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Living Our Democratic Values
Protecting human rights and upholding 
democratic values has been a perennial 
goal for presidents of both major political 
parties in the United States. Yet the 
current administration has abandoned our 
democratic allies and values by embracing 
authoritarian leaders, enabling corruption, 
and engaging in a transactional foreign 
policy. The next administration must take 
immediate steps to reverse harmful policies 
and halt human rights violations in U.S. 
domestic and foreign policy, demonstrating 
through words and deeds a renewed 
commitment to living our values. ››



32  Center for American Progress  |  The First 100 Days: Living Our Democratic Values

Over successive administrations, the United States has strived—however imperfectly—
to uphold democratic values. Yet the current administration has actively undermined 
those values, damaging America’s democratic institutions and attacking the very idea 
of universal human rights.1 President Donald Trump has coddled dictators and repudi-
ated America’s most reliable treaty allies.2 In the process, his administration has hobbled 
America’s ability to pursue its founding principles at home and abroad. Rebuilding 
America’s support for democracy and respect for human rights will take serious time 
and energy, and the next administration must get started immediately in January 2021.

The damage that the next administration will need to repair is immense. It is hard 
to overestimate the harm that the current administration has inflicted. From daily 
attacks on the free press3 to intervening in Justice Department investigations4 to using 
the Oval Office to promote private business interests,5 the Trump administration has 
assaulted fundamental norms that American presidents and leaders have long upheld. 
It has sought to disenfranchise voters and violate the basic human rights of minorities, 
women, immigrants, migrants, and LGBTQ individuals.6 The president has repeatedly 
fanned the flames of xenophobia and racism,7 and he has encouraged violence against 
people who were peacefully protesting against structural racism in America.8

At the same time, the current administration has pursued a transactional foreign policy 
bereft of values. This has severely weakened U.S. influence, undermined America’s 
standing and credibility in the world, and hampered its capacity for doing good. 
Russian President Vladimir Putin intervened in the 2016 election to help Trump 
win,9 and later, Trump was impeached for attempting to extort Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelensky to help him with his reelection campaign.10 Trump has repeatedly 
praised and expressed an affinity for dictators—including Kim Jong Un,11 Vladimir 
Putin,12 Abdel Fattah el-Sisi,13 and Xi Jinping14—while disparaging democratic allies. 
Moreover, Trump’s administration has dismissed a wide range of international institu-
tions and efforts designed to advance human rights, from withdrawing from the U.N. 
Human Rights Council15 to walking away from the Global Compact on Migration16 to 
bullying the International Criminal Court (ICC).17

This cumulative damage has only exacerbated the challenges faced by the United 
States and others around the world. Trump’s rise to power is part of a broader wave of 
populism that swept across other countries. Meanwhile, authoritarian governments 
such as China, Russia, and Saudi Arabia have felt emboldened to assert their influence 
abroad and have increased their efforts to undermine democracies and liberal norms 
around the world.18 As populist and authoritarian forces have grown, democracies have 
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experienced setbacks.19 From Turkey to Hungary to Thailand, strongmen leaders have 
gutted democratic norms and institutions in countries that were once seen as ascen-
dant democracies. While this downward trend existed before the Trump administra-
tion, it only accelerated once these backsliding democracies received a green light from 
the president of the United States.20

Intensifying all of these challenges has been the inability of international institutions to 
adequately tackle the world’s biggest challenges. From the coronavirus pandemic and 
climate change to the ongoing civil war in Syria and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the 
U.N. Security Council and other international organizations, hamstrung by the loss of 
effective U.S. leadership, have been largely unable to forge solutions. While much of the 
fault lies with governments not empowering institutions and preventing them from act-
ing, the failure of 20th century international institutions to effectively tackle the world’s 
biggest problems, regardless of the reasons, has further sapped confidence in them.

