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Anxious Dictators, Wavering Democracies
Global Freedom under Pressure

Arch Puddington and Tyler Roylance

The world was battered in 2015 by overlapping crises that fueled xenophobic sentiment
in democratic countries, undermined the economies of states dependent on the sale of natu-
ral resources, and led authoritarian regimes to crack down harder on dissent. These unset-
tling developments contributed to the 10th consecutive year of decline in global freedom.

The democracies of Europe and the United States struggled to cope with the Syrian
civil war and other unresolved regional conflicts. In addition to compounding the misery
and driving up the death toll of civilians in the affected territories, the fighting generated
unprecedented numbers of refugees and incubated terrorist groups that inspired or organized
attacks on targets abroad. In democratic countries, these stresses led to populist, often big-
oted reactions as well as new security measures, both of which threaten the core values of
an open society.

The year also featured the slowdown of China’s economy and a related plunge in com-
modity prices, which hit profligate, export-dependent authoritarian regimes especially hard.
Anticipating popular unrest, dictators redoubled political repression at home and lashed out
at perceived foreign enemies.

However, in several important countries, elections offered a peaceful way out of failed
policies and mismanagement. Voters in places including Nigeria, Venezuela, and Myanmar
rejected incumbents and gave new leaders or parliaments an opportunity to tackle corrup-
tion, economic decay, and corrosive security problems. These fresh starts suggest that dem-
ocratic systems may ultimately prove more resilient than their brittle authoritarian
counterparts.

DEMOCRACIES IN DISTRESS

Whatever the underlying strength of their institutions, leading democracies betrayed a
worrying lack of self-confidence and conviction during 2015.

Front and center was the democratic world’s inability to present a unified and credible
strategy to end the murderous war in Syria and deal with the refugee crisis triggered by the
conflict. Having failed to support the moderate opposition to authoritarian president Bashar
al-Assad in the conflict’s early stages, the United States and Europe are now confronted
with a crisis of global proportions. With its bewildering interplay of regional powers, proxy
forces, jihadist groups, and urgent humanitarian priorities, Syria represents the most com-
plex challenge to peace and stability in years, and thus far the leaders of the free world have
fallen short even as fundamental democratic principles come under threat in their own
countries.

The impact has been powerfully felt in Europe. The surge of asylum seekers from Syria
and other conflict zones in 2015 provoked a confused and often ugly debate among the
member states of the European Union (EU). While a few European leaders, notably German
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2 Freedom in the World 2016

chancellor Angela Merkel and Swedish prime minister Stefan Lofven, were initially outspo-
ken in welcoming those fleeing barrel bombs and terrorist massacres, others flatly refused
to accept Muslim refugees on their soil. Such hostility grew especially acute after coordi-
nated terrorist attacks by the Islamic State militant group killed 130 people in Paris in
November.

Czech president Milos Zeman called those arriving from the Middle East an “organized
invasion,” while Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orban asserted inaccurately that “all
the terrorists” in the Paris attacks “are basically migrants.” Even in Germany, despite the
government’s welcoming attitude, neo-Nazis and other xenophobes assaulted refugees and
set fire to reception facilities. Other European governments maneuvered to evade responsi-
bility, using fences with razor wire, draconian laws, and onerous financial demands to push
the flow of migrants away from their borders.

In effect, the European establishment’s inability to manage these new challenges—on
top of the lingering economic woes that began nearly a decade ago—gave fresh impetus to
those who have long questioned the European project and the liberal, universal values that
it represents. In France, for example, Marine Le Pen of the right-wing National Front spoke
of a split between “globalists and patriots,” suggesting that the mainstream, pro-EU socialist
and conservative parties were indistinguishable and essentially anti-French.

The United States did not face refugee flows or terrorist attacks on the same scale as
Europe, but it too is experiencing a crisis of confidence in its democratic institutions and
international role. While the American system remains dynamic and open to the participa-
tion of minorities and immigrants, its elections and legislative process have suffered from
an increasingly intricate system of gerrymandering and undue interference by wealthy indi-
viduals and special interests. Racial and ethnic divisions have seemingly widened, and the
past year brought greater attention to police violence and impunity, de facto residential and
school segregation, and economic inequality, adding to fears that class mobility, a linchpin
of America’s self-image and global reputation, is in jeopardy.

With these concerns as a backdrop, the political debate over immigration and national
security—at least on the right—took on an angry, anti-Muslim tone, and Islamophobic hate
crimes spiked, especially after 14 people were killed in a terrorist attack in San Bernardino,
California. Some elected officials on both sides of the political spectrum also cast doubt on
America’s long-standing goal of supporting democracy overseas, arguing that U.S. involve-
ment only causes instability.

THE AUTHORITARIAN ECONOMIC CRISIS

Although some authoritarian rulers sought to blame their problems on meddling by
democratic powers, it became clear during 2015 that larger economic forces were at work.
China’s slowing growth, punctuated by a stock-market plunge and abrupt devaluations of
the currency, helped to reduce the prices of many commodities, slashing the export revenues
of dictatorships around the world and threatening the economic underpinnings of their
legitimacy.

The price of oil in particular, which was also pushed down by Saudi Arabia’s refusal
to curb production and a longer-term increase in output by the United States, threatened the
economic well-being of repressive petro-states from Angola to Azerbaijan. Wary of spend-
ing cuts, declining living standards, and the social unrest they could cause, most of these
regimes cracked down on rights activists and other critics.

In China, modest reform measures in 2015—such as incremental judicial changes,
relaxation of household registration rules, and a shift to a two-child policy—were more than
offset by harsh campaigns against dissent and a renewed emphasis on the Communist
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Anxious Dictators, Wavering Democracies 3

Party’s leadership in political, social, and economic life. The government of Xi Jinping
responded to the stock-market drop with aggressive interventions in the market itself,
enhanced censorship and propaganda efforts, and a new crackdown on civil society. Within
a 48-hour period in July, for example, over 200 individuals involved in public-interest legal
activism were taken into custody in a nationwide sweep. Other targets, whose work the
authorities had previously tolerated, included financial journalists, public health advocates,
labor rights activists, and women’s rights defenders. This escalation illustrated the growing
brutality and anxiety of China’s leaders. Prominent businessmen and securities traders were
also rounded up, adding new risks to doing business in China. But in a sign that favored
firms would join the regime in promoting a rosier view of the country, the Chinese internet
giant Alibaba purchased the South China Morning Post, pledging to use Hong Kong’s most
prominent English-language newspaper to improve China’s global image.

In many countries, the economic setbacks only compounded existing problems brought
on by corruption or foreign policy blunders. Russia was forced to deal with falling oil prices
at a time when international sanctions over its invasion of Ukraine—plus countersanctions
that hurt Russian consumers at least as much as the intended targets—had already weakened
its economy and threatened its indebted state-owned companies. Adding to its expensive
military occupations in parts of Ukraine, Georgia, and Moldova, the Kremlin intervened in
Syria in late 2015 to shore up support for Assad. Analysts warned that it could prove costly
in financial, military, and political terms.

The Russian authorities were sensitive to the possibility of popular discontent, using
the state’s high-volume propaganda apparatus to shift emphasis from the stalemate in
Ukraine to the new adventure in Syria. The regime also took measures to stifle criticism of
its foreign interventions. Opponents have been derided as traitors, forced from their jobs,
arrested, or pushed into exile. To drive home the leadership’s intolerance for dissent, Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin issued a decree making it illegal to publish information about military
casualties even during peacetime. The head of a committee of soldiers’ mothers was con-
victed of fraud after publicizing the cases of Russian troops killed in eastern Ukraine, where
the Kremlin has implausibly denied that any Russian forces are deployed.

Saudi Arabia and its Gulf allies, similarly hit by the drop in hydrocarbon prices, leaned
heavily on their financial reserves as they sought to prop up the Egyptian regime, battle
Shiite-led militants in Yemen, and maintain their domestic spending to avoid social unrest.
The nervousness of the region’s monarchs was reflected in heightened political repression,
with Saudi authorities imposing more death sentences for a variety of crimes, including
nonviolent offenses related to freedom of expression.

Low oil prices also posed a problem for Iran, which hoped to rebuild its sanctions-
ravaged economy after reaching an agreement with the international community to limit its
nuclear program. Even before the deal was completed, hard-line forces in the regime worked
to smother public expectations that it would lead to a more open society. The crackdown
featured a spike in executions, the shuttering of civil society organizations, and the arrest
of journalists who wrote favorably about liberalizing policies or improved ties with the
West. The trial and conviction of Washington Post correspondent Jason Rezaian, apparently
on spurious espionage charges, ranks among the most notable cases. No details were made
public, the trial was carried out in secret, and Rezaian was not allowed to mount a serious
defense.

Venezuela experienced an economic freefall due to slumping oil revenues, years of
gross mismanagement, and rampant corruption. In the months leading up to December
elections, the country faced extreme shortages of staple goods, rising criminal violence,
and the world’s highest rate of inflation. The government of President Nicolds Maduro
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4 Freedom in the World 2016

responded with more repression, bringing politicized prosecutions against leading opposi-
tion figures and tightening its grip on the media.

However, in addition to serving as a cautionary example of authoritarian misrule, Vene-
zuela illustrated the potential of elections to correct a country’s course. The electoral system
was weighed down by blatant gerrymandering, the misuse of state resources, and pro-
nounced media bias, but a groundswell of public frustration with Maduro’s government
gave the opposition coalition a two-thirds supermajority in the National Assembly. The
results set up a likely confrontation between the legislative and executive branches, and the
ultimate outcome remained unclear at year’s end. Nevertheless, the election gave Venezuela
a real chance to reverse years of democratic and economic decline.

RENEWAL THROUGH ELECTIONS

Citizens in a number of other troubled societies similarly proved that change was
entirely possible, and did so through the most tried-and-true democratic institution—the
ballot box.

In Nigeria, Africa’s most populous country and largest economy, voters fed up with
rampant corruption and insecurity rejected the incumbent president, Goodluck Jonathan,
and elected Muhammadu Buhari to replace him, the first time ever that the opposition
gained executive power through elections. Buhari, despite a checkered past, has since begun
to fulfill pledges to address the country’s massive corruption problem and accelerate the
military campaign against the terrorist group Boko Haram.

In Myanmar, a huge turnout produced an overwhelming victory in parliamentary elec-
tions for longtime opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi and her National League for Democ-
racy (NLD), a remarkable turnaround in a country that until recently ranked among the
world’s most repressive.

Voters in Sri Lanka ousted their increasingly authoritarian and divisive president, Mahi-
nda Rajapaksa, in favor of Maithripala Sirisena. Upon taking office in January, Sirisena
overturned some of Rajapaksa’s repressive policies and began repairing relations with both
the country’s Tamil minority and the international community.

And in Argentina, opposition candidate Mauricio Macri won the presidency by defeat-
ing the nominee of incumbent Cristina Ferndndez de Kirchner, who with her late husband,
Néstor Kirchner, had dominated the executive branch for over a decade. Combined with the
Venezuela results, Macri’s victory may be the beginning of a rollback of Latin America’s
populist movements, which had previously made impressive gains across the region.

There is, of course, no guarantee that electoral victories in societies with fragile institu-
tions and histories of conflict or dictatorship will lead to stability, peace, and prosperity.
But the people in these countries—exemplars of hope in a decade of regression—retained
faith in the democratic process even after experiencing hardship after hardship, including
military rule (Myanmar), civil war and authoritarian rule (Sri Lanka), entrenched corruption
and a terrorist scourge (Nigeria), economic collapse and political repression (Venezuela),
and economic setback and unaccountable government (Argentina). They prevailed despite,
in some cases, an electoral playing field tilted sharply against the opposition; in other cases,
a record of political violence; and in still other cases, apprehensions about what lies ahead
when dictatorships give way to normal politics.

Some of these voters were also rejecting political figures who had publicly disdained
the world’s democracies and drawn closer to authoritarian powers like Russia, China, and
Iran. They were willing to listen to candidates who talked about the rule of law, freedom of
expression, and the right to be free of payoffs and bribes, and they were unimpressed by
those who blamed every step backward on foreign plots.
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Anxious Dictators, Wavering Democracies 5

These voters, in other words, aligned themselves with the universal principles of democ-
racy and human rights—either explicitly or by deciding that the alternatives had simply
failed to deliver. Indeed, the most valuable lesson of 2015 may be that when given the
opportunity, people will choose the system that works. As all varieties of government face
mounting pressure to perform, the coming year could demonstrate whether democracy is
truly more responsive and durable than dictatorship.

NOTABLE DEVELOPMENTS IN 2015
In addition to those described above, five major phenomena stood out during the year:

« Overstaying Their Welcome: Leaders in several countries maneuvered to extend their
terms in office during 2015. Most prominent among these was Burundian president
Pierre Nkurunziza, whose decision to run for a constitutionally dubious third term—
which he won amid an opposition boycott in July—led to large-scale political vio-
lence. Similar schemes were in the works in Bolivia, Ecuador, the Democratic
Republic of Congo, the Republic of Congo, and Rwanda. Although none of these
countries has yet seen the violence experienced by Burundi, the moves all serve to
perpetuate the rule of entrenched incumbents and deny citizens their right to freely
choose their leaders. Meanwhile, Lebanon again failed to hold legislative elections
after sitting lawmakers postponed them in both 2013 and 2014, citing disagreements
over the electoral laws and security concerns stemming from the Syrian conflict.
Governments in Afghanistan, Somaliland, and South Sudan similarly blamed stalled
electoral reforms or security problems when delaying scheduled elections.

* Threats to Democracy in Central America: Vicious criminal gangs, political violence,
and systemic corruption pose a growing threat to freedom and democracy in El Sal-
vador, Guatemala, and Honduras. The negative trend, though already well under way
by 2015, represents a wake-up call for the region, which for years enjoyed compara-
tive political stability after overcoming decades of civil war and military rule. In
Guatemala, although prosecutors and protesters forced the president to resign and
face corruption charges during the year, the case was built on the work of interna-
tional investigators, and the subsequent elections featured violence and intimidation.
Moreover, observers raised concerns about ties between the military and the party of
the new president, Jimmy Morales. In Nicaragua, unlike in the other countries, the
main threat to democracy is the political and institutional dominance of the ruling
Sandinista party. Over the past several years, the Sandinistas have gained consider-
able control over the judiciary and security forces, abolished term limits, and shown
an intolerance for dissent. Nicaragua also suffers from a cozy relationship between
political elites and economic enterprise.

* Lack of Progress for Women: More than 20 years after members of the United
Nations met in Beijing to establish principles for advancing gender equality, women
remain at a distinct disadvantage around the world in terms of political rights and
civil liberties. Despite modest increases in women’s political representation and the
election of a number of female heads of government, examples of genuine progress
are few and far between. The very limited steps that were hailed as victories in
2015—that women in Saudi Arabia, who must still obtain a male guardian’s permis-
sion to conduct many basic daily activities, were finally able to participate in tightly
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6 Freedom in the World 2016

controlled elections for largely powerless municipal councils, or that a ridiculously
outdated law criminalizing adultery was struck down in South Korea—demonstrated
just how low the bar has gotten in evaluating progress toward gender equality. Mean-
while, in many parts of the world, women’s economic aspirations and the broader
economies of their countries continue to suffer from unequal rights to property and
inheritance as well as discriminatory practices that prevent women from working
outside the home.

* Gridlock in the Balkans: Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Kosovo all suf-
fered from crippling government dysfunction in 2015. Macedonia’s ruling party was
implicated in electoral fraud and an expansive wiretapping scandal, exacerbating a
bitter political standoff with the opposition that ultimately required the EU to step in
and broker snap elections for 2016. In Kosovo, lawmakers opposed to a deal on
normalizing relations with Serbia repeatedly halted parliamentary debate by releas-
ing tear gas within the chamber and pelting ruling party members with eggs. Bosnia
and Herzegovina’s government, hampered by a complex, ineffective framework
established under the 1995 peace accords, remained incapable of addressing the
relentless obstructionism and endemic corruption that have plagued it ever since.
Tensions were further aggravated when officials in the Republika Srpska, one of the
country’s two constituent entities, rejected the authority of the national police, courts,
and prosecutors, and began planning a referendum on the legitimacy of the national
judiciary. Such disputes precluded democratic gains in all three countries, and
ensured that EU accession remained a distant prospect. Conversely, Montenegro’s
progress toward EU membership, even as the entrenched government of Prime Min-
ister Milo Bukanovi¢ sanctioned the harassment of independent media, tarnished the
bloc’s image as a purveyor of good governance and democratic norms.

* Unfinished Business: Although the world’s attention turned to new disasters during
2015, many of the previous year’s most dramatic setbacks for freedom continued to
fester. Thailand’s post-coup government officially lifted martial law, but the military
junta remained in complete control of the political system and continued to hunt
down and punish any who expressed dissent. The government of Abdel Fattah el-
Sisi in Egypt, formalized in 2014 after the 2013 coup, finally allowed parliamentary
elections, but they were marred by large-scale rigging, criminalization of and boy-
cotts by opposition parties, and a tight grip on the media. Meanwhile, an Islamist
insurgency continued to gain momentum amid unchecked abuses by security forces.
Crimea, which dominated global headlines after Russia’s invasion in 2014, lan-
guished in a grim status quo, and de facto Russian control of the Donbas region in
eastern Ukraine was solidified in both military and economic terms. Finally, South
Sudan’s bloody civil war continued throughout the year despite a series of attempted
cease-fires, subjecting the population to massacres, rapes, and large-scale dis-
placement.

REGIONAL TRENDS
Middle East and North Africa: Regime Security over Public Safety

The conflicts raging across the Middle East and North Africa began in large part
because entrenched rulers put their own interests and security above the safety and well-
being of their people. In the countries that remain at peace, many leaders still embrace the
same short-sighted priorities, raising the risk that they too could descend into disorder.
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Anxious Dictators, Wavering Democracies 1

Although the Egyptian regime’s self-defeating drive against dissent—a violent cam-
paign enabled by American and Gulf state aid—has been widely criticized, a number of
other Middle Eastern states have escaped international attention while they quietly clamp
down on already limited political participation and civil liberties. These include Morocco
and Kuwait, where journalists and civil society activists found themselves under fresh
assault in 2015. The United Arab Emirates sought to further restrict scrutiny of the coun-
try’s abhorrent labor conditions by denying entry to academic researchers, and Bahrain’s
government, with little pushback from its U.S. ally, continued its shameful efforts to silence
the opposition by stripping its leading critics, most of them Shiites, of their citizenship.

Saudi Arabia, one of the worst human rights abusers in the world, increased the number
of executions to its highest level in 20 years, and tried to cover up its failure to safeguard
participants in the annual Hajj pilgrimage after a stampede killed more than 2,400 people.
The kingdom’s military campaign in neighboring Yemen showed a similar indifference
toward protecting innocent lives.

Undergirding all of these cases is a model of governance that erodes the kind of long-
term and inclusive stability the region desperately needs. By sacrificing public safety for
regime security, these governments alienate and anger their citizens, squander public
resources, and enfeeble the institutions that are necessary for sustainable political and eco-
nomic development.

Also in 2015, relations between Israel and Palestinians remained combustible. In the
aftermath of the previous year’s war between Israel and Hamas, which caused the deaths of
over 2,100 Palestinians and 73 Israelis, the peace process was moribund. Right-leaning
Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu won reelection in March, and the deeply divided
Palestinian political institutions in the West Bank and Gaza were in disarray. The adminis-
tration of President Barack Obama reportedly concluded that it would be unable to make
significant progress on peace talks during the remainder of its term. Meanwhile, individual
Palestinians carried out a series of knife and vehicular attacks on Israeli Jews, and Israeli
security personnel responded with deadly force.

Sub-Saharan Africa: Struggling with Term Limits and Terrorism

Democratic setbacks and violence triggered by African leaders’ manipulation of term
limits were offset by successful elections and peaceful transfers of power in key countries
during 2015. Meanwhile, nations across the Sahelian belt from Mali to Kenya continued to
grapple with threats from Islamist militants.

Burundian president Pierre Nkurunziza’s controversial decision to run for a third term
sparked civil unrest, a failed coup, and political violence that threatened to spiral into civil
war. In neighboring Rwanda, where President Paul Kagame has efficiently closed the space
for political opposition or critical viewpoints, Senate approval and a successful national
referendum cleared the way for Kagame to potentially remain in office until 2034. And an
October constitutional referendum allowed longtime Congo Republic president Denis
Sassou-Nguesso to forego term limits and run to extend his rule in 2016, triggering the
largest antigovernment demonstration since 1992.

Burkina Faso recovered from a September military coup by supporters of ousted presi-
dent Blaise Compaore’, who in 2014 had tried to change the constitution and extend his
own 27-year rule, leading to a popular uprising. The country went on to hold its most
successful presidential and legislative elections ever, marking a turning point in its political
transition and serving as an example for other nations contending with leaders who attempt
to overstay their mandates. Tanzania, whose presidents have consistently honored the two-
term limit, held its most competitive elections since its transition to multiparty rule in the

................. 18971$% ANXI  12-08-16 10:50:10  PS

PAGE 7



8 Freedom in the World 2016

early 1990s, with ruling Chama Cha Mapinduzi (CCM) candidate John Magufuli winning
58 percent of the vote. However, it was unclear whether Magufuli would reform laws passed
earlier in the year that severely restricted freedom of expression.

While a deadly terrorist attack on a luxury hotel in Bamako in November triggered a
state of emergency in Mali, there were few reports that the government used the incident to
restrict citizens’ basic freedoms. However, elsewhere in the region, violations of civil liber-
ties and the rule of law continued in the fight against Boko Haram, which spread from
northeastern Nigeria to parts of Cameroon and Chad. In the wake of yet another attack by
Somalia’s Shabaab militant group, which in April killed nearly 150 people at Garissa Uni-
versity College in northeastern Kenya, the government in Nairobi continued its ham-fisted
domestic counterterrorism campaign. This included alleged extrajudicial killings and disap-
pearances, as well as a crackdown on nongovernmental organizations and critical media.

Meanwhile, Ethiopia used the war on terrorism to justify a deadly crackdown on pro-
tests against forced displacement in the Oromia region in November and December, as well
as ongoing repression of political opponents, journalists, bloggers, and activists.

Asia-Pacific: Religious Nationalism Linked to Political Tensions

In a wide range of Asian countries, there was a correlation in 2015 between strained
political institutions and various forms of religious nationalism or extremism.

India’s Hindu nationalist government, under pressure to deliver on its 2014 campaign
promises, generally failed to curb a rise in anti-Muslim violence and intimidation, at times
appearing to encourage or take advantage of religious divisions for political gain. In Bangla-
desh, as the major political parties continued their bitter standoff, Islamist radicals carried
out a series of attacks on secular writers, foreigners, and Shiites.

The authorities in Malaysia stepped up enforcement of conservative dress codes and
persecution of LGBT people at a time when the ruling party was reeling from a major
corruption scandal. And in the tiny, oil-dependent sultanate of Brunei, the government
restricted minority religious displays and moved toward implementation of a harsh new
criminal code based on Sharia.

Anti-Muslim discrimination in Myanmar remained a serious problem during the year,
and it was unclear whether a new NLD government would take the political risk of defend-
ing Muslims’ fundamental rights. However, the failure of Buddhist nationalists to drum up
voter support for the military-backed ruling party was a promising sign. The influence of
Buddhist nationalists in Sri Lanka clearly waned after that country’s change in leadership,
with the newly elected administration promising a more inclusive model of governance.

Europe: Migrant Crisis Threatens Solidarity, Democratic Standards

The migration crisis in Europe put unprecedented pressure on the EU’s fundamental
principles of liberty, solidarity, and respect for human rights. The massive influx of people
not only exposed areas of weak institutional capacity across the region, but also cast doubt
on the EU’s ability to maintain high democratic standards among current and aspiring mem-
ber states in a time of rising populism.

