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President Ronald Reagan’s call to “begin a 

major effort to secure the best - a crusade 

for freedom that will engage the faith 

and fortitude of the next generation” 

started a new chapter in the advancement of democracy 

and freedom around the world.   Since 1983 the 

International Republican Institute (IRI), a nonprofit, 

nonpartisan organization, has worked to advance 

freedom and democracy worldwide by providing 

assistance to nations at various stages of political 

development: from those struggling to free themselves, 

to those in transition, to established democracies.

Throughout the world, IRI has worked to promote 

democracy by supporting open and transparent 

elections, strengthening electoral processes and political 

parties, increasing government transparency and 

accountability, and ensuring the right of all people to be 

represented fairly and justly by their governments.

“The promotion of freedom is the most 
authentic expression of our national 
character.  To accept the abridgement of 
those rights for other societies should be 
no less false to the American heart than to 
accept their abridgment in our own society.”

~ IRI Chairman, Senator John McCain
   25th Anniversary of President Ronald Reagan’s   
   Westminster Speech, June 20, 2007



          Political Party & 
                              Candidate Development

The right of any group or individual to compete in the political process is 

central to all democracies.  Strong political parties or independent candidates 

give people a choice among ideas.  This competition ensures that citizens 

have a role in determining their own destiny.  IRI’s political party efforts have 

been central to helping the post-communist countries of Europe consolidate 

their democracies.  

In Macedonia, IRI has worked to strengthen political party structures 

since the country’s independence in 1991.  The Institute’s work helping 

parties communicate more effectively, strengthening branch structures, 

and developing youth and women’s organizations have made IRI an honest 

broker for parties of both the left and right, ethnic-Macedonian and ethnic-

Albanian.  

The 2006 parliamentary elections marked a 

watershed in Macedonian politics, when both the 

incumbent Social Democrats and the opposition 

VMRO-DPMNE parties relied on IRI polling data 

to construct their messages and strategies.  Both 

sides waged a highly issue-oriented campaign 

giving the voters are real choice between ideas.

At an IRI-hosted training, a Macedonian 
woman considering running for office 
practices giving an interview.  



To mend the democratic social contract between those who govern and the 

governed and bridge the communication gap that exists between the public 

and local government, IRI works with elected leaders and their staffs to more 

effectively prioritize issues that demand attention, enhance government 

transparency and accountability and, simultaneously, promote greater citizen 

participation in local decision-making processes. 

In 2008, IRI conducted public opinion research in Soacha, Colombia 

to assist the new mayor in developing a municipal strategy that directly 

addresses citizen needs and priorities.  IRI also facilitated the creation of an 

Office of Transparency in Soacha where citizens can access information on 

public finances, programs and services as well as process complaints.  In 2009 

the Mayor of Soacha, with IRI assistance, will put forth a municipal budget 

developed with public involvement and debate.  

Working in nine cities 

and several regions across 

Colombia, IRI is helping  to 

strengthen democracy long 

before citizens cast ballots.    

Governance Initiatives

Dr. Maria Eugenia Riascos, Mayor of 
Cucuta, studies IRI public opinion data from 
her municipality.



Through civil society, people find solutions to community problems, demand 

changes in government policies, raise public awareness and increase citizen 

participation – all critical components of a thriving democracy.  

In Iraq, IRI works with coalitions representing women, youth and religious 

and ethnic minorities on nationwide advocacy and public awareness 

campaigns that are designed to inform the electorate of important issues and 

increase participation in the civic and political life of the country.

Through trainings, IRI supports young women leaders in their efforts to 

expand political space through which women can advance.  IRI also supports 

young Iraqis on Campaign 25, an initiative to lower the age of candidacy 

from 30 to 25, and Iraqi minorities campaign to remove divisive indicators of 

religion or ethnicity from state identification cards.    

IRI also supports the work of civil society to educate voters on the voter 

registration process for a series of national 

elections planned for 2009.  Using a combination 

of grassroots activities, electronic and printed 

media, IRI partners have already reached 

approximately two million citizens, many of them 

first-time voters.   

 A student hangs a pro-democracy poster 
to mobilize support among Iraqi voters.  

Civil Society Initiatives



For people to fully participate in the electoral process they must know their 

rights and responsibilities, as well as their choices on the ballot.  Through 

partnerships with election officials, political parties, civil society groups and 

candidates around the world, IRI helps educate voters about the election 

process, issues on the ballot and candidate platforms. IRI’s work also 

encourages people to participate in their democracy by voting. 

In Bangladesh, the installation of an unelected caretaker government and the 

declaration of a state of emergency restricted public political dialogue for two 

years prior to the parliamentary elections in December 2008.  