While the longer-term consequences of the coronavirus pandemic remain unclear, 
authoritarian governments are already attempting to take advantage of the absence of 
U.S. leadership. China is trying to act like a leader in responding to the crisis through 
propaganda abroad and censorship at home.21 Russia and China are both aggres-
sively advancing disinformation meant to undermine democratic governments.22 And 
leaders in dozens of countries are taking advantage of the crisis to tighten their grip 
on power.23 Meanwhile, even in more advanced democracies—including the United 
States—minorities are under siege and people are continuing to lose faith in the ability 
of governments to solve today’s biggest problems.24 If democratic leaders do not get 
their acts together in tackling the pandemic, this global health crisis could also become 
a global democracy crisis.

It is as important as ever to remember why it is in America’s interests that other coun-
tries uphold human rights and protect democratic institutions. Democracies are more 
likely to grow their economies sustainably over time, less likely to fight wars with one 
another, and more likely to protect human rights.25 A world with more democracies is 
a safer, more just, and more prosperous world.

In its first 100 days, the next administration—whether under a President Donald 
Trump or a President Joe Biden—should therefore prioritize the following efforts to 
put the United States on a path to living its values at home and abroad:
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1.	 Strengthen American democracy and protect human rights at home.
2.	 Defend our democracy from foreign interference.
3.	 Put democratic values and human rights at the center of U.S. foreign policy.
4.	 Leverage democratic allies and partners.
5.	 Tackle corruption around the world.

The recommendations that follow provide a range of options for advancing these efforts.
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Strengthen American democracy 
and protect human rights at home

Structural problems with America’s democracy have taken a steep toll in recent years, 
from police brutality, racism, and inequality to criminal justice practices to perceived 
and actual voter suppression—all of which undermine confidence in the fairness and 
justice of democratic institutions. Persistent and worsening political polarization has 
ground congressional cooperation to a halt and prevented even overwhelmingly popu-
lar legislation from passing. Americans are right to wonder whether their government 
can serve their interests. According to public polling, Americans’ satisfaction in their 
style of government is at a record low, rising from less than 1 in 4 dissatisfied citizens in 
1995 to more than half of the country today.26

The next administration must be prepared to demonstrate to Americans that the gov-
ernment can once again work for them, beginning by launching an ambitious effort to 
strengthen democracy and human rights at home. It must pursue bold policies designed 
to address structural problems such as police brutality, racism, and inequality. It must 
take steps to make it easier for citizens to vote and clean up both legal and illegal cor-
ruption that drowns out the interests of ordinary Americans. And it must put forward 
a leadership team that reflects America in all its diversity and engages all citizens in 
tackling long unresolved injustice and achieving the nation’s full potential.

Restoring confidence in U.S. democracy is inextricably linked with efforts to 
strengthen and restore America’s role in the world. Structural racism and systemic 
police brutality, which were at the root of the mass protests that erupted in 2020 in 
response to the murder of George Floyd, not only violate people’s human rights but 
also create weaknesses and divisions in democracy that can be exploited.27 These 
violations are made worse when they are sanctioned by U.S. leaders, as they were when 
President Trump violently dispersed peaceful protesters in front of the White House 
who were exercising their right to freedom of speech. In recent years, this administra-
tion has also punished, rather than protected, those seeking safety from persecution, 
separating families in an ill-advised campaign to deter migrants from America’s south-
ern border and denying them lawful asylum. Closing America’s doors to those seeking 
to flee persecution and poverty erodes the model that America has long striven to be.



36  Center for American Progress  |  The First 100 Days: Living Our Democratic Values

Strengthening American democracy and respecting human rights at home will 
require reversing many of the current administration’s policies and forging new 
large-scale initiatives to address the human rights violations that weaken American 
democracy. The United States must improve its own record on human rights if it 
intends to be a global leader—and it should want to do so. Democracies that respect 
human rights lead to a safer, more prosperous world. The next administration must 
therefore refine its focus on protecting the homeland to more fully account for the 
broader needs of human security, such as child care, health care, work, and edu-
cation—which the coronavirus pandemic has demonstrated are essential to the 
nation’s broader health and security.

