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Democratic change and improved respect for human rights are essential for 
people living in poverty and under oppression, enabling them to influence their 
living conditions and hold governments accountable. Sida’s support to the 
thematic area of Democracy and Human Rights amounted to SEK 6.8 billion in 2021. 
This makes democracy and human rights Sida’s largest thematic area, equivalent 
to approximately 25 percent of Sida’s total disbursements. 

MAIN AREAS OF SUPPORT
Democracy, human rights and the rule of law are prioritised 
thematic areas in Sweden’s development cooperation. A 
human rights based approach and perspectives of people 
living in poverty are fundamental and shall be applied in all 
Swedish development cooperation. Support to democracy 
and human rights plays a fundamental role in combatting 
discrimination and oppression and reducing poverty in all 
its dimensions.

The Agenda 2030 declaration is clear in requiring respect 
for human rights, and all Sustainable Development Goals 
relate to several human rights aspects. While democracy 
is only explicitly mentioned in the declaration, and not in 
the goals themselves, the broad agenda of goal 16 includes 
promotion of inclusive decision making, access to justice for 
all and effective and accountable institutions at all levels. 
Goal 10 promotes social, economic and political inclusion 
and reducing inequalities in opportunities and outcomes. 
The rights of persons with disabilities are highlighted under 
goal 4.5 and 8.5 and the rights of the child are visible under 
a number of goals such as Goal 3, 4, 5 and 16.

Following the launch of the Swedish government’s cam-
paign Drive for Democracy, Sida was tasked with further 
developing the work and strengthening the impact of Swed-
ish development cooperation in promoting democratization. 
In 2021 Sida continued to spend a large part of the funds on 
long-term support to “the building blocks of democracy”, 
i.e. a vibrant civil society, free and fair elections, independ-
ent media and respect for human rights.1

1 Expertgruppen för biståndsanalys (2020), Effects of Swedish and 
International Democracy Aid, Stockholm, December.

This focus on core elements of democracy is reflected 
in the allocation of volumes of support in 2021 (Figure 1). 
Democratic participation and civil society is the largest 
subarea (SEK 2.1 billion), human rights the second largest 
(SEK 1.4 billion) and media and free flow of information the 
fourth largest (SEK 590 million). The third largest sub-area 
– women’s rights organisations and movements (SEK 730 
million) – reflects the high priority of gender equality and 
women’s political participation in Sweden’s democracy and 
human rights assistance.

In terms of regional distribution, most funds are allo-
cated to Sub-Saharan Africa (32 percent), followed by Asia 
& Middle East/North Africa (22 percent). Support to global 
programmes, implemented by for example the UN or inter-
national NGOs, constitutes 24 percent of the total disburse-
ment (Figure 2).

THE GLOBAL GOALS
The Global Goals for Sustainable Development include everyone – and we can all contribute. The goals are interdependent and therefore indivisible. 
Sida’s main contribution is to implement development cooperation, thereby reducing poverty and saving lives. Together we can build a better future 
where no one is left behind.

Democracy and  
Human Rights 

FIGURE 1: DISBURSEMENT PER SUB-SECTOR WITHIN  
DEMOCRACY AND HUMAN RIGHTS 2016-2021 (MILLION SEK)
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Results

FIGURE 2: GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION OF  
DISBURSEMENT IN 2021 (%)
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DEMOCRACY IN THE WORLD
In a global perspective, democracy and respect for human 
rights made great advances over more than three dec-
ades, 1980–2015. In recent years however, a reverse trend 
towards increased autocratisation is accelerating globally. 
In 2019, for the first time since 2001, a majority of the 
world’s population lived in non-democracies, a number that 
has grown to more than two thirds in 2021 mainly due to 
the democratic backsliding in India.2

In many countries, the space for civil society actors to 
freely exercise their civil and political rights is closing, 
including human rights defenders and anti-corruption 
activists. Government measures to tackle the COVID-19 
pandemic further exacerbated limitations of political 
freedoms in many countries during 2020–2021, although 
the electoral component of democracy has shown resil-
ience. Many countries around the world learned to hold 
elections in exceedingly difficult conditions and at least in a 
few countries the elections meant further headway in their 
democratization process, such as Zambia. Another positive 
sign in 2021 was the continued activities and protests of 
pro-democracy, environmental and social movements in 
authoritarian context, including some of the most closed 
contexts.

Sida’s partners in many countries continue to face 
oppression in the form of violence, threats, increased 
regulations of civil society and increased control of internet 
access and freedom. Despite these negative trends, there 
were positive results at project level due to partners’ ability 
to adjust to the changing political landscapes and unpre-
dictable developments.

2 V-Dem Institute (2022), Democracy Report 2022: Autocratization Changing 
Nature?, Gothenburg, March.

SIDA’S SUPPORT
Sida’s democracy and human rights portfolio includes 
many sub-areas, as reflected in Figure 1. The following are 
examples of results from contributions 2021:
• Thanks to Sida’s support, Front Line Defenders, an 

international NGO, has been able to increase the number 
of human rights defenders under their protection by 
35 percent, now reaching out to more than 15.000 
activists worldwide. 

• In Mali, in spite of an unstable security situation, Sida 
contributed to increased access to justice through 
supporting more than 600 paralegals that provided free 
legal assistance and advice to more than 300.000 people.

• In Zambia, Sida contributed to democratic national 
elections by supporting the work of the electoral 
commission and other state and non-state actors to 
reduce political corruption, increase participation of 
women and youth and promote freedom of expression.

• In Bangladesh, Sida’s support to the monitoring and 
advocacy work of Transparency International has 
contributed to a more transparent system of cash 
payments by the government to vulnerable groups 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.

• In Zimbabwe, the Zimbabwe Media Programme provided 
legal assistance to journalists under threat and promoted 
the right to free information, to counter the human rights 
restrictions introduced by the government during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

In many countries, corruption constitutes a barrier to 
escaping poverty and oppression and a threat to democ-
racy. Where corruption is wide-spread, all functions of 
society are hampered. Corruption undermines the rule of 
law and reduces trust in the government and public insti-
tutions. Sida’s support to anti-corruption organisations and 
institutions increased from SEK 84 million in 2020 to SEK 
140 million in 2021. Other contributions relevant to fighting 
corruption include those aimed at improving public finance 
management (SEK 130 million), public sector policy and 
administration (SEK 260 million), and media and free flow 
of information (SEK 590 million).
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