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Background 
US President Joseph Biden announced that he 
will host a democracy summit “to rally the 
nations of the world to defend democracy 
globally”. 

In this paper, we offer three suggestions ahead 
of the summit.  

DRI held conversations with officials from the 
US administration and numerous European 
foreign ministries, as well as civil society 
partners. These conversations have informed 
this paper.  

You can read more in the policy paper DRI has 
co-published on the issue. 

1. Principles of a ‘summit for 
democracy’ 
The summit should be about democracy, not 
about geopolitics. It should walk the talk of 
democracy as an inclusive, transparent event 
that moves debate and action forward to 
achieve tangible results. 

Putting democracy in the centre: In his 
election platform candidate Biden announced a 
“summit for democracy”. This is a good title, 
better than the sometimes suggested “summit 
of democracies”. Support to democracy should 
be delinked as far as possible from geopolitical 
considerations. This approach should be 
reflected in the invitations, which should be 
based on objective criteria.  

Truly global, citizen-centred: Representatives 
from all continents should be given leading 
voices in the discussion. As opposed to a 
traditional government summit, this one should 
be about citizens and their right to choose their 
own destiny. In a democracy, government 
serves the people, they should stand on top. 

Walk the talk: To advance the cause of 
democracy, the summit should abide by and 
embody its principles of transparency, diversity, 
participation and accountability.  

Open debate: The summit should confidently 
display that democracy is about open debate. 
An agora, named after ancient Greece’s public 
meeting places, should be instituted to publicly 
discuss some of the big disputes that 
established democracies face today, such as 
debates about debate rules, such as ‘cancel 
culture’, extreme polarisation and extremism, 
systematic racism, or the threats to democracy 
from emergency and pandemic governance. 

2. The summit as a long-term 
process 
The process needs to be inclusive and broad-
based already now at the stage of defining its 
objectives, whom to invite and commitments for 
impact. 

Inclusive from the start: The US 
administration sees the summit as a part of a 
long-term process. To shape the process, it 
should invite as soon as possible a 
preparation team of democratic governments 
from across the world, as well as civil society. 
They could be a supported by an international 
expert panel. 
Invitations based on commitments:  
The most difficult question to address is whom 
to invite? Invitations could be based on joint 
overall commitments in some areas and in 
addition voluntary commitments that 
governments propose in the run-up to the 
summit (see more under point 3). The extent of 
voluntary commitments could help deciding the 
prominence of states at the summit in terms of 
speaking slots, public events, etc. 
Commitments would address the internal 
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dimension of democracy (improve it at home) 
and the external dimension (support it abroad).  

The summit should be inclusive: Women 
should be equally represented as well as social 
and economic minorities. The summit should 
ensure political pluralism and include all voices 
of democracy, from left to right. Civil society 
organizations (CSOs) should play a significant 
role and not be seen as a sideshow. Civil 
society should be interpreted in a broad sense - 
as reflected in this EU communication: 
“Community-based organisations, non-
governmental organisations, faith-based 
organisations, foundations, research 
institutions, gender and LGBT organisations, 
cooperatives, professional and business 
associations, and the not-for-profit media. 
Trade unions and employers' organisations, the 
so-called social partners, constitute a specific 
category of CSOs.” Many of these 
organizations have regional and global 
platforms that can be engaged. Special 
attention should be given to including young 
people, as political decisions today affect them 
disproportionally in the future. 

Invite democratic political oppositions: 
Effective opposition is an essential element of 
democracy, which enjoys its own strong public 
legitimacy. It cannot be left out of a democracy 
summit. Opposition leaders should be invited, 
especially as a visible counterweight to heads 
of state or government from countries that are 
not fully democratic.  

Civil society as interlocutor: There is a risk 
that civil society is relegated to side events 
rather than playing a genuine role at the 
summit. The summit should be exemplary in 
making civil society a real interlocutor at the 
table, providing independent perspectives and 
views – as we expect in a democracy. When 
inviting civil society and business, make sure 
that women are equally represented.  