QUICK WIN: Use the president’s first address to Congress in January to call for strengthen-

ing democracy at home and defending democratic values abroad. The next administration 

will need to address the deep challenges it faces as a result of systemic racism, an economic 

downturn, and an ongoing global pandemic. The first speech before Congress will provide an 

ideal opportunity to make a powerful connection between what it will take to strengthen the 

union and improve America’s global position in a more competitive world, where democracy 

is receding and authoritarianism is on the rise.

•	 Take action in the first 100 days to tackle multiple overlapping crises and challenges 
to U.S. democracy at home. Challenges such as the COVID-19 pandemic, a hard-hit 
economy, economic inequality and other systemic inequities, the climate crisis, and 
dangerous attacks to the U.S. democratic system by elected leaders all pose a threat 
to the stability of the United States. Early presidential and legislative initiatives on 
these issues in the first 100 days will reassure U.S. allies and partners and improve 
America’s credibility abroad.

QUICK WIN: Immediately change existing U.S. policies that violate human rights. The next 

administration will need to demonstrate in actions and words a real commitment to protect-

ing and promoting human rights at home, including by reversing problematic policies of the 

current administration. The Center for American Progress has written extensively on many 

of these topics, such as the need to end the domestic gag rule;28 rescind the illegal “Muslim 

travel ban” restrictions (executive orders 13769 and 13780);29 halt family separation and other 

abusive tactics at U.S. borders and end attacks on asylum-seekers, including Executive Order 

13841;30 and restore protections for LGBTQ patients in health care settings.31
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Defend our democracy  
from foreign interference

Foreign interference in U.S. elections continues to be a serious threat to the integrity 
of America’s democratic process.32 In attacking elections, America’s adversaries are 
seeking to diminish the confidence of U.S. citizens in the processes that are at the very 
core of U.S. democracy. In 2016, election interference was not only tolerated but also 
invited by then-candidate Trump.33 In 2020, any election interference by foreign actors 
should be met with a decisive response.

The next administration should draw a sharp contrast between the passive response to 
election interference in 2016 and an active response to any interference in 2020. Doing 
so will require the next administration to be prepared not only to investigate any for-
eign interference but also to advise the public about it and respond. Careful plans and 
principled frameworks for publicly disclosing foreign interference efforts and deter-
ring future actions should be developed in advance to aid decision-making. Above all, 
the next administration should stay laser-focused on restoring Americans’ faith in the 
electoral process.

QUICK WIN: Convene the National Security Council (NSC) to address foreign inter-

ference. Pursuant to Executive Order 13848, the director of national intelligence will 

need to offer an assessment on foreign interference within 45 days of the election.34 

The president should convene the National Security Council—possibly as the first NSC 

meeting—to consider intelligence and response options for any interference that the 

Office of the Director of National Intelligence (ODNI) identifies.

QUICK WIN: Issue a declaratory statement on foreign interference and outline conse-

quences for it. The next administration should issue an early statement that condemns 

any foreign interference in U.S. elections and explains that the administration will treat it 

as an adversarial act that significantly affects the relationship between the United States 

and the interfering nation’s government. The statement should outline how the adminis-

tration will leverage all appropriate instruments of national power to impose substantial 

and lasting costs on state perpetrators.
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QUICK WIN: Express support for bipartisan legislation on election interference. Smart, 

bipartisan bills that would strengthen deterrence and provide funds to prevent election 

interference have languished in Congress.35 The next administration should express sup-

port for bipartisan legislation on election interference and tell the next Congress to pass 

these bills and send them to the president for signature.

•	 Announce a regulatory agenda to address the harms created by new technologies 
and large technology companies. In the first 100 days, the next administration 
should develop a broad domestic agenda to address and regulate the harms created 
by new technologies and large technology companies, with a focus on privacy, 
disinformation, competition, and new regulatory models. This new domestic 
technology agenda should be developed in conjunction with a new international 
agenda in order to ensure an aligned approach to technology at home and abroad.

•	 Implement National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) provisions to: 1) create a 
counter-malign influence center at ODNI; 2) create a social media data center; and 
3) appoint a counter-foreign interference coordinator. These provisions represent 
a significant step toward addressing key vulnerabilities in U.S. democracy and 
countering interference from an increasing number of state actors. The next 
administration should take immediate steps to implement these efforts as part of 
broader efforts to prevent and deter future election interference.

