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Since the return of democracy in 1982, Bolivia has made substantial progress consolidating this
process. At the same time, economic progress, measured as an expansion of the economy and
material improvements in the quality of life of citizens (such as access to basic services) has
improved slightly. For many advocates of democracy, this correlation should exist, as the
prosperity of the most developed societies in the world rests in sound and solid institutional
democratic practices. But is this case for Bolivia? Is there a correlation between democratic
progress and economic prosperity? This paper explores this fundamental questions from a broad
perspective, questioning how much of the economic growth can be attributed to political
stability resulting from the expansion of democracy in Bolivia.

** Paper submitted for consideration for the “2010 Bolivian Conference on Development Economics” - La Paz,
Bolivia Nov 18-19, 2010. This draft is part of an ongoing work on institutional and social changes in the Andes so
please do not circulate without the explicit consent of the author. Comments are much welcome.

Democratic Evolution

Transition and attempts at Consolidation
On October 10th 1982, Hernán Siles Zuazo assumed the presidency of one of the most unstable
countries of the Hemisphere, one where democracy finally triumphed after almost two decades
of mostly military regimes that reached power through non-democratic means. Moreover, Siles
Zuazo received the presidency after five years of intense turmoil (1978-1982), perhaps Bolivia’s
most unstable period, where the country saw the dismissal of one president due to fraudulent
elections, the overthrown of two constitutional provisional governments, four military coups
d’etat, one military ‘junta’ (in addition to other two transitional juntas) and three other
unconstitutional seizures of the presidency.
The immediate task for Siles Zuazo, therefore, was to consolidate democracy but with a
strict respect for human rights and civil liberties. Unfortunately, during his time in office,
international and national contextual issues conspired against his government, including an
already decreasing trend for the prices of Bolivia’s most important export-commodities such as
tin and silver; and a non-collaborative, highly impatient, but powerful workers union, the
Central Obrera de Boliviana (COB). Despite some democratic gains and some feeble attempts at
redesigning the institutional make up of the country through social and economic plans, the
populist and unsuccessful policies adopted by his administration culminated in an economy at
the verge of collapse, affected by one of the highest inflations that the world has seen that
peaked with an staggering annual rate of 25,000% (!) (Sachs and Morales, 1990). In an
uncommon gesture for a Latin American politician, Siles Zuazo resigned his position, cutting his
constitutional mandate a year short.
Democracy in Bolivia survived this initial test through the constitutional transfer of
powers to Víctor Paz Estenssoro, the winner of the 1985 elections who represented once again
the emblematic party of the 1952 Revolution, the Movimiento Nacionalista Revolucionario
(MNR) and Siles Zuazo’s old comrade in arms. Paz Estenssoro’s famous phrase of “Bolivia se
nos muere” (Bolivia is dying) during his inaugural speech reflects the gravity of the crisis.
Immediately, he addressed the most pressing economic issues and brought back stability to the
country (with a strong neo-liberal agenda) but at a high social cost. The following three
administrations of Paz Zamora, Sánchez de Lozada and Bánzer/Quiroga 1 (1985-2002), were
possible through a series of intra-party accords designed to share power through electoral

Page

1

reciprocity, a Bolivian version of Venezuela’s puntofijismo (CF. Trinkunas, 2002) which in
Bolivia had the formal label of “Pacted Democracy’ (Democracia Pactada). This agreement was
possible due to the characteristics of the Bolivian electoral system of the time that gave Congress
the power to elect the President among running candidates if a simple majority was not reached
during the election, something that Mayorga (1997) well defined as a successful implementation
of a hybrid (mestizo) model of ‘parliamentarized presidentialism’.
In a simplistic interpretation, two different but interconnected stages can be
distinguished, one of democratic transition/consolidation –the administrations of Siles Zuazo,
Paz Estenssoro and Paz Zamora– and one of consolidation/expansion – the governments of
Sánchez de Lozada and Bánzer/Quiroga. Although it is not the purpose of this chapter to analyze
this period in detail, some general comments can be made regarding the quality of democracy,
using Levine and Molina’s (2007) five empirical dimensions. 2 First, Bolivia showed an
unprecedented level of electoral maturity. For the first time since the introduction of universal
suffrage in 1952, this country enjoyed a long and uninterrupted period of democratic practice
through free, fair and competitive elections. This doesn’t mean that this process was exempt
from faults. There were many, including restrictive entry barriers for the creation of parties, poor
registration mechanisms for voters (e.g. absence of proper documentation such as birth
certificates, etc.), low levels of education particularly for indigenous peoples and women
(including high rates of illiteracy in many areas), a wide urban-rural gap in terms of access to
resources and political participation that historically penalized the countryside, and an unhealthy
monopoly of political parties over state powers and within party structures (that fosters
caudillismo, clientelism, corporatism and nepotism). But the existence of frequent and fair
elections 3 and the consistently high turnout (Table 1) can be understood as signs of civicness
and a regained sense of responsiveness from the state (and that of political parties) to mounting
social pressure for higher political participation, including a relatively neutral involvement of the
armed forces and its less interventionist leadership.
Despite these positive gains, the quality of democracy did not expand as much as had
been expected, in part because of the already mentioned (structural) constraints, but also because
of some specific characteristics of the system itself that distorted representation, giving too much
power to a set of institutions that were historically exclusive, such as political parties. In all the
cases during this period, the election of the President was done through political negotiations
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behind doors, following the corporatist logic of power-sharing through political quotas, favoring
political opportunism as opposed to well-thought processes of state planning and reform.