The year began with the January election victory of the left-populist Syriza party in
Greece, whose anti-EU rhetoric struck a chord with voters after years of externally imposed
austerity. Although the new government was eventually forced to comply with its creditors’
demands, important underlying problems—including governance deficiencies and a debt
load that many view as unsustainable—have yet to be addressed. Nevertheless, the attention
of Brussels had shifted to the migrants by the second half of 2015.
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Anxious Dictators, Wavering Democracies 9

The EU’s attempts to distribute responsibility for the settlement of refugees across the
union met with resistance throughout the bloc, particularly from Central and Eastern
Europe. These countries’ blatant rejection of solidarity with asylum seekers and fellow
member states, despite their own 20th-century histories of repression, foreign domination,
and mass dislocation on the one hand, and the benefits they received from the EU on the
other, represented a stinging blow to the European project.

The bloc’s broader retreat from the goal of bolstering democratic values was under-
scored by its renewed interest in Turkey’s membership bid, which had stalled for years as
Turkish leader Recep Tayyip Erdogan exhibited increasingly authoritarian behavior. EU
negotiators, seeking Turkey’s assistance in stemming the migrant flow to Europe, appar-
ently turned a blind eye to Erdogan’s repressive actions during 2015, including assaults on
critical media and indiscriminate military operations in urban areas in the southeast in
advance of the November elections.

Eurasia: In Pursuit of False Stability

While elections have served as an avenue to recovery for many ill-governed countries,
several Eurasian states held national polls in 2015 that served as exhibitions of the unfet-
tered power of longtime incumbents. Faced with slumping economies and security threats
linked to foreign conflicts, these regimes sought to fortify themselves against any remaining
opposition or dissent.

In Tajikistan, for example, the government of President Emomali Rahmon, who has
ruled the country since 1992, ensured that the opposition Islamic Renaissance Party of
Tajikistan (IRPT) lost all of its seats in legislative elections. The authorities then intensified
their assault on the party over the subsequent months, revoking its registration, detaining
its leaders, and effectively incapacitating what had been Central Asia’s only legal Islamist
political grouping.

Tightly controlled legislative elections in Azerbaijan, which followed another year of
intense suppression of civil society, resulted in a hollow victory for the ruling party, with
most opposition groups boycotting the vote. President [lham Aliyev’s government used the
polls to show its teeth to the democratic world, barring several foreign journalists from
covering the process and imposing restrictions on international observer groups that led
some to suspend their monitoring missions.

In contrast, a deeply flawed election in Belarus actually seemed to improve President
Alyaksandr Lukashenka’s standing with democratic powers. His release of political prison-
ers before the vote, and the absence of violence in its aftermath, eased the way for plans by
the United States and the EU—wavering in their determination to press for true
liberalization—to reduce sanctions against Belarusian individuals and entities. There is little
chance that Lukashenka’s actions are signs of a genuine thaw. Rather, his gestures toward
the West seem motivated by growing fears of Russian bellicosity and economic weakness.

Americas: Populists on the Defensive, Little Progress in Cuba

There were several important developments in Latin America during 2015.

First, although the populist left suffered major electoral reversals in Venezuela and
Argentina, incumbent leaders in the region made clear their intention to remain in power.
Thus in the wake of his party’s overwhelming defeat in Venezuela’s parliamentary elec-
tions, President Nicoldas Maduro took steps to pack the Supreme Court and threatened to
refuse to carry out decisions of the new legislative majority. In Ecuador, President Rafael
Correa moved forward with a proposal to eliminate term limits and seek a fourth term in
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office in 2017. Similar plans were under way in Bolivia, and Nicaragua had already abol-
ished term limits in 2014.

Second, a number of regional heads of state were undermined by corruption scandals
or an inability to stem violent crime. In Brazil, a democracy hard hit by the crash in com-
modities prices, President Dilma Rousseff faced impeachment efforts in the wake of a
bribery scandal at the national oil company; Chile’s President Michelle Bachelet was seri-
ously weakened by a corruption case that implicated her son; and Mexico’s President
Enrique Pefia Nieto was politically crippled due to a series of graft allegations and the
persistence of organized crime in parts of the country.

Finally, little progress was made toward democratic reform in Cuba despite the resump-
tion of diplomatic relations with the United States. There was a modest expansion of rights
for religious believers and private business owners, and more Cubans exercised their new
ability to travel abroad. But the political system remained closed to all but Communist Party
loyalists, and freedom of expression was highly restricted. Nor were prospects especially
bright for significant change in the immediate future. The administration of U.S. president
Barack Obama urged patience with Cuba’s pace of political change, and negotiations
between Washington and Havana concentrated on removing other roadblocks to the lifting
of the American trade embargo.

With additional input from Elen Aghekyan, Jennifer Dunham, Bret Nelson, Shannon
O’Toole, Sarah Repucci, and Vanessa Tucker.

................. 18971% ANXI  12-08-16 10:50:10  PS PAGE 10



Introduction

The Freedom in the World 2016 survey contains reports on 195 countries and 15 related
and disputed territories. Each country report begins with a section containing the following
information: population, capital, political rights rating (numerical rating), civil liberties rat-
ing (numerical rating), freedom rating (the average of the political rights and civil liberties
ratings), freedom status (Free, Partly Free, or Not Free), “electoral democracy” designation,
and a 10-year ratings timeline. Each territory report begins with a section containing the
same information, except for the capital and the electoral democracy designation. The popu-
lation figures are drawn primarily from the 2015 World Population Data Sheet of the Popu-
lation Reference Bureau.

The political rights and civil liberties ratings range from 1 to 7, with 1 representing the
most free and 7 the least free. The status designation of Free, Partly Free, or Not Free,
which is determined by the average of the political rights and civil liberties ratings, indicates
the general state of freedom in a country or territory. Any improvements or declines in the
ratings since the previous survey are noted next to the relevant number in each report.
Positive or negative trends that were not sufficient to trigger a ratings change may be high-
lighted by upward or downward trend arrows, which are located next to the name of the
country or territory. A brief explanation of ratings changes or trend arrows is provided for
each country or territory as required. For a full description of the methods used to determine
the survey’s ratings, please see the chapter on the survey’s methodology.

The 10-year ratings timeline lists the political rights and civil liberties ratings and status
for each of the last 10 years. Each year that is included in the timeline refers to the year
under review, not the edition of the survey. Thus, the ratings and status from the Freedom
in the World 2016 edition are listed under “2015” (the year that was under review for the
2016 survey edition).

Following the section described above, each country and territory report is divided into
two parts: an introduction and an analysis of political rights and civil liberties. The introduc-
tion provides a brief review of major events during the survey year. The political rights and
civil liberties section summarizes each country or territory’s degree of respect for the rights
and liberties that Freedom House uses to evaluate freedom in the world. This section is
composed of seven parts that correspond to the seven main subcategories in the methodol-
ogy. The scores for each subcategory, and any changes from the previous year, are noted
next to the relevant subheading.

11

................. 18971$% INTR  12-08-16 10:50:13  PS PAGE 11



Afghanistan

Political Rights Rating: 6 Population: 32,247,000
Civil Liberties Rating: 6 Capital: Kabul
Freedom Rating: 6.0

Freedom Status: Not Free

Electoral Democracy: No

Ten-Year Ratings Time-line For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating 5,5,PF | 5,5,PF | 5,6,NF|6,6,NF | 6,6,NF | 6,6,NF | 6,6,NF | 6,6,NF | 6,6,NF | 6,6,NF

INTRODUCTION

Afghanistan experienced high levels of violence and political gridlock in 2015, and the
country was second only to Syria as a source of refugees contributing to a migration crisis
in Europe during the year.

The National Unity Government (NUG), formed after a disputed presidential election
in 2014, survived its first year in office, though its leaders had difficulty filling key positions
due to internal disagreements and resistance from the parliament. Legislative elections
scheduled for 2015 had to be postponed, leading to an indefinite extension of the existing
parliament’s term.

A poll by the Asia Foundation found that the share of Afghans who believe their coun-
try is moving in the right direction fell from 55 percent in 2014 to 37 percent in 2015. The
overall sense of insecurity intensified, with some 10 percent of the country’s administrative
districts in the hands of the Taliban rebel movement and a further 10 percent contested
between government and insurgent forces. The Taliban sometimes exerted influence even
in areas where the government was nominally in control.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 10/40 (—1)
A. Electoral Process: 1 /12 (—1)

Afghanistan’s president is directly elected for up to two five-year terms and has the
power to appoint ministers, subject to parliamentary approval. In the directly elected lower
house of the National Assembly, the 249-seat Wolesi Jirga (House of the People), members
stand for five-year terms. In the 102-seat Meshrano Jirga (House of Elders), the upper
house, the provincial councils elect two-thirds of members for three- or four-year terms,
and the president appoints the remaining one-third for five-year terms. The constitution
envisages the election of district councils, which would also send members to the Meshrano
Jirga, though these have not been established. Ten Wolesi Jirga seats are reserved for the
nomadic Kuchi community, including at least three women, and 65 of the chamber’s gen-
eral seats are reserved for women.

In the 2014 presidential election, the two first-round winners—former foreign minister
Abdullah Abdullah, who received 45 percent of the vote, and former finance minister Ashraf
Ghani, who took 32 percent—faced off in a final round held on June 14, with a high
reported turnout. After the Independent Election Commission (IEC) published preliminary
results showing Ghani leading by more than 10 percentage points, the Abdullah camp
alleged voter fraud, claimed victory, and threatened to overthrow the government. The

12
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United States brokered an agreement calling for an internationally supervised audit and the
formation of a national unity government. Ghani became president, and Abdullah became
chief executive, a new post resembling that of a prime minister. The final vote tallies for
the two candidates were not officially announced.

The April 2014 provincial council elections were also drawn out due to complaints over
irregularities and a large quantity of fraudulent votes. It was not until late October that the
election commission announced the winners of the 458 council seats.

The most recent parliamentary elections, held in September 2010, were deeply flawed.
Then president Hamid Karzai did not inaugurate the new parliament until January 2011,
ruling by decree in the interim. The parliament’s term expired in 2015, with the NUG and
current lawmakers unable to agree on reforms that would pave the way for elections. In
June, Ghani issued a decree extending the parliament’s term until new elections could be
scheduled. Given the flawed 2014 vote, both sides of the NUG agreed that reforms were
necessary, including the replacement of the incumbent IEC. An electoral reform commis-
sion established by the president proposed a variety of changes to the electoral laws and
voting system during the year, such as the introduction of party-list proportional representa-
tion for a third of the Wolesi Jirga seats, but none of the amendments were approved by the
parliament. The IEC commissioners could not be replaced without legislative changes. Even
if elections were to proceed, the poor security situation raised questions about the possible
disenfranchisement of voters in Taliban-held areas.

B. Political Pluralism and Participation: 6 / 16

Afghanistan’s electoral system uses the single nontransferable vote, with most candi-
dates for elected office running as independents and participating in fluid alliances linked
to local and regional patronage networks. Political parties lack a formal role within the
legislature, weakening their ability to contribute to stable policymaking and legislative proc-
esses. Despite their limited relevance in Afghanistan’s government, parties have been free
to seek registration since 2005, and over 70 are in existence.

The Taliban have consistently opposed the holding of elections. Although their calls to
boycott the 2014 election were widely ignored, the presence of various armed groups and
local strongmen, including those enlisted by the government as anti-Taliban militias, poses
a major obstacle to free public participation in the political process, especially outside major
urban centers. Government officials and politicians at all levels are regularly targeted for
assassination.

The United States maintained about 9,800 military personnel in Afghanistan in 2015.
In October, U.S. president Barack Obama extended the U.S. training and counterterrorism
mission in the country, announcing that troop levels would remain unchanged until late
2016 or early 2017, when they would drop to about 5,500. The United States covers the
bulk of the operating costs of the Afghan security forces. Although the NUG was formed
on the basis of an agreement brokered by a U.S. envoy, both the United States and the
Kabul government insist that the latter enjoys full sovereignty and control over political
decisions.

The constitution recognizes multiple ethnic and linguistic minorities and provides more
guarantees of equal status to minorities than historically have been available in Afghanistan.
Since 2001, the traditionally marginalized Shiite Muslim minority, which includes most
ethnic Hazaras, have enjoyed increased levels of political representation and participation
in national institutions. Nevertheless, participation is curtailed for all segments of the popu-
lation by lack of security, flawed elections, and the dominance of local patronage networks.
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C. Functioning of Government: 2 / 12

The NUG failed to complete the process of forming a cabinet and appointing provincial
governors during its first year in office. Although most positions were eventually filled, the
parliament rejected the president’s nomination for defense minister. Rampant corruption
has weakened the security forces, and the deteriorating security situation—with sustained
Taliban offensives and increased government reliance on local militias—has in turn contrib-
uted to impunity for corrupt practices. For example, while civil society groups urged the
government to amend the mining law to promote transparency in 2015, a growing propor-
tion of mining areas were controlled in practice by local strongmen or the Taliban.

According to the Asia Foundation’s national survey, 90 percent of Afghans encounter
corruption in their daily lives, mainly citing bribes to police and government officials. Some
high-profile figures have been prosecuted, but with little deterrent effect. Former Kabul
Bank chief executive Khalil Ferozi, who had been sentenced in 2014 to 15 years in prison
for massive fraud that caused the bank’s 2010 collapse, was reportedly allowed to leave
prison during the day to continue his business activities, and in November 2015 he signed
an agreement to participate in an investment project with the government worth about $900
million. After a public outcry, the agreement was quickly canceled.

The parliament exercises a form of oversight by summoning ministers for questioning
on their performance and retaining the power to dismiss them through no-confidence votes.
However, this oversight process lacks transparency, regularity, and discipline, due in part
to the absence of a functioning party system. Afghanistan was ranked 166 out of 168 coun-
tries and territories surveyed in Transparency International’s 2015 Corruption Perceptions
Index.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 14 /60 (+1)
D. Freedom of Expression and Belief: 6 / 16 (+1)

Afghanistan hosts a vibrant media sector, with multiple outlets in print, radio, and
television that collectively carry a wide range of views and are generally uncensored. Media
providers include independent and commercial firms, as well as a state broadcaster and
outlets tied to specific political interests.

Journalists faced reduced levels of violence in 2015 compared with the previous year.
Several government attempts to suppress content, including media coverage of the Taliban
and the satirical Facebook page “Kabul Taxi,” were largely unsuccessful. In October, the
Taliban threatened two media houses, accusing them of publishing false reports. Rapidly
expanding use of the internet and mobile telephones has broadened the flow of information
and facilitated popular call-in programs on radio and television, but Taliban attacks on
mobile-phone infrastructure periodically hinder communications.

While religious freedom has improved since 2001, it is still hampered by violence
and discrimination aimed at religious minorities and reformist Muslims. The constitution
established Islam as the official religion and guaranteed freedom of worship to other reli-
gions. Blasphemy and apostasy by Muslims are considered capital crimes, and non-Muslim
proselytizing is strongly discouraged. Militant groups have targeted mosques and clerics as
part of the larger civil conflict. Hindus, Sikhs, and Shiite Muslims, particularly those from
the Hazara ethnic group, face official obstacles and discrimination by the Sunni Muslim
majority. Moreover, conservative social attitudes, intolerance, and the inability or unwill-
ingness of law enforcement officials to defend individual freedoms mean that those per-
ceived as violating religious and social norms are highly vulnerable to abuse. In a widely
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publicized case in March 2015, 27-year-old Farkhunda Malikzada was beaten to death out-
side a Kabul shrine after being falsely accused of desecrating the Koran. It later emerged
that she had denounced the selling of amulets at the shrine as un-Islamic, allegedly leading
the custodian to incite a mob to attack her. After a flawed trial and appeals, four of the
assailants were sentenced to prison terms ranging from 10 to 20 years, and 10 police officers
were disciplined for failing to stop the attack.

Academic freedom is largely tolerated in government-controlled areas. In addition to
public schooling, there has been a growth in private education, with new universities enjoy-
ing full autonomy from the government. The expansion of Taliban control in rural areas has
left an increasing number of public schools outside of government control. The Taliban
impose harsh rules on schools in their territory, though the restrictions vary by region.

Although private discussion in government-held areas is largely free and unrestrained,
discussion of a political nature is more dangerous for Afghans living in contested or
Taliban-controlled areas.

E. Associational and Organizational Rights: 4 / 12

The constitution guarantees the rights to assembly and association, subject to some
restrictions, but they are upheld erratically from region to region. Protests in Kabul during
2015 included demonstrations calling for harsher sentences against Malikzada’s killers and
a march to demand security for Hazaras after a series of abductions and murders.

Afghan civil society continues to play an important role, particularly in urban areas,
where thousands of cultural, welfare, and sports associations operate with little interference
from the authorities. Approximately 274 international nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) remained active in Afghanistan in 2015, in addition to nearly 1,800 local NGOs.
However, threats and violence by the Taliban and other actors have curbed the activities of
many NGOs and hampered recruitment of foreign aid workers.

Despite broad constitutional protections for workers, labor rights are not well defined,
and currently no effective enforcement or dispute-resolution mechanisms are in place.

F. Rule of Law: 2/ 16

The judicial system operates haphazardly, and justice in many places is administered
on the basis of a mixture of legal codes by inadequately trained judges. Corruption in the
judiciary is extensive, with judges and lawyers often subject to threats and bribes from local
leaders or armed groups. Informal justice systems, employing variants of both customary
law and Sharia (Islamic law), are widely used to arbitrate disputes, especially in rural areas.
The Taliban have installed their own judiciary in areas they control, but also conduct sum-
mary executions.

Prosecutions and trials suffer from a number of weaknesses, including lack of proper
representation, excess reliance on uncorroborated witness testimony, lack of reliable foren-
sics evidence, arbitrary decision-making, and failure to publish court decisions.

The police force is heavily militarized and primarily focused on its role as a first line
of defense against insurgents in administrative centers. There are high levels of corruption
and complicity in organized crime among police, particularly near key smuggling routes.
The torture of detainees by Afghan police, military, and intelligence services reportedly
remains common. Government-aligned strongmen and powerful figures within the security
forces operate illegal detention centers.

The number of civilian casualties in the civil conflict continued to rise in 2015. The
United Nations reported totals of 3,545 dead and 7,457 wounded for the year, surpassing
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the record set in 2014. While most of the casualties were attributed to the Taliban, about 17
percent occurred at the hands of government and progovernment forces. The Taliban con-
ducted a campaign of high-profile suicide bombings and complex attacks against civilian
targets, such as restaurants and hotels, or targets where civilian casualties could be antici-
pated, such as military convoys moving through populated urban areas. The Taliban also
launched a major offensive in Kunduz in October, briefly occupying the provincial capital,
and another in the southern province of Helmand in December. Kidnappings are common
in Afghanistan; a number of abductions during 2015 targeted Hazara civilians traveling on
major roads, with the victims either killed or held for ransom.

Despite some legal protections, religious and ethnic minorities remain subject to harass-
ment and discrimination, including in employment and education. As non-Muslims, Hindus
and Sikhs are especially vulnerable, and many have emigrated. There is no legal protection
for LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender) people, who face societal disapproval
and abuse by police. Same-sex sexual activity is considered illegal under the penal code
and Sharia.

G. Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights: 2 / 16

The government does not restrict the right of travel within the country or abroad, though
insecurity and other obstacles hamper freedom of movement in practice. Some 1.2 million
people were internally displaced in Afghanistan by the end of 2015, including more than
384,000 who were displaced by fighting during the year, according to the Office of the UN
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). Many Afghans also fled abroad in 2015, mak-
ing up a large percentage of those contributing to Europe’s refugee crisis.

Citizens are formally free to own property, buy and sell land, and establish businesses.
There has also been a trend away from government monopolies. Economic freedoms, how-
ever, are constrained by patronage, corruption, and the dominant economic role of a narrow,
politically connected elite. Over the past decade the most profitable activities available to
Afghans have been government and defense contracting, narcotics trafficking, and property
and minerals development. Investors in all of these sectors have depended on connections
to those in power. A combination of harassment, extortion, and arbitrary taxation make for
a highly unfavorable business climate.

Although women have formal rights to education and employment, and some partici-
pate in public life, discrimination and domestic violence remain pervasive, with the latter
often going unreported because of social acceptance of the practice. Women’s choices
regarding marriage and divorce remain circumscribed by custom and discriminatory laws.
On some issues, customary practices withhold even rights that are guaranteed to women by
Sharia. The forced marriage of young girls to older men or widows to their husbands’ male
relations is a problem, and many girls continue to be married before the legal age of 16.
The courts and the detention system have been used to enforce social control of women, for
example by jailing those who defy their families’ wishes regarding marriage.

Women in urban areas typically enjoy greater access to education and formal employ-
ment, and are better able to participate in national politics. Women accounted for about 16
percent of the candidates in the 2010 parliamentary elections, and roughly 41 percent of
registered voters were women; 69 female candidates were elected. While no women candi-
dates ran in the 2014 presidential election, 273 women ran for provincial council seats,
securing 97 of them. Female electoral participation has been limited by threats, harassment,
and social restrictions on traveling alone and appearing in public.
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Most victims of human trafficking in Afghanistan are children trafficked internally to
work in various industries, become domestic servants, settle debts, or be subjected to com-
mercial sexual exploitation. Victims of trafficking are frequently prosecuted for moral
crimes.

Albania

Political Rights Rating: 3 Population: 2,892,000
Civil Liberties Rating: 3 Capital: Tirana
Freedom Rating: 3.0

Freedom Status: Partly Free

Electoral Democracy: Yes

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating 3,3,PF |3,3,PF|3,3,PF|3,3PF |3,3,PF|3,3,PF|3,3PF|3,3,PF|3,3,PF|3,3PF

INTRODUCTION

Local elections held in June 2015 were viewed as an important test of democratic
institutions in Albania, which had been designated a candidate for European Union (EU)
membership in 2014. International observers said the polls were conducted peacefully, but
raised concerns about pressure on voters by politicians, problems with election commission
operations, and the improper use of government resources by the ruling coalition during
campaigning.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 27 / 40
A. Electoral Process: 8 / 12

The unicameral, 140-member Kuvendi (Assembly) is elected through proportional rep-
resentation in 12 regional districts of varying size. All members serve four-year terms. The
prime minister is designated by the majority party or coalition, and the president—who
does not hold executive powers but heads the military and plays an important role in select-
ing senior judges—is chosen by the parliament for a maximum of two five-year terms.
Bujar Nishani, then the interior minister, was chosen as president in 2012.

Preparations for the 2013 parliamentary elections were disrupted by political deadlock
in the seven-seat Central Election Commission (CEC), which prevented it from making
crucial decisions that required a five-vote majority. Earlier, the CEC failed to decide on seat
distribution for the country’s electoral districts, leading the parliamentary majority—headed
by the Democratic Party (PD) at the time—to intervene and set the allotments using out-
dated 2009 population figures. Monitors from the Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (OSCE) reported a number of other problems but found that the overall
campaign was vibrant, competitive, and largely peaceful, despite an election-day shooting
incident. In 2014, the CEC pledged to implement certain OSCE electoral recommendations,
including filling three vacancies that had emerged from the 2013 deadlock. (The seats were
filled in time for the 2015 local elections.)
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In the 2013 parliamentary elections, the Socialist Party (PS) captured 65 seats, the
Socialist Movement for Integration took 16, and two smaller PS-allied parties—the Unity
for Human Rights Party, which represents ethnic Greeks, and the Christian Democratic
Party—each garnered 1 seat. Meanwhile, the PD won 50 seats, and its junior partners—the
nationalist Justice, Integration, and Unity Party and the Republican Party—took 4 and 3
seats, respectively. Voter turnout was reported at 54 percent. PS leader Edi Rama took office
as prime minister, backed by the 37-party Alliance for a European Albania (ASHE), which
was led by Rama’s PS.

