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Letter from the Editor 

John Lo Forese 

Dear Reader, 

I have the pleasure of introducing the Fall 2014 edition of the Journal of 

International Service, the twenty-fourth volume of the journal since its 
inception in 1991.   
 
Throughout the many changes at the School of International Service and the 
broader developments seen in the field of International Relations, the work 
of the Journal’s contributors have stood as a pillar of exemplary thought, 
scholarship, and passion in the professional and academic community.  
 
This issue is no exception. The authors bring new research and discussion 
to fresh issues in international affairs, ranging from critical analyses of 
petro-state stability, the political economy of impact evaluations, and 
political-cultural effects of new hydroelectric development. The articles 
share provocative findings of new case investigations on prostitution, 
vocational training, archaeology, democratization trends, and the ecological 
costs and solutions to large-infrastructure projects. As I end my tenure as 
Editor-in-Chief, I am grateful to have worked with such talented and 
dedicated authors and editors, and I am proud to provide a platform to 
share their work.  

 
The production of the journal is impossible without the support and tireless 
efforts of exceptional colleagues and friends: Forrest McGraw, for his 
indispensable organizational and creative thinking; Margaret Ledyard-
Marks, for her sharp eye for editing and design, and David Cottingham, for 
his indispensable proofing efforts. To Tara Vanacore, Maanasa Reddy, and 
the long line of editors involved in the journal, I once again thank you for 
your trust, your mentorship, and above all, your friendship.  
 
Finally, I am proud to announce Mayesha Quasem as the incoming Editor-
in-Chief. I am confident in her vision for the journal’s future, and I believe 
that her leadership will overcome any trial—the journal is in the most 
capable of hands.  

John Lo Forese 

Editor-in-Chief 
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Abstracts 
THE LAST OF THE KINGS: THE POLITICAL-CULTURAL 

IMPLICATIONS OF HYDROELECTRICITY IN NASO TERRITORY, 
BOCAS, PANAMÁ 
JESSICA BREITFELLER 
 
The past decade has seen an unprecedented resurgence in dam-building 
throughout the Global South. This proliferation is largely connected to 
growing concern over global climate change, with dam proponents 
claiming hydropower as a renewable-energy alternative to fossil fuels. 
International climate policy confers validity on this claim by providing 
carbon-offset credits via the Kyoto Protocol’s Clean Development 
Mechanism (CDM). However, empirical evidence continues to show that 
new large-scale dam projects contribute to negative social and 
environmental impacts, including the infringement of human rights, 
attenuation of cultural practices, and loss of biodiversity. The Bonyic 
Hydroelectric Complex of Bocas del Toro, Panamá is indicative of those 
impacts. Since 2003, the local indigenous population known as the Naso-
Teribe has been fighting to keep their territory dam-free in order to protect 
their cultural heritage and the environment on which they depend. 
Utilizing a political ecology framework and rapid ethnographic methods, 
this paper examines the sociocultural and political changes associated with 
the Bonyic project. It explores the implications of these changes on the local 
governance, environment, and livelihoods, as well as tenure and land 
rights. Such study is critical to understanding how international climate 
and development policies and projects affect the people living in their 
midst, and can help identify areas for future policy intervention. 

 
BREAKING APART THE PETRO STATE: CAN THE OIL CURSE BE 

APPLIED TO COUPS? 
BRENDAN CONNELL 

 
The so-called “oil curse” has been labeled as a culprit of stunted 
democratization and economic backwardness, while also acquiring a 
reputation for fueling civil wars. But despite the vast amount of academic 
territory the oil curse has traveled, little to no research has been performed 
to test the implications that oil wealth may have on intragovernmental 
stability and specifically, coup likelihoods. Though not as bloody as civil 
wars, nor perhaps as lamentable as protracted authoritarian rule, coups 
stand as a signifier of conflict and instability that cannot be overlooked if 
we are to establish a holistic understanding of oil’s impact on politics. This 
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article attempts to fill this void by analyzing what effects oil rents may have 
on intragovernmental cohesion as measured by the onset of coup attempts. 
I argue that in instances where oil abundance breeds economic dependency 
on the domestic oil sector, the odds of a coup attempt can be expected to 
increase since oil rent–dependent governments will be excessively 
vulnerable to any future disruptions in the oil market (i.e., depletion, price 
fluctuations, oil-targeted sanctions, sabotage to infrastructure) that would 
compromise the executive’s ability to pay off government elites. However, 
through a series of logistic regression models, I find robust results that 
confirm the opposite of my initial hypothesis—oil rent dependency actually 
appears to act as a “coup-proofing” rather than a “coup-inciting” variable. 
This article therefore stands as a sort of “successful failure” that ironically 
reveals oil’s ability to cohere governments rather than break them apart. 

 
THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF RIGOROUS IMPACT EVALUATIONS 

IN INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT: A MICRO-MACRO 

PERSPECTIVE 
SARAH CUSTER-LALANNE 
 
The past decade has been one of tremendous growth in the field of rigorous 
impact evaluations in international development. Impact evaluations such 
as randomized controlled trials (RCTs) ask cause-and-effect questions and 
have the unique ability to attribute outcomes to the program or project 
implemented. As with any research endeavor, RCTs are vulnerable to 
threats to their validity and reliability, and methodological concerns are the 
subject of constant and open discussion in the RCT community. However, 
impact evaluations do not exist in a political vacuum; other determinants of 
credibility are rarely touched upon, namely the political economy of how 
evaluations are commissioned, designed, and conducted, and how their 
findings are analyzed and disseminated. This article examines the political 
economy of impact evaluations on the micro- and macro-levels, drawing 
from network exchange theory as a framework to analyze the interactions 
between evaluation stakeholders and the possible effects on evaluation 
findings. By openly addressing some of the often-ignored pressures and 
biases in impact evaluations and encouraging the understanding of 
evaluations as public goods, the author hopes to spur dialogue to 
continually improve understanding of what works in lifting people out of 
poverty. 
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THE ROLE OF NGOS IN MITIGATING THE IMPACT OF THE 

INTEROCEANIC HIGHWAY 
SAMUEL GOODMAN 
 
The opening of the Interoceanic Highway in 2011 linked Peru’s Pacific ports 
with Brazil’s Atlantic coast. While the road stands to benefit both nations’ 
economies, it cuts directly through tropical rainforest, fragmenting fragile 
ecosystems, threatening the livelihoods of indigenous tribes in the region, 
and providing greater ease of access to gold mining. This paper provides an 
overview of the environmental and economic impact of the highway from a 
political ecology perspective and looks at mitigation strategies adopted in 
the department of Madre de Dios in Peru. It goes on to argue the 
importance of grassroots organizations in slowing down the positive 
feedback loops that are accelerating deforestation in Latin America. Of 
particular interest is the work of Camino Verde, a small nongovernmental 
organization (NGO) in the area, dedicated to protecting biodiversity, 
supporting indigenous rights, and promoting sustainable land-use 
practices. Interviews were conducted with 17 important stakeholders in 
Madre de Dios, including NGO directors, farmers, government officials, 
biologists, and forest technicians to gather information about the impact of 
the Interoceanic Highway and help determine the effectiveness of NGOs in 
slowing down the positive feedback loops. As this paper will show, a 
grassroots organization such as Camino Verde can fill an important niche 
by promoting alternatives to unsustainable land-use practices and has the 
potential to slow down the driving forces of deforestation and 
environmental degradation in the region. 

 
THAILAND’S PATH TOWARDS DEMOCRACY? 
KYLE S. LIVINGSTON 
 
In 2001, Thaksin Shinawatra, a popularly elected businessman and 
entrepreneur, assumed office as prime minister of Thailand. By 2006, he 
was overthrown in a coup d’état orchestrated by the Thai military. Thaksin’s 
ouster, however, presented a paradox, in which an undemocratic coup laid 
the foundation for a more democratic Thailand in the future. In view of 
Thaksin’s undemocratic exploits, the newly revised 2007 constitution made 
sustaining a single-party rule more difficult. In the 2011 elections, the Puea 
Thai party—a coalition of smaller pro-Thaksin political parties—won the 
majority of parliamentary seats as well as the office of prime minister. The 
new prime minister, Yingluck Shinawatra, and the opposition party abided 
by the 2007 constitution during the election process, demonstrating that the 
coup paved the way for a more democratic nation to emerge. The ongoing 
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2013 protests in Bangkok not only represent the collective voice of Thai 
citizens against the Yingluck government, but also a slow but steady 
progress towards democracy that would not have been possible if Thaksin 
had remained prime minister. 

 
COMBATING THE EFFECTS OF WAR AND INSTABILITY ON 

ARCHAEOLOGY IN AFGHANISTAN 
EMILY MELLA 

 

Thirty-five years of war in Afghanistan have resulted in significant damage 
to the country’s physical cultural heritage. Clandestine excavations are one 
of the greatest threats to Afghanistan’s archaeology, and the continued lack 
of security in the country allows looting to continue unabated. The United 
States can play an active role in helping Afghanistan protect its 
archaeological heritage. This article discusses the security situation in 
Afghanistan and its effects on archaeological preservation, outlines the 
damage to specific sites, and makes policy recommendations for how U.S. 
officials can improve cultural heritage protection in the country. Cultural 
heritage sites under consideration include the Kabul National Museum, Aï 
Khanoum, the Minaret of Jam, Bamiyan, and Mir Zakah. In Afghanistan, 
the U.S. should work to improve security, increase education regarding 
shared cultural history and archaeological projects, and continue to engage 
in archaeological preservation initiatives. Amending the U.S. domestic legal 
framework regarding the importation of unprovenanced archaeological 
materials can also help discourage clandestine excavations and promote the 
protection of Afghanistan’s archaeology. These initiatives will also serve 
U.S. foreign policy goals for Afghanistan, including improving security, 
governance, and reconciliation in the country. 
 

 
REVISING THE GERMAN PROSTITUTION LAW WHILE AIMING AT 

THE ELIMINATION OF HUMAN TRAFFICKING IN PROSTITUTION 
JOYCE M. MUVUNYI 
 
The German prostitution law adopted in 2002 was designed to allow sex 
workers access to social service and a legal status. In that context it also 
decriminalized third-party involvement. However, it was not accepted by 
sex workers and more than that, it contributed to the creation of an 
environment conducive to human trafficking in prostitution. The recently 
elected federal government coalition of Social Democrats and Christian 
Democrats intends to revise the law. This policy paper examines the 
opportunity to combat human trafficking in prostitution provided by the 
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law revision project. Rather than engaging in moral discussions about 
prostitution or penalization options, this paper argues for a cooperative 
approach based on more thoughtful regulation practices. It scrutinizes how 
cooperation and learning between different government levels, NGOs, and 
regional and international entities can increase the efficiency and 
effectiveness of the fight against human trafficking in prostitution while 
providing consenting sex workers in Germany with incentives to access 
social services. The findings of the analysis of the prostitution law per se 
and alternatively suggested policy options suggest that a flexible licensing 
system for prostitutes under the umbrella of a bi-ministerial task group, 
judicial bodies, and NGOs is most likely to counteract the traffickers’ main 
trump card, notably the victim’s isolation. The compulsory nature of the 
suggested regulation facilitates the implementation of control mechanisms 
and hence the fight against trafficking in prostitution. As a member of the 
European Union, which is dedicated to fight human trafficking, Germany 
also has a responsibility towards victims forced into prostitution. This 
paper presents and evaluates adequate regulation and cooperation tools for 
this stewardship. 
 
