent need to defend 
democracy against Russian aggression and growing global autocracy. 
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This was a year in which EU leaders seemed drawn to speaking a new language of power. 
This was especially true of High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 
Josep Borrell, apparently the main architect of a desired new foreign policy identity. But 
EU leaders did not spell out whether this meant more or less democracy support, and flitted 
confusingly between two positions on this question. They insisted one moment that the EU 
had to accept a world that would not conform to liberal or democratic norms, but in the 
next moment insisted that the EU was more active than ever on democratic rights.214 The 
war in Ukraine appeared to generate more of an EU strategic split personality in this regard. 

The war also shifted the balance of influence within the EU. It gave Central and Eastern 
European states more voice, while Germany’s prevarications toward Ukraine undermined 
some of its leadership credibility. In the context of this review, the notable aspect of this 
shift was the duality it produced with regard democracy policy. Many Central and Eastern 
European states positioned themselves more firmly as champions of democracy support 
within EU foreign policy. They were the most adamant in framing the war as being about 
the defense of democratic values. Yet, some of them, such as Poland, were also the target of 
upgraded EU measures against democratic backsliding. 

The change in the EU’s position on enlargement was the most concrete change during the 
year, with potential spillover to democracy support. If the EU’s rhetoric ran ahead of its 
actions in many areas of policy, here the change was remarkable. In only a few months, 
the war led the EU to reverse a decade-long refusal to contemplate accession for Eastern 
Partnership states and to advance the candidacies of the Western Balkans ones. This also 
meant a different and tighter focus on democracy in these states, deepening the need for 
the EU to foster democratic reforms there and giving it a wider range of instruments to do 
so. Still, familiar doubts remained among some member states about the speed and reach of 
enlargement as well as the role of democracy support within accession preparations. The risk 
is that the new, incipient momentum behind enlargement will not last beyond 2022 and will 
fail to fulfill its promise when it comes to upgrading democracy support. 

Not all democracy-related policy developments were driven by the war in Ukraine. The EU’s 
various new international funding instruments began to operate in 2022 as they moved 
forward with multiannual programs that had been in the pipeline. While it is too early for 
an in-depth evaluation of this funding, it seems that the EU adopted interesting and creative 
new approaches to democracy aid in many countries. The EU continued on its long-term 
aid trajectory toward more decentralized projects and support for newer types of democratic 
activism. The Team Europe Democracy initiative began to encourage collective planning 
by member states. Such developments are relatively low profile yet they represent areas of 
concrete operational improvement. 
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While presenting itself as an increasingly hard-edged foreign policy actor in the wake of the 
invasion of Ukraine, the EU did not move toward more assertive or punitive approaches in 
democracy support. It still preferred relatively tepid, dialogue-based cooperation, even with 
authoritarian and autocratizing governments. After its first operational year in 2021, the 
EU’s global human rights sanctions regime was not used in 2022. There were tactical and 
geopolitical reasons behind this caution; at least in part, it had to do with the EU’s desire 
to build new alliances with nondemocratic regimes to buttress its strategic options in the 
fraught, post-invasion political context. 

The EU adopted an unprecedented range of sanctions and increased willingness to use 
restrictive measures but generally it did not employ these to support democracy or in 
response to democratic deterioration. There was a deepening debate over the EU’s preference 
for measures targeting individuals rather than systemic political features. Some policymakers 
argued that there was still too much political reasoning leading to particular individuals 
from only certain countries being sanctioned. By contrast, others argued that the increasing 
focus on sanctioning a relatively small number of individuals was giving this part of the EU 
toolbox a depoliticized flavor. By the end of the year, it was harder than before to pin down 
the role of sanctions and conditionality in European democracy support. 