Voters selected 61 mayors and 1,595 councilors in local elections held in June 2015.
The ruling ASHE coalition won 63 percent of votes for local council races, and 45 mayoral
seats. The PD-led opposition coalition, the People’s Alliance for Work and Dignity (APPD),
won 32 percent of votes in local council races, and 15 of the mayoral seats. Voter turnout
was 48 percent, a bit less than for the 2013 parliamentary polls.

The 2015 local elections were viewed by the EU a test of Albania’s democratization.
Both the EU and the OSCE, which sent a monitoring mission, praised the election and
campaigning period as peaceful; the OSCE also noted improved professionalism among
mayoral candidates in Tirana. However, both the OSCE and EU raised concerns about the
impartiality of electoral authorities, with the OSCE noting problems in CEC processes for
candidate registration, some of which it linked to CEC politicization. It also raised concerns
about the accuracy of voter rolls. Additionally, the OSCE documented widespread allega-
tions of pressure on voters, especially public sector employees, who, sometimes under threat
of losing their jobs, were urged to attend campaign events for members of the ruling coali-
tion. Politicians from the governing coalition used public resources during their electoral
campaigns, with some distributing property-legalization certificates.

B. Political Pluralism and Participation: 13/ 16

The two main political parties, the PS and the PD, are sharply polarized and given to
personality-driven rivalry. As prime minister from 2005 to 2013, Sali Berisha of the PD
worked to consolidate partisan control over state institutions, particularly after violent anti-
government protests in early 2011. However, the Socialists’ electoral victory in 2013 and
2015 restored confidence in the ability of opposition forces to secure a rotation of power
through elections.

Ethnic minorities have been able to campaign freely in their own languages in recent
elections. While voters had access to ballot materials in minority languages in 2013, ballots
for the 2015 local polls were only in the Albanian language. However, election officials
provided voter education materials in minority languages. While the members of the Roma
minority and other marginalized groups are vulnerable to political exploitation and vote-
buying schemes such as the distribution of fuel vouchers and cash, OSCE observers noted
in 2015 that minority communities are becoming increasingly aware of their voting power
and more politically engaged.

C. Functioning of Government: 6 / 12

Corruption is pervasive, and the EU has repeatedly called for rigorous implementation
of antigraft measures. Convictions of high-ranking officials and judges for corruption and
abuse of power remain rare. The current government has taken some steps to remove the
immunity of politicians who are accused of crimes. Over the last two years, several lawmak-
ers from the ruling coalition have faced criminal charges. Additionally, in 2015 it emerged
that a law firm had alleged that parliament speaker and leader of the Socialist Movement
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for Integration, Ilir Meta, received a bribe from an international debt-collection company.
Both Meta and opposition politicians have called for an international investigation of this
allegation, underscoring a general lack of trust of Albanian courts.

The law on access to information complies with international legal standards, though it
is not well implemented.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 40 / 60
D. Freedom of Expression and Belief: 13/ 16

While the constitution guarantees freedom of expression, the intermingling of powerful
business, political, and media interests inhibits the development of independent news out-
lets; most are seen as biased toward either the PS or the PD. Reporters have little job
security and remain subject to lawsuits, intimidation, and occasional physical attacks by
those facing media scrutiny. The OSCE media monitoring of the 2015 election campaign
observed that all the major media, including public media, favored one of the major political
parties. The government does not limit internet access.

The constitution provides for freedom of religion, which is generally upheld in practice.
There are no significant restrictions on free and open private discussion, including for online
blogs and social media.

The government typically does not limit academic freedom, though students and teach-
ers have faced political pressure ahead of elections. A proposal to raise tuition at public
universities in order to increase the pool of government funds set aside for education was
criticized by student protesters, who said it would divert public funding to private universi-
ties at the expense of poorer students, and erode academic freedom. In response, govern-
ment officials said the measure would provide for equal treatment of public and private
universities.

E. Associational and Organizational Rights: 9 / 12

Freedoms of association and assembly are generally respected. Demonstrations by
opposition parties and civic groups are common, and they have generally been peaceful.
Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) function without restrictions but have limited
funding and policy influence.

The constitution guarantees workers the rights to organize and bargain collectively, and
most have the right to strike. However, effective collective bargaining remains limited, and
union members have little protection against discrimination by employers.

F. Rule of Law: 9/ 16

The constitution provides for an independent judiciary, but the underfunded courts are
subject to political pressure and influence, and public trust in judicial institutions is low. In
August 2015, the chairman of the parliamentary commission on the justice sector recom-
mended constitutional changes aimed at revamping the High Court of Justice, which nomi-
nates judges prosecutes judges suspected of wrongdoing; the court has generally failed to
address corruption in the judicial sector and is widely considered to be politicized. In Sep-
tember, the government Inspectorate for the Declaration and Audit of Assets and Conflict
of Interests accused the chief judge of the Appellate Court of Tirana of corruption after
uncovering 1.7 million ($1.9 million) in suspicious assets.

Traditional tribal law and revenge killings remain a problem in parts of the north. Police
reportedly engage in abuse of suspects during arrest and interrogation. Prison inmates suffer
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from poor living conditions and a lack of adequate medical treatment. The PS-led govern-
ment has replaced a number of prison officials and police commanders, and has disbanded
several police units, to combat corruption and rising crime rates.

Albania is a transshipment point for heroin smugglers and a key site for European
cannabis production. In August 2015, Albanian policed destroyed a number of cannabis
plantations in Albania’s northern mountains.

Roma face significant discrimination in education, health care, employment, and hous-
ing. A 2010 law bars discrimination based on race and several other categories, including
sexual orientation and gender identity, and a 2013 reform of the criminal code introduced
protections against hate crimes and hate speech based on sexual orientation and gender
identity. However, bias against LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) people
remains strong in practice.

G. Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights: 9 / 16

Albanians generally enjoy freedom of movement and choice of residence or employ-
ment, though criminal activity and practices related to traditional honor codes limit these
rights in some areas. Access to higher education is affected by corruption. A raft of
property-restitution cases related to confiscations during the communist era remain unre-
solved. Illegal construction is a major problem, as is bribery linked to government approval
of development projects.

Women are underrepresented in politics and business, though the new cabinet appointed
in 2013 included a record six women, including the first female defense minister. In the
2015 local elections, all parties met a new gender quota requirement that local council
candidate lists be split evenly between male and female candidates. However, just 10 per-
cent of the candidates for mayors were women.

While domestic violence is believed to be widespread, the parliament has adopted some
measures to combat the problem in recent years. Convictions for human trafficking remain
rare despite increased government enforcement. Young women make up about 90 percent
of the workers in the important textile and footwear sector, in which child labor is not
uncommon and some 40 percent of workers are not registered, according to the International
Trade Union Confederation.

Algeria

Political Rights Rating: 6 Population: 39,948,000
Civil Liberties Rating: 5 Capital: Algiers
Freedom Rating: 5.5

Freedom Status: Not Free

Electoral Democracy: No

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating 6,5,NF [6,5,NF | 6,5,NF | 6,5,NF | 6,5,NF | 6,5,NF | 6,5,NF | 6,5,NF | 6,5,NF | 6,5,NF

INTRODUCTION

Although it continued to project stability amid broader regional turmoil, Algeria began
to confront the first signs of several impending economic and political challenges in 2015.
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The country’s natural-resource-dependent economy forced a number of difficult policy
changes after the collapse in global oil prices during the year. While previously the govern-
ment had envisioned slowly raising taxes and reducing subsidies to cope with decreasing
revenues, in December it reversed course with an austerity budget that raised taxes on key
commodities including electricity, fuel, and telecommunications services, sparking protests
from opposition parties. The government also expanded its use of hydraulic fracturing, or
fracking, throughout the year to harvest shale gas to compensate for declining oil prices,
which led to widespread and persistent protests in communities impacted by environmental
damage.

Concerns also continued regarding the country’s future political stability, particularly
in the event of the death of President Abdelaziz Bouteflika, now 78 and a victim of serious
health problems. Sequestered from the public and most high-level officials for more than a
year, Bouteflika is widely believed to be incapacitated while a small clique of advisers, led
by his brother Said, rules the country.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 11/ 40
A. Electoral Process: 4 / 12

The president is directly elected for five-year terms. Constitutional amendments passed
in 2008 effectively abolished the two-term limit, as well as increasing the president’s powers
relative to the prime minister and other parts of the government. Each of Bouteflika’s four
elections to the presidency has been tainted by accusations of fraud by his chief adversaries.
The 2014 presidential vote was allegedly marred by ballot-stuffing, multiple voting, inflated
electoral rolls, and the misuse of state resources to benefit the incumbent. The chief Western
monitoring organizations did not participate in election observation. The official voter par-
ticipation rate dropped precipitously from 75 to nearly 40 percent, and opposition figures
and informal foreign observers stated that the actual participation rate might have been half
or even less of official tallies.

The president appoints one-third of the members of the upper legislative house, the
Council of the Nation, which has 144 members serving six-year terms. The other two-thirds
are indirectly elected by local and provincial assemblies. In December 2015, elections were
held to replace half of the 96 elected members of the upper house, with 23 seats going to
the National Liberation Front (FLN), 18 seats to the military-backed National Democratic
Rally (RND), and the remainder to smaller parties and independents. The People’s National
Assembly, the lower house, has 462 members directly elected for five-year terms. In the
2012 elections, the FLN won 208 seats, the RND increased to 68, and the Green Algeria
Alliance—comprised of multiple Islamist parties—dropped to 49. The government esti-
mated the election participation rate at 42 percent. While foreign observers from the Euro-
pean Union, United Nations, Arab League, and other institutions declared the elections
largely free and fair, opposition candidates and some human rights groups asserted that the
results were manipulated by the Ministry of the Interior. Fifteen parties that won a com-
bined 29 seats boycotted the parliament. The National Election Observation Commission, a
judicial body, condemned the elections as “not credible,” though FLN and RND members
on the commission refused to sign the final report.

A 2012 law required that female candidates comprise between 20 and 50 percent of any
candidate list for legislative elections, depending on the number of seats in the electoral
district.

B. Political Pluralism and Participation: 4 / 16

The Ministry of the Interior must approve political parties before they can operate
legally. A 2012 law liberalized the party registration process, and 23 new political parties
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were allowed to register for the first time since 1999 as a result. The FLN, RND, Green
Alliance (comprised of the Movement of the Society of Peace, Ennahda, and Islah parties),
the Front of Socialist Forces, the Workers Party, and a number of smaller parties sit in the
current parliament. Parties cannot form along explicit ethnic or religious lines, and the Front
Islamique de Salut (FIS), which swept the 1990 and 1991 elections, remains banned on this
basis. A number of Salafi movements have attempted to establish political parties in recent
years but are routinely denied permission by the state. In August 2015, Madani Mezrag, a
former leader of the armed wing of the FIS, announced the creation of a new Salafi party,
but the government subsequently refused to grant it legal status.

Increasing ethnic and sectarian communal violence is evidence of the perception of
political marginalization and alienation experienced by most Algerians. Parliamentary seats
in Algeria’s rentier economic system help garner public funding for local needs, which give
parliamentarians tax breaks and allow them to create small politico-economic fiefdoms. The
Amazigh-dominated Rally for Culture and Democracy (RCD) party boycotted both 2012
and 2014 elections entirely.

The military and intelligence services continue to play an important role in politics,
fueled by their ongoing rivalries. A longstanding power struggle between President Boute-
flika and General Mohamed “Toufik” Mediene, the powerful head of the Department of
Intelligence and Security (DRS), came to an end in September 2015 when Mediéne was
dismissed as the head of DRS. This marked the culmination of Bouteflika’s efforts to reduce
the agency’s power over political and economic affairs.

C. Functioning of Government: 3 / 12

In 2015, Algeria placed 88 out of 168 countries and territories surveyed in Transparency
International’s Corruption Perceptions Index. Rampant corruption plagues Algeria’s busi-
ness and public sectors, especially the energy sector. Despite anticorruption laws, a lack of
government transparency, low levels of judicial independence, and bloated bureaucracies
contribute to corruption. Few corruption investigations ever lead to indictments much less
convictions, though there were a number of exceptions in 2015. In May, a court in Algiers
sentenced two dozen people to prison for embezzlement of public funds and the payment
of bribes in connection with the construction of Algeria’s east-west highway, one of the
country’s largest ongoing infrastructure projects. In March, more than a dozen former top
officials at state oil company Sonatrach were put on trial over a graft scandal; the case was
later postponed and remained ongoing at year’s end.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 24 / 60 (+ 1)
D. Freedom of Expression and Belief: 7 / 16

Although some newspapers are privately owned and journalists remain aggressive in
their coverage of government affairs, most newspapers rely on the central government for
printing, and the state-owned advertising agency favors progovernment newspapers,
encouraging self-censorship. A 2011 press law contains vague language that reinforces the
government’s ability to block reporting on certain topics, including those deemed to under-
mine the country’s security or economic interests. Privately owned television channels were
only formally authorized in 2014, although authorities had tolerated the existence some
private broadcasters previously. Television faces numerous restrictions on sensitive content.

Authorities routinely use legal mechanisms to harass the press and censor controversial
reporting. In February 2015, Mohamed Sharki, a former editor at the state-owned newspa-
per Eldjoumhouria, was convicted on blasphemy charges for printing an article questioning
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the divine authorship of the Quran. He was initially sentenced to three years in prison and
a $2,000 fine, though this was reduced to a one-year suspended prison sentence in Novem-
ber. Also in February, the Communications Ministry revoked the accreditation of Boualem
Ghomrassa, a journalist with the London-based Al-Sharq Al-Awsat newspaper, over politi-
cal opinions he expressed during an interview on a foreign television station. In April, the
satirical television program Weekend was suspended after it reported on the wealth and
foreign real estate holdings of government officials.

A 2009 cybercrime law gives authorities the right to block websites “contrary to the
public order or decency,” and a centralized system monitors internet traffic. Both govern-
ment officials and private entities continued to use criminal defamation laws to pressure
independent bloggers and journalists in 2014. In April 2015, police arrested cartoonist Tahar
Dehejiche for publishing a cartoon critical of both the president and the practice of fracking
in Algeria’s energy sector. After his initial acquittal in May, he was sentenced on appeal in
November to a fine and six months in prison for “attacking the president.”

Algeria’s population is overwhelmingly Sunni Muslim. Small non-Muslim communi-
ties do not face harassment, but they may gather to worship only at state-approved locations.
Proselytizing by non-Muslims is illegal, and a 2006 ordinance tightened restrictions on
minority faiths. Security services monitor mosques for radical Islamist activity. The rising
influence of Salafi religious movements has alarmed the authorities, who had previously
encouraged their growth. In February 2015, the government granted itself sole authority to
issue fatwas, or religious judgments, in order to restrict the influence of independent Salafi
imams.

Academic freedom is largely respected, though debate is somewhat circumscribed. Pri-
vate discussion can take place relatively freely outside of certain sensitive topics.

E. Associational and Organizational Rights: 5/ 12 (+ 1)

Since the state of emergency was lifted in 2011, the government has regularly used
force to disrupt and discourage public gatherings and protests. In 2015, large-scale crack-
downs lessened as compared to 2014, when several hundred members of the movement
against Bouteflika’s reelection were arrested. Nevertheless, mass protests swept Algeria
throughout 2015 in connection with the government’s increased use of fracking to extract
shale gas in the country’s south. In February, opposition parties organized a march to pro-
test the fracking policy in Algiers, where all demonstrations are banned; they were forcibly
dispersed by police. Also in February, eight labor rights activists were convicted of “unau-
thorized gathering” under the penal code for demonstrating in support of another activist
who had been sentenced to 18 months in prison on the same charge. The eight were each
sentenced to one year in prison, with six months suspended.

The law on associations that came into effect in 2014 has been widely criticized for
continuing to restrict the formation, funding, and operations of civil society organizations.
Permits and receipts of application submission are required to establish and operate nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs). Both new and old organizations experience bureaucratic
labyrinths while waiting not just for permits but also for application receipts. New coopera-
tive agreements are required to work with foreign NGOs, but these relationships remain
largely unauthorized.

Workers can establish independent trade unions, but the main labor federation, the Gen-
eral Union of Algerian Workers, has been criticized for being too close to the government
and failing to advocate for workers’ interests. Algerian authorities have increasingly
clamped down on efforts to form independent unions and to organize, including by using
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administrative measures to prevent independent unions from operating. In July 2015, tram-
way workers in multiple cities launched a strike demanding better wages and a collective
bargaining agreement under a new, independent trade union. The French management com-
pany that operates the tramway allegedly dismissed several union activists for organizing
and refused to recognize any new union.

F. Rule of Law: 5/ 16

The judiciary is susceptible to government pressure. International human rights activists
have accused the security forces of practicing torture, and have also highlighted lengthy
delays in bringing cases to trial. Prison conditions in Algeria generally do not meet interna-
tional standards due to overcrowding and poor nutrition and hygiene.

In 2015, Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) continued to attack Algerian police
officers and political officials. In June, AQIM killed an army colonel and four other security
force members in two separate attacks. In July, AQIM claimed responsibility for another
attack that killed 11 Algerian soldiers in an ambush near Ain Defla.

Algeria’s ethnic composition is a mixture of Arabs and Berbers. After years of margin-
alizing the Berber community, officials have made modest efforts to recognize the commu-
nity’s cultural demands. Tamazight, the Berber language, is now a national language.
However, ethnic violence between Berbers and Arabs has worsened in recent years, particu-
larly in the southern city of Ghardaia. In July 2015, clashes there between the two groups
killed 22 people, leading to dozens of arrests. The government subsequently increased the
security presence in the city to try to quell the tensions.

Same-sex sexual relations are punishable with two months to two years in prison,
though no prosecutions were reported in 2015. Traditional social mores create an extremely
hostile environment for LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) people. In 2015,
LGBT advocacy groups focused mainly on personal safety due to an increase in the inten-
sity of hate speech coming from conservative clerics and the media.

G. Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights: 7/ 16

While most citizens are free to travel domestically and abroad, the authorities closely
monitor and limit access to visas for non-Algerians. Men of military draft age are not
allowed to leave the country without official consent. The land border between Algeria and
Morocco has been closed for years, separating families that live in the border areas and
forcing many to resort to illegal smuggling networks for routine travel.

The government plays a dominant role in the economy, leaving little room for private
competitors. Numerous regulations make Algeria one of the most difficult environments in
which to establish and operate a business. Property rights are not secure; some observers
blame the lack of economic development.

Women continue to face discrimination at both the legal and societal levels. In 2013,
146 women were elected to the parliament, comprising a third of the body—a higher propor-
tion than in any other Arab country. However, female lawmakers have a limited impact on
the overall political system. Under the conservative 1984 family code, women do not enjoy
equal rights in marriage, divorce, or inheritance.

A 2009 law criminalized all forms of trafficking in persons, and Algeria reported its
first ever conviction under the law in 2015. However, according to monitors, the government
is making virtually no effort to systematically enforce the ban, and trafficking victims them-
selves are frequently detained and harassed by authorities.
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Andorra

Political Rights Rating: 1 Population: 78,000
Civil Liberties Rating: 1 Capital: Andorra la Vella
Freedom Rating: 1.0

Freedom Status: Free

Electoral Democracy: Yes

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating ILLF | ,LLF | ILLLF | I,LLLF | ,LLF | 1,LLF | 1,LLF | 1,LLF | 1,LLF | 1,1,F

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 39 / 40
CIVIL LIBERTIES: 57 / 60

Andorra held parliamentary elections in March 2015, after head of government Antoni
Marti dissolved the 28-seat unicameral parliament, the General Council, in January. The
Democrats for Andorra party won 15 seats, followed by the Liberal Party of Andorra with
8, an independent coalition with 3, and the Social Democracy and Progress party with 2.
Marti remained the head of government. Women claimed 10 seats in the elections.

More than 50 percent of the population consists of noncitizens who do not have the
right to vote. In 2015, out of Andorra’s over 70,000 residents, only 24,509 were registered
voters. Also in 2015, Andorrans living abroad were allowed to cast a postal vote for the first
time.

In March, the U.S. Treasury Department’s Financial Crimes Enforcement Network
accused Andorra’s fourth-largest bank, Banca Privada d’ Andorra (BPA), of money launder-
ing. Three senior bank officials allegedly accepted bribes to aid criminals in Russia, China,
and Venezuela. Soon after, Andorran police arrested the bank’s chief executive, Joan Pau
Miquel Prats, and the Andorran government took control of the bank. In response to the
scandal, the government passed a law in April allowing it to either restructure or liquidate
the bank. Standard & Poor’s dropped Andorra’s credit rating as a result of the scandal to
just two notches above junk status, threatening the country’s financial security.

In February 2015, Andorra ratified the Additional Protocol to the Criminal Law Con-
vention on Corruption.

In January 2015, parliament passed a law to help combat domestic violence.

This country report has been abridged for Freedom in the World 2016. For background
information on political rights and civil liberties in Andorra, see Freedom in the World
2015.
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¥ Angola

Political Rights Rating: 6 Population: 25,000,000
Civil Liberties Rating: 6| Capital: Luanda
Freedom Rating: 6.0

Freedom Status: Not Free

Electoral Democracy: No

Ratings Change, Trend Arrow: Angola’s civil liberties rating declined from 5 to 6, and it
received a downward trend arrow, because as the economy deteriorated, the government
increased its repressive measures, including the persecution of journalists, young political
activists, and certain religious groups.

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating 6,5,NF [6,5,NF [6,5,NF |6,5,NF |6,5,NF |6,5,NF | 6,5,NF | 6,5,NF | 6,5,NF | 6,6,NF

INTRODUCTION

President José Eduardo dos Santos and his party, the Popular Movement for the Libera-
tion of Angola (MPLA), retained tight control over the political system and significantly
restricted civil liberties during 2015.

The drop in global oil prices damaged Angola’s economy and state budget, which are
heavily dependent on oil exports. The government was forced to adopt unpopular measures
such as eliminating fuel subsidies and restricting the use of credit cards, stoking social
unrest. In this context, the authorities worked to suppress dissent, violently dispersing a
number of protests and detaining a group of young political activists on charges of plotting
a rebellion.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 10/ 40
A. Electoral Process: 3 / 12

The 2010 constitution abolished direct presidential elections, stipulating instead that the
leader of the largest party in the parliament would become president. The 220-seat unicam-
eral National Assembly, whose members serve five-year terms, has little power, and 90
percent of legislation originates in the executive branch. The constitution permits the presi-
dent to serve a maximum of two five-year terms, and to directly appoint the vice president,
cabinet, and provincial governors. President dos Santos has been in power for 36 years,
making him one of the longest-serving heads of state in Africa, but his first full term under
the current constitution began in 2012, meaning he could legally serve until 2022.

The parliamentary elections held in 2012 were deeply flawed and followed a number of
delays. The MPLA captured 72 percent of the vote, a notable decline from its 82 percent
showing in 2008. Still, the party maintained its overwhelming dominance in the National
Assembly, garnering 175 of 220 seats. The National Union for the Total Independence of
Angola (UNITA) is the largest opposition party, holding 32 seats; the Broad Convergence
for the Salvation of Angola—Electoral Coalition (CASA-CE) holds 8 seats, the Social
Renewal Party (PRS) holds 3, and the National Front for Angolan Liberation (FNLA)
holds 2.

In October 2014, dos Santos confirmed that already-delayed municipal elections, called
for in the constitution, would again be postponed until after the 2017 general elections. The
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president justified this unilateral decision by citing the difficulties experienced in organizing
the 2012 elections and those anticipated in replacing existing local government institutions
with new municipal governments. The opposition vehemently protested the decision.

In November 2015 dos Santos confirmed that the next general elections would be held
in August 2017.

B. Political Pluralism and Participation: 6 / 16

Although five political parties are represented in the National Assembly, the ruling
MPLA dominates Angola’s party system. Mutual mistrust, the inability to agree on common
strategy, and enticements from the more powerful and better-funded MPLA prevent opposi-
tion parties from coordinating their efforts. Nevertheless, in September 2015 the four oppo-
sition parties represented in the National Assembly held their first joint parliamentary
meetings to promote dialogue and discuss the state of the country with civil society leaders.

