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This report examines the Bolivian political party system in order to highlight incentives 

and disincentives for advancing pro-poor reform, with an eye to direct budget support. 

Despite the country’s excellent strategic plans, the implementation of major reforms, and 

a commitment to democracy and capitalism, gross inequality has mired a large part of 

the population in poverty. Domestic reforms and signifi cant foreign assistance packages 

have had limited success in promoting economic inclusion. In 2003, Bolivia experienced 

some of the most violent and politically destabilizing events in recent history. Immedi-

ately following the proposal of signifi cant economic reforms, the country exploded into 

widespread anti-government protests, which led to the deaths of nearly 80 civilians and, 

ultimately, to the resignation of then-President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada. A host of fac-

tors contributed to the tensions that motivated the protest and chaos of 2003, but many 

have wondered how Bolivia’s outwardly democratic political system could have enabled 

technically sound strategic reform and yet produced such intense social unrest.

The explanation is, in part, embedded in the structures, institutions, and behaviors that 

make up the Bolivian political system. Built on a cartel-like party structure with substantial 

vested interests, the political system will need to be reformed before poverty reduction 

efforts will be successful. Beneath Bolivia’s democratic institutions, mutually reinforcing 

networks of wealth, ethnicity, and political authority perpetuate exclusion. Historical ex-

perience and ongoing inequality contribute to widespread public dissatisfaction with the 

political elite, and to general sentiment that the country’s political leaders are too self-in-

terested to promote any meaningful reform.

Despite the challenges built into Bolivia’s political system, sustainable poverty reduction will 

ultimately require the constructive involvement of political parties. At present, the parties 

control nearly all levers of state authority, and will likely continue to do so for some time. As 

the bodies that coordinate election to public offi ce, they are intimately involved in the deci-

sion-making process of every elected and appointed offi cial. As the only offi cial non-state 

link among all levels of government, parties are also one of the few domestic mechanisms 

capable of sustaining coordination of policy formulation and implementation.

The need for more effective political management of economic reform in Bolivia is clear; 

most poorer Bolivians believe that the country’s political leaders have been unable and 

unwilling to correct for years of economic, social, and political exclusion. Although politi-

cal parties are not opposed to poverty reduction, it appears that there are several strong 

disincentives for actively pursuing the types of reform needed to achieve sustainable 

SECTION I
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change. This has led to the development of a centralized party system that lacks the in-

ternal communication, decision making, and coordination mechanisms needed to pursue 

specifi c reforms in a consistent and effective manner.

Based on this analysis, NDI makes the following recommendations to members of the 

international development community presently formulating their country assistance 

strategies for Bolivia:

1. Organizations hoping to support political stability and pro-poor reform at a macro-

structural level should emphasize the following:

• Structural reform that deconstructs political appointment practices and reinforces 

healthy political competition. Recognize that these reforms are political by nature 

and therefore likely to meet strong resistance from entrenched interests.

• Long-term institutions that not only bolster the social capital needed to overcome 

years of political and economic exclusion, but that also satisfy the demands of emerg-

ing democratic institutions (professional education; partisanship; civic education).

• Lending and monitoring mechanisms or timetables that are suffi ciently fl exible to 

accommodate the inherently political process of reducing poverty and exclusion.

2. Organizations hoping to provide technical assistance that fosters stable transition and 

alleviates short-run insecurity should focus on the following:

• Promotion of healthy political competition.

• Focusing new political actors on the constructive aspects of formal political involvement.

• Restoring confi dence in political communication through public education and ex-

pectation management.