Table 1. Percentage of electoral turnout. National and municipal elections (19892005)
Type of
Election

National
Municipal

Year of the Election
1989

1991

1993

1995

1997

1999

2002

2004

2005

73.6

-

72.2

-

71.4

-

63.4

-

84.5

-

N.a.

-

63.56

-

59.44

-

63.4

-

Sources: Own elaboration with data from Bolivia National Electoral Court (CNE) at www.cne.org.bo, Altman and Lalander
(2003) with data from Miguel Centellas at http://www.centellas.org/ politics /data.html, and Romero Ballivián (2005).

The other dimension considered is participation, which will be explored later in the
context of decentralization reforms. But leaving this reform aside, although national
participation, such as voting, seemed to be open, most spaces for a more meaningful one were
closed. It is not a surprise, therefore, that many unions and non-state social organizations had to
seek alternative ways of participation, in their pursuance of political goals, through direct
activism in the form of demonstrations, strikes and blockades. The state response to periods of
high social/political unrest was often harsh, including frequent use of exceptional constitutional
measures such as the imposition of a state of siege, which entails the restriction of political rights
and civil liberties, and speaks by itself in terms of questioning the quality of democracy in
Bolivia. The lack of institutional channels for participation, contestation and negotiation at the
national level, combined with a perceived lack of proper representation in instances such as the
national parliament, are some of the factors that explain the proliferation of social movements
and all sorts of Non-Government Organizations with distinctive sets of political agendas,
ideology, membership and areas of influence (such as the Cocaleros in the Chapare region or the
Autonomy Movement in the city of Santa Cruz). It is not a coincidence, therefore, that Bolivia
has one of the most ‘active’ societies in the hemisphere, and that the ‘politics of the street’ –
marches, blockades, etc.– is a regular and expected form of political participation and
negotiation, rather than an extreme form of protest. Indeed, Bolivia has the highest levels of
participation in public demonstrations compared to similar countries. (see Figure 1)
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Figure 1. Participation in public demonstrations (LAPOP sample, 2004)

During this period, the other three elements of the quality of democracy proposed by
Levine and Molina (Op.Cit), accountability, responsiveness and sovereignty at the national level,
are much weaker than the two already discussed. Due to the restricted and closed character of
partisan politics, accountability of public officials has been restricted to a few highly publicized
cases of corruption rather than a constant/institutionalized exercise. Despite some progress made
generating transparent and modern legislation to control the functioning of the state and
oversight bodies, such as the introduction of the Law on Government Administration and
Control (SAFCO Law) or the creation of the figure of the Ombudsman (Defensor del Pueblo) 4
and the Permanent Commission of Human Rights in Bolivia (a non-partisan and independent
body that oversees government), accountability remained elusive, particularly at the higher
levels of the administration. According to Transparency International’s Corruption Perception
Index (CPI) (Table 6), the overall perception on corruption has varied little since the inception of
this measurement and Bolivia has ranked consistently as one of the most corrupt countries in
Latin America.

Page

4

Table 6. Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index (CPI) Results for Bolivia
(1996-2008)
Year

Ranking

Score
CPI*

1996**

36

3.4

---

54

1997

51

2.05

---

52

1998

69

2.8

Ukraine

85

1999

75

2.5

Armenia

99

2000

71

2.7

Côte-d'Ivoire and Venezuela.

90

2001

84

2

Azerbaijan, Cameroon and Kenya.

91

2002

89

2.2

102

2003

106

2.3

2004

122

2.2

2005

117

2.5

Cameroon, Ecuador and Haiti.
Honduras, Macedonia, Serbia & Montenegro, Sudan,
Ukraine and Zimbabwe
Guatemala, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Niger, Sudan
and Ukraine.
Afghanistan, Ecuador, Guatemala and Guyana, Libya,
Nepal, Philippines and Uganda

2006

105

2.7

Iran, Libya, Macedonia, Malawi and Uganda

163

2007

105

2.9

179

2008

102

3.0

Albania, Argentina, Burkina Faso, Djibouti and Egypt
Djibouti, Dominican Republic, Lebanon, Mongolia,
Rwanda and Tanzania

Countries with the same ranking

Countries
Surveyed

133
145
159

180

* CPI Score relates to perceptions of the degree of corruption as seen by business people and country analysts and ranges between 10 (highly
clean) and 0 (highly corrupt).
** Year in which Bolivia was added to the index.
Source: Own elaboration with data from Transparency International at www.transparency.org accessed on November 1st 2009.