Throughout 2014, opposition members had criticized the government’s delay in estab-
lishing the Council of the Republic, a presidential advisory body that is constitutionally
required to include members of the opposition. President dos Santos finally swore council
members into office in February 2015; they had been appointed in January 2013.

Political activism in the exclave of Cabinda, home to a long-standing movement for
independence or autonomy, is regarded with suspicion by the government and can draw
criminal charges.

C. Functioning of Government: 1/ 12

Corruption and patronage are endemic in Angola’s entrenched political elite, which is
largely unaccountable to the public. Allegations of corruption proliferated during 2015,
including reports that the large Brazilian construction firm Odebrecht, which was already
engulfed in a major corruption scandal in Brazil, had offered bribes to influential Angolans
in order to secure local contracts. Reports of corruption involving a Portuguese conglomer-
ate with suspected links to Portugal’s former prime minister also surfaced, implicating an
Angolan businessman who had helped the company secure construction contracts for
public-works projects in Angola.

Angola was ranked 163 out of 168 countries and territories assessed in Transparency
International’s 2015 Corruption Perceptions Index.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 14 / 60 (—4)
D. Freedom of Expression and Belief: 5/ 16 (—2)

Despite constitutional guarantees of freedom of expression, the state owns Angola’s
only daily newspaper, all national radio stations, and all but one national television station.
These outlets, along with private media owned by senior officials and members of the
dos Santos family, act as mouthpieces for the MPLA. Censorship and self-censorship are
common.

Angolan authorities have consistently prevented independent journalists from reporting
the news, denying them access to official information and events, preventing them from
broadcasting, and threatening them with detention and prosecution. In May 2015, journalist
Valentino Mateus was detained when he requested an interview with a police commander
in Huila. Also that month, journalist Rafael Marques de Morais received a suspended six-
month sentence in a defamation case stemming from his reporting on human rights abuses
in the diamond-mining industry. In October, the state attorney interviewed the director and
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several employees of O Crime after the newspaper reported the suspected involvement of
members of the police and military in drug trafficking.

The constitution guarantees religious freedom, but the government requires religious
groups to meet rigorous criteria in order to receive legal recognition. In December 2015,
the government proposed legislation that would reduce the membership threshold for legal-
ization from 100,000 to 60,000. Legal approval was last granted to a new religious group
in 2004. Roughly 1,200 religious groups operate illegally in Angola. All of those that have
been officially recognized are Christian, despite the presence of tens of thousands of Mus-
lims in the country. The government maintains that it has no bias against the practice of
Islam. Although 15 percent of Angolans are evangelical Christians, the Universal Church
is the only evangelical church recognized by the state.

In April 2015, the government reported that 13 civilians and 9 policemen were killed
in a confrontation in Huambo Province between the authorities and members of the Light
of the World Church, a breakaway sect led by a former Seventh-Day Adventist. Nonstate
sources reported a much higher death toll, accusing the government of a massacre. Despite
repeated requests from local and international human rights organizations, the government
refused to allow an independent investigation of the incident. Shortly after the violence,
President dos Santos declared the Light of the World Church to be a threat to peace and
national unity.

There are no formal restrictions on academic freedom, though professors avoid politi-
cally sensitive topics for fear of repercussions.

While internet access is increasing in Angola, the government actively monitors internet
activity and, in some instances, uses the data collected to crack down on dissidents. Offline
communication is also subject to monitoring and punishment. In June 2015, police in
Luanda arrested 15 young activists who had organized a book-club discussion about nonvi-
olent resistance to authoritarian rule. They and two other suspects were charged in Septem-
ber with plotting a rebellion, and a trial was under way at year’s end.

E. Associational and Organizational Rights: 3/ 12 (—1)

The constitution guarantees limited freedoms of assembly and association. In recent
years, police and security forces have prohibited demonstrations, violently dispersed peace-
ful political gatherings, and intimidated and arrested protesters in provinces including
Luanda, Malanje, and Benguela. In August 2015, government forces violently suppressed a
peaceful demonstration in support of the 15 activists detained in June.

Several hundred nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) operate in Angola, and many
advocate for transparency, human rights protections, and political reform. Organizations
that are critical of the government have frequently faced state interference and been threat-
ened with closure. In March 2015, dos Santos issued a decree that requires NGOs to register
with the government and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in order to operate; NGOs must
obtain further authorizations to receive donations. Once registered, NGOs are required to
submit to government supervision and audits.

The constitution includes the right to strike and to form unions, but the MPLA domi-
nates the labor movement, and only a few weak independent unions exist. Still, strikes do
occur: In October, cab drivers went on strike in Luanda to denounce corruption and the
dearth of designated stops for loading and unloading passengers. Several taxis were vandal-
ized and many drivers arrested during the strike.

F. Rule of Law: 3/ 16 (— 1)

In general, the courts are hampered by a lack of trained legal professionals, as well as
insufficient infrastructure, a large backlog of cases, corruption, and extensive political
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influence, particularly from the executive. Municipal courts function in 22 of 163 munici-
palities. Elsewhere, crimes and conflicts are frequently adjudicated by informal tribunals,
or by local police.

The president appoints Supreme Court judges to life terms without legislative input.
Several examples of judicial abuse and lack of due process arose in 2015, including the
arbitrary arrest and irregular legal proceedings involving the 15 young political activists
accused of plotting rebellion, Marques’s flawed defamation case, and a separate rebellion
case against Cabindan human rights activist José Marcos Mavungo, who was arrested in
March and sentenced to six years in prison in September. International human rights organi-
zations denounced Mavungo’s conviction, noting the lack of evidence against him.

There is no effective protection against unjustified imprisonment, lengthy pretrial deten-
tion, extortion, or torture. In August 2015, the parliament approved a controversial new law
that gave authorities greater discretion to extend pretrial detention.

Angolan jails are reported to be overcrowded, unhygienic, and plagued by sexual abuse.
They also contain a number of political prisoners, advocates of the Cabindan autonomy
movement, and members of peaceful activist groups.

Tensions in Cabinda remain high. The secessionist Front for the Liberation of the
Enclave of Cabinda (FLEC) and its supporters—many of whom live in exile—continue to
call for talks on independence. Activists have alleged that Cabinda residents are not permit-
ted to voice their opinions and are under constant risk of persecution and discrimination, as
shown by the Mavungo case.

According to the head of police, there were more than 500,000 illegal immigrants living
in Angola as of January 2015. West African immigrants complain of police harassment.
Nevertheless, immigration from countries including Brazil, China, and Portugal remains
high, and migrants from neighboring countries also continue to enter Angola in large
numbers.

National law criminalizes “acts against nature,” though there have been no recent cases
of this provision being applied to same-sex sexual activity. LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual,
and transgender) people sometimes suffer harassment, and few formal LGBT organizations
exist. The first same-sex kiss between men to appear on national television was broadcast
on a soap opera in January 2015. After many viewers complained, the show was suspended
by the state broadcaster.

G. Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights: 3/ 16

Several organizations have been working to remove landmines that were placed during
Angola’s decades-long civil war. A significant drop in international funding in 2015 led to
reduced demining. Landmines inhibit agriculture, construction, and freedom of movement,
particularly in rural areas.

The process for securing entry and exit visas remains difficult and mired in corruption.
Individuals who are critical of the government have faced problems when attempting to
leave or enter the country. In November 2015, authorities prevented the well-known rapper
and civic activist MCK from traveling to Brazil, where he was scheduled to give a concert.
He had called for the release of the 15 people arrested in June for allegedly plotting
rebellion.

Access to quality education is limited to Angola’s elite and the expatriate community.
Literacy rates remain low, due to the shortage of qualified teachers and the lack of school
facilities, especially in rural districts. Corruption and absenteeism among some teachers
continues to be a problem.

In 2015, the government continued a campaign of forced evictions in Luanda and other
cities. In Viana, for example, dozens of families were evicted with no prior notice from
officials.
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Bribery often underpins business activity, and high-level corruption ensures that wealth
and economic influence remain concentrated among those with political connections.
Despite years of abundant oil revenues, Angola has one of the lowest life-expectancy rates
in the world at 52 years, and a large share of the population still lives below the international
poverty line.

Women enjoy legal protections and occupy cabinet positions and multiple seats in the
National Assembly. However, de facto discrimination and violence against women contin-
ues, despite a 2011 law against domestic violence. Child labor is a major problem, and
foreign workers are vulnerable to sex trafficking and forced labor in the construction and
mining industries. The authorities have failed to effectively investigate human trafficking or
prosecute offenders.

Antigua and Barbuda

Political Rights Rating: 2 Population: 90,000
Civil Liberties Rating: 2 Capital: St. John’s
Freedom Rating: 2.0

Freedom Status: Free

Electoral Democracy: Yes

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating 22F [ 22F | 22F | 32F | 32F | 32F | 22,F | 22,F | 22,F | 2,2,F

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 33 /40 (+2)
CIVIL LIBERTIES: 49 / 60

INTRODUCTION

In April 2015, Parliament passed a controversial banking act that increases the regula-
tory authority of the Eastern Caribbean Central Bank over banks in Antigua and Barbuda.
The move was in part a response to a financial crisis that had been sparked by a Ponzi
scheme involving American investor R. Allen Stanford. Although a group of defrauded
investors sued the government of Antigua and Barbuda in 2013, claiming that top officials
were aware of Stanford’s scheme and benefited from it, no Antiguan officials connected to
the Stanford case have been brought to trial. The 2015 banking act provoked strong protests
by the Antigua and Barbuda Workers Union because of restrictions on employee rights,
especially severance payments, and the amount of authority the law delegates to the Eastern
Caribbean Central Bank. Similar legislation was passed in other Caribbean countries.

Elections are administered by an Independent Elections Commission, whose effective-
ness has improved since the 2009 elections. The electoral law now calls for continuous
registration, which is considered more inclusive than the limited time period for registration
that had previously been allowed for. Amendments to the Representation of the People Act
were proposed in 2015 that would increase transparency in the campaign finance system.

Antigua and Barbuda has seen gradual improvement in accountability structures since
2004, when the government enacted a Freedom of Information Act. The Public Accounts

................. 18971$% $CH1  12-08-16 10:50:28  PS PAGE 30



Country Reports 31

Committee can also expose governmental improprieties and wrongdoings, but historically
it has not functioned effectively and there have been lengthy delays in submission of the
Auditor General’s report.

The country took initial steps in 2015 to join the appellate jurisdiction of the Caribbean
Court of Justice (CCJ), with both major political parties signing a Memorandum of Under-
standing on constitutional reform in July. If successful, this would mean that the CCJ would
replace the British Privy Council as the final court of appeal for the country.

The legislature abolished criminal defamation in April 2015, though certain similar
cyber crimes remain subject to imprisonment or large fines under the Electronic Crimes Act
of 2013.

This country report has been abridged for Freedom in the World 2016. For background
information on political rights and civil liberties in Antigua and Barbuda, see Freedom in
the World 2015.

Argentina

Political Rights Rating: 2 Population: 42,426,000
Civil Liberties Rating: 2 Capital: Buenos Aires
Freedom Rating: 2.0

Freedom Status: Free

Electoral Democracy: Yes

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating 22F | 22F | 22F | 22F | 22,F | 22,F | 22,F | 22F | 22F | 2,2F

INTRODUCTION

In November 2015, Argentines elected Buenos Aires mayor Mauricio Macri of the
centrist Cambiemos coalition as their next president. This ended a dozen years of rule by
President Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner and her late husband, Néstor Kirchner, who held
the presidency before her. By a slim 51.4 to 48.6 percent margin, Macri defeated Daniel
Scioli of the ruling Front for Victory (FPV) coalition, a faction of the Justicialist Party, also
known as the Peronist Party. In legislative elections, the FPV won a plurality of seats in the
lower house, but lost its absolute majority there, while maintaining an absolute majority in
the Senate. The Peronists lost the governorship of Buenos Aires Province for the first time
since 1983, to Maria Eugenia Vidal of Cambiemos.

Macri took office in December and immediately began reversing some of Kirchner’s
populist policies, eliminating or reducing export taxes on various agricultural products, and
lifting restrictions on foreign currency purchases. He also issued a number of decrees while
the FPV-dominated legislature was in recess; one effectively overturned a 2009 media law
designed to discourage monopolies, and another allowed Macri to fill two vacancies on the
Supreme Court. The moves, which the new justice minister said were emergency measures
protected by law, prompted some observers to allege that Macri was disregarding demo-
cratic processes.
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In January 2015, Alberto Nisman, a federal prosecutor, accused then president Kirchner
of protecting Iranian officials suspected of complicity in the 1994 bombing of a Jewish
community center in Buenos Aires in exchange for a lucrative grain-for-oil deal. However,
the night before he was to present his findings to Congress, Nisman was found dead in his
home from a gunshot wound. Damidn Pachter, a journalist who initially broke the news of
Nisman’s death on Twitter, subsequently fled to Israel, fearing his own life. A month after
Nisman’s death, tens of thousands of Argentines gathered in the capital to protest the gov-
ernment’s inability to protect its own prosecutor, as well as its failure to provide justice to
the victims of the bombing after more than 20 years. Following Nisman’s death, Kirchner
disbanded the national intelligence agency. A federal appeals court dismissed Nisman’s
charges against Kirchner in March. The circumstances surrounding Nisman’s death were
still unexplained at year’s end.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 31 /40
A. Electoral Process: 11/ 12

As amended in 1994, the constitution provides for a president to be elected for a four-
year term, with the option of reelection for one additional term. Presidential candidates
must win 45 percent of the vote to avoid a runoff. The 2015 presidential election was pushed
to a November runoff after neither Scioli nor Macri won a majority in the October first
round; Macri narrowly prevailed in the second.

The National Congress consists of the 257-member Chamber of Deputies, whose repre-
sentatives are directly elected for four-year terms, with half of the seats up for election
every two years; and the 72-member Senate, whose representatives are directly elected for
six-year terms, with one-third of the seats up for election every two years. While the ruling
FPV won the most seats of any party in the Chamber of Deputies in October 2015 elections,
it lost 26 seats compared to the previous legislature, and with it its absolute majority in the
lower house. The opposition Cambiemos coalition gained 29 seats in the Chamber of Depu-
ties in the elections. The FPV maintained its absolute majority in the Senate, gaining 2 seats
to control a total of 42. Following the 2015 elections, the Cambiemos coalition controlled
15 Senate seats.

Voting in Tucumdn Province’s gubernatorial election in August was accompanied by
the burning of ballot boxes and claims that candidates distributed bags of food to poorer
citizens on election day. Upon an official announcement of the victory of Kirchnerite candi-
date Juan Manzur, thousands of people demonstrated peacefully in the provincial capital.
Police violently dispersed the protest, employing tear gas and rubber bullets and injuring a
number of people. In September, the provincial Supreme Court overturned an appeals
court’s decision to nullify the results, ruling that the election was valid. While the events in
Tucuman sparked concern among a few observers about the general integrity of Argentine
elections, few serious claims of fraud were raised following the legislative and presidential
polls later in the year.

B. Political Pluralism and Participation: 14 / 16

The right to organize political parties is respected. The Peronists have been a dominant
force in politics since 1946, and critics of the party have sometimes faced undue attention
from tax officials in recent years. However, Argentina’s multiparty political system affords
opposition candidates the realistic opportunity to compete for political power, as demon-
strated in the 2015 presidential election. The Justicialist (Peronist) Party has two opposing
factions: the center-left FPV and the center-right Federal Peronism faction. Other parties
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include Macri’s centrist Radical Civic Union (UCR), the center-right Republican Proposal
(PRO), and the Civic Coalition (CC), which together comprise the Cambiemos coalition. A
third important force in Argentine politics is the United for a New Alternative (UNA)
coalition, which includes the Renewal Front, a breakaway faction of Justicialist Party mem-
bers not aligned with Kirchner.

Argentines’ political choices are generally free from intimidation or harassment. Ethnic
minorities have full political rights.

C. Functioning of Government: 6 / 12

Corruption plagues Argentine society, and scandals are common. Former president Car-
los Menem, who currently serves as a senator, was sentenced in December 2015 to four and
a half years in prison for embezzling public assets during his presidency to pay bonuses to
other government officials. Menem, age 85, has congressional immunity and is not expected
to serve his sentence. In October, former secretary of transportation Ricardo Jaime accepted
a plea bargain in which he admitted to having accepted vacation packages and other gifts
from the heads of companies that held government contracts; he received a one-and-a-half-
year suspended sentence, and was fined more than $200,000. A bribery and influence-
peddling case against former vice president Amado Boudou remained open in 2015; he
stands accused of secretly acquiring a majority stake in a printing firm with the intent of
steering lucrative government contracts toward it. Federal courts rejected Boudou’s appeal
in 2015, and a trial is expected in 2016. Argentina was ranked 107 out of 168 countries and
territories surveyed in Transparency International’s 2015 Corruption Perceptions Index.

Argentina does not have a federal law on access to information, despite several attempts
to pass one in Congress. Several provinces have passed their own freedom of information
laws, but enforcement and funding problems have undermined their impact. In December,
Macri’s administration began consulting with civil society representatives on a draft access
to information law.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 48 / 60 (— 1)
D. Freedom of Expression and Belief: 14/ 16

Argentine law guarantees freedom of expression, and Congress decriminalized libel
and slander in 2009. However, in 2015 Cristina Kirchner’s administration continued to
pressure opposition media through verbal attacks, disparaging critical media as political
opponents. Despite multiple Supreme Court rulings urging the federal government to adhere
to objective criteria for the allocation of official advertising, Kirchner’s administration con-
tinued to make discriminatory use of official advertising contracts, doling them out as politi-
cal rewards. Separately, in June, the high court in the province of Cérdoba ruled that the
region’s newspapers were required by law to publish parties’ political announcements free
of charge for a period of ten days before each election. Press freedom advocates character-
ized the mandate as media expropriation and, by imposing what had to be published, a form
of censorship.

In December, while the FPV-dominated legislature was on recess, newly elected presi-
dent Macri issued a decree that effectively overturned a 2009 media law designed to dis-
courage monopolies. This prompted criticism that the president was disregarding
democratic processes and undermining regulatory structures established by the 2009 law.

While Argentina is a relatively safe country for journalists, provincial governments
have sometimes applied selective pressure to suppress critical news. Juan Pablo Sudrez, a
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newspaper editor known for his criticism of the government, was accused in 2014 of sedi-
tion and “inciting collective violence.” He was the first journalist to be charged under
Argentina’s 2011 antiterrorism law, which amended the penal code to prescribe doubled
sentences if a crime was intended to terrorize the public. The aggravated penalty was
dropped in response to strong public backlash, but his case was still pending at the end of
2015. Separately, in response to allegedly flawed electronic-voting software in the city of
Buenos Aires’s local elections in July, a judge ordered a raid on the home of a whistle-
blower who had exposed the flaws. A judge also clamped down on internet coverage of the
leaked information.

The government does not restrict access to the internet, which is widely used in Argen-
tina. However, in August Argentina’s lower house began debating a series of reforms that
would limit online expression by making it a criminal offense to publish discriminatory
comments online. The vote had not taken place by year’s end.

Argentina’s constitution guarantees freedom of religion. Academic freedom is a cher-
ished Argentine tradition and is largely observed in practice. Private discussion is vibrant
and unrestricted.

E. Associational and Organizational Rights: 11 / 12

Freedoms of assembly and association are generally respected, and citizens organize
protests to make their voices heard. However, in August, police violently dispersed thou-
sands of people protesting alleged voter fraud in Tucuméan Province’s gubernatorial election.
Civic organizations are robust and play a major role in society, although some fall victim
to Argentina’s pervasive corruption. Organized labor remains dominated by Peronist
unions, and union influence has decreased in recent years. However, in March and June
2015 the country’s transportation unions called two nationwide, 24-hour general strikes,
grounding flights, shutting down buses and trains, and paralyzing much of the country; the
union members protested high inflation and taxes, and shrinking real wages for workers.
Annual inflation in 2015 was estimated to be as high as 35 percent.

F. Rule of Law: 10/ 16 (—1)

Inefficiencies and delays plague the judicial system, which can be subject to political
manipulation. The Supreme Court, however, maintains relative independence. In December
2015, with the legislature on recess, Macri appointed two Supreme Court justices by decree.
Argentine law allows for fair trials, a right that is generally enforced by the judiciary. Police
misconduct—including torture and brutality against suspects in custody—is endemic. Pris-
ons are overcrowded, and conditions remain substandard throughout the country. Arbitrary
arrests and abuse by police are rarely punished in the courts, and police collusion with drug
traffickers is common.

Drug-related violence increased in 2015 as international criminal organizations used
the country as both an operational base and a transit route. The April murder of four people
suspected of involvement in a drug-related dispute in Buenos Aires highlighted the increas-
ing problem of Argentina’s drug trade. The four individuals, Paraguayan nationals, were
shot at least 34 times in one of the city’s slums. A 2015 report on the drug trade by an
Argentine nongovernmental organization presented evidence that Buenos Aires was home
to at least 10 cocaine laboratories run by a Peruvian criminal network. Argentina’s northern
and central regions have been particularly affected by the drug trade. The murder rate in
the city of Rosario, in the northern province of Santa Fe, was five times the national average
in 2014.
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In 2005, the Supreme Court declared that laws passed in the 1980s to safeguard the
military from prosecution were unconstitutional, laying the foundation for the prosecution
of past military crimes. Following the ruling, then president Néstor Kirchner initiated pro-
ceedings against former officials involved in Argentina’s so-called dirty war (1976-83),
during which right-wing military rulers utilized brutal tactics to silence dissent. Such prose-
cutions continued under Cristina Kirchner’s administration, with dozens of military and
police officers convicted of torture, murder, and forced disappearance and sentenced to life
in prison.

Argentina’s indigenous peoples, who represent approximately 2.4 percent of the popu-
lation, are largely neglected by the government and suffer disproportionately from extreme
poverty and illness. Only 11 of Argentina’s 23 provinces have constitutions recognizing the
rights of indigenous peoples.

Argentina’s LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) community enjoys full
legal rights, including the right to serve openly in the military. However, LGBT people face
some degree of societal discrimination, and occasionally police brutality. A number of
killings of transgender women that took place in fall 2015 remain unsolved. In September
2015, legislators in Buenos Aires Province passed a bill requiring that 1 percent of public
sector positions be reserved for transgender individuals.

G. Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights: 13 / 16

The government respects citizens’ constitutional right to free travel both inside and
outside of Argentina. However, harsh government restrictions on foreign currency transac-
tions have limited citizens’ ability to travel and conduct business. In December, Argentina’s
new finance minister lifted the capital controls, and allowed the peso to float freely. Doing
so allowed ordinary Argentines to purchase U.S. dollars, which was previously very diffi-
cult. Citizens generally enjoy the right to own property and establish private businesses.
However, approximately 70 percent of the country’s rural indigenous communities lack
titles to their lands. Current laws require the government to perform a survey on land occu-
pied by indigenous communities by November 2017. While any evictions before that time
are technically illegal, forced evictions still occur. Indigenous communities increasingly
struggled to defend their land rights in 2015 against oil and gas prospectors.

Women actively participate in politics in Argentina, and comprise over one-third of
national legislators. Although abortion remains illegal, in 2012 the Supreme Court outlawed
the prosecution of women who have had an abortion after being raped. An estimated
500,000 illegal abortions are performed each year, with a few resulting in death. Domestic
violence against women is a serious problem, and women continue to face economic dis-
crimination and gender-based wage gaps.

Same-sex marriage has been legal nationwide since 2010. A 2012 gender identity law
allows people to legally change their gender without surgery or psychiatric evaluation.