To encourage political leaders to engage voters before the elections were 

scheduled, IRI partnered with local civil society groups to bring municipal 

and national politicians face-to-face with concerned citizens through a 

series of town hall meetings.  To enrich 

the exchange, IRI combined the meetings 

with discussions featuring recognized, 

nonpartisan experts on public issues such as 

sanitation, job creation and crime. 

In addition to providing information to the 

voters, the meetings highlighted the roles 

of traditionally marginalized groups in the 

electoral process, such as elected female city 

councilors and first-time voters.     

Civic Education

A citizen voices his concerns to local 
politicians at a town hall meeting in Dhaka, 
Bangladesh.



Women’s active participation in the political life of their community is a 

hallmark of democratic society.  Today, millions of women all over the world 

continue to struggle for the rights that others have enjoyed for more than 

a generation.  Many cannot vote, run for office or participate in civic life.  

Women in many areas of the world are beginning to demand change and the 

right to have a say in their government.

The Women’s Democracy Network (WDN) offers opportunities for 

women to share and gain the skills needed for leadership in political parties, 

government and civil society.  Through collaborating with IRI’s regional 

divisions, the WDN offers skills training and networking opportunities to link 

women within their communities and between countries.  The network also 

encourages members to create profiles and keep in touch through its website, 

www.wdn.org.  

In 2008, the WDN inaugurated the Jeane J. 

Kirkpatrick Award to recognize those who have 

made significant contributions to women’s 

political advancement.

In more than 65 countries, IRI works with women 

to improve their communities and countries and 

advance democracy worldwide.

Women’s Initiatives

A Bolivian woman participates in a WDN 
conference in Brussels, Belgium.  



The future of any country is in the hands of its youth.  To help ensure that 

the future is one of freedom and hope, IRI works with youth to develop 

their leadership skills and increase involvement in their community and the 

political process.

With the majority of Afghanistan’s population younger than 25, there is 

mounting pressure on the government to increase resources for higher 

education and entry level jobs.  To ensure the concerns of the Afghani 

youth are heard and addressed, IRI helped establish the Afghanistan Youth 

National and Social Organization (AYNSO).   Part of a broader effort to 

increase youth participation in the political process, AYNSO works with 

political leaders and hundreds of local youth networks across Afghanistan’s 

ethnic and sectarian lines.  

Additionally, AYNSO continues to expand and institutionalize its advocacy 

by serving as an impetus to encourage dialogue about the specific needs of 

the nation’s youth.  

Youth Leadership Development

During ANYSO’s national membership 
drive, youth receive brochures and sign-up 
to join the organization. 



Holding elections does not mean a country is a democracy; however, no 

country can be a democracy without them.  In a democracy, elections are 

transparent, open and competitive and the ballots are secret.  To ensure 

elections meet these standards, IRI trains local election monitors, conducts 

pre-election assessment missions, monitors elections and publishes reports 

on election outcomes.

Following decades of turmoil and civil war, Liberia held two rounds of 

presidential elections in 2005 that were hailed as credible by IRI and other 

international observers.  Twenty-two candidates competed in the first 

round of balloting with no clear winner emerging.  Despite the findings of 

IRI, supporters of George Weah claimed their candidate had won outright.  

Tensions mounted with Weah supporters promising protests if their 

candidate did not win in the second round.  Just one month later, voters went 

to the polls and elected Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf as the first woman president 

of an African nation.  The findings of IRI and other observers were critical in 

lending legitimacy to the elections and helped to 

avoid the massive protests Weah supporters had 

promised.    

Since 1983, IRI has monitored more than 135 

elections in more than 41 countries.  

Election Monitoring

Women line up to vote in Liberia’s first 
democratic election in nearly two decades.



History has shown that the path to democracy is not an easy one.  For countries 

where authoritarian regimes exist and basic human rights are denied, the peaceful 

transition to democracy is even more difficult.  Pro-democracy reformers require 

the support of the international community as they stand up to brutal regimes.  

“Europe’s last dictator” continues to rule Belarus with an iron fist, using tactics 

common under Soviet rule – spying, harassment, arrests, beatings and murders.  

However, due to an energy crisis with Russia and increased international 

condemnation of the government’s violation of human rights, cracks are forming 

in the façade of stability, which the regime has long touted.  

IRI is working with the Unified Democratic Forces (UDF), a coalition of pro-

democratic reformers that is a democratic alternative to the repressive regime.  

In December 2007, IRI hosted a delegation of the UDF in Washington, DC, 

where they met with President George W.  Bush and U.S. Secretary of State 

Condoleezza Rice and received widespread support for their democratic struggle.

Prior to the country’s 2008 parliamentary elections, the UDF created a unified 

strategy and ran a list of 110 pro-democratic candidates.  Based on survey 

research, the UDF 

developed a message that 

reflected the desires and 

attitudes of the voters and 

campaigned arduously, 

even at great personal risk.  

Members of the UDF meet with then-U.S. 
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice. 

Closed Societies
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