EVALUATING SECONDARY IMPACTS OF SUBSIDIZED YOUTH 

VOCATIONAL TRAINING ON PARTICIPANTS’ HOUSEHOLDS: THE 

EVIDENCE FROM A RANDOMIZED CONTROL TRIAL IN COLOMBIA 
MARTHA VIVEROS 
 
This paper evaluates the impact of the Colombian vocational training 
program Jóvenes en Acción (JeA) on the savings, remittances, and debt of 
beneficiaries’ households. Selection of beneficiaries was randomly assigned 
and included a cash transfer conditioned to the individual’s attendance. 
The data were collected at the individual and household level in 2005 and 
2006. Using experimental methods, this evaluation found that the program 
raises the likelihood of saving in the household by 9 percent. This effect is 
highest in the poorest group of households and in those headed by males. 
Additionally, evidence shows that the JeA does not crowd out remittances 
received from family members abroad, thus not interfering with social 
network dynamics and intra-family cooperation dynamics. Finally, no 
impact of JeA on the probability of household indebtedness was found. 
 



Jessica Breitfeller is a graduate of the Natural Resources and Sustainable 
Development (NRSD) dual-MA program. As a student she conducted extensive 
fieldwork in Central America on a variety of topics, including community-based 
ecotourism, voluntary carbon offset projects, and indigenous rights and land 
tenure. Currently, Jessica works for the DC-based think tank, Forest Trends, 
training their Latin American partners to track and analyze public and private 
funding delivered for the implementation of Reducing Emissions from 
Deforestation and Degradation (REDD+) activities in the Neotropics. 

The Last of the Kings: The Political-
Cultural Implications of 
Hydroelectricity in Naso Territory, 
Bocas del Toro, Panamá 
 
Jessica Breitfeller 
 
Over the past decade, the market-based climate policy known as the Clean 
Development Mechanism (CDM) has redefined hydroelectricity as a 
“green” energy option, triggering a resurgence of dam-building around the 
world. This spike in construction is primarily due to a deepening awareness 
of and growing concern for the environmental consequences of fossil fuels 
and climate change. As a consequence, the negative impacts of mega-
project development are increasingly overlooked, allowing numerous 
hydroelectric projects across the region to spur environmental change and 
degradation and incite conflict. Conflict often occurs within indigenous 
territories, where the state and private developers frequently infringe upon 
human rights by neglecting procedures of free, prior, and informed 
consent. 

Such is the case of the Naso people of Bocas del Toro, Panamá. In 
2003, the Naso were in the final stages of negotiating semi-autonomous 
control over their ancestral lands when the Colombian state utility 
company, Empresas Públicas de Medellín (EPM), purchased a concession 
for the Bonyic Hydroelectric Complex. 1  The purchase prompted an 
ideological fracturing within the communities, pitting pro-development 
supporters against anti-dam activists and traditionalists. Families have been 
divided and their customary governance systems disrupted, and the sacred 

                                                 

 
1 Mary Finley-Brook and Curtis Thomas, “Renewable Energy and Human Rights 
Violations: Illustrative Cases from Indigenous Territories in Panama,” Annals of the 
Association of American Geographers 101 (2011): 863–872. 
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river is now set to flood their homelands, degrading both the environment 
and livelihoods.  

The sociocultural and political dimensions of the Naso case have 
not been systematically analyzed since Jason Paiement’s seminal doctoral 
study in 2007. This paper attempts to broadly characterize and describe the 
changes currently occurring within Naso territory, and is based on research 
conducted during a five-month period between August and December of 
2012. It utilizes a political ecology framework, as well as rapid ethnographic 
methods, to analyze the impacts of the Bonyic Hydroelectric Project and 
cultivate a deeper understanding of how hydroelectric mega-projects 
reinforce false dichotomies between conservation and development, 
cultural preservation and modernity. Through an analysis of local 
community members’ perceptions, it seeks to answer the following 
question: 
 

How is the Bonyic Hydroelectric Project affecting: i) 
political organization; ii) natural resource use; and iii) local 
livelihoods, thus reshaping political culture2 within Naso 
territory? 
 
Understanding the mechanisms of political-cultural change, as well 

as local perceptions of hydropower development, can elucidate how the 
Naso have responded to the Bonyic project and can highlight potential 
areas for intervention in their struggle for self-determination and land and 
natural-resource rights. Additionally, connecting key factors of the Naso 
struggle to broader global trends and processes provides a basis for critical 
examination of international climate and development policies at the local 
and national levels.  

The first section of this paper outlines the progression of dam-
building over the past half-century, and explores the current discourse 
surrounding climate change and hydroelectric development in order to 
establish a foundation for analysis. It also provides a brief history of the 
Naso and the Bonyic Hydroelectric Complex. The second section introduces 
the conceptual framework and methodology used in conducting this 
research. The third section, titled Discussion and Results, attempts to broadly 
characterize the changes occurring within Naso territories; it is intended to 

                                                 

 
2 For the purposes of this research, I define “political culture” as a system of 
attitudes, beliefs, expressive symbols, and values that are imperative in explaining 
systems of governance, political opposition, and collective action. 
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be a descriptive analysis, documenting the impacts of the project. The final 
section outlines primary conclusions and recommendations, which focus on 
reforming the CDM and the promotion of endogenous development or 
culturally appropriate, locally based development. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Dams, Development, and Protest 
The twentieth century was an era of industrialization and movement 
towards modernity for the developing world. In an effort to keep up and 
meet growing energy needs, dams became a staple form of infrastructure 
development, representing both conventional economic progress and 
energy independence. Early on, the proliferation of hydroelectric dams 
initially was not nearly as widespread as it is today; in 1949, there were 
only about 5,000 large dams in existence worldwide, with over 80 percent 
located in industrialized nations.3 But by the end of the twentieth century, 
over 2 trillion dollars had been spent on constructing a total of 45,000 dams 
worldwide, with approximately two-thirds of those dams located in 
developing countries.4  

International actors, such as the World Bank, sought to bolster 
developing economies through exponential increases in the construction of 
these mega-projects. Proponents claimed dams would provide several 
important benefits, including increased water and food security via the 
regulation of irrigation and flood control, and support for large fisheries, 
thereby providing a food source for local populations. 5  Additionally, 
federal governments throughout the developing world believed that hydro 
dams would provide substantial economic gains through job creation, 
national income from export earnings on electrical sales, and agricultural 
expansion.6   

During this time of unprecedented dam-building, on-the-ground 
activism grew as scholarly work began to emerge, documenting the 
harmful effects of large dam construction. Studies concluded that 
hydroelectric dams pose a myriad of unintended consequences. Social 
impacts include resettlement, displacement of approximately 40 to 80 

                                                 

 
3 World Commission on Dams, Dams and Development (London: Earthscan, 2000). 
4 Ibid., i. 
5 Mark Brown, “HydroElectric Energy: Like Ice in a Fire . . . Something for nothing 
you’ll never acquire,” accessed April 4, 2014, http://ourenergyfutures.org. 
6 Patrick McCully, Silenced Rivers: The Ecology and Politics of Large Dams (New York: 
Zed Books, 2001). 



Journal of International Service 

  

4    Fall 2014 

 

million people worldwide, and inequitable distributions of reparations.7 
Additionally, the processes surrounding large dam-building often infringe 
upon human rights, disregarding free, prior and informed consent (FPIC). 
FPIC is a key principle embedded in international law, which states that 
communities have the right to approve or deny proposed development 
projects that may affect the ancestral lands that they occupy or otherwise 
use. 8  The failure to implement FPIC procedures especially impacts 
vulnerable and disenfranchised groups and minorities, such as indigenous 
people. Therefore rather than creating jobs or sustaining local livelihoods as 
proponents once claimed, dams often forcibly evict such groups from their 
lands, leaving them without any viable means of sustenance. As Usher 
(1997) states, “when donors, be they multilateral or bilateral, [gave] money 
to build dams, this often [creates] more, not less, hardship for the poor.”9 In 
addition to the negative social impacts of dam-building, activists and 
researchers began pointing out the environmental impacts, which include 
irrevocably altering ecosystems and their functions, as well as disrupting 
natural flood control and local water supplies.  

These impacts spurred years of countless struggles waged between 
advocacy groups representing dam-affected communities and the World 
Bank, ultimately leading to the collective action of the 1990s from which the 
anti-dam movement sprang. By 1998, intense pressure from mounting 
scholarly criticism and growing international outcry gave way to the 
establishment of the World Commission on Dams (WCD).10 The mandate of 
the WCD was twofold: to review the efficacy of large dams as a form of 
alternative energy development and to create “internationally acceptable 
criteria, guidelines, and standards for the planning, design, appraisal, 
construction, [and] operation of dams.”11  

In 2000, after two years of research, the WCD released its final report, 
Dams and Development: A New Framework for Decision-Making, in which it 
stated a key finding: 
 

                                                 

 
7 Ibid. 
8 International Labour Organization (ILO), Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 
27 June 1989, C169, refworld.org/docid/3ddb6d514.html.  
9 Anne Usher, Dams as Aid: A Political Anatomy of Nordic Development Thinking (New 
York: Routledge, 1997), 2. 
10 Aviv Imhof et al., A Citizens’ Guide to the World Commission on Dams (Berkeley, CA: 
International Rivers, 2002). 
11 Ibid., 2. 
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While dams have made an important and significant contribution 
to human development, and benefits derived from them have 
been considerable . . . in too many cases an unacceptable and 
often unnecessary price has been paid to secure those benefits, 
especially in social and environmental terms, by people displaced, 
by communities downstream, by taxpayers and by the natural 
environment.12 
 

The WCD also proposed a new decision-making approach, which 
attempted to address the critiques of large dams in terms of the burgeoning 
participatory conservation and development movement seeking to—
ostensibly, at least—include community voices in the dam-building 
process, a practice that big dams explicitly sought to exclude in the 
previous era. These measures were meant to halt the wholesale 
displacement of populations and minimize environmental and livelihood 
degradation, as well as resistance to future projects.  

International reactions to the WCD’s final report were mixed; while 
most stakeholders acknowledged the findings and accepted its broad 
strategic priorities, implementation fell short due to differing 
interpretations and the nonbinding nature of the document. However, the 
WCD succeeded in reframing the debate.  
 