•	 Establish a clear mission for the Global Engagement Center and mobilize it for action. 
While the Global Engagement Center has had a rocky start, it still has great potential 
to lead U.S. interagency efforts to proactively address foreign adversaries’ attempts 
to use disinformation and propaganda to undermine U.S. democracy and interests.36 
Poor leadership and high turnover have hampered the effectiveness of this promising 
center. The next administration should establish a clear mission for the Global 
Engagement Center and mobilize it to focus not only on identifying foreign 
interference but also on coordinating efforts to expose adversarial false narratives 
publicly, helping Americans and other audiences understand the need to be vigilant 
about the threat of disinformation.

•	 Convene a high-level meeting with tech companies on ways to enhance cooperation 
while protecting privacy and free speech. Technology companies clearly play an 
important role in today’s political environment. The next administration should 
convene an early meeting with relevant companies to discuss opportunities to 
enhance cooperation and protect privacy and free speech. This meeting could 
be timed to coincide with the opening of ODNI’s Social Media Data and Threat 
Analysis Center established by the 2020 NDAA.
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•	 Announce a public-private partnership on digital literacy and civic education. 
Simple policy solutions that would increase digital literacy and civic education 
among the American population could help weaken attempts by U.S. adversaries 
to sow discord in U.S. democracy.37 The administration should announce a 
public-private partnership to kick-start these programs, with the goal of increasing 
awareness of gaps in digital media literacy and protecting future elections.
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Put democratic values and  
human rights at the center  
of U.S. foreign policy

As the next administration works to address challenges to democracy at home, it 
will also need to dramatically reset its approach abroad. Past debates on U.S. foreign 
policy have centered on a false competition between values and interests, but they 
are mutually reinforcing. Indeed, democratic values should be a primary driver of 
U.S. national security strategy in a century that could largely be defined by a contest 
between democratic and authoritarian systems.

Unfortunately, the current administration has failed to grasp the competitive power 
of American values. Instead, the Trump administration has cozied up to dictators and 
autocrats and pursued purely transactional relationships with America’s democratic 
allies.38 Moreover, it has questioned the very idea of universal human rights39 and aban-
doned vulnerable groups while they were under threat.40 The Trump administration 
has walked away from multilateral forums such as the U.N. Human Rights Council,41 
all while gutting funding for global health, development, and human rights bodies that 
sought to help vulnerable communities.42

Putting democratic values and human rights back at the center of U.S. foreign policy 
should not be confused with discredited notions of regime change or of America 
seeking to reshape the world in its image. Humility will be essential to a renewed U.S. 
approach. In fact, it will be important to acknowledge that while the United States can 
still serve as an important catalyst for action, other allies and partners may be able to 
more effectively lead on many of these issues.

In the first 100 days of the next administration, there are some key steps that can be 
taken to center U.S. foreign policy around democratic values in order to secure a more 
democratic and just world.43
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QUICK WIN: Use the occasion of Human Rights Day on December 10, 2020, to issue a 

statement to signal a new approach to human rights. This statement from the president or 

president-elect should include an affirmation of the U.S. commitment to international organi-

zations and agreements that promote human rights, including an announcement of intent to 

rejoin the U.N. Human Rights Council, sign the migration and refugee compacts, reengage with 

the U.N. LGBTI Core Group44 and the Equal Rights Coalition,45 and bring U.S. advocacy in line 

with promoting these rights in all international forums.

•	 Prioritize defending democracy as a vital national interest in the next administration’s 
National Security Strategy. The National Security Strategy (NSS) is the key 
mechanism for outlining the president’s top national security priorities. The next 
administration should prioritize defending democracy and pushing back on 
authoritarian competitors as a vital national interest and a strategic priority worthy 
of serious effort and investment. Doing so will signal a strategic shift from the 2017 
NSS, which did not prioritize defending democracy, and will send a strong message 
to the American people, to Congress, and to foreign constituencies.