The responsiveness of the Bolivian state in this initial stage was also limited. The
management of the national and regional organs of the state apparatus, the central executive and
regional Prefectures (and prior to Sánchez de Lozada the Regional Development Corporations or
CORDES), and the public policies produced by them, were mostly developed by closed political
circles impervious to external influence. Moreover, the policy of “do now and negotiate later”
prevailed in the logic of the state in its approach to society, which paradoxically granted
society’s informal organizations the necessary legitimacy that its formal institutions lacked. The
(un)responsiveness of the Bolivian state was also linked to a chronic lack of political stability,
combined with limited bureaucratic capacities and limited public resources for seemingly
endless social and political needs. These arguments also question how much sovereignty these
different administrations had at the time of implementing their own set of political goals through
policy alone. The lack of internal coherence in the design of public policies/programs and the
need for financial resources generated a continuous dependence on the ‘guidance’ and support
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from international organizations and financial institutions (IFIs), which seemed to be the
‘natural’ repositories of technical skills and an easy mechanism to access to those ‘fresh’
resources that the national state lacked.
Although in many cases foreign assistance has been beneficial by allowing the
modernization of the state, including key infrastructure and catching up with the pending social
agenda –such as women, children and indigenous’ rights and environmental issues– in some
other cases big financial institutions such as the World Bank and the Inter-American
Development Bank were able to secure the implementation of their large adjustment and reform
of the state programs with little local input and with a general contempt for contextual elements.
In addition, the surplus in the production of coca in Bolivia made this country one of the targets
of the U.S. anti-narcotic hemispheric strategy, resulting in a constant and direct pressure from
the North in domestic affairs towards the pursuance of anti-drug objectives. The lack of
sovereignty of the state, internal and external, resulted in serious drawbacks not only for the
development agenda but also for the overall quality of democracy.

The 2002-2005 Political Crisis
By 2002 the exhaustion of the ‘Pacted Democracy” pact was manifest. Not only were
political parties discredited in the eyes of voters due to the minimal economic and social
progress and prevalent corruption, but also the lack of internal leadership within these strongman/caudillista parties precipitated a larger political crisis. For these reasons, the 2002 elections
represented a turning point in Bolivia’s recent democratic history and the beginning of a period
of destabilization and turmoil. MNR’s tight victory, with roughly 21% of the vote, allowed
Sánchez de Lozada to become president for the second time. However, as a result of a bitter
political campaign, the MNR had a few allies left, which put the government in a feeble position
and no room for political maneuvering. In addition, a deteriorating economic situation, mounting
pressures of diverse social sectors (particularly the demands of indigenous organizations for a
constituent assembly in order to formally incorporate indigenous claims in Bolivia’s Magna
Carta), a controversial plan to export gas through Chile, 5 ill-conceived proposals to introduce
income taxes and reform the pension system, and the President’s inflexible attitude regarding
these issues, escalated into social unrest and violence. Finally, in October 2003 (infamously
known as ‘Black October’), after the deaths of dozens of people during intense protests in the
cities of La Paz and El Alto, Sánchez de Lozada was forced to resign and fled the country, being
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succeeded by his vice-president Carlos Mesa. In this period, the strength of ethno-political forces
and their definitive arrival in mainstream politics were also confirmed (Cf. Van Cott, 2005),
such as Evo Morales’ party MAS (Movimiento al Socialismo) that obtained a close second place
during the 2002 election and the Aymara MIP (Movimiento Indígena Pachakuti) that obtained
almost 6% of the vote.
The succeeding presidency of Mesa (also short-lived, Oct 2003 – Jun 2005) attempted to
restore order and democratic rule by adopting an ‘apolitical’ posture (e.g. by appointing a
ministerial cabinet mostly composed of professionals and intellectuals with limited ties to
political parties). This strategy, however, put the government in an ever weaker position vis-àvis powerful social movements and regional elites demanding autonomy. 6 Some of the important
policy efforts during the Mesa administration were the attempts to enhance decentralization
reforms, particularly by addressing some of its political shortcomings related to the intermediate
level such as the direct election of prefects (Cf. Barbery, 2006) and his promise to carry out a
national consultation on departmental autonomies. An important contribution to the
consolidation of democracy during Mesa’s administration was the implementation of a
constitutional amendment allowing municipal candidates to take part in the 2004 election under
the umbrella of citizens’ groups (Asociaciones Ciudadanas) or representing indigenous groups
(Pueblos Indígenas) in addition to political parties (I will come back later to this point). 7
After a difficult year and a half in the presidency, Mesa succumbed to social and political
pressures and resigned, giving way to a transitional government headed by Rodríguez Veltzé
(Jun 2005 – Jan 2006), a Harvard-educated lawyer, head of the Supreme Court at the time and
the constitutional successor after both heads of congress (senate and lower chamber) refused to
accept the presidency. From the beginning, Rodríguez made clear that his main objective was to
reinstate institutional order and call for an early election. At the same time, he managed to give
continuity to some of the promises made by his predecessor regarding the election of prefects
(simultaneously with the upcoming Presidential one) and the signing of a decree for a national
referendum on autonomy also to be carried out by his successor.
This particular and turbulent period shows mixed signals regarding the functioning of
democracy in Bolivia (and its quality for that matter). On the one hand, the fact that all the
presidential transitions followed constitutional means is a sign that the rule of law prevailed,
despite high adversities. Moreover, all relevant political institutions, including opposing political
parties and the military, recognized not only the validity and legitimacy of electoral processes
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but also their importance as conflict resolution mechanisms. For observers of this process, the
ousting of Sánchez de Lozada – accomplished through massive mobilizations, where it is
estimated that around one in seven citizens participated actively in the demonstrations 8 –
represented a social victory that delivered the powerful message that even the highest leader of
the nation can become directly accountable to the people. On the negative side of the ledger, this
extended crisis demonstrated once more the chronic institutional weakness that characterizes this
country, including a perceived lack of representation in Congress which was particularly
incompetent at this time due to the intransigence of many of the political leadership. In addition,
although social movements played an effective role securing the mobilization of protesters, etc.;
their presence and strength are signs that Bolivian citizens are still forced to find alternative
means to achieve political representation.