“GREEN” ENERGY: THE REEMERGENCE AND REFRAMING OF HYDROELECTRICITY 
 
Since the release of the WCD report, discourse on hydroelectric dam-
building has shifted from economic development to an attempt to reconcile 
development and conservation. Currently, project developers, in 
conjunction with national governments and international institutions, are 
taking advantage of this shift, “green-washing” hydropower by situating 
dam-building within climate change discourse. 13  Even in the face of 
mounting evidence to the contrary, 14  proponents claim that this new 
generation of dams will provide clean, renewable energy, “emitting lower 
levels of pollutants and GHG emissions than conventional fossil fuel 

                                                 

 
12 World Commission on Dams, xxvvii. 
13 Rob Fletcher, “When Environmental Issues Collide: Climate Change and the 
Shifting Political Ecology of Hydroelectric Power,” Peace and Conflict Review 5 (2010). 
14 Neotropical reservoirs submerge biomass, causing anaerobic decay and the 
production of significant amounts of methane, a greenhouse gas considered 25 
times more potent than CO2. For more on this, see Fletcher, supra note 13, for 
further explanation.  
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generating facilities” and thereby help mitigate the effects of climate 
change.15  

With one of the fastest-growing economies in Latin America, the 
Panamanian government considers hydroelectricity as a way to combat an 
impending national energy crisis, while also reducing dependence on fossil 
fuels. The national government is currently in the process of constructing 
over 80 dams throughout the country, all slated to be completed by 2016.16 
It is expected that these will result in cheaper, more reliable, and more 
sustainable energy.17 These claims are evident even at the local project level; 
regional radio announcements and billboards within Naso territory 
proclaim: “Bonyic Hydroelectric Project, clean, renewable energy to 
Panamá, in harmony with the communities, the climate, and the 
environment.”  

Such rhetoric has become so pervasive that it now provides a basis 
for international climate change and development policies like the CDM. 
The CDM sets forth a dual objective of providing developed countries with 
the means to reduce emissions, while also spurring sustainable 
development in countries within the Global South. The scheme works by 
allowing national governments and private corporations to implement 
emission-reduction projects in developing countries in order to “earn 
saleable certified emissions reduction (CER) credits. . .which can be counted 
towards meeting Kyoto targets.”18 CER credits are assigned a monetary-
value and can then be traded on newly created carbon markets, much like 
any other kind of currency. 

Sullivan (2009) states that this “creation and capture of market 
value for the services provided for humans by the non-human world is 
considered the most efficient and sustainable means of mitigating global 
environmental problems while maintaining and even enhancing economic 

                                                 

 
15 Fletcher,1 – 17.  
16 Jennifer Kennedy, “Panama’s Indigenous People: Paying the Price for Hydro,” IC 
Magazine, January 14, 2014, http://intercontinentalcry.org/panamas-indigenous-
communities-paying-price-hydro. 
17 It should be noted at the time of writing this article (May 2013), Panama was 
experiencing one of the country’s most severe droughts in recorded history, as a 
result of a delay in its traditional rainy season. The lack of rain drastically reduced 
dam reservoir levels, causing significant energy shortages throughout the country 
and spurring federal officials to order the reduction of public energy consumption 
within government buildings, schools, and clinics.  
18 UNFCCC (2012), Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), accessed April 4, 2014. 
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growth.” 19  It is this paradigm that provides incentive for the recent 
exponential increase in dam construction. 20  As of March 2013, 
approximately 35 percent of the CDM project portfolio was made up of 
hydroelectricity, amounting to 2,476 active CDM hydro projects globally, 
with 367 located in Latin America, including the 31.3 MW Bonyic 
Hydroelectric Project.21  
 
THE NASO PEOPLE AND THE BONYIC HYDROELECTRIC COMPLEX 
 
The Naso have traditionally lived on the banks of the Tjer-Di River, known 
in the Spanish-speaking world as the Teribe. Eleven small villages in 
clusters of ten to one hundred families are scattered throughout the region, 
with a total population of approximately 3,000.22 Their cosmovision centers 
around the use of the Teribe, which they call Tjer Di—or Great 
Grandmother River. Politically, the Naso are one of the last monarchies in 
the Americas, using a system of both traditional hereditary monarchy and 
locally elected community representatives. Despite being intimately 
connected to the land through subsistence farming, traditional medicinal 
practice, and religious cosmology, the Naso are one of the few Panamanian 
indigenous groups without semi-autonomous land rights to their 
reservation, known as a comarca.  

Interest in the hydroelectric potential of the Naso territory began 
during the oil crisis of the 1970s, when the national government conducted 
several feasibility studies and determined that over 40 percent of the 
nation’s energy needs could be met by constructing dams in the Teribe and 
Changuinola river basins.23 Originally, the Naso were relatively open to 
these studies, signing several agreements with the Panamanian 
government, allowing for the study and implementation of hydro 
development on their ancestral lands in return for basic public goods, such 

                                                 

 
19 Sian Sullivan, “Green capitalism, and the cultural poverty of constructing nature 
as service-provider,” Radical Anthropology 3 (2009): 25. 
20 Emily Boyd and Michael K. Goodman, “The clean development mechanism as 
ethical development?: Reconciling emissions trading and local development,” 
Journal of International Development 23 (2011): 836 – 854. 
21 International Rivers, (March 2013), Spreadsheet of hydro projects in the CDM project 
pipeline, accessed April 4, 2014, www.internationalrivers.org. 
22 Jason J. Paiement, “The Tiger and the Turbine: Indigenous Rights and Resource 
Management in the Naso Territory of Panama” (PhD diss., Department of 
Anthropology, McGill University, 2007). 
23 Ibid., 64. 
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as medical clinics and schoolhouses. It was thought that such cooperation 
with the national government would ultimately lead to obtainment of 
comarca rights. 
  A decade later, the government began to set aside large swaths of 
land, classifying them as protected forests, or Bosque Protector de Palo Seco 
(BPPS). These designations, however, were not meant to preserve the 
ecological integrity of this biologically diverse region; rather, the forests 
were set aside for future potential hydropower development, providing the 
national government, as well as private concessionaires, with the ability to 
develop infrastructure projects on these lands without the standard 
approval and permitting processes.24  
  The Bonyic Hydroelectric Project began in 1998 when the Bocas 
Fruit Company, a subsidiary of the United Fruit Company, entered into a 
business deal forming the company Hidro Ecologico del Teribe (HET).25 
Although the Naso originally condoned hydropower prospecting within 
their territory, HET met with resistance from a majority of the population 
due to reservations regarding benefit sharing, resettlement, and livelihood 
compensation. Despite local protest, the Panamanian National 
Environmental Authority (ANAM) approved the project’s environmental 
impact assessment (EIA). However, HET encountered roadblocks in 
obtaining funding, which significantly delayed the project.  

Consequently the Naso’s focus shifted away from anti-dam protests 
and back toward the struggle for their comarca. The Naso were able to 
negotiate the drafting of Law No. 50, which set aside a total jurisdiction of 
160,616 hectares, of which 13,753 hectares, or 8.6 percent, would be 
provided to the Naso as collective property for exclusive use.26 However, in 
2003, only months before the Naso Comarca Law No. 50 was set to pass 
through the legislature, the national government sold a large concession of 
the quebrada Bonyic to the Colombian public utility company, EPM. EPM 
eventually bought out the Bocas Fruit Company to acquire 75 percent of 
HET. The following year, King Tito Santana of the Naso people signed a 
contract with EPM and the federal government, ultimately allowing the 
construction of the 31.3 MW dam to begin in 2007.  

Since that time, the Naso have brought forth several claims of 
human rights violations, including one before the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights (IACHR), which prompted the Inter-

                                                 

 
24 Ibid., 64 
25 Ibid., 117. 
26 Ibid., 90. 
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American Development Bank (IDB) to revoke funding for the dam. Despite 
this, the project is moving forward, with EMP currently seeking carbon 
credits via CDM to offset the project’s costs. It is expected that the project 
will be completed within the next year—with or without funding from the 
IDB or validation from the CDM Executive Board.  

Thus, conflict over the project has ensued on multiple scales. The 
Naso people have become divided, their customary system of governance 
radically disrupted, and they are no closer to achieving self-determination 
through the acquisition of the comarca.  
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
Conceptual Framework 
The case of the Naso and the Bonyic Hydroelectric Project is complex, 
involving numerous stakeholders from both international and local levels, 
and comprising several environmental issues, including land conversion, 
deforestation, and habitat disruption. Thus, a multifaceted approach was 
needed in order to understand the causes and effects of these 
environmental issues and how the implementation of the Bonyic is 
impacting culture, livelihoods, and politics within the Naso territory. This 
approach included the use of a political ecology framework and rapid 
ethnographic methods. 
 Political ecology is an interdisciplinary framework that utilizes 
methods and techniques from the fields of anthropology, geography, 
sociology, political science, and economics to explore how political, 
economic, and sociocultural factors shape environmental issues and vice 
versa. 27  As Schubert (2005) states, political ecology is “not a coherent 
‘grand’ theory” that encompasses human-environment relations, but rather 
it is a “specific lens that provides conceptual tools for analysis through 
which [scholars] can examine [societal and environmental] interactions.”28 
The key elements of a political ecology approach include “the 
contextualization of human-environment interaction, a historical analysis, 
the examining of state interventions that determine land-use at the local 
level and the sensitivity to regional variability.”29 Additionally, political 
ecology is concerned with power and scale: micro-, meso-, and macro-

                                                 

 
27 Jon Schubert, Political Ecology in Development Research: An Introductory Overview 
and Annotated Bibliography (Bern: NCCR North-South, 2005). 
28 Ibid., 9. 
29 Thomas J. Bassett, “The Political Ecology of Peasant-Herder Conflicts in the 
Northern Ivory Coast,” Annals of the Ass’n of American Geographers 78 (1988): 454. 
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politics and economics are dynamic forces that inform environmental 
constructions, action, and resource distribution.30 Through this lens, one is 
able to see how different actors construct and interact within society and 
the environment, and in turn how these interactions perpetuate power 
structures and inequalities that spur conflict and reaction. This framework 
adds new dimensions and layers of understanding complex environmental 
issues, such as contested land use in the Naso-Teribe territory. 31 
Understanding these complexities allows us, as scholars, conservationists, 
and development professionals, to realize how such issues historically and 
politically arise, and therefore better equip us to work towards solving 
these overarching problems.  

Ethnography is the in-depth, fine-grained study of human society 
and cultural phenomena. It is a method most frequently used within the 
discipline of cultural anthropology.32 Due to shrinking funding and modern 
time constraints, many scholars are now practicing rapid ethnography (RE). 
RE “is a form of multi-method ethnography involving data collection from 
numerous sources over a relatively short period of time including 
interviews, participant observations, [and] document review.”33 The main 
objective of the RE method is to produce a preliminary “multi-layered, 
textured analysis” of a particular place, issue, or culture, while connecting 
these to larger sociopolitical contexts.34  
 Combining rapid ethnography with political ecology analysis 
allows local-level case studies to be situated within considerations of larger 
global processes, triangulating primary and secondary data across multiple 
scales (e.g., local, national, international). This approach helps provide a 
comprehensive picture of the Naso case, while also highlighting 
commonalities among other CDM hydro projects, and underscoring 
challenges and potential solutions.  
 