Some sectors of the charcoal and brick-producing industries profit from the forced labor
of men, women, and children from Argentina as well as from neighboring countries; forced
labor is also present in the agriculture sector and among domestic workers and street ven-
dors. Men, women, and children are subject to sex trafficking. Government funding for
programs to assist victims of human trafficking is insufficient.
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Armenia

Political Rights Rating: 5 Population: 3,000,000
Civil Liberties Rating: 4 Capital: Yerevan
Freedom Rating: 4.5

Freedom Status: Partly Free

Electoral Democracy: No

Note: The numerical ratings and status listed above do not reflect conditions in Nagorno-
Karabakh, which is examined in a separate report.

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating 5,4,PF [ 5,4,PF | 6,4,PF | 6,4,PF | 6,4,PF | 6,4,PF | 5,4,PF | 5,4,PF | 5,4,PF | 5,4,PF

INTRODUCTION

Corruption, constitutional reform, and a troubled geopolitical environment continued to
present challenges to Armenia in 2015. A planned increase in electricity prices spurred
mass protests in Yerevan and other cities beginning in May. Police met the protests with
violence on several occasions, injuring and detaining participants as well as journalists who
were covering the events.

In August, President Sargsyan formally submitted a reform proposal to transform
Armenia’s semipresidential government into a parliamentary system with an empowered
prime minister. Although the Council of Europe’s Venice Commission approved a modified
version of the reforms in October, critics maintained suspicions that the plan was tailored
to extend the tenures of ruling elites. In December, voters approved the proposal in a refer-
endum marred by allegations of fraud.

In January, Armenia became a member of the Eurasian Economic Union, a regional
trade alliance with Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan, which joined later in the
year.

The situation in Nagorno-Karabakh, an ethnic Armenian enclave that split from Azer-
baijan following the collapse of the Soviet Union, remained tense in 2015 amid an escala-
tion of violence that began in late 2014.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 16 / 40
A. Electoral Process: 5/ 12

Armenia has a semipresidential system with a directly elected president who may serve
two consecutive five-year terms. The prime minister, nominated by a parliamentary majority
and appointed by the president, forms the government. The legislature, the unicameral
National Assembly, is made up of 131 members serving five-year terms. Ninety seats are
chosen by proportional representation, and 41 are decided through races in single-member
districts.

International election monitors documented severe limitations on opposition candidates
in the 2013 presidential election, in which incumbent Sargsyan of the Republican Party of
Armenia (HHK) won reelection. Observers documented the use of administrative resources
for campaign purposes, as well as suspiciously high turnouts associated with support for the
incumbent. International observers reported generally favorably on the 2012 parliamentary
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elections, but noted government interference with the conduct of the vote and a poor proce-
dure for appeals and complaints. The ruling HHK secured a majority with 69 seats, while
its former coalition partner, the Prosperous Armenia Party (BHK), won 37 seats. The Arme-
nian National Congress became the largest opposition party with 7 seats.

Controversial constitutional reforms, proposing a shift to parliamentarism and a fully
proportional electoral system based on party lists, dominated political conversations in
2015. Critics claimed that the change would allow the term-limited president to obtain
unfettered power as prime minister and solidify the HHK’s electoral dominance due to the
absence of a strong party system. Voter turnout in the December referendum was relatively
low, and observers reported biased media coverage and problems with voter lists.

B. Political Pluralism and Participation: 7 / 16

People have the right to organize political parties in Armenia, but the ruling party’s
dominance and control of administrative resources prevents a level playing field. A total of
six parties have representation in the current parliament, with the HHK holding 69 of 131
seats. The next largest party is BHK, followed by the ANC, led by former president Levon
Ter-Petrosyan. Public funds for parties are minimal, and most funding is supplied by party
leaders and oligarchs.

In 2014, four opposition parties banded together to challenge HHK initiatives, but their
cooperation faltered in 2015 after a public dispute in February between the president and
Gagik Tsarukyan, BHK leader and one of Armenia’s wealthiest business magnates. During
the month, Tsarukyan harshly criticized the proposed constitutional changes, organized
meetings between BHK legislators and Russian officials, and encouraged Armenians to
demand profound national reform. The president responded by accusing Tsarukyan of
absenteeism from the parliament, launching an investigation into his commercial interests,
and moving to strip him of his parliamentary mandate. Authorities subjected Tsarukyan and
over a dozen associates to audits and raids on their homes and businesses. A number of
BHK members left the party as a result of the harassment, while Tsarukyan escalated ten-
sions by calling for demonstrations to demand the president’s resignation. The conflict
ended following a mediated meeting in late February, after which Tsarukyan called off
planned demonstrations and announced his intention to leave politics. Naira Zohrabyan
replaced him as head of BHK in March, and the party became more complacent during the
year. Critics, including the opposition members, saw the ordeal as a campaign by the execu-
tive to neutralize the country’s most viable opposition figure.

The constitutional reform proposal initially included a provision that parliamentary
elections must produce a clear party majority, requiring a runoff in the absence of a clear
winner. This option would have severely limited the ability of opposition parties to obtain
representation and maintain stable constituencies. Following objections by domestic actors
and the Council of Europe, officials abandoned the provision.

Ethnic Armenians comprise the vast majority of the population, and representatives of
minority groups—of which the largest, Yezidis, make up approximately 1 percent of the
population—have only been elected to public office at the local level. The reforms approved
in December 2015 included quotas to ensure ethnic minority representation in the
parliament.

C. Functioning of the Government: 4 / 12

The HHK and Sargsyan dominate political decision-making. The National Assembly
includes some of the country’s wealthiest business leaders, who continue entrepreneurial
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activities despite conflicts of interest. Relationships between politicians and other oligarchs
also influence policy and contribute to selective application of the law.

Corruption remains pervasive. Some senior officials faced judicial and disciplinary
action for corruption-related offenses in 2015, and the government overhauled and renewed
funding for the Anticorruption Council in February. However, watchdogs maintained low
expectations of genuine change. Observers have noted that Prime Minister Hovik Abraham-
yan, who has faced accusations of abuse of office and misuse of public funds, leads the
Anticorruption Council. Transparency International’s 2015 Corruption Perceptions Index
ranked Armenia 95 out of 168 countries.

President Sargsyan conducted some dialogue with critics of the constitutional reform
and leaders of the energy protests in 2015, indicating some willingness to cede to public
opinion. However, in the absence of viable opposition, concessions do not indicate genuine
accountability. Some challenges to accessing public information remain, although the par-
liament adopted regulations for the enforcement of Armenia’s freedom of information law
in October. High-ranking officials, including the prosecutor general and legislators, are
required to file annual asset reports, but these declarations are rarely verified or investigated.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 30 / 60
D. Freedom of Expression and Belief: 9 / 16

There are several challenges to media freedom. Most print and broadcast outlets are
affiliated with political or commercial interests, and journalists practice self-censorship to
avoid harassment by government or business figures. Most independent and investigative
outlets operate online. Several journalists reported being assaulted or having their equip-
ment damaged by security forces during the energy protests in Yerevan in 2015, and a few
reporters were temporarily detained. Police investigations into the incidents were ongoing
at year’s end. In October, the Constitutional Court issued a landmark decision in the case
of Ilur.am editor Kristine Khanumyan, who had been ordered by a lower court to disclose
her sources for a 2014 article about violence perpetrated by the Shirak province police
chief. The Constitutional Court ruled that disclosure was not appropriate because the case
did not involve a grave crime or the safety of an individual.

The constitution protects freedom of religion but grants the Armenian Apostolic
Church—with which approximately 92 percent of Armenians identify—a special role in the
“development of the national culture and preservation of the national identity.” Religious
minorities have reported discrimination in the past, and some have faced difficulty obtaining
permits to build houses of worship.

Although the Armenian constitution protects academic freedom, government officials
hold several board positions at state universities, leaving administrative and accreditation
processes open to political influence. There is some self-censorship among academics on
politically sensitive subjects.

Private discussion is relatively free and vibrant. The law prohibits wiretapping or other
electronic surveillance without judicial approval, but there have been reports of judges
issuing warrants in cases lacking sufficient justification.

E. Associational and Organizational Rights: 6 / 12

Freedoms of assembly and association are legally guaranteed, though there are some
restrictions. The civil society sector includes a few outspoken organizations and watchdog
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groups, mostly in Yerevan and in northern Armenia. Nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) lack local funding and largely rely on foreign donors.

In January 2015, crowds gathered in Gyumri, Armenia’s second largest city, following
the murder of a local family by a Russian soldier who had deserted from a nearby military
base. The demonstrators expressed anger at plans for the soldier to be tried by Russian
courts, noting that Armenia had jurisdiction in the case according to a bilateral agreement.
Protesters clashed with police, and several were injured.

Individual civil society activists were instrumental in initiating a string of protests in
May after the Russian-owned Electric Networks of Armenia announced a planned increase
in electricity prices, which the public perceived as a symptom of corruption and weak
accountability by Armenian officials. The protests gained momentum in several cities in
June, and in the capital, participants in the “Electric Yerevan” campaign blocked the city’s
main thoroughfare. Police forcefully dispersed the blockade, detaining over 200 and injur-
ing several, but protesters returned and were able to continue demonstrating in June and
July. In response, the government promised to subsidize the price increase and ordered an
audit of Electric Networks of Armenia.

The law protects the right of workers to form and join independent unions, strike, and
engage in collective bargaining. However, unions have little stature, and many are inactive.

F. Rule of Law: 6 / 16

The judiciary suffers from corruption and systemic political pressure. A 2013 report
from the ombudsman’s office noted rumors of a price list for bribing judges to avoid partic-
ular charges. Judges reportedly feel pressure to work with prosecutors to convict, and
acquittal rates are extremely low. A March 2015 report from the Council of Europe’s
Human Rights Commissioner found that the government used disciplinary hearings to pres-
sure judges.

The rule of law does not usually prevail in civil or criminal cases, and authorities
apply the law selectively. Police abuse of detainees and lengthy pretrial detentions remain
a problem, and judges are generally reluctant to challenge arbitrary arrests.

The situation in Nagorno-Karabakh, which is the subject of mediation led by Russia,
the United States, and France, continued to show signs of escalation. More people were
killed in the conflict in 2015 than in any other year since a ceasefire was declared in1994.

Yezidis are Armenia’s most populous ethnic minority. In 2014, the Yezidi community
successfully lobbied the government to help Yezidis fleeing from violence in Iraq to resettle
in Armenia. In 2015, authorities continued efforts to house and help integrate ethnic Arme-
nian asylum seekers from Syria. Human rights watchdogs have criticized the government
for discriminating against asylum seekers who are not of ethnic Armenian origin.

LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) people continue to face violence and
mistreatment at the hands of police and civilians. Although same-sex sexual activity was
decriminalized in 2003, LGBT protections are not included in antidiscrimination laws.

G. Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights: 9 / 16

The law protects freedom of movement and the rights of individuals to choose their
place of education, residence, and employment. In practice, access to higher education is
somewhat hampered by a culture of bribery. Economic diversification and simpler regula-
tions have increased the ease of doing business in recent years, but a lack of transparency
and persistent cronyism continue to create unfair advantages for those with ties to public
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officials. Armenian law adequately protects property rights, though officials do not always
uphold them.

Domestic violence is common and not adequately prosecuted. The Armenian electoral
code includes quotas to ensure that political parties include women on candidate lists.
Nevertheless, the political system remains patriarchal, and there are only 13 women in the
131-seat National Assembly.

Armenia is a source and, to a lesser extent, destination country for men, women, and
children subjected to sex and labor trafficking. According to the U.S. State Department’s
2015 Trafficking in Persons Report, the government complies with the minimum standards
for the elimination of trafficking, and cooperates with antitrafficking NGOs.

Australia

Political Rights Rating: 1 Population: 23,888,000
Civil Liberties Rating: 1 Capital: Canberra
Freedom Rating: 1.0

Freedom Status: Free

Electoral Democracy: Yes

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating ILLF | LLF | LLLF | ,LLLF | ,LLLF | 1,LLF | 1,LLF | 1,IF | 1,LLF | 1,1,F

INTRODUCTION

Australia has a strong, long-standing record of advancing and protecting political rights
and civil liberties. However, the country continued to face criticism in 2015 from prominent
domestic and international organizations for failing to meet its obligations toward asylum
seekers. Additionally, the continued expansion of antiterrorism legislation raised questions
about the government’s respect for fundamental freedoms.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 40 /40 (+1)
A. Electoral Process: 12/ 12

A governor general, appointed on the recommendation of the prime minister, represents
the British monarch as head of state. The prime minister is the leader of the majority party
or coalition in Parliament.

Voting is compulsory, and citizens participate in free and fair multiparty elections to
choose representatives for the bicameral Parliament. The Senate, the upper house, has 76
seats, with 12 senators from each of the six states and two from each of the two mainland
territories. Half of the state members, who serve six-year terms, are up for election every
three years; all territory members are elected every three years. All 150 members of the
House of Representatives, the lower house, are elected by popular preferential voting to
serve three-year terms, and no state can have fewer than five representatives.

The most recent parliamentary elections were held in 2013. The Liberal Party/National
Party coalition took 90 of the 150 seats in the House of Representatives. The Australian
Labor Party won 55 seats, while smaller parties captured the rest. Of the 40 seats up for
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election in the Senate, the Liberal coalition took 17, bringing its total to 33; Labor captured
12 for a total of 31; the Green Party took 4 for a total of 9; and smaller parties won the rest.
Tony Abbott of the Liberal Party took office as prime minister, replacing Kevin Rudd of
Labor.

In September 2015, Malcolm Turnbull successfully challenged Abbott for the leader-
ship of the governing Liberal Party, winning a parliamentary vote and replacing Abbott as
prime minister. Turnbull took office with promises of a change in the style of governance,
with more thorough cabinet consultation and transparency—two areas in which the Abbott
administration had been widely criticized.

B. Political Pluralism and Participation: 16/ 16 (+1)

Political power alternates between the Labor Party and the Liberal Party/National Party
coalition. The Green Party and smaller left-leaning parties tend to ally with Labor, while
some rural-oriented and conservative parties often ally with the Liberals. Registration and
continuing recognition as a political party require a party constitution and either one mem-
ber in Parliament or 500 members on the electoral roll.

Australia’s indigenous communities continue to fight for a greater voice in politics.
Some voting restrictions—including the requirement of a fixed address and a ban on voting
by prisoners serving a sentence of longer than three years—disproportionately affect indige-
nous peoples. In 2015, there were three indigenous legislators serving at the federal level;
the first indigenous woman was elected to Parliament in 2013. In 2010, the Australian
Election Commission established a special program to enhance the political participation
of indigenous people, including by providing education about the electoral process and
encouraging voting.

C. Functioning of Government: 12 / 12

Anticorruption mechanisms operate at all levels of government, and laws against cor-
ruption by officials are effectively enforced. Australia was ranked 13 out of 168 countries
and territories in Transparency International’s 2015 Corruption Perceptions Index. A high
degree of transparency and accountability prevails in the functioning of government. Poli-
cies and initiatives are openly discussed, examined, and criticized in Parliament and the
media.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 58 / 60
D. Freedom of Expression and Belief: 16/ 16

While the constitution does not explicitly protect freedoms of speech and the press,
individuals and the media freely criticize the government without reprisal. Some laws
restrict the publication and dissemination of material that promotes or incites terrorist acts.
Ownership of private print media is highly concentrated, but there are many online, televi-
sion, and radio news and entertainment outlets, both private and public. The government
does not generally restrict access to the internet.

Religious and academic freedoms are generally respected. Private discussion is open
and vibrant.

E. Associational and Organizational Rights: 12 / 12

Freedoms of assembly and association are not explicitly codified in law, but the govern-
ment respects these rights in practice. Workers can organize and bargain collectively.
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F. Rule of Law: 15/ 16

The judiciary is independent, and prison conditions generally meet international stan-
dards. Antiterrorism laws have tightened since 2001. Legislation enacted in 2005, with a
10-year sunset clause, allows police to detain suspects without charge and includes ““shoot
to kill” provisions, the criminalization of violence against the public and Australian troops
overseas, and authorization for the limited use of soldiers to meet terrorist threats on domes-
tic soil. Legal scholars and opponents of antiterrorism laws continue to question whether
these measures are needed and effective. Australian immigration services have expanded
the use of biometric data in the collection of fingerprints and facial images since 2011, with
emphasis on individuals from countries deemed a high risk because of the presence of
Islamist extremism.

Antiterrorism measures passed by Parliament in 2014 included provisions for the desig-
nation of “no-go zones” around the world. Australians traveling to such areas may be
required upon return to show that they had not participated in terrorist activity. Individuals
who travel to such areas without a “legitimate” reason—which include visiting family mem-
bers or engaging in humanitarian work—can face up to 10 years in prison.

Further antiterrorism legislation was passed in 2015. A law adopted in December allows
the government to revoke the Australian citizenship of dual nationals who engage in terrorist
activities abroad or are convicted of terrorism in Australia. A bill passed in March requires
internet and mobile phone providers to store users’ metadata for two years. Broad excep-
tions for third-party platforms and internal corporate and university networks raised ques-
tions about the law’s effectiveness. The legislation also prompted backlash from Australian
privacy advocates, who argued that it enables mass surveillance disproportionate to the
threat of terrorism, as well as from media freedom advocates, who criticized it for jeopardiz-
ing the ability of journalists to converse securely with sources.

Australia’s immigration and asylum policies continued to draw domestic and interna-
tional condemnation in 2015, particularly in regard to the housing and vetting of asylum
seekers at processing centers in Papua New Guinea and Nauru. Reports of poor living
conditions, inadequate safety for women and children, lengthy delays in processing applica-
tions, and lack of sufficient healthcare and education services continued during the year. In
a March 2015 report, the UN Special Rapporteur on Torture stated that Australia’s handling
of asylum seekers violated the UN Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. In August, the Senate published the findings of its
inquiry into conditions in the Nauru facility; the report concluded that conditions at the
center are inadequate and unsafe, and urged the government to remove children from all
facilities in general, citing evidence of physical and sexual abuse, as well as mental trauma
caused by detention.

In 2014, Australia signed a memorandum of understanding with Cambodia to relocate
detainees from Nauru to Phnom Penh on a voluntary basis. The UN High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR) condemned the agreement for simply shifting responsibility from
one country to another, and others denounced it on the basis of Cambodia’s poor human
rights record and lack of resources. In June 2015, the first four refugees to accept the
relocation offer arrived in Cambodia.

The Australian Border Force Act, passed by Parliament in May, included binding
secrecy and nondisclosure requirements that critics argued could prohibit workers at off-
shore detention centers from publicly raising concerns about the treatment of refugees,
among other things. Although the government claimed that whistleblower protection law

................. 18971$% $CH1  12-08-16 10:50:34  PS PAGE 42



Country Reports 43

would mitigate the new law’s restrictions and allow workers to divulge information in line
with their duties, opponents maintained that exceptions as well as discrepancies in the cov-
erage areas of the two laws would leave workers vulnerable.

G. Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights: 15/ 16

Citizens and legal residents in Australia enjoy the right to move freely and choose their
own residence. With an open and free market economy, the country has a high level of
economic freedom for businesses and individuals. Australia was ranked fourth in the world
in the 2016 Index of Economic Freedom due to a stable monetary policy, prudent banking
regulations, and protections for property rights.

Aboriginal peoples comprise approximately two percent of the population. Lagging
considerably behind other groups in key social and economic indicators, they also suffer
higher rates of incarceration, are more frequently involved in violent crimes, and report
routine mistreatment by police and prison officials.

Women enjoy equal rights and are gaining greater parity in pay and promotion in public
and private sector jobs. However, violence against women remains a problem, particularly
for indigenous women. The military opened combat positions to women in 2012. In 2012,
the government officially apologized to victims of homophobia, sexual predation, and rape
in the military after a government-commissioned study found more than 1,000 claims dating
back to the 1950s. In 2013, the government apologized for a policy that forced unmarried
mothers to allow their babies to be adopted by childless couples. The policy lasted into the
1970s; thousands or tens of thousands of such forced adoptions are believed to have taken
place.

An amendment to the Federal Marriage Act in 2004 defined marriage as a union
between a man and a woman, but same-sex couples in de facto unions are afforded many
of the same benefits that legally married couples receive. There were several attempts to
legalize same-sex marriage in 2015, including through a cross-party bill introduced in
August. While no legislative changes were made by year’s end, the topic received consider-
able discussion, and some legislators voiced support for a referendum on the issue. Gay
men and lesbians can serve in the military.

Australia is a destination country for victims of trafficking for the purposes of forced
labor and sexual exploitation. The government funds a support program for victims, and in
2015 began implementing a five-year action plan to combat human trafficking and slavery.

Austria

Political Rights Rating: 1 Population: 8,615,955
Civil Liberties Rating: 1 Capital: Vienna
Freedom Rating: 1.0

Freedom Status: Free

Electoral Democracy: Yes

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating ILLF | ,LLF | ,LLLF | 1,LLF | ,LLF | 1,LLF | 1,LLF | 1,LLF | 1,1LF | 1,1,F
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INTRODUCTION

Along with other countries in the European Union (EU), Austria experienced a large
influx of asylum seekers and other migrants in 2015, many of them from Syria. The migra-
tion flow formed the background for increasingly stronger populist rhetoric from the ring-
wing Freedom Party of Austria (FPO) party, which made gains in local elections in October.
In February, legislators passed amendments to the law establishing recognition for Islam,
strengthening protections for adherents of the religion while also restricting foreign funding
for mosques and imams. Throughout the fall, lawmakers debated a controversial security
law that would substantially increase the government’s abilities to collect information with
little oversight. Weak mechanisms for government transparency remained a notable
concern.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 37 /40 (—1)
A. Electoral Process: 12/ 12

The lower house of Parliament, the National Council (Nationalrat), has 183 members
chosen through proportional representation at the district, state, and federal levels. Members
serve five-year terms, extended from four in 2008. The president, who is elected for a six-
year term, appoints the chancellor, who needs the support of the legislature to govern.
The 62 members of the upper house, the Federal Council (Bundesrat), are chosen by state
legislatures for five- or six-year terms.

In the 2013 legislative elections, Chancellor Werner Faymann’s center-left Social Dem-
ocratic Party of Austria (SPO) won 52 seats in the National Council, and the center-right
People’s Party of Austria (OVP) took 47. Their combined vote share of 50.9 percent, down
from 78.8 percent in 2002, was their worst since World War 11, and their combined number
of seats fell from 108. Both parties were weakened by corruption scandals and by public
discontent with their pro-EU policies. In December 2013, the SPO and the OVP reached an
agreement to continue governing as a grand coalition.

The FPO took 40 seats in the 2013 elections, 6 more than it had won in 2008. Team
Stronach for Austria (FRANK), a Euroskeptic, pro-business party founded in 2012 by
Austrian-born Canadian car-parts magnate Frank Stronach, took 11 seats. The Austrian
Green Party won 24 seats, while the centrist, pro-business New Austria (NEOS) won 9
seats. The far-right Alliance for the Future of Austria (BZO), which split from the FPO in
2005 and is considered less extreme, failed to win any seats, falling short of the 4 percent
threshold necessary for inclusion in the National Council. Voter turnout was approximately
75 percent.

In the October 2015 municipal elections in Vienna, the FPO won one third of the vote
but failed to muster the number needed to unseat Mayor Michael Hiupl. In recent years,
party leader Heinz-Christian Strache has sought to adopt a more moderate tone for the party
and curb its openly xenophobic and anti-Semitic rhetoric. Nevertheless, during the election
campaign, Strache expressed hostility toward refugees and immigration in general.

B. Political Pluralism and Participation: 15/ 16

Although Austria has competitive political parties and free and fair elections, the tradi-
tional practice of grand coalitions has fostered public disillusionment in the political proc-
ess. The participation of Slovene, Hungarian, and Roma minorities in local government
remains limited despite governmental efforts to provide bilingual education, media, and
access to federal funds. There is little minority representation in Parliament. After the 2013
elections, the National Council included one Muslim man and three Turkish-born Muslim
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women. According to the 2014 edition of the Migrant Integration Policy Index, Austria
provides immigrants with fewer opportunities for citizenship and political participation than
most Western European countries.