There were a wider range democracy-related policy developments within the EU than in its 
external action. The emerging focus on the defense of European democracy was stronger 
than that on promoting democracy externally. The EU was especially busy in introducing 
new legislation relating to different aspects of democracy within member states. While the 
European Commission and many member states remained hesitant and uncertain over how 
to deal with anti-democratic developments in Hungary and Poland, these countries’ gov-
ernments began to pay a price for their challenge to democratic norms. Even if the EU did 
not impose major direct democratic sanctions, the holding back of funds to both countries 
represented a degree of political conditionality. 

The EU gave a higher priority to coordination with other democracies in 2022 but it is not 
yet clear whether this will result in significant gains for democracy support. The EU and the 
United Kingdom reached out to non-Western democracies and doubled down on key areas 
of cooperation with the United States. Such emerging coordination was usually more about 
security as opposed to democracy but it did move the global aspects of democracy support 
modestly forward. 

Non-EU members Norway, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom continued to be rela-
tively large funders of democracy projects. The United Kingdom was especially engaged in 
framing the war in Ukraine as a democracy issue, but its internal politics raised unsettling 
questions about the wider direction of its foreign policy and about its own democracy. 

 There is a general feeling that all other policy developments faded in significance relative  
to the war in Ukraine, and that Europe’s commitment to democracy will ultimately hinge 
more on how the conflict evolves than on the fine print of democracy funding initiatives and 
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the like. But this argument should not be taken too far: in many parts of the world, democ-
racy’s fate was clearly not directly dependent on the war in Ukraine and more on domestic 
factors. Ultimately, it will be well after 2022 that a final judgment is possible as to whether 
European governments did enough to buttress democratic norms as these were directly 
attacked by an expansionist autocracy.

Looking Ahead

These trends frame the challenges that will be of particular importance during 2023. First, 
harder trade-offs between democracy and other priorities will reveal the relative prioritiza-
tion of democracy within and outside Europe. Internally, this will be most apparent with 
regard to Hungary: either EU member states will engage in horse-trading with the country’s 
government to the detriment of democracy or they will stand firm with a red line that leads 
to full confrontation. Externally, the priority attached to energy security is likely to deepen 
in 2023, which could further undercut any emphasis on democracy. The inevitable trade-offs 
in this regard required by member states will test the EU’s level of commitment to democrat-
ic governance and human rights.

Second, the Summit for Democracy set for March 2023 will be a crucial test for internation-
al democratic coordination. The first summit in 2021 provided a platform for the interna-
tional conversation on democracy but its impact was underwhelming. The second summit in 
2023 will be a chance to follow up on commitments and to deepen democratic coordination. 
If this second meeting is the end of the road for the summit process, it will deal a significant 
blow to international efforts to upgrade cooperation in democracy support. A commitment 
to a permanent process and further summits would give a strong indication that there is 
appetite to continue pushing for improvements to global democratic governance.

Third, 2023 is likely to see even more of a push from European capitals for coordination 
on foreign policy due to the war in Ukraine. This will be evident in military terms within 
NATO and in other areas such as sanctions. In democracy support, the key test will be in 
relation to the Team Europe Democracy initiative. The year will be crucial for determining 
whether this initiative leads to greater operational coordination in support of democracy or 
whether member states step back from investing it with tangible capacity. 

Fourth, the transformative power of EU membership will be tested in 2023. Signs of a 
reboot for the political power of enlargement were clear in 2022. At the same time, the new 
European Political Community forum may provide an avenue for differentiated degrees of 
cooperation across Europe. The ability of the EU to support democracy through enlarge-
ment will come to the fore in relations with the Western Balkans countries as well as with 
Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine. Many scenarios are possible, but the political dynamics in 
these states will shape the relevance of EU accession to democracy support.
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Finally, the dire economic outlook for 2023 suggests that many governments around the 
world will face much citizen dissatisfaction. A rise in protest intensity is likely. Sometimes 
protests will dissipate but some will lead to pro-democracy changes in government. 
Democracy supporters will be hoping for the appropriate speed and conviction in European 
responses to such democratic openings: whether the EU is prepared to react to these will be 
another crucial test in 2023.
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