Data-Collection Process 
On-the-ground data collection occurred during December of 2012. In total, 

                                                 

 
30 Collin Robson, How to Do a Research Project: A Guide for Undergraduate Students 
(Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2007). 
31 Paul Robbins, “Political ecology in political geography,” Political Geography 22 
(2003): 641–645.  
32 Donna Baines and Ian Cunningham, “Using comparative perspective rapid 
ethnography in international case studies: Strengths and challenges,” Qualitative 
Social Work 12 (2013): 73–88. 
33 Ibid., 76. 
34 Ibid., 73–88.  
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seven Naso villages were visited, including: Wesko, Solón, Bonyic, San San, 
San San Druy, Sieiyic, and Sieiykin. Data-collection techniques included 
archival and bibliographic analysis, participatory observation, and semi-
structured interviews.  

Using snowball-sampling methods, local leaders aided in the 
recruitment of community members for these interviews. In order to 
represent multiple views regarding how the Bonyic project has evolved and 
impacted individual livelihoods and the sociopolitics of the Naso, three 
different categories of people were interviewed. These categories correlate 
with the extent of their participation: 

• Those currently involved within the Bonyic project (e.g., 
temporary workers and employees, landowners) 

• Those involved in the intracommunity governance system  

• Regular community members (i.e., those not involved with the 
Bonyic project). 

This research sought to include a broad demographic of individuals, 
including both males and females from different backgrounds, income 
levels, and occupations. However, children under the age of 18 were 
excluded from this research, as this demographic may not be old enough to 
recall the project’s evolution and the changes that have come about because 
of it.  
 
DISCUSSION AND RESULTS 
Changes in Political Organization 
 
The Monarchy 

The Naso are no strangers to political change. As early as the 
eighteenth century, their form of governance was overhauled from a tribal 
system to a hereditary monarchy, influenced by the Miskito people, with 
the title of king bestowed upon the Naso warrior chief.35 However, since 
1982, succession has been based on popular vote with the stipulation that 
each monarch must be a descendant of the Santana family.  
 
Table 1. Recent Chronology of the Naso Monarchy (1970–Present) 

King / Queen Relation to Predecessor Years of Rule 

Lázaro Santana  Unknown ?–1973 

                                                 

 
35 Paiement 2007, 84. 
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Simeón Santana Lázaro Santana’s son 1973–1979 

Manuel Aguilar Simeón Santana’s advisor and 
legal representative 

1979–1982 

Rufina Santana Simeón Santana’s daughter 1982–1988 

César Santana Rufina Santana’s uncle 1988–1998 

Tito Santana* César Santana’s nephew 1998–2011 (2004) 

Valentín Santana  Tito Santana’s uncle 2004–2011 

Alexis Santana  Valentín Santana’s nephew October 2011– Present 

     Source: adapted from Paiement 2007 
 
*Tito Santana was ousted in 2004; however, the Panamanian 
government refused to acknowledge the newly elected king, 
Valentín Santana. According to the state, all legal power resided 
with Tito until the recent election of 2011.  

 
More recently, the Naso have adopted democratic structures to 

support this system of customary governance. The king is assisted by the 
junta directiva, or board of directors. In theory, leaders are elected to the 
junta directiva; in practice, the king often directly appoints them. A concejo, 
or communities’ council, also assists the king. Every two to three years, 
each of the Naso communities elects a regidore, or representative, to sit on 
the council. In addition to the traditional authorities, the Naso have two 
federal authorities: a Corregidor, appointed by the district mayor of 
Chanquinola, and the Representante de Corregimiento, elected every five 
years to ensure proper collaboration between provincial and municipal 
officials and the Naso people.36  

Over the past decade, this Naso system of governance has become 
increasingly entangled with the national development context, causing 
many Naso to question the king’s rights and powers, and perhaps more 
significantly, the legitimacy and pragmatism of the traditional political 
system itself. The 2005 Bonyic project EIA highlights this as a major impact, 
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Political-Cultural Implications of Hydroelectricity 

 

Fall 2014    13 
 

stating the project will cause great “challenges to the authority and integrity 
of the traditional Naso political institutions.”37  

These challenges were evident in the 2004 elections. Historically, 
the king has been viewed as the sole legal authority—his signature implies 
the approval of the Naso people as a whole. Since the 1980s, however, the 
ultimate authority has resided in the General Assembly due to their right to 
convene and impeach the king. In 2004, utilizing this right, those in 
opposition to the dam ousted King Tito Santana through a golpe de estado, 
forcibly removing him from the palace in Sieyik and placing him into exile. 
Soon after, the Naso electorate then elected his uncle and anti-damn 
protester, Valentín Santana. However, the Panamanian government refused 
to acknowledge the newly elected king, undermining Naso customary law 
in order to ensure the project’s approval.  

Thus the Bonyic project has served to intensify the conflict over the 
king’s roles, rights, and powers, not only between the Naso and the federal 
government, but among community members as well. This has caused 
some Naso to question the legitimacy of the traditional authorities. For 
example, one evening after a charla or community meeting in the village of 
San San Drui, one informant opined,  

  
We don’t need a monarchy. We don’t need a king. We 
should get rid of them and the majority should vote on 
large projects [e.g., the dam, the comarca] like a 
referendum. . . . Why not democratize the whole thing? 

 
Comments such as this reflect the radical changes in political organization 
that are taking place within Naso territory.  
 
Grassroots Advocacy and the Fundación Naso: 
 
Political change has also manifested through new forms of collective action. 
Examples of early grassroots advocacy and collective action are evident in 
the aforementioned community protests, as well as in the creation of 
community-based organizations such as the Fundación Naso.  

In general, community protests within Naso territory have served 
to confront traditional authorities; though the Naso have also held protests 
in opposition to both HET and the ANAM. Most recently, the villages of 
Santa Rosa, Wesko, and Bonyic came together to protest the construction of 
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a road to the dam site, which disturbed a traditional burial ground.  
In addition to these protests, the Naso have created community-

based organizations to advocate for cultural continuance and protection of 
natural resources at the national and international levels. One such 
organization is the Fundación Naso. The Fundación was originally created 
to publicize the Naso struggle. Early on, it was able to make impressive 
contacts with international environmental organizations such as 
International Rivers, International Union for the Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN), Cultural Survival, and regional organization such as Alianza para 
la Conservacion y el Desarrollo (ACD), bolstering international solidarity, 
and aiding the Naso in the submission of human rights grievances to the 
IACHR. However, through the data-collection process, it became clear that 
over time the Bonyic project has greatly impacted legitimacy and efficacy of 
the organization. As one informant expressed: 

 
The Fundación Naso is superficial. I’ve heard about it on 
the radio, but I haven’t seen anything myself. [They] 
pretend to be the voice of the Naso community. I don’t 
know its principles or objectives or how it is run . . .  

 
As it turns out, King Tito, in conjunction with HET, bribed those managing 
the Fundación by offering them benefits, such as rights to CERs and 
positions on the current king’s council. With some of these financial 
benefits, one of the men had opened a contracting company, which was 
recently hired by HET to help support construction of the dam. In this way, 
HET stifled the Fundación, which had the potential to be a beneficial 
political change, by obstructing the Naso people’s ability to come together 
and garner continuous international solidarity.  
 
Collective Identity: The Role of Natural Resource Use and Livelihoods  
HET and the Bonyic project have further obstructed the Naso’s ability to 
maintain collective identity within the territory. The concept of collective 
identity “resides in a shared sense of ‘oneness’ or ‘we-ness’ anchored in real 
or imagined shared attributes and experiences among those who comprise 
[a collective group].”38 This sense of belonging and solidarity can provide 
justification for conflict, and corresponds with a sense of collective agency, 
allowing individual members of a social group to come together to work 
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toward social change.39  
Within indigenous communities, cosmology, natural resource use, 

and livelihoods often provide the foundation for shared attributes and 
experiences. Disruptions or changes to these can fracture collective identity, 
which can create disunity among group members and dissuade 
participation in collective action.  
 
Natural Resources and Cosmovision  
Through interviews, it became clear that the use of and reverence for the 
natural environment remains a significant underlying thread continuing to 
hold the Naso together. Though many have converted to modern-day 
evangelical protestant religions, the Naso continue to worship and retain 
great deference for the gods of the river and surrounding forests. Through 
traditional religion and ecological knowledge, they are able to form group 
coherence and in many instances overcome micro-political differences. 
However, construction of the Bonyic threatens to erode this. As one 
informant explained:  
 

Ter is a sacred place. All the Naso know they should 
protect and care for her. It is our life. In her, people bathe, 
they eat, they plant. We came from the river. The river gave 
us our name. If one day it would disappear, all of Naso 
would disappear . . . 
 

Hence, in both a figurative and literal sense, the Naso people feel as though 
they would cease to exist without the River Teribe.  

This feeling is compounded by the subsequent environmental 
impacts of the Bonyic project, which include severe soil erosion due to 
deforestation, water contamination due to soil particulates, and lead from 
construction materials and explosives. Post-completion impacts may 
contribute to a plethora of environmental health issues from potential 
disease vectors in the reservoir. Such impacts do not reflect “clean” or 
“sustainable” development as promised by the CDM; rather, they reflect 
the degradation of the environment, which in turn is contributing to the 
erosion of Naso culture and collective identity.  
 
Livelihoods and Development 
In addition to impacting the local environment, the Bonyic project is also 
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disrupting local land use and subsistence economies. Agroforestry is the 
mainstay of Naso livelihoods, which is supplemented by swidden 
agriculture, fishing, and hunting and gathering. Crops of cacao, oranges, 
and bananas provide subsistence and are also sold for wholesale 
consumption, while staple annual crops such as corn, rice, and yucca are 
grown purely for Naso consumption.40 The expected flooding upon the 
dam’s completion threatens such practices, which has the potential to 
further contribute to the disintegration of collective identity and therefore 
impede the Naso’s collective action.  

The project has facilitated continued integration into regional and 
national development contexts, causing a paradigm shift away from 
traditional Naso livelihoods and a subsistence economy towards a more 
commercial existence.41 This transition is in part due to the guarantee of 
project benefits. The project’s CDM Project Design Document (PDD) 
“promises to facilitate better working conditions and increase[d] 
employment opportunities in the area where the project is located,” as well 
as “better revenue distribution” and local economic development.42 

However, the summary of the EIA within the appendix of the same 
document acknowledges that vast amounts of “unemployment [will occur] 
on completion of work . . .” and that “the most serious problems are likely 
to arise for local non-qualified manpower, which is very common in the 
Naso indigenous sector.”43 Furthermore, it is questionable whether or not 
the project can accomplish its goal of providing better revenue distribution. 
The 2004, 2007, and 2012 benefit negotiations caused increased civil unrest 
within the Naso territory, and the PDD lacks any description of benefit-
sharing mechanisms and procedures, particularly regarding the local 
community’s share of 25 percent of the CERs. It is unclear who will manage 
these funds, or how they will be distributed or used. Therefore, it can be 
inferred that intracommunity conflict will continue and prohibit fair and 
equal distribution of these benefits, potentially contributing further to 
group disunity.  