Evo Morales and the Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS)
The historic election of Evo Morales Ayma to the Presidency in December 2005, the first
President of genuine indigenous background, brought many hopes to Bolivia as he and his party
MAS, symbolized not only the arrival to power of indigenous and social groups but also the
emergence of a new paradigm in Bolivian politics. 9 Moreover, Morales was elected with 53.7%
of the popular vote, a hitherto unseen outcome in Bolivia’s recent democratic history, and a
result that granted him the presidency without the need to form the customary “back stage”
congressional political alliances. The wide margin obtained also guaranteed MAS political
control, including a comfortable majority in the congress’ Lower Chamber (although not in the
Senate). In addition, MAS’ ethno-socialist ideology was seen as a viable alternative to an
already decaying neo-liberal economic and political model. Once in office, Morales immediately
addressed two important pending issues in Bolivia’s complex political agenda. First, he called
for the creation of a Constituent Assembly (Asamblea Constituyente – AC), with the mandate to
re-write Bolivia’s constitution. Second, he reluctantly authorized a national consultation
(referendum) on regional autonomy, a process ‘inherited’ from his predecessors.
Simultaneously with Morales’ election, prefects were also elected for the first time
(Table 2). 10 MAS’ national triumph, however, was not enough to guarantee regional victories,
with two thirds of Prefectures in the hands of the opposition. In a brief time span prefectures
have become open critics of central government policies, a posture sustained in the legitimacy
granted by their direct democratic election. The departmental claims for increased autonomy
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have also received response in the July 2006 Autonomy Referendum, where citizens were asked
to express their preferences on their departments to become more autonomous (Yes) or not (No).
In this referendum, 84.5% of all registered voters participated, a record number for Bolivia
(CNE, 2006). The results showed that the majority of the population in the traditional and more
indigenous-mixed populations of the departments of the west is opposed to granting greater
autonomy to their departments (the ‘No’). This result is partly explained by the intense campaign
by President Morales in favor of this option. However, in the departments of the east (the so
called “half-moon”), most people voted for the ‘Yes’. Therefore, although a bit more than half of
the voters opted for the “No” (53.5%), the ‘Yes’ prevailed by a considerably margin in 4 of the 9
Departments.

Table 2. Results of the 2005 national and regional elections (winning parties by department)
National Election (President)

Regional Election (Prefect)

Winning
Party

Share of the
national vote
(%)

Share of the
regional vote
(%)

Winning
Party

Share of the
regional vote
(%)

Share of the
national vote
(%)

La Paz

MAS

66.63

33.81

PODEMOS

37.99

18.1

Oruro

MAS

62.58

40.95

MAS

40.95

62.58

Potosi

MAS

57.8

40.69

MAS

40.69

57.8

Cochabamba

MAS

64.84

43.09

AUN

47.64

---

Chuquisaca

MAS

54.17

42.31

MAS

42.31

54.17

Tarija

PODEMOS

45.28

---

ERCC

45.65

---

Santa Cruz

PODEMOS

41.8

---

APB

47.88

---

Beni

PODEMOS

46.31

44.64

PODEMOS

44.64

46.31

Pando

PODEMOS

45.19

48.03

PODEMOS

48.03

45.19

Department

Source: Own elaboration with data from Bolivia's National Electoral Court (CNE) at www.cne.org.bo accessed on 15 January, 2007.

