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Overview

Introduction

This report is presented as part of the strategy of the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) to promote democratic governance and human development. Under
the strategy, democracy is conceived of as not only a political system but also a system of
governance that permits greater public participation, thereby creating a favourable
environment for societies to become involved in decisions that affect their development.

Even though 140 countries in the world today live under democratic regimes - a fact that
is seen as a great achievement -, only in 82 of these is there full democracy1. Moreover,
many democratically elected governments tend to maintain their authority by
undemocratic means, such as, for example, by amending their national constitutions to
favour themselves, intervening in electoral processes and/or undermining the
independence of the legislative and judicial branches. These realities show that
democracy cannot be reduced to the mere holding of elections; it requires efficient,
transparent and equitable public institutions as well as a culture that accepts the
legitimacy of political opposition and recognizes and advocates for the rights of all.

At the same time, in many cases, the increasing frustration at the lack of opportunities
and high levels of inequality, poverty and social exclusion is expressed in instability, a
loss of confidence in the political system, radical action and crises of governance, all of
which threaten the stability of the democratic system itself.

As the Human Development Report 2002 argues, democracy is not only valuable in its
own right; it is tied to human development. For UNDP, democratic governance is a key
condition for human development, since it is through politics and not only through
economics that it is possible to create more equitable conditions and to expand options
for people. Insofar as democracy allows for dialogue among the various social groups and
as public institutions are strengthened and become more efficient, it will be possible to
achieve the Millennium Development Goals, particularly those concerned with poverty
reduction. In this sense, democracy provides the right framework for creating
opportunities for political and social participation, particularly for the most
disadvantaged: the poor and ethnic and cultural minorities.

The 18 Latin American countries considered in this report today fulfill the basic
requirements of a democratic regime; of these only three lived under democratic regimes
25 years ago. At the same time as the people of Latin America consolidate their political
rights, however, they are faced with high levels of poverty and the highest levels of
inequality in the world. The argument is therefore being made that there are severe

                                                
1 UNDP 2002, Human Development Report 2002, Oxford University Press, Oxford and New York (p.10).
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tensions between the deepening of democracy and the economy as well as between the
pursuit of equality and poverty reduction.

The report sees as positive the main achievements of democracy as a political system
in Latin America and identifies inequality and poverty as its main weaknesses. It
also stresses the urgent need for policies that promote democracy in which citizens
are full participants.

One of the main conclusions of the report is that we are experiencing a period of change
that poses new challenges for the region. The report concludes that it is necessary to
continue to consolidate democracy as a system and to create space for greater civic
participation, with special emphasis on an active role for civil society.

What should we understand by “full civic participation”? As the reader will have already
deduced, this notion encompasses an area substantially greater than that of a mere
political system and its institutional rules. Integral participation of citizens means that
today’s citizens must have easy access to their civil, social, economic and cultural rights
and that all of these rights together comprise an indivisible and interconnected whole.

The theoretical underpinnings of this report include the notions of democracy,
citizenship, State and regime. Based on these, the report argues that:

- Democracy implies a certain idea of the human being and of the nurturing
of citizenship;

- Democracy is a form of organization of power that implies the existence
and proper functioning of the State;

- While the electoral system is a key element of democracy, the latter
cannot be reduced to the mere holding of elections;

- Democracy requires full civic participation, that is to say the full
recognition of political, civil and social citizenship;

- Democracy in the region is a particular historical experience that must be
understood and judged in terms of its specific characteristics.

The present study takes into account and highlights as important elements for analysis the
marked differences between the countries of the region, but it also notes that in questions
of democracy there are common regional problems and diversity in terms of national
responses to them. The present summary highlights the broad issues and agendas.