A lack of unity is already evident within Naso territory, as several 
community members were able to articulate how the Bonyic project is 
impacting customary governance, and overall cohesiveness. As one 
informant explained: 
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Before the project arrived, we were still a united Naso 
community. There was unity between the [traditional] 
authorities and the communities. Now, there is a lack of 
unity. There is a clash between the company and the 
people. 

 
Another added: 

 
Through the project they have created a family division 
that did not exist before. It has confused us. Before we 
didn’t understand what would happen to our society. Now 
we have seen that it has hurt us. For me, I see it as 
destruction within ourselves: there are divisions between 
our homes, within our families.  

 
Disunity among group members can limit their ability to persevere and 
overcome the effects of repression, limiting the prospect for unified 
opposition, and ability to find viable solutions and alternatives. 
 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The Naso case highlights the conflict between the local and the global, as 
international concern over climate is beginning to supersede the rights of 
people around the world, primarily those in the Global South. Additionally, 
it presents the profound contradictions inherent to the renewed wave of 
dam-building under the CDM. It seems the expressed intentions of the 
WCD and anti-dam movement—reconciling conservation and 
development, including participatory planning and respect of indigenous 
rights and culture—have disappeared once more. Disruption of political 
and cultural processes, disunity and fracturing of society, loss of control 
over natural resources, and assimilation into market-oriented processes are 
not unique to the Naso case. They reflect common problems in dam-
building globally. Thus, the Naso case also helps to undermine the claim 
that dam-building is a “green,” socially responsible form of sustainable 
development. 

The Naso struggle also illustrates the precarious balance between 
heritage and modernity that indigenous groups face around the world. 
Though political-cultural change is bound to occur over time in any society, 
it is clear that the speed with which this change has transpired is at least in 
part due to the Bonyic project. As Warren and Jackson (2002) suggest, “[i]n 
many countries, indigenous communities must legally establish their 
legitimacy through the rhetoric of cultural continuity in order to gain 
official recognition, protection, and access to resources including their 
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lands.”44 However, projects such as the Bonyic continue to contribute to the 
erosion of cultural heritage by creating intense pressure for governance, 
livelihood, and natural-resource management transitions. These transitions 
may more easily allow federal governments to question a group’s 
authenticity or indigeneity. They may also contribute to intracommunity 
conflict, stifling a group’s ability to cooperate, build international solidarity 
through transnational networks, and collectively claim their rights.  

Climate and development mechanisms and projects should seek to 
minimize cultural impacts by fully supporting indigenous rights and 
endogenous development. Such an approach veers away from the classic 
development model, and allows affected peoples to strike a balance 
between cultural continuity and change, giving them greater say in their 
destinies, and acknowledging their ability to contribute to local 
development. As scholars, environmentalists, and development 
practitioners, we can move towards this model of development by 
embracing the following recommendations. 

First and foremost, a reconfiguration of the CDM dam application 
process, as well as modalities and guidelines, is needed to ensure respect 
for human rights, including those codified in ILO Convention 169, as well 
as the 2007 UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.45 For 
example, Article 2, Section 2(b) of the ILO promotes “the full realisation of 
the social, economic and cultural rights of these peoples with respect for 
their social and cultural identity, their customs and traditions and their 
institutions.” 46  To do so, the CDM application process should include 
standardized procedures for providing free, informed prior consent, as well 
as “adequate, accessible opportunities for impacted communities to 
document concerns.” 47  Additionally, special attention must be paid to 
cultural rights, as there are currently no CDM guidelines to protect cultural 
heritage. If implemented properly, CDM modalities and procedural 
reforms may be able to promote good governance at the national level, as 
well as greater adherence to international human rights law and norms. 
Furthermore, this may inform or be informed by other low-carbon 
development mechanisms and processes, such as REDD+, since it is has a 
similar framing and architecture. 
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Secondly, international institutions and national governments 
should embrace non-hydro energy alternatives as a means of bringing 
sustainable energy to the masses, while also mitigating the effects of climate 
change. These entities must provide more direct funding to and technical 
support for the development and implementation of other renewable 
energy alternatives, such as geothermal, wind, solar, and biomass. These 
should be implemented on regional scales to avoid unintended 
consequences. Such an approach would involve greater participation and 
small-scale, community-based, off-grid energy projects. Empowering and 
integrating local voices could undoubtedly minimize both social and 
environmental risks. 
  Finally, we must consider policy alternatives to the CDM and other 
market-based mechanisms, as these frequently utilize top-down and 
nontransparent approaches. Too often such projects work to co-opt one 
faction of society and bully the rest into acquiescence, ultimately eroding 
the social fabric and “extinguish[ing] the very cultural . . . forces from 
which possible solutions to the present [climate change] crisis might 
emerge.” 48  Therefore these policies must incorporate a more holistic, 
endogenous approach that considers potential unintended consequences, 
infringement of human rights, and attenuation of cultural heritage and 
biodiversity. As B. Pokorny et al. (2013) state, “the still existing 
environmental and cultural capital of the [Latin American] region in 
combination with the increasing interest of society in alternative models for 
sustainable development entail enormous opportunities.”49 Now is the time 
to think outside the current paradigm. Bottom-up, community-based 
approaches are considered overly complex and a challenge to organize and 
manage, but they promote project ownership and capacity-building 
through direct stakeholder involvement, while also maintaining culture and 
livelihoods. These are benefits that existing international climate change 
policies and development mechanisms do not supply. Let us look beyond 
the confines of the current development model towards forms of 
development that may be less lucrative, but truly promote equitable 
benefits, human rights, and environmental sustainability. 
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Breaking Apart the Petro-State: 
Can the Oil Curse Be Applied to 
Coups? 
 
Brendan Connell 
 
Endless trails of books and articles concerning the debilitating effects of state 
oil abundance have flooded the political science literature. The so-called “oil 
curse” has been labeled as a culprit of stunted democratization and economic 
backwardness, while also acquiring a reputation for fueling civil wars.1 But 
despite the vast amounts of academic territory the oil curse has traveled, 
little to no research has been performed to test the implications that oil 
wealth may have on intragovernmental stability. The fractionalization of the 
government manifests itself most visibly with the onset of coup attempts. 
Though not as bloody as civil wars, nor perhaps considered as lamentable as 
protracted authoritarian rule, coups nevertheless stand as a signifier of 
conflict and instability that should not be overlooked. 
 This article attempts to fill the above void in literature by laying out 
a unique theoretical framework that aims to connect existing coup literature 
with that of the oil curse. In the process, I break away from the overly 
simplistic model of resource wars that tends to view both the government 
and opposition as rigid unitary groups incapable of losing or gaining 
defecting members. I also avoid making rash generalizations about oil 
having one uniform effect on regime stability since these claims often 
disregard the institutional structure or level of socioeconomic development 
present. Instead, this article breaks open the shell of “petro-regimes”—that 
is, oil-rich governments—and looks inside to measure what conditional 
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Dunning, “Resource Dependence, Economic Performance, and Political Stability,” 
The Journal of Conflict Resolution 48, no. 4 (2005): 451–482; and Paul Collier and Anke 
Hoeffler, “Greed and Grievance in Civil War,” Oxford Economic Papers 56 (2004): 563–
595. 



Journal of International Service 

22    Fall 2014 

effect oil rents may have on intragovernmental cohesion. I hypothesize that 
oil abundance—to the extent that it breeds economic dependency on the oil 
sector—will drastically increase the likelihood of coup attempts. I argue that 
this is because oil rent–dependent regimes will be plagued by latent 
instability since any future disruptions in the oil market will compromise the 
executive’s ability to pay off military and other elites. 
 Part II provides a very brief overview of the existing literature on 
both the oil curse and the most cited determinants of coups. Because 
minimal work has been done to tie the two topics directly together, an effort 
is made to bridge this gap and synthesize preexisting ideas into three 
different perspectives on how to view oil’s effect on coup likelihood: (1) Oil 
as a destabilizing agent in government; (2) Oil as an asset for “coup-
proofing”; and (3) Oil as a conditional factor in intragovernmental stability. 
Part III provides an extensive outline of my own theoretical framework, 
followed by a detailed description on how I plan to test my hypothesis using 
a series of logistic regression models. I also discuss the meticulous, yet 
necessary choices made in operationalizing both my independent and 
dependent variable (oil rent dependency and coup attempts, respectively). 
Part IV involves an elaborate discussion of the results as well as its 
limitations. Contrary to my initial hypothesis, the models end up indicating 
a robust negative relationship between oil rent dependency and the 
likelihood of coup attempts. This article therefore seems to stand as a sort of 
“successful failure” by revealing how oil rent dependence actually acts as a 
reinforcing factor for intragovernmental cohesion in petro-states. 
Nevertheless, research from all parts of the oil curse and the limitations of 
my own findings must be taken into account before coming to complete 
conclusions regarding the potential stabilizing and destabilizing effects of oil 
wealth. Part V concludes by expanding on this point while also outlining 
some avenues for future research.  
 
EXISTING IDEAS ABOUT OIL ABUNDANCE AND COUPS 
 
An abundance of work has been done on the direful effects of oil—so much 
so that the so-called “oil curse” has evolved into an ambiguous term 
involving a myriad of different dimensions. Ross has presented several 
causal mechanisms of how oil wealth has hindered democratization.2 Collier 
and Hoeffler’s monumental work on greed in civil wars has labeled oil as an 
attractive source of funds for rebel groups.3 Many have also pointed to the 
disastrous effects of oil on economic development via “Dutch disease.”4 On 
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the other end, extensive research has also been conducted concerning the 
determinants of coups. As a sort of scholarly consensus, authoritarianism, 
strong unified military factions, and recent coup attempts are all considered 
to be the main inciters of coups.5 But rather surprisingly, minimal work has 
been performed to directly analyze the effects of oil on the likelihood of coup 
attempts and even more broadly, intragovernmental political instability. The 
question stands—what implications does oil abundance have on the 
cohesion of ruling governments? Certainly, formulating a coherent 
theoretical framework around this question requires a bit of trailblazing. But 
by merging together existing literature on the oil curse and coups, three 
different perspectives on the topic can be spawned: (1) Oil as a destabilizing 
agent in government; (2) Oil as an asset for coup-proofing; and (3) Oil as a 
conditional factor for intragovernmental stability. 
 