Do not reinvent the wheel: The summit will be 
a launchpad for a process. The process should 
use and feed into existing processes with a 
track-record of success. An obvious example is 
the existing Open Government Partnership, 
which the Obama/Biden administration strongly 
supported when it was conceived ten years 
ago. A quick review of comparable initiatives 
and processes that serve democracy 
internationally should be carried out. 

 
1 See here: https://undocs.org/A/RES/59/201 
For more details see the DRI Briefing Paper 
“International Consensus: Essential Elements of 
Democracy” (2011): https://bit.ly/3hHzJo1  

Transparency should apply throughout the 
process, for example through livestreaming 
many events, as has been done in other 
summits. 

3. Content 
The summit should not re-open acquired 
obligations for democratic governance under 
international law but focus instead on lacking 
implementation and new challenges. 

Address the core of democratic 
governance: A number of themes for the 
summit are being discussed, among them 
corruption and equality, freedom of the media 
and the democratic governance of the internet. 
These are important aspects that need to be 
addressed, but the summit should not lose 
sight of the ‘essential elements of democracy’ 
as defined by the UN’s General Assembly.1  

They are lacking or weak in many nominally 
democratic countries, such as free and fair 
elections, the freedom to demonstrate and to 
form parties and other associations, under 
threat by a ‘shrinking space’, and other political 
rights as well as checks and balances, 
especially an independent judiciary. Where 
these core aspects are respected, all other 
rights are more likely to be respected and 
democratic institutions can more successfully 
mediate and absorb conflicts that all exist in all 
societies.  

Four directions for action: There are 
numerous obligations for democracy under 
international law as well as some gaps which 
we have highlighted in a research report.2 They 
should not be re-opened.  

The summit should instead be effective in: 

a) closing the gap between obligations 
and states´ implementation as 
identified by international institutions 
and reputable watchdogs; 

b) patching the holes in the current 
international legal architecture (as 
identified in part by our paper) by 
placing these issues on the 
international agenda and becoming 
pioneering champions through practice; 

c) enhancing dialogue and 
institutionalised formats to find 
solutions to more complex, emerging 

2 DRI & The Carter Center: “Strengthening 
International Law to Support Democratic 
Governance and Genuine Elections” (2012): 
https://bit.ly/3hlXe7l  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2012:0492:FIN:EN:PDF
https://undocs.org/A/RES/59/201
https://bit.ly/3hHzJo1
https://bit.ly/3hlXe7l
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areas (such as tech governance, AI); 
and  

d) ambitiously strengthening international 
support for and cooperation on 
democracy. 

Focus on tangible results: Under the 
category of implementation gaps (point a) 
above), commitments should have real-life 
impact. They should aim at improving 
downstream results that democratic institutions 
produce, for example: Self-commitments on 
measurable future outcomes such as balanced 
political reporting of state TV in a given election 
and beyond, or multi-partisan/ varied 
composition of a constitutional or a Supreme 
Court. Such data can be measured by expert 
organizations or peer bodies.  

Commitments that can be monitored: As 
pointed out in this paper by Transparency 
International, commitments must be ambitious, 
specific and time-bound. They need to be 
monitored through robust mechanisms that 
effectively report their findings. 

A global expert panel should be considered: 
Its work should be based on international legal 
obligations rather than contested academic 
definitions of democracy. The summit must 
reinforce the understanding that democracy, 
human rights and the rule of law are 
inseparable. 

 

About Democracy Reporting International 
DRI is an independent organisation dedicated 
to promoting democracy worldwide. We believe 
that people are active participants in public life, 
not subjects of their governments. 

Our work centres on analysis, reporting and 
capacity-building. For this, we are guided by 
the democratic and human rights obligations 
enshrined in international law. 

Headquartered in Berlin, DRI has offices in 
Lebanon, Libya, Myanmar, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, 
Tunisia and Ukraine. 

https://voices.transparency.org/making-summits-meaningful-a-how-to-guide-for-heads-of-government-69bb06cb48f0
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