C. Functioning of Government: 10/ 12 (—1)

Recent corruption scandals have damaged the reputation of Austria’s political class. In
August 2015, a former employee of FPO politician Uwe Scheuch and a media owner were
convicted of abuses related to the fraudulent use of state advertising funds. In a 2013
Ernst & Young survey of business managers in Austria, more than 40 percent of respondents
considered fraud and bribery to be widespread. Austria was ranked 16 out of 168 countries
and territories surveyed in Transparency International’s 2015 Corruption Perceptions Index.

In 2014, Austria, along with Luxembourg, agreed to lift its veto of EU legislation that
aims to end bank secrecy laws; among other things, the law requires member states to
automatically share information on accounts held by EU citizens with the tax authorities in
the citizens’ home countries. A number of issues with transparency nevertheless persist.
The Right to Information Rating, which assesses freedom of information laws worldwide,
listed Austria last out of 104 countries assessed in its 2015 rankings. The government has
also been criticized for lacking transparency in public procurement, and for failing to imple-
ment comprehensive protections for whistleblowers.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 58 / 60
D. Freedom of Expression and Belief: 16/ 16

The federal constitution and the Media Law of 1981 provide the basis for free media in
Austria, and the government generally respects these provisions in practice. However, libel
and slander laws protect politicians and government officials, many of whom—particularly
members of the FPO—have filed defamation suits in recent years. Despite a 2003 law
to promote media diversity, media ownership remains highly concentrated. There are no
restrictions on internet access.

While there is no official censorship, Austrian law prohibits any form of neo-Nazism
or anti-Semitism, as well as the public denial, approval, or justification of Nazi crimes,
including the Holocaust. Legislation that came into effect in July 2015 outlawed the use of
certain number and letter combinations for vehicle license plates because of their allusions
to Nazism or the Islamic State (IS) militant group. The FPO has been accused of anti-
Semitic rhetoric in recent years and has additionally been criticized for fueling anti-Muslim
feelings in Austria through controversial advertising campaigns.

A number of recent high-profile court cases have centered on the balance between
freedom of speech and the prohibition of hate speech. In July, based on a complaint filed
by an Austrian Muslim organization, public prosecutors launched an investigation into a
speech by Dutch politician Geert Wilders at an FPO gathering in Vienna in March. The
organization claimed that Wilders, who had compared the Koran to Adolf Hitler's Mein
Kampf and made references to Nazi ideology, had denigrated Islam and violated restrictions
on speech about Nazism.

Religious freedom is constitutionally guaranteed. Austrian law divides religious organi-
zations into three legal categories: officially recognized religious societies, religious confes-
sional communities, and associations. Many religious minority groups have complained that
the law impedes their legitimate claims for recognition and demotes them to second- or
third-class status. In February, legislators amended a 1912 law that determined Islam’s legal
status in Austria, expanding the rights and protections granted to followers of the religion,
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including officially recognizing Muslim holidays. However, local Muslim groups and reli-
gious watchdogs criticized a portion of the amendments that banned foreign funding for
Muslim houses of worship and imams, noting that such restrictions do not exist for other
religious groups in the country.

There are no government restrictions on academic freedom, and private discussion is
both free and vibrant.

E. Associational and Organizational Rights: 12/ 12

Freedoms of assembly and association are protected in the constitution and in practice.
Nongovernmental organizations operate without restrictions. Trade unions are free to orga-
nize and to strike, and they are considered an essential partner in national policymaking.

F. Rule of Law: 15/ 16

The judiciary is independent, and the Constitutional Court examines the compatibility
of legislation with the constitution without political influence or interference. Conditions in
prisons generally meet high European standards. In February 2015, Rakhat Aliyev—a for-
mer ally of Kazakhstan’s president who fell afoul of the government in 2007—was found
dead in an Austrian prison, where he was in investigative custody in connection to the death
of two bankers in Kazakhstan. In December, the Austrian justice ministry dismissed claims
that Aliyev had been murdered.

In 2015, debate about the relationship between privacy and national security dominated
public dialogue. Draft legislation on state security, which first came to a vote in Parliament
in October, aimed to establish a new secret service, dramatically increase the government’s
capability to collect information, and reduce judicial oversight over state security bodies. In
the face of significant public backlash, the OVP and SPO agreed in November to change
the draft to grant wider powers to the existing Federal Office for the Protection of the
Constitution (BfV), rather than to a new agency. At year’s end, the legislation was sched-
uled for a vote in early 2016. Antiterrorism legislation passed in 2014 allowed the state to
revoke the citizenship of anyone who has traveled abroad to fight with extremist militant
groups.

Individuals are generally afforded equal protection under the law. However, increasing
immigration flows have fueled some resentment and discriminatory practices toward minor-
ities and foreigners. In 2015, Austria was a destination for a large number of asylum seekers
as well as a major transit point for those trying to reach northern European countries,
especially Germany. The government received more than 85,000 asylum applications dur-
ing the year, marking an increase of more than 200 percent from 2014. While many Austri-
ans showed themselves to be welcoming to refugees, growing numbers expressed support
for the exclusionary views of the FPO, spurring the party’s strong showing in the Vienna
local elections. In a report published in October, the European Commission Against Racism
and Intolerance denounced the negative and hostile rhetoric of the FPO and other groups
toward minorities and migrants, including refugees. In November, the Austrian Press Coun-
cil rebuked Kronen Zeitung for publishing an article suggesting that all refugees could be
potential terrorists.

The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has criticized the
country’s asylum legislation for being too restrictive. Some asylum seekers can be deported
while appeals are pending, and new arrivals are asked for full statements within 72 hours.
In addition, the number of people who have been naturalized has fallen dramatically since
the establishment of a more restrictive national integration policy in 2009.
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G. Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights: 15/ 16

Austrian citizens enjoy freedom of movement and choice of residence. Roma and other
ethnic minorities face discrimination in the labor and housing markets. The labor ministry
has sought to promote integration of younger immigrants by providing German-language
instruction and job training.

A 1979 law guarantees women’s freedom from discrimination in various areas, includ-
ing the workplace. However, the income gap between men and women remains significant.
The 2009 Second Protection Against Violence Act increased penalties for perpetrators of
domestic violence and authorized further measures against chronic offenders. Women made
up 33 percent of the National Council after the 2013 elections.

A 2009 law permits civil partnerships for same-sex couples, giving them equal rights
to pension benefits and alimony, but same-sex marriage is not recognized. The law does not
provide same-sex couples with the same adoption rights or access to assisted reproductive
technologies as heterosexual couples. In 2013, Parliament approved an amendment to the
civil code to allow the biological children of an individual to be adopted by his or her
partner, but it rejected a bill that would grant same-sex couples unrestricted adoption rights.

Azerbaijan

Political Rights Rating: 7| Population: 9,780,780
Civil Liberties Rating: 6 Capital: Baku
Freedom Rating: 6.5

Freedom Status: Not Free

Electoral Democracy: No

Ratings Change: Azerbaijan’s political rights rating declined from 6 to 7 due to an intensified
crackdown on criticism and dissent; widespread violations in connection with the November
1 parliamentary elections; and serious violations of the right to a fair trial.

Note: The numerical ratings and status listed above do not reflect conditions in Nagorno-
Karabakh, which is examined in a separate report.

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2 014 | 2015
Rating 6,5,NF | 6,5NF|6,5,NF|6,5,NF [6,5,NF | 6,5,NF | 6,5,NF | 6,6,NF| 6,6,NF | 7,6,NF

INTRODUCTION

President Ilham Aliyev and his Yeni Azerbaijan Party (YAP) escalated an aggressive
campaign against criticism and opposition in 2015. Parliamentary elections in November
took place amid unabated repression and with limited monitoring, as most international
observer groups declined to cover the vote. International rights groups used the elections
and the inaugural European Games, which Azerbaijan hosted in June, to draw global atten-
tion to the country’s dismal human rights record. The government’s crackdown on funda-
mental freedoms showed no sign of subsiding, however, and harassment, detention, and
prosecution of opposition politicians, journalists, civil society activists, and their families
continued during the year.
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POLITICAL RIGHTS: 5/40 (—1)
A. Electoral Process: 1/ 12

Azerbaijan’s constitution provides for a strong presidency, and the 125-member Milli
Majlis (National Assembly) exercises little or no independence from the executive branch.
The president and members of parliament serve five-year terms; a 2009 referendum elimi-
nated presidential term limits.

Elections since the early 1990s have been considered neither free nor fair by interna-
tional observers. The 2013 presidential election saw incumbent Aliyev—who succeeded his
father, Heydar Aliyev, in 2003—reelected to a controversial third term in office, in a vote
marred by widespread irregularities and electoral fraud.

Parliamentary elections were held in November 2015 amid an intensifying government
campaign against criticism and dissent; the main opposition parties boycotted the vote.
According to official results, the ruling YAP won 71 seats, with 41 going to independent
candidates who tend to support the ruling party, and the remaining 12 split among small
progovernment parties. Several international election observers declined to send monitors.
The Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe’s Office for Democratic Institu-
tions and Human Rights (OSCE/ODIHR) canceled its mission, stating that restrictions
placed by the government on the number of observers would make effective and credible
observation impossible. The OSCE Parliamentary Assembly also canceled its mission, cit-
ing the restrictions placed on the OSCE/ODIHR. The European Parliament also declined to
send a monitoring mission due to widespread human rights violations taking place in the
country. Although the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE) sent a
small monitoring mission that claimed the elections met international standards, several
human rights groups questioned the delegation’s independence, and three of its members
subsequently issued a dissenting opinion.

The electoral laws and framework do not ensure the free and fair conduct of elections.
The nomination process for members of electoral commissions places the bodies under the
influence of the ruling party, and commission members have been known to unlawfully
interfere with the election process and obstruct the activities of observers. Complaints of
electoral violations do not receive adequate or impartial treatment by the commissions or
the judiciary.

B. Political Pluralism and Participation: 3 / 16

The political environment in Azerbaijan is neither pluralistic nor competitive. President
Aliyev’s YAP has dominated national politics since its founding in 1995, and nominal
opposition groups and independents in the parliament tend to support the government.

Amendments to the electoral code in 2009 limited candidates’ access to public cam-
paign funding and reduced the official campaign period from 28 to 22 days. Changes made
to laws on freedom of assembly and association in 2012 and 2013 further restricted candi-
dates’ ability to organize and hold rallies. The political opposition has virtually no access
to coverage on television, which remains the most popular news source in Azerbaijan.

Opposition politicians are subject to arbitrary arrest on dubious charges as well as
physical violence and other forms of intimidation, and have also reported widespread target-
ing of their relatives, some of whom have faced job dismissal and harassment by police.
Tofig Yagublu, deputy chairman of the Musavat party, and Ilgar Mammadov, leader of the
Republican Alternative movement, remained in prison after being convicted in 2014 on
spurious charges of involvement in mass disorder. Four activists from the opposition youth
movement NIDA (Exclamation) who were arrested in 2013 in connection to antigovernment
protests also remained behind bars in 2015.
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The dominance of the ruling party limits the freedom of political parties to represent a
diversity of interests and views, and there are no meaningful mechanisms to promote politi-
cal representation of minorities.

C. Functioning of Government: 1 /12 (—1)

The head of government and national legislative representatives are not elected in a free
or fair manner. Aliyev and the YAP, which cemented its domination of legislative processes
in the 2015 elections, determine and implement the policies of the government with little
opposition.

Corruption is widespread, and wealth from the country’s massive oil and gas exports
creates ever-greater opportunities for graft. Because critical institutions, including the media
and judiciary, are largely subservient to the president and ruling party, government officials
are rarely held accountable for corruption. Several investigative reports published by foreign
media in recent years have revealed evidence that President Aliyev and his immediate fam-
ily control prodigious private assets, including monopolies in the Azerbaijani economy’s
most lucrative sectors. Despite the lack of safeguards against systemic corruption, the estab-
lishment of one-stop public service centers and e-government services in recent years may
have contributed to improved public perceptions regarding petty corruption. Azerbaijan was
ranked 119 of 168 countries and territories surveyed in Transparency International’s 2015
Corruption Perceptions Index.

In 2012, the president signed a series of legal amendments to allow companies’ organi-
zational structures and ownership to remain secret, significantly limiting journalists’ ability
to uncover corruption. Although public officials are nominally required to submit financial
disclosure reports, disclosure procedures and compliance remain unclear, and the reports
are not publicly accessible. In April 2015, the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative
(EITI), an international platform that promotes good governance and transparency in
resource-rich countries, demoted Azerbaijan from its membership to candidate status due
to noncompliance with EITI standards for human rights.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 11 / 60 (—3)
D. Freedom of Expression and Belief: 3/ 16 (— 1)

While the constitution guarantees freedom of the press, the authorities severely restrict
the media in practice. Broadcast outlets generally reflect progovernment views. Most televi-
sion stations are controlled by the government, which also controls approval of broadcast
licenses. Although there is more pluralism in the print media, the majority of newspapers
are owned by the state, and circulation and readership are relatively small. Independent and
opposition papers struggle financially and have faced heavy fines and other pressures as
retaliation for critical coverage. Local radio broadcasts of international news services,
including the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) and Voice of America, have been
banned since 2009, though they are available online. The authorities shuttered the Baku
office of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL) in 2014. The few critical outlets
that are able to disseminate information in the country—including the independent online
television station Meydan TV, which operates from Germany—face constant pressure and
risk. In 2015, representatives of Meydan TV and other critical outlets reported that their
family members in Azerbaijan had faced threats, interrogations, and arbitrary detentions.

Defamation remains a criminal offense punishable by exorbitant fines and imprison-
ment. Journalists are threatened and assaulted with impunity, and many have been detained
or imprisoned on fabricated charges of drug or weapons possession, ethnic hatred, high
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treason, and hooliganism, among others. In January 2015, Seymur Hazi, a journalist known
for critical coverage of the government, was sentenced to five years in prison for hooligan-
ism. In September, investigative journalist Khadija Ismayilova was sentenced to seven and
a half years on charges of embezzlement, tax evasion, illegal entrepreneurship, and abuse of
power. Ismayilova, who hosted a radio show for the RFE/RL Azeri service, had published
extensively about human rights violations and corruption among the ruling elites, including
the president’s family, and had previously faced smear campaigns, threats, and travel bans
in connection to her work. In December, Rauf Mirkadirov of the Zerkalo newspaper was
sentenced to six years in prison for allegedly spying for Armenia. According to the Commit-
tee to Protect Journalists, there were eight reporters behind bars as of December.

Rasim Aliyev, an independent reporter and acting chairman of the Institute for Report-
ers’ Freedom and Safety (IRFS), which was shuttered in 2014, died in August after being
severely beaten. Although the attack was ostensibly carried out by associates of a soccer
player he had criticized on Facebook, Aliyev had reported receiving death threats before
his social media post. It remained unclear at year’s end whether the assailants’ motive was
connected to Aliyev’s journalistic work.

The government restricts the practice of minority and “nontraditional” religions and
denominations, largely through burdensome registration requirements and interference with
the importation and distribution of printed religious materials. Among other restrictive laws,
a 2011 measure prescribed prison sentences for leaders of unsanctioned religious services.
A number of mosques have been closed in recent years, ostensibly for registration or safety
violations. Dozens of individuals faced legal repercussions due to their beliefs in 2015.
Several meetings of Jehovah’s Witnesses were raided during the year, and members of the
sect continued to be detained for allegedly violating state restrictions on the practice of
religion. In June, the authorities denied reentry to the country’s only legally acting Georgian
Orthodox priest without providing official grounds. In November, police led a raid in Nar-
daran as part of an operation to arrest members of the unregistered Muslim Unity Move-
ment, including founder and Shiite cleric Taleh Bagirov. At least four town residents and
two police officers died in the raid. Bagirov and 13 others were arrested on several criminal
charges, including conspiracy to overthrow the government.

The authorities have long linked academic freedom to political activity. Some profes-
sors and teachers have reported being dismissed for links to opposition groups, and students
have faced expulsion and other punishments for similar reasons.

Law enforcement bodies are suspected to monitor private telephone and online
communications—particularly of activists, political figures, and foreign nationals—without
judicial oversight. The escalation of government persecution of critics and their families
has undermined the assumption of privacy and eroded the openness of private discussion.

E. Associational and Organizational Rights: 1 / 12

The government restricts freedom of assembly. Legal amendments increasing fines for
organizing or participating in unauthorized protests came into effect in 2013, and changes
adopted later that year extended the maximum periods of administrative detention for cer-
tain assembly-related offenses. Dozens of people were arrested in connection with a wave
of antigovernment protests in early 2013, some of whom remained imprisoned at the end
of 2015. In August 2015, police in Mingechevir responded with force to activists protesting
the death of a man in police custody, and detained 21 participants.

Other regressive laws require nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) to register all
grants and donations with the Ministry of Justice, and to inform authorities of all donations
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over $250. The rules have been used to pressure both local and foreign organizations, many
of which were forced to suspend operations when their bank accounts were frozen, and in
some cases, their offices raided and closed. Officials increased hostile rhetoric towards
foreign-funded NGOs, accusing them of undermining political stability.

A number of prominent rights activists were sentenced to prison on spurious charges in
2015. Among many cases, in April, Human Rights Club chairman Rasul Jafarov received a
six-and-a-half-year term—Iater reduced on appeal by three months—for illegal entrepre-
neurship, tax evasion, and abuse of office. In August, Leyla Yunus, director of the Institute
for Peace and Democracy, was sentenced to eight and a half years in prison on similar
charges, and her husband, historian and academic Arif Yunus, received seven years in the
same case. The two were conditionally released in December and November, respectively,
due to deteriorating health. Prosecutors were pursuing separate charges of treason—based
on allegations of spying for Armenia—against the couple at year’s end.

Although the law permits the formation of trade unions and the right to strike, the
majority of trade unions remain closely affiliated with the government, and most major
industries are dominated by state-owned enterprises.

F. Rule of Law: 2/ 16 (— 1)

The judiciary is corrupt, inefficient, and subservient to the executive branch. In 2015,
several politicized trials—including those of Aliyev, Ismayilova, Jafarov, and the
Yunuses—provided further evidence of the judiciary being used to punish criticism of the
government. A local coalition of nongovernmental organizations estimated that there were
93 political prisoners in the country as of December. Arbitrary arrest and detention are
common, and detainees are often held for long periods before trial. Opposition figures,
journalists, and activists who were arrested or sentenced in recent years have reported a
variety of due process violations, including restricted access to legal counsel, fabrication
and withholding of evidence, and abuse during arrest and interrogation. Leyla Yunus,
among others, reported being psychologically and physically abused by prison officials,
who also repeatedly denied her adequate access to doctors. Medical care in prisons is gener-
ally inadequate, and overcrowding is common. Torture is sometimes used to extract
confessions.

Some members of ethnic minority groups have complained of discrimination in areas
including education, employment, and housing. Although same-sex sexual activity is not a
criminal offense, antidiscrimination laws do not specifically protect LGBT (lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender) people, who have reported police harassment and other forms of
bias or abuse.

G. Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights: 5/ 16 (—1)

The government has increasingly restricted freedom of movement, particularly foreign
travel, for opposition politicians, journalists, and civil society activists. Photojournalist and
blogger Mehman Huseynov, for example, faces a travel ban in connection to an ongoing
politically motivated criminal case against him. In July 2015, four staff members of Meydan
TV were barred from leaving the country, and informed that they appear on a government
blacklist. Also in July, the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) ruled that Azerbaijani
authorities’ refusal to issue a passport to Popular Front Party chairman Ali Kerimli violated
his freedom of movement.

Property rights and free choice of residence are affected by government-backed devel-
opment projects that often entail forced evictions, unlawful expropriations, and demolitions
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with little or no notice. The authorities often violate the right of individuals to receive
adequate compensation for expropriated property.

Traditional societal norms and poor economic conditions restrict women’s professional
roles, and they remain underrepresented in both national and local government. Domestic
violence remains a problem, and Azerbaijan is a source, transit point, and destination for
men, women, and children subjected to forced labor and sex trafficking. The U.S. State
Department’s 2015 Trafficking in Persons Report maintained Azerbaijan’s Tier 2 ranking
due to the government’s increased number of trafficking investigations and the enactment
of a new national action plan.

Bahamas

Political Rights Rating: 1 Population: 377,000
Civil Liberties Rating: 1 Capital: Nassau
Freedom Rating: 1.0

Freedom Status: Free

Electoral Democracy: Yes

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating ILLF | LLF | LLLF | 1,LLLF | ,LLLF | 1,LLF | 1,LLF | 1,LLF | 1,LLF | 1,1,F

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 38 / 40
CIVIL LIBERTIES: 54 / 60 (—4)

Harsh new immigration policies enacted in 2014 and 2015 have drawn protests from
domestic and international observers, who decry inhumane conditions at migrant detention
centers and the detention of children, and say the policies unjustly target people of Haitian
descent. The new policies also threaten to block children born in the Bahamas to undocu-
mented migrants from attending primary and secondary schools, and to make it more diffi-
cult for Bahaman-born children of migrants to attend universities. The immigration
measures have served to further exacerbate stigma and discrimination against Haitian-
Bahaman and Haitian migrants.

In June 2015, an unarmed Haitian migrant was confirmed to have been shot in the back
of the neck by a police officer in an immigration raid, contradicting official reports. He was
then detained for five months before finally being deported, though his lawyers claimed that
they had never seen a copy of the deportation order against him, or the order permitting his
detention.

In 2015 the government once again delayed a referendum, originally proposed in 2012,
to end gender-based discrimination in the acquisition and transmission of Bahamian nation-
ality. Under current rules, a child born to a Bahaman father and a non-Bahaman mother
who are unmarried is not a Bahaman citizen at birth, nor is a child born outside the Bahamas
to a Bahamian mother and a non-Bahamian father. Neither do children born in the Bahamas
to non-Bahaman parents gain citizenship upon birth.
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Separately, in March 2015, allegations emerged that V. Alfred Gray, a cabinet official
and member of parliament, had abused his power in order to win the release of a constituent
who had been convicted of a crime. While Gray admitted to contacting a magistrate in
connection with the matter, the attorney general in May declined to pursue allegations of
judicial interference against him. The developments raised concerns about political interfer-
ence in the judicial system.

This country report has been abridged for Freedom in the World 2016. For background
information on political rights and civil liberties in the Bahamas, see Freedom in the World
2015.

Bahrain

Political Rights Rating: 7 Population: 1,412,300
Civil Liberties Rating: 6 Capital: Manama
Freedom Rating: 6.5

Freedom Status: Not Free

Electoral Democracy: No

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating 5,5,NF[5,5,NF|5,5NF[6,5,NF | 6,5,PF | 6,6,PF | 6,6,PF | 6,6,PF | 5,6,PF | 7,6,PF

INTRODUCTION

After the opposition’s boycott of the 2014 parliamentary elections and unsuccessful
attempts at compromise, relations between Bahrain’s government and the opposition
remained tense in 2015. The opposition groups Al-Wefaq and the National Democratic
Action Society, among others, faced heightened harassment during the year. In June, a
Bahraini court sentenced Al-Wefaq president Ali Salman to four years in prison on a num-
ber of serious charges, including promotion of violent political change. Security forces
arrested Ibrahim Sharif, former leader of the National Democratic Action Society, on similar
charges in July, a month after releasing him from a prison sentence for his involvement in
the 2011 uprising. Separately, authorities punished a range of critics, dissidents, and sus-
pected extremists—including 72 people in January alone—by stripping them of citizenship.

Attacks on freedom of speech and the press continued during the year. In February, the
government shuttered the satellite television station Al-Arab, owned by a Saudi prince, just
hours after its launch because the station aired an interview with a leading member of Al-
Wefaq. In August, authorities temporarily shuttered Al-Wasat, one of Bahrain’s five Arabic
daily newspapers, after it published criticism of the government.