The report, which has been prepared under the auspices of UNDP by the Project on
Democratic Development in Latin America (PRODDAL), represents an initial input in a
longer-term process of analysis and social dialogue. Its purpose is to evaluate democracy
in Latin America, viewing it not only as an electoral system, but also as a democracy of
citizens. Using this approach, we have identified successes, failures and challenges and
proposed an agenda of reforms to promote the deepening of democracy in Latin America.
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The report is structured around the responses to three questions:

- What is the state of democracy in Latin America?
- What are the perceptions of and how strong is the support of leaders and

citizens for democracy?
- What are the principal issues for a debate geared towards the deepening of

a citizens’ democracy?

Balance sheet of civic participation

Progress towards full political citizenship was measured by the Electoral Democracy
Index (EDI), which, even though it measures only one aspect of the political system,
corresponds to the minimum dimension or condition that would allow us to speak of
democracy. The data show that electoral democracies do exist in the region today. More
specifically, they reveal that:

- The universal right to vote is recognized in all countries;
- Despite some problems, national elections held between 1990 and 20022 were

generally clean;
- During this same period, there were significant restrictions on electoral freedom

in 10 of 70 national elections, but the general trend was positive;
- Progress was made in the sense that elections are a means of access to public

offices: the transfer of presidential power became commonplace, although in some
cases this was done against a backdrop of severe constitutional crisis.

The data also show, however, that participation in elections is uneven, that in some
countries levels of participation are very low and that new entrants to electoral contests
face barriers to their entry. One important achievement has been the opening of political
spaces for women through reserved places or quotas on party lists. However, the
representation of indigenous peoples and Afro-descendants in parliament is generally still
very limited. Political parties as agents of representation are also experiencing a severe
crisis, which is manifested in increasing loss of confidence in them by the people, who
consider them aloof and as an alien and professionalized sector that offers them no
possibility of a shared future.

As for mechanisms of political control in addition to elections, in a number of countries
the executive branch continues to openly interfere in the affairs of the Supreme Court,
although some progress has been made towards constitutional reforms aimed at
professionalizing and strengthening the independence of the judiciary. Specialized
oversight bodies have also been created in recent years, including agencies to oversee the
use of public funds, public prosecutors and ombudsmen. However, the lack of resources
and, in some cases, the limited autonomy of the executive branch reduces the
effectiveness of these entities. Lastly, an important achievement has been the reduction in
the political influence of the armed forces in nearly all countries.

                                                
2 In general, the information contained in this report uses data updated to 2002.
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Consequently, although progress was made in terms of the holding of elections and
institution-building, serious deficiencies remain in terms of the control that citizens
are able to exercise over the actions of the State. Political parties are deeply
distrusted as representatives of the people (which is a key challenge to the deepening
of democracy). As a result, the representation of broad sectors of the population is
generally low and participation in voting uneven.

With respect to civic citizenship, important gains have been made in terms of legislation,
but the limited capacity of States to guarantee these rights in practice remains a matter of
concern.

Most countries in the region have ratified the main international treaties and enacted
domestic laws concerned with equality under the law and protection against
discrimination as well as women’s rights. Progress has also been made in the protection
of labour rights and the rights of children. Despite delays in ratification of the Convention
on Indigenous Peoples, the rights of indigenous peoples have been recognized in a
number of national constitutions.

The same cannot be said of international treaties that provide protection, in particular, for
the right to life, to humane treatment and to security. The anticipated reduction in this
type of human rights violation did not occur, although such violations are no longer
committed as a matter of State policy, but rather by parastatal or criminal forces that the
State has been unable to control.

Despite the progress made in the field of legislation, the right to non-discrimination is
still not adequately guaranteed: marked inequalities persist in the treatment of persons
belonging to different population groups, laws to protect children in the workplace are
frequently ignored and workers’ social security protection has been reduced. One area of
progress in the field of labor, however, has been the trend towards greater equality
between men and women.

The lack of economic and human resources has weakened administration of justice
systems. The issue of prison populations is thus a matter of concern, since the rights of
prisoners are frequently violated, as evidenced by the fact that more than half of all
prisoners are being held in pre-trial detention.

With regard to the right to freedom of the press, the report notes that Latin America still
has important shortcomings. Progress in the area of the right to information has been
more encouraging, since access to public sources of data is now legally recognized in
most countries.