Oil as a Destabilizing Agent in Government 
Many aspects of the oil curse can be intuitively applied to estimating coup 
likelihoods. Oil abundance often breeds authoritarianism, though the exact 
causal mechanisms are up to debate. Ross posits that regimes with massive 
oil rents avoid the need to tax the citizenry and can therefore avoid public 
calls for representation.6 This evading of public opinion via oil revenues may 
also diminish government incentives to provide public goods and promote 
widespread socioeconomic development since it would only risk 
empowering a politically irrelevant class. It’s no surprise then that many 
would argue oil wealth as an obvious coup-inciting variable. McGowan 
finds authoritarianism as being linked to high coup likelihoods, while 
various others find the “economic backwardness” and weak civil societies 
prevalent in petro-states as being strong precursors to coup attempts.7 Oil 
revenues may also ensure financially sound opposition groups and can even 
give rebel groups trade capital to procure weapons from foreign 
governments, as was the case with the dissident South Sudan Defense Forces 
in collusion with North Sudan’s government.8 Furthermore, state possession 
of oil fields often marks control of the government as a treasured prize 
where the economic gains of “winning” may plausibly outweigh the costs of 
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challenging the status quo.9 This scenario is amplified further when factoring 
in the economic backwardness of most coup-prone countries since poorly 
developed economies will likely mean extremely low foregone earnings for 
rebellions.10 

Yet we must be careful when applying a civil war analogy directly to 
coups. Coups, by their strictest definition, are initiated from the “top,” 
coming from within the government.11 Accordingly, the dynamics of civil 
war have little applicability in the field of coups; a violent bottom-up 
rebellion is not synonymous with a top-down overthrow of the regime. 
Plausibly, one could hypothesize that a credible and well-funded insurgency 
group would make defecting from the government a more enchanting 
alternative for elites and/or military. But it still must be addressed then why 
a lucrative resource such as oil should not instead favor governments in civil 
conflicts.12 And unlike civilian mutineers, privileged elites within petro-
regimes will likely have very high foregone earnings. It may very well be 
then that oil revenues aid governments in crushing the opposition, making 
elites of the inner circle a very complacent people. 

 
Oil as an Asset for Coup-Proofing 
Many scholars have highlighted the significance of a coup-proofing strategy, 
where rulers use resources to keep their coalitions contented and divide up 
the military into separate subsects in order to preempt a unified mutiny 
against the regime.13 Likewise, studies concerning the maintenance of 
authoritarian institutional structures underline the high priority of 
sustaining a financially satisfied and robust security apparatus to stave off 
civil opposition and even more importantly, to preserve the cohesion of the 
government itself.14 These arguments, of course, necessarily imply the 
possession of a lucrative and stable income source—one in which oil wells 
may indeed fit the part. Ulfelder, for instance, finds that substantial resource 
wealth tends to prolong the survival of authoritarianism, though he does not 
test the durability of individual authoritarian regimes.15 Oil revenues may 
also allow rulers to avoid taxing their own elites and permit more social 
spending in order to placate bottom-up opposition groups and provide for a 
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more stable environment for government rule.16 
 Yet two glaring problems plague the above arguments. For one, the 
high stakes of controlling the petro-state still remain. Certainly, oil wealth 
may work to feed the insatiable demands of military budgets and may even 
calm any civil opposition that would offer government defectors a home to 
voice their dissent. But the greedy appetites of elites revolve around relative 
wealth rather than absolute deprivation; just because military generals are 
well paid does not mean more money cannot be earned through seizing 
unilateral control of the government. What is more, a financially healthy 
military will improve the capabilities of carrying out a coup, thus also 
possibly leading to increased incentives to challenge the status quo.17 
Secondly, it may be a far-reaching assumption to say that oil wealth provides 
a consistent source of government income. There are many ways oil profits 
may be disrupted. And when oil does stop flowing, there may not be 
alternative sources of income (apart from taxing other economic sectors) to 
pool from, leaving rulers in a very tricky and possibly life-threatening 
position. 
 
Oil as a Conditional Factor in Intragovernmental Stability 
Events such as OPEC’s 1973 oil embargo have distorted public memory in 
viewing oil as a lucrative commodity that can be skillfully manipulated by 
producing countries for higher and more stable profits. But other parts of 
history have proven this not always the case, like in South Sudan’s 2011 oil 
shutdown or Nigeria’s past vulnerability to price volatility.18 Price 
fluctuations, targeted sanctions, resource depletion, and physical sabotage to 
infrastructure are all ways in which a regime’s oil revenues may be 
disrupted. When such events occur, how are we to measure the stabilizing 
effects versus the destabilizing effects of oil talked of above? The answer can 
be based on both the economic dependence of a regime on oil rents and a 
regime’s institutional characteristics. O’Kane finds that specialization and 
dependency on primary goods for export yield higher likelihoods of coups 
in Africa.19 The lack of diversification inherent in petro-economies often 
leaves rulers devoid of a “safety valve” to gather funds in the case of a 
recession in oil prices. This is why, despite the political risks to economically 
diversifying in authoritarian regimes, dictators may sometimes still have 
strong incentives to start building up other economic sectors.20 At the same 
time, meritocratic institutions and democracy are also shown to lessen the 
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chances of coup attempts by their ability to shift the legitimacy of rule away 
from personal ties and more towards constitutional procedures that are 
independent of patronage.21 Rulers in corrupt regimes, conversely, will find 
managing discontent extremely difficult and defection within government 
highly likely when oil revenues come to a halt. 

The view of oil as a conditional factor in intragovernmental stability 
dominates the preceding arguments for several reasons. Above all, it takes 
into account fairly common disruptive events that would compromise a 
ruler’s ability to use oil as an asset for government stability. It also pays 
attention to oft-neglected variables such as institutional structures and 
socioeconomic development that require an equal amount of attention when 
determining the full effects of oil as a destabilizing agent.22 Testing the 
effects of oil on the likelihood of coup attempts therefore requires applying 
this conditional mindset by discerning between completely oil rent–
dependent regimes and those petro-states that possess the characteristics to 
endure through disruptions in the oil market. 

 
THE OIL COUP: LOGIC, VARIABLES, AND METHODS 
As touched on, treating coups solely as an analogy of civil war or insurgency 
engenders several problems both in formulating theory and gathering data. 
For one, coups may be both brief and bloodless, therefore having tendencies 
to be overlooked in past statistical analyses concerning the oil curse.23 I find 
this void in data also to be a void in our understanding of the political effects 
of oil abundance since coups nevertheless represent a form of conflict, albeit 
less bloody at times. Second, coups also diverge from civil wars in that they 
are elite-led and thus signal a form of intragovernmental conflict. Whereas 
civil wars illustrate fighting between two rigid and unchanging groups (i.e., 
the government and the opposition), coups portray a slightly more flexible 
model where government elites may defect to either the civil opposition or 
an opposing part of the regime itself. While some scholars have reached the 
consensus that oil has an absolute stabilizing effect in petro-regimes via 
coup-proofing, this perspective suffers from the fallacy of automatically 
viewing oil as a stable revenue source.24 Not only are oil markets vulnerable 
to regular price fluctuations, but a government’s dependency on oil makes 
the oil sector a susceptible and attractive target of economic sanctions and 
physical sabotage. Militaries with well-fed personnel and high salaries 
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procured from oil also often possess more competent soldiers and 
organizational resources that make them more individually capable of 
carrying out a coup.25 So if oil revenues do dry up, militaries may not only be 
willing to stage a coup, but also capable. In this sense, oil may help rulers 
consolidate their claim to authority when oil income is stable, but their 
strategy of coup-proofing and keeping elites/military officials satisfied 
becomes jeopardized during inopportune shocks in the oil market. 

By refuting the notion of a petro-government as a cohesive unitary 
actor and conceptualizing oil revenues as a less-than-stable source of 
revenue, we can conceive of instances where the robust security apparatuses 
of petro-states may become compromised. I therefore argue that state oil 
abundance will have a conditional effect on the incidence of coup attempts, 
based on the extent to which a regime can absorb the impact of shocks in the 
oil market. The ability of a regime to absorb shocks in the oil market will be 
contingent primarily upon a regime’s economic dependency on its oil sector. 
States with economic diversification and widespread development will give 
rulers the option of diverting income from other sectors of the economy to 
pay off aggrieved elites when oil flows are disrupted. Conversely, regimes 
that derive a large part of their income solely from oil rents are deprived of a 
vital safety valve during shocks in the oil market. These economically oil-
dependent regimes will be unable to pay government salaries and may lead 
the military to consider overthrowing the government in order to gain a 
larger piece of the pie for themselves. Perhaps more optimistically, oil shocks 
may just give defecting elites the excuse to bandwagon with the civilian 
opposition and use public displeasure as a kick-start for democratization.26 
But whatever the case, the anticipated effect of oil abundance on the 
likelihood of coup attempts can be clearly illustrated in the following 
hypothesis: 
 
H1: States with a high economic dependency on oil rents—that is, having large 
proportions of government revenue derived from oil—will have a higher likelihood of 
a coup attempt. 
 

To be sure, a regime’s economic dependency on oil engenders latent 
intragovernmental instability, where a shock in the oil market combines to 
create the high likelihood of a coup attempt. Belkin and Schofer have offered 
a similar framework—albeit, with some different explanatory variables—
where regimes have structural background causes that make coup attempts 
likely, but do not precipitate them in a direct sense in absence of a “trigger” 
event.27 The trigger event within my theoretical framework is broadly 
described as a disruption in a regime’s oil-related income. However, I’ve 
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chosen not to directly test the occurrence of oil disruptions due to a current 
unreliability in available data. This omission should hopefully encourage 
future scholars of the oil curse to compile and code datasets that proxy the 
vulnerability of oil production sites and supply routes. But I nevertheless 
assume for now that oil shocks are frequent enough for the purpose of my 
hypothesis. 
 To test H1, I’ve compiled a time-series dataset for 178 countries 
between the years 1960 and 2006. I use a simple dummy variable for coup 
attempts to formulate the dependent variable of my analysis. Coup attempts 
as opposed to merely successful coups are used for multiple reasons. For 
one, measuring coup attempts better encapsulates the core part of my 
argument—that economic dependency on oil will engender latent instability 
within regimes. Restricting our dependent variable to only successful coups 
is gauging not only active instability, but also the capability of coup plotters. 
The capability of a group of coup plotters is certainly connected to coup 
attempts at least tangentially. After all, the punishment for coup plotters 
often proves to be fatal and therefore elites would certainly not attempt a 
coup if they did not think they possessed the capability to succeed. But 
looking only at successful coups risks missing instances where the 
government or military is indeed fragmented, but simply cannot overthrow 
the incumbent. Secondly, what constitutes a successful coup is excessively 
vulnerable to interpretation. For instance, do coup plotters themselves have 
to attain power to qualify it as a successful coup and if so, for how long and 
in what branch of government? This ambiguity has been avoided to an 
extent by providing explicit and concrete definitions for successful coup 
attempts, but again, measuring the effect of oil on coup plotters’ capabilities 
is beyond the scope of this article. 

Coup attempts themselves are still subject to some subjective 
interpretation and must be concretely distinguished from civil conflicts, 
lawful transitions in power, and plot rumors. To achieve this, I use the 
definition from Powell and Thyne’s dataset, which labels coup attempts 
precisely as “illegal and overt attempts by the military or other elites within 
the state apparatus to unseat the executive.”28 This definition holds validity 
because it refers to deliberate actions by state elites that aim to overthrow the 
chief executive in an unlawful fashion. Because the actors involved are from 
within the government, this distinguishes coup attempts from forms of civil 
war, rebellion, or foreign intervention—all of which being forms of conflict I 
do not intend on measuring. The illegality of coup attempts separates it from 
customary transitions in power and other lawful means of deposing the chief 
executive, such as through impeachment, votes of no confidence, or routine 
elections. It is also important to note that there is no prerequisite of violence 
in Powell and Thyne’s definition of coup attempts, which I consider to again 
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be appropriate since the absence of violence should not imply the absence of 
instability. Additionally, Powell and Thyne refuse to use coup plots and 
rumors in their data due to unreliability.29 I coincide with them in this regard 
as well, since governments may have incentives to exaggerate the credibility 
of coup plots as an excuse to crack down on opposition groups.30 In total 
then, I’ve accumulated 384 coup attempts over the 47-year period of 
analysis—a testament to the relative rarity of coup attempts. 