The most significant event during the Morales’ administration so far, and one with far
reaching implications for democracy, has been the re-writing of Bolivia’s Constitution. On July
2nd 2006, 255 asambleístas were elected to the newly created Constituent Assembly. The way in
which they were elected, by constituencies and sponsored by parties and ‘civic associations’,
gave this legislative body a highly partisan character. The results of the election resembled the
composition of the Parliament’s Lower Chamber as MAS won 137 seats (53.7%), leaving the
Assembly divided between oficialistas and opositores. During the first year, practically all the
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Assembly’s political energies were devoted to the futile task of achieving consensus on the
number of votes necessary to approve the (still nonexistent) articles of the new constitution.
Eventually consensus was reached but practically a whole year had been wasted and only few
Commissions had met occasionally to discuss substantial issues. To make things worse, the
constitutional review process revived the city of Sucre’s historical claims as capital of the
Republic and its right to host the entirety of the central administration, currently shared with the
city of La Paz. Finally, on December 9th 2007 the draft of Bolivia’s New Constitution (prepared
in semi-secrecy by a select group of MAS’ intellectuals) was approved in the city of Oruro by
the majority of the 164 asambleístas that participated in this historical meeting, after the AC had
to be moved to this city because of the turmoil in Sucre. Although there was some initial
rejection by the opposition, eventually the majority of the AC accepted a revised draft, which
was later passed to Congress and was finally approved through a referendum (January 25, 2008)
by 61.43 % of voters (CNE, 2009). Despite this sound victory for the Morales administration, a
close scrutiny of the results reveals the sour side of this process, as the geographical electoral
results of the ‘Yes’ (and ‘No’) reflected the same political trend of the election of Morales and
MAS and that of the autonomy referendum.
Another important governance aspect has been the relationship between the central
government and the regional prefectures, which has deteriorated progressively after the 2006
Autonomy Referendum. This was partly the result of MAS’ intention to re-centralize powers
through different mechanisms. One of these, a cause of bitter confrontation between national and
regional authorities, has been the reduction of the departmental share of ‘Hydrocarbon Taxes’
(Impuesto Directo a los Hidrocarburos – IDH), 11 from 56.9% to 24.39% (a reduction estimated
at around $US 140 millions for 2008) in favor of municipalities, which increased their share
from 34.5% to 67% (the other 8.6% is allocated to public universities and was not altered). This
decree also forced prefectures to share a further 30% of their resources to fund an income
subsidy scheme for people over the age of 60 (Renta Dignidad). This reduction greatly affected
the operational capacity of prefectures and triggered a fierce political reaction. Moreover, many
departments interpreted this policy as a direct threat to their relative autonomy and economies
and fuelled strong anti-government sentiments throughout the country.
Ironically, the intention of the central government to undermine the capacity of
prefectures served as a good excuse to move forward the autonomy process in the East. On
December 2007, public and civic institutions in Santa Cruz, including the Prefecture and the
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powerful ‘Civic Committee’, made public an ‘Autonomy Statute’ (Estatuto Autonómico),
elaborated by a ‘Provisional Autonomy Assembly’, and a referendum was scheduled for May of
the following year for its popular endorsement. The results of this public consultation were
overwhelming as almost two-thirds (62%) of Santa Cruz’ inhabitants participated in this process
and 86% of them approved this regional legislation (Table 3). The reaction of the central
government was swift and as soon as the ‘extra-official’ results were known the National
Electoral Court (CNE), the President and other high ranking public officers declared the
referendum illegal and anti-constitutional. Nevertheless, eleven days later, on May 15, Santa
Cruz officially promulgated the creation of an ‘Autonomous Departmental Government’, headed
by a provisional ‘Departmental Legislative Assembly’ with twenty-eight members, including
five representatives of the largest Lowland ethnic groups (i.e. Guarayos, Chiquitanos, Ayoreo,
Mojeños and Guaraníes). The Departments of Beni, Pando and Tarija followed the example of
Santa Cruz by drafting their own statutes and carrying out departmental referendums that took
place in June of 2008 (Table 3). The results were similar to those of Santa Cruz in favor of
further autonomy. The next departments likely to draft their legislation and carry out similar
consultations are Chuquisaca and Cochabamba.
Table 3. Results of the ‘Autonomy Referenda’ in Bolivia for the approval of Departmental
Statutes
Number of voters
Registered

Turnout

Turnout as a
percentage of
registered voters

Santa Cruz

936,048

558,252

62.1%

85.6%

51%

Beni

134,488

88,090

65.5%

80.2%

52.5%

Pando

28,990

15,510

53.5%

81.8%

43.8%

Tarija

173,231

112,946

65.2%

78.8%

51.4%

Department

‘Yes’ to
Autonomy
Statutes

‘Yes’ in relation
to the number of
registered voters

Source: Own extra-official estimations based on data from La Razón (2008a, b, c) and Corte Departmental Electoral
de Santa Cruz at http://www.corteelectoralsc.com/ accessed on June 5, 2008.