Protesters and security forces clashed on several occasions. Police abuse, including
arbitrary arrests and torture in custody, continued during the year, as did bomb attacks by
civilians against police. In an exceptional case in May, six police officers were convicted
for having tortured prisoners suspected of drug smuggling, one of whom had died.

The government continued its long-standing policy of naturalizing expatriates in an
effort to tip the demographic weight of the country away from its Shiite majority.
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POLITICAL RIGHTS: 4 /40 (— 1)
A. Electoral Process: 2 / 12

The National Action Charter of Bahrain was approved in 2001, and the country was
proclaimed a constitutional kingdom the following year. The 2002 constitution gives the
king power over the executive, legislative, and judicial authorities. He appoints cabinet
ministers and members of the 40-seat Consultative Council, the upper house of the National
Assembly. The lower house, or Council of Representatives, consists of 40 elected members
serving four-year terms. The National Assembly may propose legislation, but the cabinet
drafts the laws.

Al-Wefaq, the country’s leading Shiite opposition society, withdrew its 18 members
from the Council of Representatives in 2011 and boycotted the interim elections to protest
the government’s crackdown on Shiite Muslims. As a result, all 40 seats went to government
supporters. Al-Wefaq boycotted the 2014 legislative elections as well, allowing progovern-
ment candidates to sweep the legislature once more. Largely progovernment independents
won 37 of the 40 lower house seats. The remaining seats went to major Sunni societies.

The government touted the 2014 elections as a success, with a reported 51.5 percent
voter turnout for the first round despite the opposition boycott. Al-Wefaq, however, esti-
mated voter turnout at less than 30 percent. The government appears to have manipulated
the vote by redrawing electoral districts and making monitoring more difficult in order to
undercut the rise of potentially populist political networks, such as Islamist groups.

B. Political Pluralism and Participation: 2 / 16

While formal political parties are illegal, the government has generally allowed political
societies or groupings to operate after registering with the Ministry of Justice.

Bahrain has been in political crisis since 2011, when Bahraini activists, mostly from
economically depressed Shiite communities, galvanized widespread support for political
reform and against sectarian discrimination. The government declared martial law in
response to the uprising and instituted a prolonged and violent crackdown.

While the government claims that political societies remain free to operate, it has
imprisoned key opposition leaders. In addition to Salman and Sharif, a number of other
opposition figures faced pressure in 2015. In August, police arrested former lawmaker and
Al-Wefaq member Hassan Isa after he returned from a trip to Iran, accusing him of financing
terrorism. The targeting of opposition figures follows several years of failed efforts to create
cooperation. The government relaunched the so-called National Dialogue in 2013 in an
attempt to engage the opposition in the political process but suspended it in 2014, when
Al-Wefaq withdrew from the talks after one of its leaders was arrested for criticizing the
government. After Al-Wefaq announced a boycott of the 2014 elections, a Bahraini court
suspended the society’s operations for three months.

A 2005 law makes it illegal to form political associations based on class, profession, or
religion. The majority Shiite population is underrepresented in government.

C. Functioning of Government: 3 / 12

Bahrain has some anticorruption laws, but enforcement is weak, and high-ranking offi-
cials suspected of corruption are rarely punished. A source of frustration for many citizens
is the perception that Khalifa bin Salman al-Khalifa, the king’s uncle and Bahrain’s prime
minister since 1971, is both corrupt and a key opponent of reform.

Bahrain was ranked 50 out of 168 countries and territories surveyed in Transparency
International’s 2015 Corruption Perceptions Index.
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Discretionary Political Rights Question B: —3 /0 (—1)

The government has made concerted efforts to erode Bahrain’s Shiite majority, mostly
by promoting citizenship for foreign-born Sunnis. In 2015, the government maintained sys-
temic sectarian discrimination, and continued recruiting Sunnis to become citizens and
serve in the country’s security services. Since 2011, the government has maintained a heavy
security presence in primarily Shiite villages. Security forces restrict the movements of
Shiite citizens, periodically destroy their property, and arrest critics and activists.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 10 / 60
D. Freedom of Expression and Belief: 2 / 16

The government owns all broadcast media outlets, and the private owners of Bahrain’s
three main newspapers have close ties to the state. Self-censorship is encouraged by the
vaguely worded 2002 Press Law, which allows the state to imprison journalists for criticiz-
ing the king or Islam or for threatening national security. In 2014, the king enacted a law
criminalizing insults against him, with offenses carrying steep fines and a prison term of up
to seven years. The government continues to block a number of opposition websites, includ-
ing those that broadcast live events.

The government and its supporters have used the press to smear human rights and
opposition activists repeatedly since 2011, most notably in separate campaigns against the
opposition newspaper Al-Wasat and its editor, Mansoor al-Jamri. In August 2015, authori-
ties suspended Al-Wasat after it ran an editorial criticizing the government and its supporters
for routinely smearing opposition figures; the newspaper resumed operations after a week.

Several other individuals and outlets were targeted for exercising freedom of expres-
sion. In February, authorities closed the Manama-based television station Al-Arab just hours
after it began operations because the outlet, which employed more than 200 people, aired
an interview with a leading Al-Wefaq official. In November, photographer Sayed Ahmed
Al-Mousawi was sentenced to 10 years in prison for allegedly supporting terrorism and
stripped of his citizenship. Security forces arrested Al-Mousawi in 2014 after he photo-
graphed a series of protests, and held him for more than a year without formal charge. In
December, police arrested Mahmoud al-Jaziri, a journalist covering parliamentary issues
for Al-Wasat, on suspicion of involvement in terrorist activity. Media watchdogs denounced
the arrest as unfounded; al-Jaziri was in detention without charge at year’s end.

Islam is the state religion. However, non-Muslim minorities are generally free to prac-
tice their faiths. All religious groups must obtain a permit from the Ministry of Justice and
Islamic Affairs to operate legally, though the government has not punished groups that
operate without permits.

Shiite religious and political figures face significant political hurdles to operating
openly. In October, Shiite clerics lodged a complaint over the removal of black flags used
in ceremonies for the Day of Ashura, which commemorates the death of the grandson of
the prophet Muhammad. The identity of the perpetrators remained unclear at year’s end.

Academic freedom is not formally restricted, but scholars who criticize the government
are subject to dismissal. In 2011, a number of faculty members and administrators were
fired for supporting the call for democracy, and hundreds of students and some faculty were
expelled. Those who remained were forced to sign loyalty pledges.

There are strong suspicions that security forces use networks of informers, and that the
government monitors the telephone and online communications of activists, critics, and
opposition members. Users of social-media platforms have faced charges of “misusing”
them by posting content unfavorable to the regime.
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E. Associational and Organizational Rights: 1 / 12

Citizens must obtain a license to hold demonstrations, which are banned from sunrise
to sunset in any public arena. Police regularly use violence to break up political protests,
most of which occur in Shiite villages. In 2013, in face of ongoing protests and rising levels
of violence, King Hamad decreed additions to Bahrain’s antiterrorism law that imposed
heavy penalties on those convicted of demonstrating unlawfully, including large fines and
the stripping of citizenship.

The 1989 Societies Law prohibits any nongovernmental organization (NGO) from
operating without a permit. In 2014, the Ministry of Justice ordered all groups and associa-
tions to obtain permission before meeting with non-Bahraini diplomats and officials, limit-
ing the contact of opposition and human rights networks with potentially supportive foreign
governments and organizations. The order also required a government official to be present
at any interaction. In August 2015, activist Maitham al-Salman of the Bahrain Human
Rights Observatory was arrested after attending a meeting of the UN Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR).

Bahraini human rights defenders continued to face harassment, intimidation, and prose-
cution on dubious grounds. Ghada Jamsheer, a prominent women’s rights activist, was
sentenced to prison in June for alleging corruption against several members of the royal
family. Also in June, a court extended the four-year prison sentence of activist Zainab al-
Khawaja by an additional nine months. Al-Khajawa, daughter of the imprisoned activist
Abdulhadi al-Khawaja, was originally sentenced in 2014 for tearing up a picture of King
Hamad. In July, the king pardoned human rights activist Nabeel Rajab, who was serving a
six-month prison sentence after being convicted of insulting state institutions.

Bahrainis have the right to establish independent labor unions, but workers must give
two weeks’ notice before a strike, and strikes are banned in a variety of economic sectors.
Private-sector employees cannot be dismissed for union activities, but harassment of union-
ist workers occurs in practice. Foreign workers lack the right to organize or seek help from
Bahraini unions. Household servants remain particularly vulnerable to exploitation.

F. Rule of Law: 1/ 16

The king appoints all judges, and courts are subject to government pressure. Members
of the royal family hold all senior security-related offices. Bahrain’s criminal courts and
those responsible for personal status laws are largely beholden to political interests. The
country’s judicial system is seen as corrupt and biased in favor of the royal family and its
backers.

Although Bahrain has criminalized torture and claims it does not hold political prison-
ers, the country’s prisons are full of human rights and prodemocracy activists. While some
detainees are periodically denied access to family and lawyers, others enjoy limited oppor-
tunities for phone calls and other amenities. Detainees report frequent maltreatment by
prison officials, who are rarely held accountable for abuse. In an exceptional case in May
2015, six police officers were convicted for having tortured prisoners suspected of drug
smuggling, one of whom had died.

In 2011, the Bahrain Independent Commission of Inquiry (BICI) concluded that secur-
ity personnel had used excessive force when dispersing protests that year. In 2013, at the
recommendation of BICI, the government created a police ombudsman to investigate allega-
tions of brutality and the excessive use of force by security personnel. While several police
officers were sentenced to prison terms as a result, including one who received seven years
for killing a protester in 2011, sentences for those convicted of killing protesters have been
light compared to those for political activists.
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Bahrain’s antiterrorism law prescribes the death penalty for members of terrorist groups
and prison terms for those who use religion to spread extremism. Critics have argued that
the law’s definition of terrorist crimes is too broad, and that it has encouraged the use of
torture and arbitrary detention. In November 2015, authorities arrested 47 people for alleg-
edly having ties to Iran and planning terrorist attacks.

Bomb attacks continued to target police. In July 2015, an explosion in the village of
Sitra killed two police officers and injured six others. A blast in August in the village of
Karanah led to the death of an officer and injured seven others, including civilian
bystanders.

The government uses revocation of citizenship as a punitive measure, particularly
against critics and dissidents. While not all individuals who lose their citizenship are
deported, they are forced to face the difficulties arising from a stateless status. In January,
authorities stripped at least 72 people—among them Sayed Ahmed Alwadaei, a member of
the Bahrain Institute for Human Rights and Democracy, and Ali Abdulemam, an activist
and blogger—of their citizenship on vague grounds related to national security and stability.
An additional 56 people lost their citizenship in June after being convicted of operating a
terrorist cell.

Discrimination based on sexual orientation is common, and most LGBT (lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender) people hide their gender identity. Same-sex sexual activity is not
illegal, but individuals have reportedly been punished for it.

G. Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights: 6 / 16

The government continued to obstruct foreign travel by key opposition figures and
activists in 2015. Authorities also restricted movement inside the country, particularly for
residents of largely Shiite villages outside Manama. A tight security cordon blocked easy
access to the capital.

Although registered businesses are largely free to operate, obtaining approval can be
difficult due to high capital requirements and political influence on the economy. For the
wealthy elites who dominate the business sector, property rights are generally respected and
expropriation is rare. However, Shiite citizens encounter difficulties and in some cases bans
on purchasing housing and land. The al-Khalifa family has gifted vast swaths of land to
regime cronies.

Although women have the right to vote and participate in elections, they are underrepre-
sented politically. Women won three parliamentary seats in the 2014 elections. Women are
generally not afforded equal protection under the law. The government drafted a personal
status law in 2008, but withdrew it in 2009 under pressure from Shiite clergy; the Sunni
portion was later passed by the parliament. Personal status and family law issues for Shiite
Bahrainis are consequently still governed by Sharia (Islamic law) court rulings based on the
interpretations of predominantly male religious scholars, rather than by any formal statute.

According to the U.S. State Department’s 2016 Trafficking in Persons Report, Bahrain
is a destination for victims of human trafficking for forced labor and sexual exploitation.
Some employers subject migrant workers to forced labor, and there are reports that abusers
withhold workers’ documentation in order to prevent them from leaving or reporting to the
authorities. The government has taken steps to combat trafficking in recent years, but efforts
to investigate and prosecute perpetrators remain weak.
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¥ Bangladesh

Political Rights Rating: 4 Population: 160,411,000
Civil Liberties Rating: 4 Capital: Dhaka
Freedom Rating: 4.0

Freedom Status: Partly Free

Electoral Democracy: Yes

Trend Arrow: Bangladesh received a downward trend arrow due to a series of high-profile
murders by Islamist militants, increasing restrictions on critical journalists, and censorship
of media content.

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating 4,4PF [ 5,4,PF | 4,4,PF | 3,4,PF | 3,4,PF | 3,4,PF | 3,4,PF | 3,4,PF | 44,PF | 44 PF

INTRODUCTION

Bangladesh continued to experience political and social unrest in 2015 as the ruling
Awami League (AL) consolidated power, resisted calls for fresh elections, and clamped
down on dissent. The opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) engaged in street
action but found its operations hampered by the harassment of key party officials as well as
by mass preventive detentions of party activists. The Islamist Jamaat-e-Islami (JI) party
faced similar restrictive moves from the authorities in addition to ongoing proceedings
against its leaders by the International Crimes Tribunal (ICT), which was formed to try war
crimes and other atrocities committed during the 1971 war of independence. Several high-
ranking JI members were executed during the year as a result of ICT rulings.

Harassment of outspoken civil society groups and opposition media continued to esca-
late, and the killing of four secular bloggers and a publisher by Islamist militant groups
marked a sharp deterioration in the space for freedom of expression. Attacks against reli-
gious minorities by nonstate actors also escalated at the end of the year.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 21 / 40
A. Electoral Process: 7/ 12

Members of the unicameral National Parliament and the largely ceremonial president
serve for five years. The National Parliament is composed of 350 members, 300 of whom
are directly elected. Political parties elect a total of 50 female members based on their share
of elected seats. The president is elected by the legislature.

In the 2014 national elections, the BNP and 17 allied parties boycotted the vote to
protest what they said were unfair circumstances. This left the majority of elected seats
(153) uncontested, ensuring an AL victory. The AL won 234 parliamentary seats, the Jatiya
Party (JP) won 34, and independents and minority parties captured the remainder. Western
monitoring groups declined to send election observers and criticized the conditions under
which the polls were held. The elections were also marred by extensive violence—Human
Rights Watch termed them the bloodiest since the country’s independence—and intimida-
tion by a range of political parties. As a result, voter turnout was low at 22 percent, com-
pared with 87 percent in 2008. A number of attacks specifically targeted members of the
country’s Hindu and Christian minority groups, affecting around 700 people.
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B. Political Pluralism and Participation: 9 / 16

Bangladesh has a strong two-party system in which power alternates regularly between
political coalitions led by the AL and BNP. Following a series of parliamentary boycotts in
2013, the BNP boycotted the 2014 elections and continued to engage in street action in
2015 with the aim of forcing a change in government. The JI party was banned from taking
part in the 2014 elections because of its overtly Islamist charter; the constitution bans
religiously based political parties. A monthlong series of mass opposition protests, hartals
(strikes), and transport blockades in early 2015 left more than 60 dead and dozens of others
injured; more than 10,000 opposition activists were temporarily detained, and BNP leader
Khaleda Zia was confined to the party headquarters for more than a month. The human
rights group Odhikar registered more than 197 deaths and more than 8,300 people injured
as a result of inter- or intraparty clashes during the year.

Ruling party harassment of the opposition BNP and JI parties remained widespread in
2015. Many BNP party leaders were imprisoned, under house arrest, living in hiding or
exile, or facing serious legal charges that could bar them from office. An arrest warrant for
Zia was issued in February, and legal proceedings against her continued throughout the
year. Members of the JI faced ongoing waves of arrests. In September, security forces
arrested 13 JI members on suspicion of fomenting discord in the garment sector by detonat-
ing homemade explosives. Meanwhile, authorities continued to implement death sentences
ordered by the ICT against JI leaders; among others, Muhammad Kamaruzzaman was exe-
cuted in April, and Ali Ahsan Mohammad Mujahid and Salahuddin Quader Chowdhury in
November.

Religious minorities remain underrepresented in politics and state agencies, though the
AL government has appointed several members of such groups to leadership positions.

C. Functioning of Government: 5/ 12

Endemic corruption and criminality, weak rule of law, limited bureaucratic transpar-
ency, and political polarization have long undermined government accountability. More-
over, regular opposition boycotts of the National Parliament have significantly hampered
the legislature’s role in providing thorough scrutiny of government policies, budgets, and
proposed legislation.

Bangladesh was ranked 139 out of 168 countries and territories surveyed by Transpar-
ency International’s 2015 Corruption Perceptions Index. Under the AL government, anticor-
ruption efforts have been weakened by politicized enforcement and subversion of the
judicial process. In particular, the Anticorruption Commission (ACC) has become ineffec-
tive and subject to overt political interference. The ACC law was amended in 2013 to
remove its authority to bring cases against officials without permission from the govern-
ment. The government continues to bring or pursue corruption cases against the BNP; pro-
ceedings against Zia, among others, were ongoing in 2015.

The 2009 Right to Information Act mandates public access to all information held by
public bodies and overrides secrecy legislation. Although it has been unevenly imple-
mented, journalists and civil society activists have had some success in using it to obtain
information from local governing authorities.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 28 / 60 (— 1)
D. Freedom of Expression and Belief: 7/ 16 (— 1)

Bangladesh’s media environment became less lively in 2015 amid expanding legal and
regulatory restrictions and increasing harassment of and physical attacks against reporters
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and bloggers. In February, the news show Frontline was suspended, allegedly because its
host refused to defer to editorial guidance from the authorities. Contempt of court rulings
are increasingly issued against journalists and other independent voices; in August, the
Supreme Court upheld a contempt of court ruling against two editors of the Bengali daily
Janakantha. Several dozen civil society activists who criticized the 2014 contempt ruling
against British journalist David Bergman were also charged with contempt in 2015; most
of the defendants apologized in order to avoid conviction. The 2014 National Broadcasting
Policy allows for restrictions on coverage that is critical of the government or security
forces or that is determined to threaten national security.

Violence against members of the media became markedly worse in 2015. Four avow-
edly secular or atheist bloggers and a publisher were murdered during the year, and several
others were seriously injured. Islamist militant groups such as the Ansarullah Bangla Team
(ABT) and Ansar al-Islam were linked to the killings; although several ABT members were
arrested in August, the government’s response to the killings was criticized as insufficient
and as a contributor to the diminishing space for free expression in the country. Dozens of
bloggers remain on an Islamist “hit list,” and some have fled or gone into hiding due to
threats. In December, eight individuals, including the head of ABT, were convicted on
charges related to the 2013 murder of blogger Ahmed Rajib Haider. Among those con-
victed, two students were sentenced to death.

Censorship of digital content, including blocks on YouTube, Facebook, and high-profile
Bengali blogs, has become increasingly common. During the political unrest in January,
access to online messaging services such as WhatsApp was barred; key social media sites
were also blocked for weeks near the end of the year. The Information and Communication
Technology Act was used to arrest and charge a number of individuals for exercising free-
dom of expression online; Mohon Kumar Mondol, director of the nongovernmental organi-
zation (NGO) LEDARS, was charged in September for posting criticism on Facebook about
the hajj, the annual Islamic pilgrimage to Mecca, Saudi Arabia. Various forms of artistic
expression, including books and films, are occasionally banned or censored.

A 2011 constitutional amendment reaffirmed the secular nature of the state while also
confirming Islam as the official religion; the Supreme Court rejected a challenge against
provisions for the latter in September 2015. Although religious minorities have the right to
worship freely, they face societal discrimination as well as harassment and legal repercus-
sions for proselytizing. Minority groups and their houses of worship are occasionally the
targets of violent attacks. Members of the Ahmadiyya sect are considered heretical by some
Muslims, and despite state protection, they have encountered violence, boycotts, and
demands that the state declare them non-Muslims. They are also occasionally denied per-
mission to hold religious events. A number of attacks against religious minorities took place
in late 2015, targeting Hindu, Christian, Ahmadiyya, and Shiite Muslim individuals and
houses of worship.

While authorities largely respect academic freedom, research on sensitive political and
religious topics is reportedly discouraged. Political polarization at many universities,
including occasional clashes involving the armed student wings of the three main parties,
inhibits education and access to services. Open private discussion of sensitive religious and
political issues is restrained by fear of harassment.

E. Associational and Organizational Rights: 6 / 12

The constitution provides for the rights of assembly and association, but the government
regularly bans gatherings of more than five people. Nevertheless, many demonstrations took
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place in 2015. Authorities sometimes try to prevent rallies by arresting party activists, and
protesters are frequently injured and occasionally killed during clashes in which police use
excessive force.

Many NGOs operate in Bangladesh. While most are able to function without onerous
restrictions, the use of foreign funds must be cleared by the NGO Affairs Bureau, which
can also approve or reject individual projects. Groups that are seen as overly critical of the
government, particularly on issues concerning human rights, are regularly denied permis-
sion for proposed projects and have been subject to escalating harassment and surveillance.
Leading human rights NGO Odhikar continued to experience significant harassment in
2015, including judicial action, blocks on funding, surveillance, and interference in public
activities.

Formation of labor unions became easier in 2015 due to legislative reforms. However,
union leaders who attempted to organize or unionize workers continued to face dismissal
or serious intimidation, including physical attacks. Organizations that advocate for labor
rights, such as the Bangladesh Center for Workers’ Solidarity, have also faced increased
harassment over the past several years. Worker grievances fuel unrest at factories, particu-
larly in the rapidly expanding garment industry, where strikes and protests against low
wages and unsafe working conditions are common.

F. Rule of Law: 6/ 16

Politicization of the judiciary remains an issue despite a 1999 Supreme Court directive
ordering the separation of the judiciary from the executive. Political authorities have contin-
ued to make appointments to the higher judiciary, in some cases demonstrating an overt
political bias. Harassment of witnesses and the dismissal of cases following political pres-
sure are also of increasing concern. A 2014 constitutional amendment grants the legislature
the power to impeach judges on the grounds of “incapability or misconduct.”

The court system is prone to corruption and severely backlogged, with an estimated 2.3
million pending cases. Pretrial detention is often lengthy, and many defendants lack counsel.
The indigent have little access to justice through the courts. Prison conditions are extremely
poor, severe overcrowding is common, and juveniles are often incarcerated with adults. Sus-
pects are routinely subject to arbitrary arrest and detention, demands for bribes, and physical
abuse by police. Torture is often used to extract confessions and intimidate political detainees.
The rate of custodial deaths has remained high; law enforcement agencies reportedly perpe-
trated 185 extrajudicial killings in 2015. More than 64 abductions and enforced disappear-
ances were recorded during the year, a significant increase from 2014. Criminal cases against
ruling party activists are regularly withdrawn on the grounds of “political consideration,”
undermining the judicial process and entrenching a culture of impunity.

The 1974 Special Powers Act permits arbitrary detention without charge, and the crimi-
nal procedure code allows detention without a warrant. A 2009 counterterrorism law
includes a broad definition of terrorism and generally does not meet international standards.

Revisions to the 1973 International War Crimes Tribunal Act and the current tribunal’s
procedural rules were intended to help meet international standards on issues such as victim
and witness protection, the presumption of innocence, defendant access to counsel, and the
right to bail. However, concerns have been raised regarding political interference, due proc-
ess shortcomings, and inadequate protection for witnesses and defense lawyers in ICT trials.

Violence by Islamist political parties and other pressure groups has increased in the
past several years, and terrorist attacks by Islamist militant groups have escalated recently;
the South Asia Terrorism Portal counted 25 civilian and security-personnel fatalities related
to Islamist extremism in 2015.