QUICK WIN: Disavow the approach outlined by the final report of the State Department’s Com-

mission on Unalienable Rights. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo used the commission’s report to 

wrongly suggest that prioritizing certain human rights, namely freedom of religion and property 

rights, over others is “desirable” in U.S. foreign policy.46 This is a profound and dangerous misun-

derstanding of the interconnected nature of universal human rights and their role in U.S. foreign 

policy. The next administration should disavow Pompeo’s current approach, emphasize that it 

is not intended to guide future U.S. policy, and reaffirm the commitment of the United States to 

the interconnected and interrelated understanding of universal human rights. The next admin-

istration should also review and consider rescinding Executive Order 13926, which calls for the 

State Department and the U.S. Agency for International Development to prioritize international 

religious freedom in diplomacy and programming.47

•	 Take immediate action to support the forcibly displaced. Worldwide, some 79 million 
people are currently displaced because of conflict or persecution—marking the highest 
total since World War II.48 Rather than lead the world in responding to this need, 
President Trump has used statutory authority to unilaterally ban broad categories of 
people from entering the United States, targeting individuals from Muslim-majority 
countries,49 asylum-seekers,50 large classes of immigrants and nonimmigrants,51 and 
others. Each year, the Trump administration has also allowed fewer and fewer refugees 
to be admitted into the United States by setting record-low targets in the annual 
presidential determination process.52 Addressing the worst refugee crisis of this century 
will require a comprehensive response that extends well beyond the first 100 days; 
however, to signal an immediate policy shift, the next administration should take the 
following actions:
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QUICK WIN: Sign the migration and refugee compacts. Although the Trump administra-

tion has not done so, 180 countries signed the agreement on migration and 181 countries 

signed the agreement on refugees, pledging to support efforts to reduce the causes of 

migration and reaffirming the rights of asylum-seekers.53 Signing these compacts would 

send an important signal that the United States intends to support international efforts to 

protect the forcibly displaced during a time of unprecedented global need.

•	 Rescind entry bans and revise Section 212(f) of the Immigration and Nationality 
Act. The president should rescind existing entry bans imposed by presidential 
proclamation and work with Congress to rewrite Section 212(f ) of the 
Immigration and Nationality Act—8 U.S.C. 1182(f )—to provide important 
substantive, procedural, and temporal checks against future presidential abuses 
such as those contained in the National Origin-Based Antidiscrimination for 
Nonimmigrants (NO BAN) Act.54

•	 Protect and promote women’s rights. The next administration must prioritize 
women’s health and rights at home and abroad, including by rolling back the current 
administration’s attacks on reproductive health and committing the United States to 
fully protect and uphold sexual and reproductive health and rights—such as abortion, 
contraception, and breastfeeding—in international treaties and documents, funding, 
and policy statements.

QUICK WIN: End the Global Gag Rule (also known as the Mexico City policy). This 

rule restricts U.S. global health funding from organizations who work on reproductive 

rights.55 The Trump administration adopted an expansive Global Gag Rule that covered 

all U.S. health funds, affecting billions in foreign aid and preventing millions of women 

and families from accessing critical health services. The next administration should 

stand up for women’s health and rights by rescinding the rule. Moreover, it should sup-

port the Global Health, Empowerment, and Rights (HER) Act, which would permanently 

ban the Global Gag Rule.

QUICK WIN: Clarify the Siljander Amendment. The administration should issue a presi-

dential memorandum or executive order clarifying the Siljander Amendment (1981) and 

defining what qualifies as lobbying for or against abortion.56 The amendment can bar U.S. 

foreign aid from any activity that could be constituted as lobbying. The executive order 

should clarify that interpretation should be extremely narrow in order to allow for greater 

access to abortion and reproductive health across all U.S. assistance.



43  Center for American Progress  |  The First 100 Days: Living Our Democratic Values

•	 Support and defend democratic voices. The United States should work together with 
international partners to strengthen international norms regarding the rights of citizens 
to mobilize peacefully for greater human rights and engage in nonviolent protest 
against their respective governments. Specifically, the next administration should 1) 
include in its first budget a request that Congress expand funding for the National 
Endowment for Democracy, the National Democratic Institute, and the International 
Republican Institute, all of which invest in and work to strengthen democracy 
worldwide; and 2) work with international partners to launch an effort to develop 
principles for supporting peaceful protest movements, which would include efforts to 
deter and punish states that violently crack down on their own people.