A further complication was the ‘Recall Referendum’ (Referendum Revocatorio de
Mandato) that took place in August 10, 2008. 12 The purpose of this consultation was to ratify (or
not) the mandate of the President and the nine Prefects; however, there were no constitutional
provisions to support such action. This consultation, therefore, was more a political gamble
from both sides to expand an already obtained legitimacy, with the central government on the
centralizing offensive and certain departments pushing forward their autonomy/decentralization
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agendas. The results of the Referendum (Table 4) ratified President Evo Morales and VicePresident Álvaro García Linera with 67% of the vote, a higher figure from than obtained during
the presidential election, thus confirming the legitimacy of the current administration. From the
side of the Prefectures, the results favored the central government as two opposition Prefects
were not ratified and had to renounce, however, the electoral results also confirmed the
polarization of this country as the Prefects of the ‘Media Luna’ block were ratified with high
levels of support in their regions.
Table 4. Results of the August 10, 2008 Recall Referendum
in Bolivia
Level

Yes

No

67.41

32.59

La Paz

35.48

64.52

Oruro

50.85

49.15

Potosi

79.08

20.92

Cochabamba

35.19

64.81

Chuquisaca

53.88

46.12

Tarija

58.06

41.94

Santa Cruz

66.43

33.57

Beni

64.25

35.75

Pando

56.21

43.79

National Results
By Department

Source: Corte Nacional Electoral de Bolivia (CNE). At
http://www.cne.org.bo/resultadosrr08/wfrmPresidencial.aspx , accessed on October
29, 2009.

But democracy emerged badly bruised during this process as it made evident not only the
weakness and independence of basic democratic institutions, such as the National Electoral
Court (CNE) that had to bent a great length in order to satisfy the demands of the executive, but
also how an apparently democratic gain, the election of Prefects, was subject to control from the
center. The three conflictive cases where those of La Paz, Cochabamba and Oruro. In the case of
La Paz, Prefect José Luis Paredes accepted his defeat and presented his resignation. Oruro was a
bit more difficult because the initial results were evenly split and this department had to wait to
the official recount. Eventually, the official report from CNE was accepted by parliament and
Prefect Alberto Aguilar (originally elected under a MAS ticket) was ratified with 50.85% of the
Page
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votes. But the critical element of this process was MAS’ intention to oust a Prefect perceived as
hostile to the directives of the party and the President. The case of Cochabamba was more
conflictive because Prefect Manfred Reyes Villa, also the leader of one of the strongest
opposition parties (Nueva Fuerza Republicana – NFR), initially refused to accept the referendum
results. Moreover, Reyes Villa’s main support rested in the city of Cochabamba, while his
opposition was mainly rural, including the cocalero region and MAS’ bastion of Chapare. This
situation led to violent clashes between Reyes Villa’s urban supporters and his (mainly rural)
detractors. A month later, facing mounting social pressure and the constant intervention of the
central government, Reyes Villa was forced to resign. The recall referendum, however, did not
have clear provisions for the replacement of those authorities who failed to gain public support.
For this reason, three months after, Evo Morales signed two presidential decrees appointing two
members of his own party as interim Prefects of La Paz and Cochabamba in order to provide
closure to this issue. 13 To put the matter bluntly, two democratically elected Prefects were
replaced by Presidential appointees.
The responsiveness of the Bolivian state has also been tested many times during the
Morales administration, much of it through the unsatisfied historical demands for higher
autonomy in the East. This situation has generated social unrest and violence in many parts of
the country, including a recent notorious incident in the Department of Pando near the
community of Porvenir, where at least thirteen people were killed during a bloody confrontation
between personnel of the Prefecture and peasant MAS’ sympathizers. An important repercussion
of this event was the arrest of Pando’s Prefect, Leopoldo Fernández (carried out without a proper
due process), for his alleged participation in this incident, and following a state of siege imposed
only to this Department. As in the other changes of regional authorities, Evo Morales appointed
directly by decree an interim Prefect, 14 in this case Admiral Landelino Rafael Bandeiras Arze.
This particular action was highly criticized not only because of the still pending legal process
against Fernández (who ironically became one of the candidates to the vice-presidency for the
upcoming elections while still in jail), but also because it compromised the political neutrality of
the military.
A varied group of judgments can be made about the quality of democracy in Bolivia
during the administration of Evo Morales. There have clearly been improvements in terms of
allowing direct participation through democratic channels. The use of referenda is a new
phenomenon in Bolivian politics and the few instances in which it has been used have proven to
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be relatively effective in addressing political disputes, at least in the short run. But the evidence
suggests that referenda by themselves do not provide definite solutions for problems that they
are intended to solve. Results are still subject to interpretation by legislative and/or other
institutional bodies that often favor dominant political forces/ideologies rather than assuming a
transparent/neutral role. In most cases, therefore, referenda were used as political tools based on
calculations of success by political actors as opposed to transparent and institutionalized
mechanisms of public consultation. Bolivia’s new Constitution has provisions for this type of
direct consultations and it is likely that these mechanisms will be used again in the future. The
new Carta Magna also brought other important changes that affect the ‘democratic game’. One
of them is the possibility of consecutive presidential reelection for one additional term,
something that favors Morales as he is also the favorite candidate for the upcoming elections.
This is not necessarily a negative element but it carries the danger of becoming a constitutional
“advantage” for actors/forces in power, which might use and abuse this provision to enhance
their hegemonic powers, particularly if future constitutional alterations should permit unlimited
reelections.
On the other hand, in their pursuit of political objectives the MAS administration has
shown, in more than one occasion, a general disregard for existing institutional setting; in both
the formal institutional side, including legislation, laws and state institutions themselves; and in
the informal side through strong social pressure through affiliated social movements and MAS’
political apparatus. The conflictive way in which the relationship between the powerful
President and the less-powerful Prefects has been carried out is another example of how difficult
and painstaking is the process of institution building in this country. Moreover, many institutions
have been caught in this crossfire. It is not a coincidence that since this struggle began; the
National Electoral Court has changed four Presidents in a period of five years (2004-2009); most
of them in response to strong pressure from the central government.
A direct threat to the quality of democracy in Bolivia is corruption. There is substantial
evidence that the MAS administration, like the preceding governments, has been plagued by
cases of corruption, shattering the belief (and hope) that ideologically driven bureaucracies, such
as this one, were more immune to this pernicious practice. One of the most notorious cases was
that of Santos Ramirez, former president of the Bolivian Oil Company (Yacimientos Petrolíferos
Fiscales de Bolivia - YPFB) and Evo Morales’ close collaborator and old union syndical
compañero. Ramírez has been accused not only for embezzling large amounts of money but also
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for his allegedly direct involvement in the murder of a Bolivian gas entrepreneur, Jorge
O'Connor, apparently linked to his network of cronies.
Table 5. Global Press Freedom Rankings for Bolivia
from Freedom House (2004-07)
Year