................. 18971% $CH1  12-08-16 10:50:45  PS PAGE 61



62 Freedom in the World 2016

Members of ethnic and religious minority groups face some discrimination under law
as well as harassment and violations of their rights in practice. Indigenous people in the
Chittagong Hill Tracts remain subject to physical attacks, property destruction, and land
grabs by Bengali settlers and occasional abuses by security forces. In 2015, authorities
announced that both foreign and domestic organizations and individuals would be banned
from engaging in unsupervised talks with indigenous groups; some restrictions were lifted
in response to a widely negative reaction by NGOs and the public. Indigenous leaders often
criticize the national government for failing to implement provisions of the 1997 peace
accord.

Roughly 270,000 ethnic Rohingyas who fled to Bangladesh from Myanmar beginning
in the 1990s are subject to substantial harassment; the vast majority do not have official
refugee status and suffer from a complete lack of access to health care, employment, and
education. The government has attempted to discourage a more recent influx of refugees by
further marginalizing the Rohingya community and undermining the work of international
organizations providing humanitarian aid.

A criminal ban on same-sex sexual acts is rarely enforced, but societal discrimination
remains the norm, and dozens of attacks on LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender)
individuals are reported every year. Transgender people face persecution. Although since
2013 they can be legally classified as a “third gender” if they desire, people registered as
such have no inheritance rights under Sharia (Islamic law) provisions governing personal
status matters in Bangladesh.

G. Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights: 9 / 16

The ability to move within the country is relatively unrestricted, as is foreign travel.
Property rights are unevenly enforced, and the ability to engage freely in private economic
activity is somewhat constrained. Corruption and bribery, inadequate infrastructure, and
official bureaucratic and regulatory hurdles hinder business activities throughout the coun-
try. State involvement and interference in the economy is considerable.

The 2011 Vested Properties Return Act allows Hindus to reclaim land that the govern-
ment or other individuals seized, but it has been unevenly implemented. Tribal minorities
have little control over land decisions affecting them, and Bengali-speaking settlers continue
to illegally encroach on tribal lands in the Chittagong Hill Tracts. A commission set up in
20009 to allocate land to indigenous tribes has suffered from delays.

Under the personal status laws affecting communities of all religions, women have
fewer marriage, divorce, and inheritance rights than men. In rural areas, religious leaders
sometimes impose flogging and other extrajudicial punishments on women accused of vio-
lating strict moral codes despite Supreme Court orders calling for an end to such practices.
Women also face discrimination in social services and employment.

Rape, acid throwing, and other forms of violence against women occur regularly despite
laws offering some level of protection. A law requiring rape victims to file police reports and
obtain medical certificates within 24 hours of the crime in order to press charges prevents
most cases from reaching the courts. Police also accept bribes to quash rape cases and rarely
enforce existing laws protecting women. Giving or receiving dowry is a criminal offense, but
coercive requests remain a problem. Odhikar noted an increase in dowry-related violence
against women in 2015 compared with earlier years, with 209 cases recorded. A high rate of
early marriage persists, with 65 percent of girls married by age 18. Despite a stated govern-
ment commitment in 2014 to abolish the practice by 2041, a proposal to lower the officially
permissible age of marriage from 18 to 16 was still under consideration in 2015.
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Bangladesh remains both a major supplier of and transit point for trafficking victims,
with tens of thousands of people trafficked each year. Women and children are trafficked
both overseas and within the country for the purposes of domestic servitude and sexual
exploitation, while men are trafficked primarily for labor abroad. A comprehensive 2013
antitrafficking law provides protection to victims and increased penalties for traffickers.
However, training for law enforcement remains inadequate, as does regulation of enterprises
such as labor recruitment agencies. The issue received fresh attention in May 2015 after
traffickers abandoned thousands of Rohingya migrants at sea. An ensuing campaign against
smuggling led to the arrest of dozens, including an alleged kingpin, in September.

Following the 2013 Rana Plaza factory collapse, in which more than 1,100 workers
were killed, increased inspections and safeguards instigated by Western apparel companies
led to the closure of around 200 of a total of 4,500 factories, according to industry represen-
tatives. However, working conditions remain extremely unsafe, and comprehensive reforms
of the system are hampered by the fact that a growing number of factory owners are also
legislators or influential businesspeople. In May 2015, murder charges were filed against 41
people for their alleged involvement in the Rana Plaza collapse.

Barbados

Political Rights Rating: 1 Population: 278,000
Civil Liberties Rating: 1 Capital: Bridgetown
Freedom Rating: 1.0

Freedom Status: Free

Electoral Democracy: Yes

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating ,LF | 1,LF | 1,LLF | 1,LLF | 1,1LF | 1,LLF | 1,1.F | L1LF | LLLLF | 1,1,

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 40 / 40
CIVIL LIBERTIES: 58 / 60 (— 1)

Infighting among members of the opposition Barbados Labour Party (BLP) continued
in 2015. In November, the BLP expelled from its ranks longtime member and sitting mem-
ber of Parliament Maria Agard. Agard said she would challenge the expulsion, and contin-
ued to sit in the House of Assembly, the lower house, at the year’s end. The developments
followed the 2014 resignation from the BLP of former prime minister Owen Arthur, who
became an independent. The Democratic Labour Party (DLP) holds a majority in the Parlia-
ment, having won 16 of 30 seats in the House of Assembly in 2013 polls.

As Barbados continued to grapple with a struggling economy, a number of labor dis-
putes involving public-sector workers emerged in 2015. The country’s two leading trade
unions adopted a policy of working at reduced speeds over complaints including the dis-
missal of 10 workers over age 60 at the state-run Barbados Investment and Development
Corporation (BIDC), and threatened a national strike. Sanitation workers—including gar-
bage collectors and grave diggers—as well as customs officials went forward with strike
actions amid disputes with the government during the year.
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Conditions remained difficult for LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) peo-
ple in Barbados in 2015. The law criminalizes same-sex sexual relations and provides for
sentences as severe as life imprisonment. While the law has not been applied in recent
years, it remains among the harshest anti-LGBT laws in the Western hemisphere. LGBT
people face discrimination in housing, employment, and access to health care. Occasional
violent incidents against LGBT people continue, and go underreported due to many victims’
fear of reprisals.

This country report has been abridged for Freedom in the World 2016. For background
information on political rights and civil liberties in Barbados, see Freedom in the World
2015.

Belarus

Political Rights Rating: 7 Population: 9,524,000
Civil Liberties Rating: 6 Capital: Minsk
Freedom Rating: 6.5

Freedom Status: Not Free

Electoral Democracy: No

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating 7,6,NF|7,6,NF|7,6,NF|7,6,NF |7,6,NF |7,6,NF|7,6,NF|7,6,NF|7,6,NF | 7,6,NF

INTRODUCTION

President Alyaksandr Lukashenka secured a fifth term in the October 2015 presidential
election, which failed to meet international standards, according to observers from the Orga-
nization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE).

The war in neighboring Ukraine, growing regional tensions, and a failing economy
motivated Belarus to seek better relations with Europe and the United States during the
year. In February, Lukashenka hosted leaders of France, Germany, Russia, and Ukraine for
talks that resulted in a new cease-fire agreement. Belarusian authorities then released six
political prisoners in August, and refrained from violently suppressing protests during and
after the October election, marking a contrast with the crackdown that followed the 2010
presidential vote.

In late October, the government was rewarded for the steps it had taken to improve its
still-repressive human rights situation when the European Union and the United States
granted the country temporary relief from sanctions.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 4 / 40
A. Electoral Process: 0/ 12

The president is elected for five-year terms without limits. The 110 members of the
Chamber of Representatives, the lower house of the rubber-stamp National Assembly, are
popularly elected for four years from single-mandate constituencies. The upper chamber,
the Council of the Republic, consists of 64 members serving four-year terms; 56 are elected
by regional councils, and 8 are appointed by the president.
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Since Lukashenka was democratically elected to his first term in 1994, elections and
referendums in Belarus have been marred by serious and systemic irregularities. During the
2012 parliamentary elections, the authorities blocked key opposition figures from running,
harassed regime critics, denied the opposition access to the media, failed to administer the
elections fairly, and prevented observers from independently verifying the vote count. The
regime also pressured workers at state-owned enterprises to participate in the process. No
opposition candidates won seats.

In October 2015, Lukashenka secured his fifth term in a noncompetitive presidential
race, taking 83 percent of the vote. None of his three opponents received more than 5
percent, while the “against all” option received over 6 percent. OSCE observers concluded
that the vote fell considerably short of meeting the group’s standards for democratic elec-
tions, citing significant violations in the counting of the results. The observers did take
note of several positive developments, including the participation of the first-ever female
presidential candidate and the peaceful pre- and postelection environment; the latter was
welcomed as an improvement given the brutal crackdown on protests surrounding the 2010
election. However, key opposition figures refused to recognize the results of the 2015 elec-
tion, citing in part a series of irregularities related to early voting; official figures showed
that some 36 percent of the electorate had cast ballots during early voting.

The legal framework for elections fails to meet democratic standards. Among other
problems, electoral commission members at the national and local levels are politically
aligned with and dependent on the incumbent government, and independent observers have
little access to the counting process. Inadequate opposition access to state-run media, which
heavily favor Lukashenka, is also a major concern.

B. Political Pluralism and Participation: 3/ 16

There is no official progovernment political party, and very few lawmakers are affiliated
with any party. Opposition parties have no representation in the National Assembly, and
Lukashenka’s regime employs various tools to weaken and divide the opposition. These
include harassment, imprisonment on trumped-up charges, and pressure on leaders and
activists to leave Belarus or abandon politics.

Political parties encounter difficulties when seeking official registration. In 2015, the
Ministry of Justice denied a registration application from the Belarusian Christian Democ-
racy party for the fifth time. The Supreme Court later upheld the decision.

Six political prisoners, including 2010 presidential candidate Mikalay Statkevich, were
released in August 2015 before their prison terms expired. Prior to their release, media
reports had described the harsh treatment they received in prison. Another political prisoner,
Mikalay Dzyadok, had his prison term extended for another year in February, days before
it was set to expire.

In December, Belarusian human rights defenders concluded that Mikhail Zhamchuz-
hny, founder of the human rights organization Platforma, should be designated as a political
prisoner. He was sentenced to six and a half years in prison in July after being convicted
on charges that human rights organizations consider to be unsubstantiated and politically
motivated. The group’s leader, Andrey Bandarenka, was sentenced to four years in prison
in 2014 after being convicted of charges that were also disputed, including several counts
of hooliganism and violence against women.

Other instances of political persecution include a case launched in August against five
activists who were violently detained for marking a billboard with politically charged graf-
fiti. Three of them faced criminal charges, while the other two were released. Another
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presidential candidate in the 2010 election, Ales Mikhalevich, returned to Belarus after
years in exile, though a criminal case against him was still pending.

C. Functioning of Government: 1 / 12

The constitution vests most power in the president, giving him control over the govern-
ment, the judiciary, and the legislative process by stating that presidential decrees have a
higher legal force than ordinary legislation.

The state controls 70 percent of the Belarusian economy, feeding widespread corrup-
tion. In addition, graft is encouraged by an overall lack of transparency and accountability
in government. Information on the work of about 60 government ministries and state-
controlled companies, including the Ministry of Information and the state broadcaster, is
classified. Belarus ranks 107 out of 168 countries and territories surveyed in Transparency
International’s 2015 Corruption Perceptions Index.

There are no independent bodies to investigate corruption cases. Graft trials are held in
a closed format isolated from the public, raising questions about the fairness of the process.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 13 / 60 (+3)
D. Freedom of Expression and Belief: 3 / 16

The government systematically curtails press freedom. Libel is both a civil and criminal
offense. A 2008 media law gives the state a monopoly over information about political,
social, and economic affairs. The criminal code also contains provisions protecting the
“honor and dignity” of high-ranking officials, including greater penalties in cases of defa-
mation or insult.

Belarusian national television is completely under the control of the state and typically
does not present alternative or opposition views. There are no privately owned nationwide
broadcasting outlets. The state-run press distribution monopoly limits the availability of
private newspapers. The authorities harass and censor the remaining independent media
outlets. Freelancing or working for a foreign, unaccredited news outlet can be punished as
criminal offenses.

The government seeks greater control over the internet through legal and technical
means, even as Belarusians are increasingly turning to the internet as a more trustworthy
source of news and information than traditional state-run media. Internet penetration
reached about 62 percent in 2015.

Amendments to the 2008 media law went into effect at the start of 2015, giving the
government greater powers to censor online content. The amendments further expanded the
definition of mass media to include all websites and blogs that publish information, placing
them under the supervision of the Ministry of Information. The government owns Belarus’s
only internet service provider, and authorities have repeatedly blocked access to opposition
sites and independent media outlets.

Despite constitutional guarantees of religious equality, government decrees and regis-
tration requirements have increasingly restricted religious activity. Legal amendments in
2002 provided for government censorship of religious publications and barred foreigners
from leading religious groups. The amendments also placed strict limitations on religious
groups active in Belarus for less than 20 years. In 2003, the government signed a concordat
with the Belarusian Orthodox Church, which is controlled by the Russian Orthodox Church,
giving it a privileged position. The authorities have discriminated against or harassed the
Roman Catholic Church and especially Protestant groups.
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Academic freedom is subject to intense state ideological pressures, and institutions that
use a liberal curriculum or are suspected of disloyalty face harassment and liquidation.
Regulations stipulate immediate dismissal and revocation of degrees for students and pro-
fessors who join opposition protests. Mandatory assignment of university graduates to state-
sanctioned, low-paid jobs for two years after graduation pushes many young people to
pursue higher education in European universities.

The use of wiretapping and other surveillance by state security agencies limits the
right to free private discussion. Internet communications are reportedly monitored by the
authorities.

E. Associational and Organizational Rights: 1 / 12

The government restricts freedom of assembly for critical independent groups. Protests
require authorization from local authorities, who can arbitrarily deny permission. Police
routinely break up public demonstrations and arrest participants. The government’s desire
to improve its relations with Europe and the United States led to an easing of such practices
in 2015; although fines and short detentions continued to be imposed, police refrained from
beatings and mass arrests. Legislation curbing free assembly remained intact.

Freedom of association is severely restricted. More than 100 of the most active nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) were forced to close between 2003 and 2005, and partici-
pation in an unregistered or liquidated political party or organization was criminalized in
2005. Registration of groups remains selective. As a result, most human rights activists
operating in the country face potential jail terms ranging from six months to two years.
Regulations introduced in 2005 ban foreign assistance to entities and individuals deemed to
promote foreign “meddling in the internal affairs” of Belarus. In 2013, officials introduced
legislation simplifying registration requirements for NGOs, but arbitrary denials of registra-
tion have not abated.

Independent trade unions face harassment, and their leaders are frequently fired and
prosecuted for engaging in peaceful protests. No independent trade unions have been regis-
tered since 1999, when Lukashenka issued a decree setting extremely restrictive registration
requirements.

F. Rule of Law: 2/ 16 (+ 1)

Although the constitution calls for judicial independence, courts are subject to signifi-
cant executive influence. The right to a fair trial is often not respected in cases with political
overtones. Human rights groups have documented instances of beatings, torture, and psy-
chological pressure during detention. The power to extend pretrial detention lies with a
prosecutor rather than a judge, in violation of international norms.

Authorities deliberately create advantageous conditions for the Russian language to
increase its dominance, while the UN Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) recognizes Belarusian as a “vulnerable” language. Ethnic Poles and Roma often
face pressure from the authorities and discrimination.

LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) individuals are subject to discrimination
and regular police harassment. Mikhail Pishcheuski died in October after being severely
beaten in 2014 for being gay; his attacker, a former schoolteacher, was convicted in what
was reportedly the first-ever trial in Belarus to address violence targeting a gay person, but
the perpetrator was released from prison in August 2015 after serving just 11 months of a
32-month sentence. In 2013, the Justice Ministry refused to register a gay rights NGO. The
same year, the parliament proposed a law banning “homosexual propaganda,” but has not
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yet introduced it as legislation. An official website of the Belarusian government advises
foreign gay couples traveling to the country “to avoid public displays of affection, and to
book twin rooms rather than doubles.”

Since 2014, Belarus has accepted about 160,000 refugees from Ukraine as people fled
the conflict there, providing them with schooling and medical treatment. Belarus coordi-
nates its efforts with the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and
the International Organization for Migration (IOM).

G. Personal Autonomy and Individual Rights: 7 / 16 (+2)

While an internal passport system limits freedom of movement and choice of residence,
restrictions have eased in practice in recent years, leaving few significant obstacles to
domestic and international travel. Nevertheless, some opposition activists are detained at
the border for lengthy searches, and bribery to accelerate some of the administrative proc-
esses for traveling is common.

Although the economy remains dominated by the state, Belarus’s limits on economic
freedom have also been gradually eased in recent years, allowing for greater property own-
ership, commercial activity, and small business operations. State interference in the econ-
omy now primarily affects larger businesses.

There are significant discrepancies in income between men and women, and women are
poorly represented in leading government positions. Domestic and sexual violence against
women are considered to be persistent and underreported. Sexual violence is addressed in
the criminal code, and a 2008 law addresses the prosecution of domestic violence, but no
legislative measures are aimed at preventing these problems. The constitution explicitly
bans same-sex marriage.

Mandatory unpaid national work days, postgraduate employment allocation, compul-
sory labor for addicts confined to state rehabilitation facilities, and restrictions on leaving
employment in specific industries have led labor activists to conclude that all Belarusian
citizens experience forced labor at some stage of their life. Lack of economic opportunities
have led many women to become victims of the international sex trade.

Belgium

Political Rights Rating: 1 Population: 11,200,000
Civil Liberties Rating: 1 Capital: Brussels
Freedom Rating: 1.0

Freedom Status: Free

Electoral Democracy: Yes

Ten-Year Ratings Timeline For Year Under Review (Political Rights, Civil Liberties, Status)

Year Under Review| 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015
Rating ,LF | 1,LF | 1,LLF | 1,LLF | 1,LF | 1,1LF | 1,1LF | 1,1,F | 1,1,F | 1,1,F

INTRODUCTION

The political environment in 2015 was dominated by concerns about terrorist activity
in Belgium. Officials estimated that close to 500 individuals had traveled from Belgium to
join extremist groups in Syria—the highest per capita rate in the European Union (EU). In
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January, days after terrorists attacked the offices of the Charlie Hebdo magazine in Paris,
Belgian security forces carried out nationwide raids against suspected Islamist militants. In
November, after coordinated shooting sprees and suicide bombings in Paris killed 130 peo-
ple, strong suspicions emerged that the attackers—several of whom were identified as Bel-
gian nationals—had largely organized their operations in Brussels. Belgian officials took a
number of emergency measures, including a high-security lockdown of the capital, numer-
ous raids and arrests, and proposals for broader government authority in investigating and
prosecuting terrorism suspects.

POLITICAL RIGHTS: 40 / 40
A. Electoral Process: 12/ 12

The Belgian monarchy is largely ceremonial, although the king retains constitutional
authority to mediate during the process of government formation. Belgium’s Federal Parlia-
ment consists of two houses: the Chamber of Representatives and the Senate. The 150
members of the Chamber are elected directly by proportional representation. The Senate is
comprised of 50 members selected by community and regional parliaments, and an addi-
tional 10 members chosen by the first 50 based on the results of the Chamber of Representa-
tives elections. Members serve five-year terms in both houses. The prime minister, who is
the leader of the majority party or coalition, is appointed by the monarch and approved by
the legislature.

The separatist New Flemish Alliance (N-VA) won 33 seats in the Chamber of Represen-
tatives in 2014, while outgoing prime minister Elio Di Rupo’s Francophone Socialist Party
(PS) won 23 seats. The Francophone Movement for Reform (MR) captured 20 seats, the
center-right Christian Democratic and Flemish (CD&V) party took 18, and the Open Flem-
ish Liberals and Democrats (VLD) won 14. The N-VA, the CD&YV, the MR, and the VLD
reached an agreement to form a center-right coalition government. The N-VA was included
in the government for the first time, while the PS was excluded for the first time in more
than two decades. Charles Michel of the MR became prime minister.

B. Political Pluralism and Participation: 16/ 16

The party system is robust but highly fragmented, with separate Flemish and Walloon
parties representing all traditional parties of the left and right.

After the far-right, separatist Vlaams Blok (Flemish Bloc) party was banned in 2004
for violating the country’s antiracism laws, it changed its name to Vlaams Belang (Flemish
Interest) and removed some of the more overtly xenophobic elements from its platform.
However, the party maintains an anti-immigration stance and a commitment to an indepen-
dent Flanders. It captured only three seats in the Chamber of Representatives in the 2014
elections, down from 12 in 2010.

Ethnic and linguistic conflicts have prompted a series of constitutional amendments
since 1970 devolving considerable power from the central government to the three regions
in the Belgian federation: French-speaking Wallonia in the south; Flemish-speaking Flan-
ders in the north; and Brussels, the capital, where French and Flemish share the same
official status. The wealthier Flemish north has sought increased self-rule and reduced tax-
payer support for the less prosperous Wallonia. Voting takes place along strict linguistic
lines; with the exception of the bilingual district encompassing Brussels, parties are only
permitted to run in their respective linguistic regions.

There are no restrictions on the ability of minority groups to participate in national or
subnational politics. In the 2014 elections, 11 candidates of Turkish and Moroccan origin
were elected to the Chamber of Representatives.
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C. Functioning of Government: 12 / 12

Corruption is relatively rare in Belgium, which was ranked 15 out of 168 countries
and territories surveyed in Transparency International’s 2015 Corruption Perceptions Index.
Public officials can face heavy fines and up to ten years’ imprisonment for corruption-
related offenses, and enforcement of anticorruption legislation is generally adequate. In
February 2015, the European Commission launched an investigation into whether favorable
tax treatment given by Belgium to multinational corporations violated EU competition
rules. The effort formed part of a wider inquiry into several member states’ corporate tax
agreements.

Legislators and other high-ranking elected officials are required by law to regularly
disclose their assets as well as paid or unpaid mandates, executive functions, and occupa-
tions to the Court of Audit. Information about asset declarations is not publicly accessible,
but declarations of interests are published in the official government gazette.

CIVIL LIBERTIES: 56 / 60 (—1)
D. Freedom of Expression and Belief: 15/ 16

Freedoms of speech and the press are guaranteed by the constitution and generally
respected by the government. Belgians have access to numerous private media outlets. How-
ever, concentration of print media ownership has increased in recent decades. Internet
access is unrestricted.

More than half of the country’s population identifies as Roman Catholic. Freedom of
religion is protected, but members of minority religious groups have complained of discrim-
ination by the government as well as in housing and employment. A ban on the partial or
total covering of the face in public locations has been in effect since 2011. Offenders can
face a fine or up to a week in jail. In October 2015, a Brussels court began hearing a case
against 11 members of the Church of Scientology’s Belgian branch, who along with two
affiliated groups were charged with offenses including fraud, extortion, and running a crimi-
nal organization. A conviction could lead to a ban on the organization in Belgium.

The government does not restrict academic freedom, and private discussion is open and
vibrant. In June, the Belgian Privacy Commission filed a claim against Facebook, claiming
that the company’s tracking of the personal data of nonmembers—who, unlike members,
have not agreed to the platform’s terms of service—is unlawful due to the absence of
explicit consent. In November, a Brussels court ordered Facebook to stop the practice within
Belgium.

E. Associational and Organizational Rights: 12 / 12

Freedom of assembly is generally respected. In October, Belgium’s three main trade
unions facilitated mass demonstrations in Brussels against the government’s austerity poli-
cies. After some protesters attacked police officers and vehicles, security forces responded
with tear gas and water cannons. Dozens were detained in the clashes.

Freedom of association is guaranteed by the Constitution, but antidiscrimination legisla-
tion penalizes membership in or cooperation with a group that “overtly and repeatedly
practices or teaches discrimination” based on race, color, descent