In short, although the situation of human rights has improved when compared with
the undemocratic period and international agreements in the field of civil rights
have been ratified, and even though national laws have been promulgated in this
area, the data reveal that areas of weakness remain, a fact that should serve as a
warning sign. Progress in terms of respect for the right to life, to humane treatment,
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to security, and to non-discrimination has been uneven and in some respects
inadequate.

Trends in the area of social citizenship also give cause for deep concern and pose the
most serious challenge to Latin American democracies, because the groups most
frequently excluded from the full exercise of social citizenship are also the same ones that
have limited participation in other aspects of citizenship.

The main problems in this area are poverty and inequality, which do not allow
individuals to express themselves on matters of public concern as citizens with full and
equal rights and which undermine their social inclusion. Statistics show that the level of
inequality in all of the countries in the region is higher than the world average. In 15 out
of the 18 countries studied, more than 25 percent of the population live below the poverty
line and in 7 of them more than half live under these conditions, even though 11 of the
countries studied recorded a reduction in poverty and 15 of them achieved some per
capita economic growth between 1991 and 2002.

Some progress has been achieved, however, in the areas of health (infant malnutrition
declined in 13 of the 18 countries, infant mortality also declined while life expectancy
increased) and education (the rate of illiteracy declined in all countries and school
attendance rose, but the quality of education remained generally low).

A key issue is unemployment, since work is one of the principal mechanisms for social
inclusion and the very exercise of citizenship, which has an economic component. The
rise in the level of unemployment during the 1990s is therefore one of the major
weaknesses of democracy in Latin America. What is more, social security for workers
declined and informal employment increased, but this was generally of low quality, of
limited social value and insufficient to bring about a level of social integration that would
guarantee a minimum of well-being.

In sum, the deepening of democracy requires a significant expansion of social
citizenship, particularly with respect to efforts to combat poverty and inequality and
to create high-quality employment. Only by reducing inequality can poverty be
truly reduced and the possibilities for economic growth expanded.

Perceptions and support, leaders and citizens

Thus, despite the progress made, albeit in very precarious conditions, it must be
recognized that both in terms of progress towards democracy and in terms of the
economic and social dynamic, the region is experiencing a period of change that in
many cases takes the form of widespread crisis. It is therefore entering a period of
transformation both in the content of democracy and in its links to the economy and
to the social dynamic in a global context that is also characterized by change, by the
concentration of wealth and by the increasing internationalization of politics. The
reality is that politics, as noted in various parts of the report, has major limitations and is
in crisis.
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That crisis is manifested in the disconnect between the problems to which citizens
demand solutions and the capacity of politics to address them. Politics, according to the
report, tends to lose its effectiveness because of the diminution of the internal sovereignty
of the State, on account of:

- The imbalance in the relationship between politics and market;
- The presence of an institutional order that limits the capacity of States to act

with a reasonable degree of autonomy;
- The increasing complexity of societies that cannot be processed by current

systems of representation.

In this connection, the Latin American leaders consulted agree on a number of issues in
their analyses of democracy. On the one hand, they welcome the democratization that has
taken place over the last decade and the fact that, at least on a formal level, the countries
of the region fulfill the minimum requirements of democracy. They also recognize that
popular participation and checks and balances on the exercise of power have increased,
while threats to democracy as a system and the classic risks of insubordination by the
military have diminished.

On the other hand, they see problems with political parties and de facto centers of power.
With regard to the first, one of the principal difficulties noted is that political parties are
failing to effectively channel the demands of citizens. The relationship between political
parties and organizations of civil society, moreover, is usually one of conflict. For the
leaders consulted, the solution to these problems lies in politics through the strengthening
of political parties. As for the de facto power centers (especially the economic and
financial sectors and the communications media), these are perceived as factors that
inhibit the capacity of governments to meet the demands of citizens. The tensions with
other de facto power centers include concern at the loss of government autonomy vis-à-
vis the United States and the multilateral organizations and consensus on the threat posed
by drug trafficking.