Rating (1)

Ranking / Number
of countries

2003

30

n.a.

2004

37

84 / 192

2005

35

77 / 194

2006

33

76 / 194

2007

37

80 / 195

2008

39

84 / 195

2009

42

89 / 195

Source: Freedom House at www.freedomhouse.org. Accessed on
December 19, 2007.
(1) Media in countries with ratings between 31 and 60 is considered ‘partly
free’.

Another weak element of the MAS administration has been the limited progress, and
drawbacks, enhancing civic and political rights. A good example is the perceived deterioration
of the freedom of the press, as measured by Freedom House (Table 5). Bolivia has steady
slipped down in this international ranking from a country with a “free press” in 2003 to a
country with a “partial free press” in all the following years. According to Freedom House, 15 a
climate of hostility has been developed against the press from both sides: government and
opposition supporters. Moreover, many press organizations and civic groups have shown their
dissatisfaction with the negative rhetoric against private media, including harsh criticisms from
the president himself and the lack of adequate legal guarantees. The polarization and discrediting
of the press has resulted in hundreds of physical attacks against journalists, including the death
of a radio broadcaster, many of them carried out by the military and the police but also by
protesters from all sides of the political spectrum. In addition, the MAS government has also
enhanced its share of the media through the expansion of its own outlets, polarizing even further
this particular aspect, with a highly supportive (mainly official) media on one side, and with a
critical and more punishable one on the other side. This situation has evidently damaged the
quality of information in this country and therefore affected the freedom of expression and the
construction of a well-informed public opinion.
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During the past years, the international influence over the Bolivian government has
shifted from that of the International Financial Institutions and their multilateral agenda and the
U.S. regional policy (linked to anti-drug efforts), to a more ideological one fostered mainly by
the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela through the active involvement of its President Hugo
Chávez, a long supporter of Morales. The interaction and collaboration between Bolivia and
Venezuela has moved from symbolic gestures, to a more substantial and practical agenda that
has the clear purpose of expanding political (and to a lesser extent social) ties between these two
governments that share a seemingly common ideology. Although the main partnership is
between Bolivia and Venezuela, it also extends to Ecuador and Cuba and, for the moment,
counts with the sympathy of giant neighbor Brazil. Despite some positive elements of this
partnership, such as humanitarian and development aid, the constant political intervention and
guidance from Venezuela in internal affairs, including during the Constituent Assembly process,
has created lot of suspicion and dissatisfaction throughout the country, particularly in the East
and among the opposition. For example, a controversial element is the signing of a trade
partnership between these countries, the ‘Bolivarian Alternative for the Americas’ (Alternativa
Bolivariana para las Américas - ALBA) as a policy option to the U.S.-sponsored Free Trade
Area of the Americas (FTAA), despite the fact that the U.S., Brazil and Argentina remain as
Bolivia’s main economic partners and that trade between ALBA members is minimal. Another
case of increasing foreign intervention is in the energy sector, where technical and political
advice from Venezuela’s oil company (PDVSA) is helping Bolivia to redesign its national
policies and its institutions such as YPFB. Venezuela has also been assisting financially the
Bolivian government to enhance all sorts of capabilities, including internal security (police and
the military) and the government’s media such as community radio networks (Freedom House,
2008). A prevalent official anti-U.S. rhetoric has also brought unlikely partners to Bolivia, such
as Iran and China, and to a lesser extent Russia, which have been actively lobbying for their
areas of interests, such as energy. It is not that Bolivia enjoyed full political sovereignty in the
past, but instead that the source of influence has shifted, this time with a strong ideological twist.
For those familiar with Bolivia, it is clear that substantial progress has been made in
consolidating democracy and its institutions (‘electoral decision’ dimension) something
particularly difficult for this highly complex multi-ethnic and socially and regionally divided
society. The process has been difficult and at times filled with conflict. But this democracy has
survived the difficult tests that had to face, and it is notable that the rule of law has prevailed
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even during periods of high political crises and social unrest (‘responsiveness’). Despite these
positive elements, it is also evident that the new kind of democracy being built in Bolivia is far
from being consolidated and the question of its quality becomes an imperative in an ever
changing political scenario. Much remains to be done. Despite the regular use of electoral
means, ‘the democratic game’, the many and fair demands of Bolivian citizens, for a more just
and inclusive society, still do not receive response from the state. The inception of forms of
direct consultation, such as referenda, have not changed the way in which the popular will is still
subject to the interpretation and manipulation of those who control power in their pursuance of
particular political objectives. Moreover, the efforts to build transparent and independent
democratic institutions seem to have been reversed during the last decade, a situation that
jeopardizes many of the political and social gains. Also, Bolivia is still highly dependent from
other countries, economically and ideologically, regardless of the source of influence
(‘sovereignty’).
In a comparative context, the empirical observations are congruent with Levine and
Molina’s Index of Quality of Democracy for 2005 (the year of the transition to Evo Morales)
that places Bolivia below the median of Latin America countries (10th out of 17 countries). 16
Although the levels of electoral decision, participation and responsiveness are relatively good,
the other two dimensions, accountability and sovereignty are disappointing, thus confirming the
heterogeneity of the quality of democracy in this country. In other words, although democracy
functions well in certain areas, it fails notably in others. Moreover, Bolivian democracy is highly
sensitive to contextual issues such as economic downturns and/or political crisis, and the rule of
law has been tested (many times) to the limits. The economic considerations is what will be
explored next.