To measure the effect of a state’s oil rent dependency on the 
likelihood of coup attempts (H1), I’ve compounded World Bank GDP data 
and oil production data from Ross into one proxy variable appropriately 
titled oilrent. This proxy is simply calculated by dividing a country’s oil 
production in metric tons over a country’s GDP. Though oil production 
numbers alone are not a direct measure of oil wealth, they are still sufficient 
indicators for estimating oil dependency after factoring in GDP. As intended, 
the oilrent proxy is separate from using absolute measures of oil wealth, such 
as oil profits or oil production numbers by themselves, which lack validity 
for my purpose and neglect whether or not a state possesses alternate 
sources of income in their economy. Oil production over GDP also stands as 
a more reliable measure than most other preexisting oil rent proxies, since 
where oil rents are derived from (i.e., exports, taxing, public-owned oil 
companies) suffers from considerable ambiguity. Unsurprisingly, oilrent is 
very highly skewed, with familiar culprits such as Brunei and Middle 
Eastern oil exporters pulling up the average way above the median. To 
ameliorate this skew, I simply use a logged version of oilrent (labeled as 
oilrent_log). 
 In addition to the main independent variable, I’ve also included four 
controls in my initial model indicating whether or not a state is a democracy, 
the number of years since a previous coup attempt has taken place, the ratio 
of a state’s paramilitary forces to standard army forces, and the infant 
mortality rate of a state to proxy socioeconomic development. 
 Many previous studies on both civil wars and coups have pointed to 
the significance of accounting for political institutions when determining the 
fate of oil-abundant states.31 A regime’s political institutions can be broadly 
categorized on the basis of both corruption and democracy. In corrupt 
regimes, positions of power are ascribed and maintained by the ability to 
distribute patronage as opposed to by law or merit.32 As long as oil profits 
are abundant and uninterrupted, patronage is actually successful in ensuring 
the robustness of a state’s security apparatus and maintaining 
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intragovernmental cohesion. However, when oil revenues freeze, military 
and/or elite factions go unpaid and rulers may experience what Bratton and 
Van de Walle have called a “crisis of legitimacy” among their 
bureaucracies.33 The underdeveloped political institutions of patrimonial 
regimes in this scenario quickly disintegrate, creating an atmosphere of 
intense uncertainty and government infighting. In contrast, meritocracies 
possess institutionalized laws and procedures that ascribe political positions 
based on merit rather than current economic conditions or fickle political 
loyalties. So although cut-off oil revenues will undoubtedly incite grievance 
in all types of petro-states, meritocracies—unlike patrimonial regimes—will 
likely preserve their institutional structure and be more inclined for 
institutionalized political transitions as opposed to coup attempts. 
Unfortunately, the best available corruption indexes from Transparency 
International and the World Bank (WGI Control of Corruption) only date 
back to 1996 at earliest. Accordingly, the inclusion of a corruption control 
variable forces my model to drop a substantial number of observations, 
yielding watered-down and invalidated results. I therefore have chosen for 
now to avoid including a direct control for corruption, though future 
research on the topic of coups should remain aware of the latent fragility in 
patronage politics. 
 I am, however, able to clearly measure the presence of democracy in 
regimes. I expect the presence of democracy—which should not be conflated 
with lack of corruption—to hold a negative relationship with coup attempts 
by providing a legal pathway for disgruntled elites to overthrow the 
executive. Certainly, routine democratic transitions in power are not perfect 
antidotes to coup attempts. Dissatisfied elites may indeed favor coups over 
the ballot box in order to eject the incumbent with greater haste, especially if 
the status quo rules of democracy are deemed to be unfair. Nevertheless, I 
still expect a “democratic option” of power change to on average preclude 
any thoughts of attempting a coup. My measure of democracy (dem) has 
been gathered from Polity IV data, with democracies qualifying strictly as 
states having a score of 5 or higher. This rigid dichotomy can be perceived as 
more appropriate than an ordinal scale of Polity scoring since for the 
purposes of my theory, I am only concerned about finding a critical point in 
democratic development where legal transitions in power are considered to 
be both feasible and desirable. 
 Previous coup attempts and the relative size of paramilitary forces 
have also been consistently connected to the likelihood of future coup 
attempts. The existence of past coup attempts can often materialize a “coup 
culture” and the tearing down of constitutional procedures.34 Meanwhile, 
large paramilitary forces are expected to signify a divide-and-conquer 
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strategy for petro-regimes that aim to increase the collective action costs of 
coup plotting and thus preclude coup attempts before they even begin.35 
Data for both previous coup attempts (lastcoup) and the ratio of paramilitary 
forces to regular army personnel (paramil) have been gathered from Powell’s 
2012 article on coup-proofing.36 While I operationalize lastcoup as a 
straightforward number equating to years since a previous coup attempt, I 
also check for robustness by including a dummy variable for previous coup 
attempts (lastcoup2) that simply indicates whether or not a coup attempt has 
occurred within the past five years. The reader should also be aware that 
paramil has an enormous 5330 cases missing, ultimately causing the model to 
drop 161 observations of where a coup attempt occurs. While this is certainly 
problematic, I’ve judged that previous research has marked paramilitary 
forces as being too important to drop as a control. This pickle between 
saving observations and preserving a valid model is fixed to a degree by 
using rare events logistic regression as discussed in part IV’s analysis. 
 Finally, it is crucially important to control for a state’s socioeconomic 
development. In a way, measuring a state’s development can be a 
supplement for determining a state’s economic dependency on oil. However, 
in controlling for development, I mean specifically to proxy the stakes of 
holding power. In states where widespread development is minimal, the 
costs of losing power are enormous. When incumbents start to lose favor 
with elites, then, members of the incumbent’s coalition will have extra 
incentive to shed their political loyalties and bandwagon with the opposition 
in hopes of retaining their positions. Therefore, low levels of socioeconomic 
development should be expected to exacerbate the destabilizing effect of oil 
in H1. To measure socioeconomic development, I have found infant mortality 
rates (infantmort) as more appropriate than GDP/capita since oil-rich states 
may possess abnormally high GDP figures that threaten to skew the data. 

Because my theory deals with the relationship between a 
dichotomous dependent variable (coupatt) and an interval-level independent 
variable (oilrent_log), I use logistic regression over OLS regression in 
formulating my initial model. Oilrent_log, dem, and infantmort are all lagged 
one year. Observations are also clustered on the basis ccode (country). What 
the cluster command does is account for the fact that the explanatory 
variables often have effects that go beyond just their respective years. For 
instance, extremely low levels of development may often have “scar” effects 
on the likelihood of a coup attempt that lasts multiple years into the future. 

Unfortunately, missing data—especially with regard to paramilitary 
numbers—curtail my observations to 2159 cases. However, a specially 
constructed logistic regression for rare events, courtesy of King and Zeng, 
partly addresses this problem and allows the model to efficiently keep all of 
my explanatory variables. Rare events logistic regression (ReLogit) randomly 
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recollects values of the dependent variable within categories of the 
independent variable. This case selection is best used in models where the 
dependent variable is binary and is valued many more times at zero than 
one, especially when the sample size is relatively small and threatens to 
cause small-sample bias.37 The rare events events logistic regression is 
further discussed in part IV. A final model attempts to implement world oil 
prices as a potential “trigger” for coup attempts in petro-states. I perform 
this by simply splitting up observations on the basis of whether they occur 
when annual oil prices were below or above their median. Data on annual oil 
prices have been collected by Ross.38 
 
ANALYSIS 
 
This article has aimed to analyze what effects oil rent dependency has on 
intragovernmental instability in the form of coup attempts. By controlling for 
democracy, past coup attempts, paramilitary size, and infant mortality, I 
hypothesize that oil rent dependency will yield on average a greater 
likelihood of a coup attempt. The preliminary model attempts to test this 
claim using simple logistic regression. This preliminary model is 
manipulated in model 2 with additional controls and interaction variables to 
test for robustness. Model 3 replicates this, but with a specialized method of 
logistic regression for rare events (ReLogit), as provided by Tomz, King, and 
Zeng.39 Finally, models 4A and 4B perform two separate logistic regressions 
separated on the basis of world oil prices collected by Ross. Though I 
recognize world oil prices alone as being an incomplete measure for oil 
shocks, this final method is an attempt to better fit the theoretical framework 
outlined in part III. 
[Table 1] 
 Table 1 presents the main results of all the above models. 
Understandably, the substantive effects of each input variable can be hard to 
grasp through coefficients only. Table 2 therefore expresses the results of the 
preliminary model in odds ratio form, which tell us how much the odds of a 
coup attempt (number of observations where coupatt=1 divided by the 
number of observations when coupatt=0) change for each one-unit change in 
the independent variable. This can then be easily translated into something 
more interpretable by subtracting 1 from the odds ratio and then multiplying 
by 100 to find the percentage change in the odds as we make a one-unit change 
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in the independent variable. Note that the percentage change in the odds 
should not be confused with a change in the probability of a coup attempt. 
The main independent variable—the oilrent proxy—holds little intuitive 
appeal and is much harder to interpret than the other explanatory variables 
since it is both logged and represents an awkward value of tons of oil 
production over GDP. Moreover, while I find oilrent_log to be a valid 
representation of oil dependency, it gives us extremely small numbers to 
work with where minor changes in the oilrent_log value yield enormous 
amounts of change in the dependent variable. Nevertheless, the preliminary 
logistic regression actually yields a negative correlation between oilrent_log 
and coupatt that is significant at the 95 percent level. This, of course, 
contradicts H1 by suggesting that oil rent dependency is a coup-proofing 
variable that lessens the likelihood of a coup attempt.  
[Table 2] 
 Contrary to oil rents though, the control variables of model 1 hold 
few surprises. Dem—a simple dummy variable for democracy that 
categorizes regimes on the basis of polity scoring—shows an odds ratio of 
roughly 0.44 indicating that the odds of a coup attempt are 56 percent less 
for a democratic regime (polity >/= 5) compared to an authoritarian regime 
(polity < 5). This result is significant at the 99 percent level. Lastcoup 
measures the real number of years since a country experienced a coup 
attempt. The odds ratio for lastcoup (0.93) shows that the odds of a coup 
attempt decrease on average by 7 percent every year without a coup attempt. 
Like democracy, this claim can be made at the 99 percent confidence level. 
Paramil in model 1 indicates that the existence of paramilitary forces makes 
coup attempts less likely with an odds ratio of roughly 0.68 and is significant 
at the 90 percent level. So a hypothetical state with no paramilitary forces, 
ceteris paribus, will have odds of a coup attempt that are 32 percent greater 
than a state with equal amounts of paramilitary and standard army forces. 
Finally, infantmort—the number of infant deaths for every 1,000 live births—
exhibits a positive relationship with coup attempts. However, infantmort 
shows a relatively weak substantive effect compared to other control 
variables, with every additional infant death per 1000 yielding only a 
fraction of a percent increase in the odds of a coup attempt. 
 From model 1, not only does H1 seem to lose credibility, but oil rent 
dependency appears to have the opposite effect of that previously anticipated 
on the likelihood of coup attempts. I also find this correlation to be extremely 
robust after manipulating the initial model with additional controls. Coldwar, 
ethfrag, lastcoup2, and an interaction variable labeled demXinfantmort are all 
inserted into model 1. Coldwar represents a dummy variable for whether the 
observations occurred within the Cold War era (defined as prior to 1992). 
Ethfrag is coded as a value of ethnic fragmentation, which has been acquired 
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from Fearon and Laitin’s work on ethnicity and civil wars.40 Because the 
effects of a previous coup attempt may become rather insignificant after a 
certain “critical” period of time, the lastcoup2 dummy substitutes my 
previous lastcoup control by valuing an observation at 1 if a country has 
experienced a coup attempt in the last five years. Finally, demXinfantmort is 
meant to distinguish between mature democracies and those resting upon a 
fragile socioeconomic foundation. Lower infant mortality rates in 
combination with democracy will be expected to have a greater inhibiting 
effect on the likelihood of coup attempts than democracies with higher infant 
mortality rates. Because infantmort has an opposite effect on coup attempts 
than dem, I subtract infantmort from 100 to reverse the positive relationship 
and then generate a new variable, which is simply 100-infantmort multiplied 
by dem. Ethfrag and coldwar are both statistically insignificant, being well 
below the 90 percent confidence level. Lastcoup2, like the initial lastcoup 
control variable, exhibits a dampening effect on coup attempts that is 
significant at the 99 percent confidence level. The newly inputted 
demXinfantmort variable exhibits a negative relationship and is significant at 
the 99 percent level. Most importantly though, the substantive and statistical 
significance of oilrent_log remains relatively steady at the 90 percent level. 