QUICK WIN: Encourage the secretary of state to meet with civil society nongovern-

mental organizations on all trips. Civil society is under threat in countries around the 

world, from autocracies to backsliding democracies.57 In addition to providing robust as-

sistance to civil society organizations abroad, the next administration should immediately 

announce a commitment that all senior officials—including the president, vice president, 

and secretary of state—will meet with civil society organizations and representatives on 

foreign trips, whenever possible. This would send an important signal that the United 

States supports civil society everywhere and that America’s relationships with the people 

of each country are just as important as its relationships with the governments.

QUICK WIN: Lift sanctions on the International Criminal Court. While the United States has 

always had a fraught relationship with the ICC, the Trump administration has treated the court like 

an enemy, authorizing sanctions against ICC personnel involved in cases against Americans.58 As 

a first step toward engaging constructively with the ICC, the next administration should immedi-

ately revoke Executive Order 13928.59

•	 Build a stronger bureaucratic infrastructure to elevate democracy and human rights 
concerns across the government. To elevate the importance of democracy and 
human rights in U.S. foreign policy, the next administration will need to establish a 
strong infrastructure to ensure that these issues remain elevated in the interagency 
policy process.

QUICK WIN: Reestablish a democracy and human rights directorate within the NSC 

staff. The next administration should restore the directorate on democracy, human rights, 

and development in the National Security Council. The NSC staffs of the Obama, Bush, 

and Clinton administrations had directorates explicitly tasked to cover human rights and 

democracy to ensure that they remained a focus at the White House. This directorate 

should cover a broad mandate including human rights, democracy, development, and 

foreign assistance issues.
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QUICK WIN: Make the assistant secretary for democracy, human rights, and labor an 

early appointment. After Cabinet-level positions are announced, the next administration 

should quickly announce the nominee for assistant secretary of the Bureau of Democracy, 

Human Rights, and Labor. Announcing this position immediately would signify the impor-

tance of human rights in U.S. foreign policy. President Trump did not announce a nominee 

for the office until June 2019, 2 1/2 years into his administration.
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Leverage democratic  
allies and partners

The president must immediately begin working closely with democratic allies and 
partners. Whether with treaty allies in Europe and Asia, democracies in Africa and 
Latin America, or multilateral organizations such as the Community of Democracies, 
the more the United States engages with its democratic friends around the world—
including by showing tough love when these countries or organizations fall short of 
upholding democratic principles—the more effective the United States will be in 
ensuring that it addresses global challenges in ways that uphold core values.

The Trump administration has abandoned one of America’s strongest assets in foreign 
policy: its democratic allies. From criticizing these allies60 to shunning multilateralism,61 
the current administration has unilaterally undermined America’s ability to pursue 
foreign policy goals alongside the world’s most capable partners. The next U.S. president 
will need democratic allies, whether to respond to the global economic devastation of 
the pandemic or to confront China’s destabilizing behavior.

The next administration will have to move quickly. Some actions in its first 100 days 
must aim to prove to democratic allies that America will once again respect its partner-
ships with democracies, whether by prioritizing democracies in meetings and travel, 
reaching out to them to chart new directions on key issues, or just saying the right 
things in speeches.

The president will also have to move quickly to establish new patterns of coopera-
tion with democracies in order to adapt to a world that is rapidly changing. As 
populism erodes democratic institutions and norms toward majoritarianism and 
as authoritarians push their influence abroad, America must pursue a new level 
of cooperation with the world’s democracies with the goal of both bolstering the 
strength of individual democratic systems and strengthening alignment among 
democracies on key global challenges.