For its part, the public opinion survey carried out for this report reveals tensions between
the option for economic development and democracy. The data obtained show that:

- The preference of citizens for democracy is relatively low;
- Many Latin Americans value development above democracy and would even

stop supporting a democratic government if it proved incapable of resolving
their economic problems;

- Non-democrats generally belong to less educated groups, whose socialization
took place mainly during periods of authoritarianism and who have low
expectations of social mobility and a deep distrust of democratic institutions
and of politicians.

- Although democrats are to be found among the various social groups, in
countries with lower levels of inequality citizens tend to support democracy
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more. However, these persons do not express themselves through political
organizations;

In conclusion, the empirical data, the results of the public opinion survey and the
opinions of the various political leaders recorded in the report coincide both on the
need to recognize that the region is experiencing a period of transformation and
crisis and on the need to value the true meaning of politics, namely, its capacity to
create options for promoting new and viable collective projects. At the heart of this
convergence is the empowerment of citizens.

Elements for an agenda

The report argues that the starting point for the strengthening of democracy lies in giving
new value to the content and relevance of politics. It contends that the solutions to the
problems and challenges of democracy would have to be sought within and not outside of
democratic institutions, and it finds that a constructive role must be restored to politics as
the instrument that organizes the decisions of society.

In this sense, it continues the line of argument that UNDP has consistently maintained.
As its Administrator, Mr. Mark Malloch Brown, states in the foreword to the Human
Development Report 2002: “This Report (…) is first and foremost about the idea that
politics is as important to successful development as economics. Sustained poverty
reduction requires equitable growth - but it also requires that poor people have political
power. And the best way to achieve that in a manner consistent with human development
objectives is by building strong and deep forms of democratic governance at all levels of
society.”3

The re-evaluation of politics requires the adoption of policies that promote legitimate
institutions, develop an active civil society and, above all, encourage a wide-ranging
debate on the State, the economy and globalization. The agenda proposed in the report
calls for increased participation by citizens. In order to make this sustainable it is
essential to promote a type of politics that provides options, harnesses intentions and
permits democratic empowerment.

While institutional reforms must continue, these initiatives require a common thread that
promotes citizen participation. Only this participation could enhance the legitimacy and
effectiveness of such reforms. In this regard, a key institutional element is electoral
reform to ensure a better balance between governance and representation.

While party systems are undergoing major changes, they nevertheless tend to be
instrumental or operative. However, party systems need to be strengthened in order to
enhance their effectiveness, transparency and accountability. The report concludes that
this is the best way of reaffirming the indispensable role as representatives of the society
played by political parties. To this end, political parties need to have a better
                                                
3 UNDP 2002, Human Development Report 2002, Oxford University Press, Oxford and New York (p.v).
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understanding of the changes taking place in contemporary society, formulate new
projects of society and promote public debates.

An important relationship exists between citizenship and organizations of civil society,
which are major actors in the strengthening of democracy, in the oversight of government
stewardship and in the development of pluralism. It is essential to promote strategies for
strengthening civil society and its relationship to the State and political parties. The report
argues for alternative forms of representation that complement and strengthen the
traditional forms without replacing them.

A key proposal is to build a new legitimacy for the State, since there can be no
sustainable democracy without a State that is capable of promoting and
guaranteeing the exercise of citizenship. With weak and ineffective States, hopes are
limited to the preservation of electoral democracies. A citizens’ democracy requires
stability in order to guarantee the universality of rights.

The report therefore proposes a debate on the need for a State that is capable of
determining the general direction of society, settling conflicts in accordance with
democratic rules, effectively guaranteeing the functioning of the legal system, preserving
legal security, regulating markets, establishing macroeconomic balances, strengthening
social security systems based on the principles of universality, and upholding the primacy
of democracy as the organizing principle of society. According to the report, State reform
should be aimed at resolving the question of the type of nation that a given society is
aspiring to build. The report thus proposes a citizen-centred State.