Economic Progress
Linking economic growth and economic progress.
(THIS PART IS IN PROGRESS BUT WILL LINK THE IDEAS ABOVE WITH ECONOMIC
DATA FOLLOWING THE SAME SEQUENCE BUT WITH EMPHASIS IN THE
ADMINISTRATION OF EVO MORALES)
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Notes
1

Jorge Quiroga assumed constitutionally the presidency in August 2001 after President Hugo Bánzer had to resign
due to a terminal illness.

2

The oversimplification of this analysis provides a broad overview of the national democratic process in Bolivia.
Evidently more scholarly work needs to be done to fully understand the evolution of the quality of democracy in
this country.
3

But like in any other transition country with a few but isolated incidents that did not damage the legitimacy of the
electoral processes.

4

SAFCO Law 1178 (1990) and Ombudsman Law 1818 (1997), later added to the 2008 Constitution as a section.

5

In the popular view, Chile is seen as Bolivia’s antagonist since the Pacific War of 1879 where Bolivia lost its
access to the Pacific coast.
6

Particularly those of the denominated ‘Half-moon’; composed by the departments of Santa Cruz, Beni, Pando and
Tarija.
7

According to Law 2771 Citizens’ Groups require the signatures of at least 2% of voters in the municipality to
register candidates, while indigenous groups have only to demonstrate their condition as such.
8

Estimation based on data from the LAPOP Project for 2005.

9

Historian James Dunkerley (2006 and 2007) referrers to this process as ‘Bolivia’s 3rd Revolution’.

10

Because the figure of prefectures is absent from the current constitution, President Mesa had to recur to a legal
subterfuge in order to call for regional elections. Presidential Decree 27988 of 2005 (later transformed into Law
3015) establishes that the President will designate Prefects those candidates that obtained simple majority in
departmental elections. This Decree, kept in place by his successors, therefore, was a ‘political compromise and
promise’ rather than an actual enforceable law.
11

One of the biggest sources of state revenue that comes mainly from exports of natural gas to neighboring
countries.

12

Law No 3850 of May 12 2008.

13

In La Paz, the Prefecture went to Pablo Ramos, former dean of Bolivia’s largest University (San Andrés) who left
his seat in the municipal council of the city of La Paz representing MAS; and in Cochabamba he appointed MAS’
former vice-minister for Internal Affairs (Régimen Interior) and presidential delegate in Cochabamba Rafael
Puente, who shortly after resigned and was replaced by MAS’ Congressman Jorge Ledezma, also directly appointed
by Morales. D.S. 29688 y and D.S. 29689 of December 2008.
14

D.S. 29711.

15

The Bolivia country reports are available at www.freedomhouse.org.

16

Levine and Molina (Op Cit.).
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