In addition, the next administration will have to look for new ways to strengthen 
America’s capacity to help its democratic allies by working with Congress to prioritize 
foreign assistance and other support to democracies.
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•	 Host a global summit of democracies. In the first 100 days, the president should 
announce that the United States will convene a first summit of democracies in 2021 to 
signal solidarity with the world’s democracies and the key role that the United States 
intends to play in prioritizing its relationships with democracies. The Community of 
Democracies can provide the main vehicle through which to organize this summit, 
which will have the added effect of bolstering a key institution for democracies to 
coordinate and address key challenges.62 Civil society organizations from around the 
world—which participate in the Community of Democracies processes—should be 
invited to join this summit. The agenda for this first meeting should be focused on 
protecting democratic elections and systems from outside influence, sharing lessons 
learned, and developing common policy ideas to prevent future interference. To avoid 
giving elected authoritarians a free pass, it may also be worth considering excluding 
democratic countries, such as Hungary and Poland, that are slipping with respect to 
protection of minorities, judicial independence, or press freedom.

•	 Launch a Democratic Strategic Advantage Initiative. The president should announce 
his intention to create a Democratic Strategic Advantage Initiative to prioritize and 
organize U.S. foreign assistance to support democracies, and he should include the 
proposal in the next budget. This initiative would authorize the U.S. government 
to amplify and better synchronize U.S. economic and security assistance and 
commercial investment packages. For example, in addition to increased economic 
assistance, the United States should coordinate its current tools for security 
assistance—from arms sales or grants to military training to technology transfers—
in order to give democracies a strategic edge over authoritarian adversaries. And in 
addition to supporting democracies with packages that include all relevant tools of 
U.S. statecraft, the administration should request that Congress include as part of the 
initiative a separate set of foreign assistance funds for democracies—like Congress 
does for the Millennium Challenge Corporation—in part to resist the need for 
trade-offs in the budget process with assistance to other, nondemocratic countries. 
While it will take time to work with Congress and relevant agencies to establish the 
details, the administration should begin that process immediately and signal that the 
United States will prioritize countries that are transitioning to democracy—or have 
recently done so—for special support from the United States.
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•	 Prioritize principal-level trips to democracies. The president, vice president, 
and secretary of state should make their first trips of 2021 to democratic allies. 
This will send the right message about the values and partners that the next 
administration prioritizes.

	– Prioritize early engagement with Mexico, Canada, and Europe. Traditionally, a 
president’s first meeting with a foreign leader in Washington, D.C., is with the leader 
of Mexico, and the first foreign trip is to Canada. The next president or president-
elect should flip this script, underscoring the importance of America’s partnerships 
with its closest neighbors by hosting the Canadian leader in D.C. and taking a 
daytrip to meet with his Mexican counterpart before inauguration if possible to 
do so safely with COVID-19 restrictions. Post-inauguration, the president’s first 
international trip should be to Europe, and in the first 100 days pending public 
health guidelines, the president should announce that he will attend the annual East 
Asia and Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation summits in the fall.

	– The Cabinet should prioritize engagement with democracies in the first 100 days. 
To emphasize the importance of America’s democratic alliances, the vice president 
and secretary of state should take trips to Asia and Europe in the first 100 days, 
with one going to each region. Specific recommendations can be found in a later 
section of this report on “Recalibrating U.S. Global Relationships.”
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Tackle corruption around the world

For more than four decades, the United States has been perhaps the most prominent 
advocate for and enforcer of anti-corruption norms and transparency standards in the 
international system. Under the current administration, however, the United States has 
ceded its leadership position and moral authority in the global fight against graft.63 Since 
the beginning, the Trump administration has slashed funding for vital anti-corruption 
programs,64 rolled back key regulations and initiatives related to political and corporate 
transparency,65 and allowed governments in places such as Guatemala and Honduras to 
quash popular anti-corruption initiatives in the name of security cooperation.66 Most 
egregiously, the president sought to extort the leader of Ukraine—a country that has 
long struggled with entrenched corruption—into conducting a politicized investigation 
into former Vice President Joe Biden, in effect exporting his own corruption to a 
vulnerable geopolitical partner.67 New revelations suggest that the president also 
appealed to Chinese President Xi for trade concessions to advance his personal political 
agenda.68 All of this has occurred against the backdrop of the president’s unprecedented 
use of his official position to enrich himself, his family, and his friends.