Another key issue for debate is that of the possibilities of an economy in partnership with
democracy, in other words, an economy that promotes diversity in order to strengthen the
options of citizens. From this perspective, the debate on the diversity of forms of market
organization must be included in the agenda of public discussion. No discussion on the
future of democracy can ignore economic options. The economy is critical because
the development of social citizenship depends on it.

The report argues that the State and the market can be combined in various ways to create
a variety of models that can be adapted to promote human development. The type of
economy must be at the center of the public debate and not be relegated to a mere
technical discussion. In short, the report suggests that progress towards democracy and
towards the establishment of clear and legitimate macroeconomic norms must be seen as
mutually reinforcing.

In conclusion, the report proposes a broadening of the debate on globalization. It
notes that it is dangerous to adopt a sort of fatalistic approach to this phenomenon.
On the contrary, it is necessary to discuss its real impact on the internal sovereignty
of States and better strategies for strengthening the countries of Latin America
within the global village. And politics is precisely the force that can create
autonomous space.
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Methodology and structure of the report

In preparing this report, PRODDAL benefited from the support of the Latin American
and Caribbean Division of UNDP and from the collaboration of distinguished
intellectuals and academics, as well as ex- Presidents and many other distinguished
figures from the region.

The study covered 18 countries (Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica,
Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua,
Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela 4. Extensive consultations were held on
the conceptual framework, which oriented the search for empirical data that included:

- A regional opinion survey (in collaboration with Latinobarometer);
- The elaboration of indicators on the state of democracy;
- Interviews with Latin American leaders and intellectuals.

The report begins with a conceptual and historical analysis of Latin American
democracies, based on a broad bibliographic review of numerous national studies.
Discussion workshops were held on the various components of the project and views and
papers were sought from academics and political figures on various aspects of the
development of democracy in the region.

The report does not attempt to critique governments or countries. Nor does it attempt to
develop some sort of national ranking of democracies. Its purpose is to identify the major
challenges and promote broad debate on them.

It also recognizes the difficulty of addressing the dilemmas of democracy, since this is
influenced by multiple factors (political, economic and social, national and international),
some of which were either not addressed or were addressed in a very cursory manner.

In addition to the report itself, various supplementary items have been prepared for broad
dissemination, including:

- A book containing articles written by outstanding political and academic figures,
who contribute their “ideas and positions to the debate on the development of
democracy in Latin America”;

- A statistical compendium containing information, until now dispersed, on
democracy and full citizen participation in Latin American countries, together
with the indices developed for this report and the results of the opinion surveys;

- The materials used to develop the conceptual framework for the project and its
conception of democracy, together with the critical opinions of distinguished
analysts;

- The results of the round of consultations with Latin American leaders.

                                                
4 These countries have democratic regimes, for the most part established through processes of transition
that took place over the past 25 years, and their Governments agreed to participate in PRODDAL.
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The report consists of three sections. The first section develops the conceptual basis used
in the study and puts in context the development of democracy in a region with high
levels of poverty and inequality. The second section analyzes the data obtained from the
various empirical instruments used, i.e. indicators and indices of political, civil and social
citizenship; an opinion survey to which 18,643 citizens from the 18 countries responded;
and a round of consultations of 231 leaders on the challenges to democracy in Latin
America. The third section seeks to broaden the public agenda on the development of
democracy, which is centred on the crisis of politics, State and structural reforms of the
economy and the impact of globalization on the region.

In conclusion, the report shows that the gains made in the consolidation of democracy in
Latin America, while very laudable, are not sufficient. It is necessary to strengthen both
democratic governance, understood as the institutional strengthening of the system, and,
above all, the political culture that requires the creation of spaces for equitable
participation, mainly by the most disadvantaged groups in Latin American societies. In
this sense, and recalling the ideas expressed in the introduction, it is possible to achieve
the Millennium Development Goals in the region. This will require political will, leaders
committed to their countries and to the region, and citizens resolved to confront the
problems and challenges outlined in this report.