To reverse this damage to the global fight against graft, the next administration will 
need to act decisively and innovatively to make anti-corruption a major foreign policy 
priority, one that draws on the full suite of U.S. capabilities—diplomacy, foreign assis-
tance, financial regulation, intelligence, and law enforcement—in order to meet the 
myriad threats that corruption poses to U.S. interests at home and abroad.

•	 Champion new anti-corruption legislation. The United States should act forcefully 
to clean up its own act and ensure that American entities and assets do not become 
a sink for the proceeds of foreign corruption. To that end, the next administration 
should push new anti-corruption legislation that creates a federal beneficial ownership 
registry, requires more detailed reporting of cross-border transactions, extends the 
federal bribery statute to foreign officials who receive bribes from U.S. persons and 
firms, and closes gaps in the Bank Secrecy Act and related anti-money laundering 
legislation that exempt certain transactions, such as real estate, from scrutiny.69 
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Importantly, the next administration should also strongly advocate for legislation to 
ban political spending by U.S. corporations that have an appreciable amount of foreign 
ownership and/or control, as detailed in a prior CAP publication.70

•	 Stand up an interagency task force on corruption. The next administration should 
stand up an interagency task force on corruption within the first 100 days, co-led by 
the U.S. departments of State and Treasury, and task it to 1) assess how corruption 
by authoritarian competitors is being used to undermine U.S. interests and subvert 
democracy; and 2) develop a strategy to combat those activities. This global anti-
corruption strategy should:

	– Use U.S. financial power to promote global transparency. Signal a more aggressive 
use of the “special measures” of Section 311 of the Patriot Act to target 
jurisdictions and entities that serve as major centers of illicit finance despite being 
formally compliant with global anti-money laundering standards71 and expand use 
of the Global Magnitsky Act to sanction corrupt actors in alignment with broader, 
strategic anti-corruption objectives.72

	– Create a rapid-response action fund for anti-corruption. U.S. foreign assistance 
related to anti-corruption is both too small and too inflexible to meet the rapidly 
evolving threats that corruption poses to global peace and security. To that end, 
the next administration should work with Congress to create a rapid-response 
action fund to support overseas anti-corruption efforts, either by passing the 
Countering Russian and Other Overseas Kleptocracy (CROOK) Act currently 
before Congress or through stand-alone legislation.73

QUICK WIN: Establish an anti-corruption coordinator at the State Department. This office could 

be modeled after the sanctions coordination office under the Obama administration, led by a se-

nior ambassador-level coordinator. The office would be charged with coordinating and advancing 

U.S. anti-corruption policies as well as working with allies and partners around the world.
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Conclusion

Living our democratic values at home and abroad is crucial to demonstrating move-
ment toward a more progressive national security. In order to signal a meaningful shift 
in U.S. foreign policy, the next administration should use its first 100 days to restore 
human rights protections, rebuild democratic norms, and root out corruption.

New executive orders or policies recommended  
in the first 100 days:

•	 Issue a declaratory statement on foreign interference and outline consequences for it.
•	 Revise Section 212(f ) of the Immigration and Nationality Act to prohibit discrimination  

in immigration and entry into the United States.
•	 Clarify the Siljander Amendment (1981) to narrowly interpret what qualifies as lobbying 

for or against abortion.
•	 Launch a Democratic Strategic Advantage Initiative to prioritize and organize U.S. foreign 

assistance to support democracies.

Executive orders or policies recommended  
for recission or removal:

•	 Executive Orders 13769 and 13780: Impose illegal “Muslim travel ban” restrictions 
•	 Executive Order 13841: Justifies the separation of families in immigration detention
•	 Executive Order 13926: Prioritizes religious freedom in diplomacy and foreign 

assistance programming
•	 Executive Order 13928: Imposes sanctions on the International Criminal Court
•	 Global Gag Rule (also known as the Mexico City policy): Restricts reproductive  

rights in U.S. foreign assistance
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