To supplement these results further, two additional models are run. 
Model 3 performs a special logistic regression for rare events (ReLogit).41 
Rare events logistic regression is predominantly intended for when binary 
independent variables occur with much fewer ones than zeros, thus causing 
the occurrence of the dependent variable to be underestimated. This problem 
is amplified by small sample biases, which are even thought to have a 
substantively relevant effect in datasets with as many as a few thousand 
observations.42 Selecting observations on the dependent variable would 
undoubtedly cause a new bias. However, Zeng and King’s method avoids 
this by using exogenous stratified sampling—that is, randomly selecting 
values of the dependent variable within categories of the independent 
variable.43 Model 3 includes the same variables as the preliminary model, but 
substitutes the demXinfantmort interaction variable for both dem and 
infantmort. From looking at Table 1, Oilrent again maintains its negative 
effect on coup attempt likelihood and is still significant at the 90 percent 
level. DemXinfantmort—still a lessening effect—maintains significance at the 
99 percent confidence level. Lastcoup remains significant at the 99 percent 
level and with negative effect. Paramil also holds onto its inhibiting effect on 
coup attempts and is significant at the 90 percent level. 
 Finally, models 4A and 4B attempt to incorporate something that has 

                                                           
40 James D. Fearon and David D. Laitin, “Ethnicity, Insurgency, and Civil War,” 
American Political Science Review 97, no. 1 (2002): 75–90. 
41 King and Zeng 2001, 137–163. 
42 Ibid., 138. 
43 Ibid. 
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until now been neglected—shocks in the oil market. The theoretical 
framework has outlined that oil rent dependency by itself engenders only 
latent instability within the government and necessitates a so-called “kick-
start” for coups to actually be attempted. Others have labeled this conceptual 
framework of “coup-birthing” as requiring both structural background 
conditions and a trigger event.44 The appropriate trigger event in the case of 
this article’s argument is shocks in the oil market that ultimately cause a 
disruption in state oil revenues. Recall that these shocks can manifest from 
both natural (price volatility, depletion) and unnatural origins (oil-targeted 
sanctions, sabotage to infrastructure), and consequently are extremely hard 
to operationalize wholly. For this reason, my analysis up until now has 
disregarded oil shocks and has instead assumed that disruptions in the oil 
market are frequent enough to engender a positive correlation between oil 
rent dependency and the likelihood of a coup attempt. But in light of my 
surprising findings, I’ve performed a final test by comparing two separate 
logistic regressions that isolate observations on the basis of only one specific 
type of oil shock—price depressions in the oil market. This is easily done by 
merging in the annual world oil prices (in $2000 US per barrel) obtained 
from Ross.45 Oilprice is also lagged one year to correspond with oilrent_log. 
Due to oilprice being heavily skewed, I use the median to break apart 
observations into two separate regressions—one in which observations occur 
when oilprice is above its median and one where oilprice is below its median. 
The small number of observations within the two regressions also 
necessitates rare events logistic regression as used in model 3. 

From models 4A and 4B, two major things are apparent. First, low 
oil prices completely erase the statistical significance of oilrent_log. Second, 
high oil prices seem to reinforce the negative relationship between coupatt 
and oilrent_log in the previous models, as model 4A shows oilrent_log to 
maintain its significance at the 90 percent level. This observation coincides 
with the previous findings, showing that oil rent–dependent regimes are on 
average less likely to undergo a coup attempt. In sum, then, the above 
models all seem to advocate the “successful failure” of this article by 
confirming a finding opposite to the initial hypothesis, though model 4B’s low 
oil-price scheme nullifies this correlation. 

Nevertheless, the reader should be aware that several limitations of 
this analysis exist despite the many models run. Most obvious are the 
missing data that have caused my observations to dwindle by almost 75 
percent. Not only have some of my control variables (paramil) been spotty, 
but some controls that I have nevertheless recognized as significant 
(corruption) are too sparse to even include at all. Even worse, this hole in 
data is often in the developing countries where coup attempts are expected 
to be highest. Until valid and reliable data can be extensively collected, 
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research on coups will likely suffer from the tradeoff between creating an 
extensive model and retaining a large number of observations. Secondly, the 
oilrent proxy provides us with incredibly unintuitive numbers to analyze. 
This could potentially be changed by using proxies such as oil export values 
over GDP or raw oil production measures. But these variables may lack 
validity—the former disregards other sources of oil rents, while the latter 
measures more of oil abundance rather than oil rent dependency per se. It is 
thus hard to say something about the size of the effect of oilrent, though we 
do know that the direction of that effect appears to be robustly negative. 
Finally, we are still left questioning what causal mechanisms can explain 
why countries that are economically dependent on oil rents seem to avoid 
coups better on average. This task will be left up to further research on the 
topic of coups; however, I attempt to briefly introduce some causal 
mechanisms that may be responsible for my robust, albeit surprising 
findings. 

 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
This article has attempted to evaluate the salience of oil wealth on the 
likelihood of intragovernmental instability in the form of coup attempts. I 
have hypothesized oil as having a conditional effect on the likelihood of 
coups, being primarily contingent on the extent to which a regime is 
economically dependent on oil as a source of income. Rulers that put all of 
their eggs in one basket are often bereft of a reliable tax-collection system 
and alternative sources of income within the economy, and thus prevent 
themselves from being able to pay off disgruntled elites and military when 
oil revenues are disrupted. In this sense, I have predicted oil abundance as 
being a coup-inciting force only to the extent in which it translates to 
economic dependence on the domestic oil sector. The findings, however, 
disclose the “successful failure” of this article by showing robust results that 
are in direct contradiction to my initial hypothesis. Oil rent dependency—
proxied by tons of production divided by GDP—is actually shown to decrease 
the likelihood of a coup attempt on average. This effect is relatively 
unchanging through several different models and robustness checks. What is 
more, not even times of low oil prices prove as a “trigger” for coup attempts 
in oil-dependent regimes. Control variables such as democracy, years since a 
previous coup attempt, and the size of paramilitary forces all tend to confirm 
previous literature on coup attempts. 
 Taking these results at face value, what can one make of the 
seemingly stabilizing effect of oil on intragovernmental cohesion? To tie my 
results back to previous literature, the lucrativeness of oil revenue may 
simply aid in coup-proofing. Oil rents can ease the financial burdens of 
supporting a large paramilitary force and hence utilizing a divide-and-
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conquer strategy to prevent a possible coup attempt.46 However, this does 
not address the question of what happens when oil revenues dry up. One 
could certainly say that the oil never stops flowing and that oil shocks don’t 
exist as frequently as posited. But it could more likely be that the prudence 
of rulers has been understated in the way they account for future risks and 
establish personal ties within their winning coalition. For instance, petro-
states may have enough foresight to overcome the common moral hazard 
problems involved with lucrative sources of non-tax revenue by keeping 
some oil profits in reserve as a safety valve. Rulers can also utilize 
nonmaterialistic methods of maintaining government cohesion such as 
through ethnic, religious, or lineage-based ties.47 

It may be tempting to pessimistically say that this article prescribes 
dictators with a means for prolonging despotism and their own personal 
rule. Two reasons can be stated to counter this accusation. First, my analysis 
of oil rent dependency has been focused on only one particular outcome—
coup attempts. Just as many scholars have been guilty at times of applying 
oil’s effects to more visual outcomes such as civil war and stunted 
democratization, the scope of this article has purposely limited itself solely to 
coups. A holistic evaluation of oil rent dependency requires a complete 
inclusion of all types of “undesirable” outcomes. Until then, it is inconclusive 
whether oil revenues can be seen in total as a stabilizing or destabilizing 
force for domestic rule. Secondly, even if the results of part IV are taken at 
face value, the fact remains that coup attempts are extremely unique events 
that often consist of equally unique causes. Certainly, any of the results 
obtained from part IV’s models are not meant to have any substantial 
forecasting power, and oil abundance should be seen as neither a guarantor 
nor a universal inhibitor of coups. This point was slightly revealed in model 
4B, where the “stabilizing” effect of oil vanished among observations that 
occurred during periods of relatively low oil prices. Just as in the many other 
subfields of political science, then, coup predictions are often bad business. 
 These concerns aside, this article has supplied scholars with a new 
subfield over the dreaded oil curse. Future research should use the 
substantive significance of the results—while also recognizing the limitations 
of the models—to formulate more complete theories about oil’s effects on 
intragovernmental instability as a whole. This can be done first through the 
inclusion of more salient control variables that underline oil’s conditional 
effects on political stability. I believe corruption to be an enormous omission 
in this study and so special work should be done to frame more reliable and 
complete datasets for measuring patronage and the structural characteristics 
of regimes. Secondly, attempted coups have also limited the definition of 
what counts as an outcome of interest when studying instability within 
governments. Not only should we combine our knowledge about oil’s effects 

                                                           
46 Powell 2012, 1036. 
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on both violent and nonviolent forms of conflict, but we should also expand 
the definition of intragovernmental instability that this article has de facto 
used. By gathering new information on alternative signals for 
intragovernmental instability such as elite resignations or “coup-less” 
government infighting, we may be able to expand our knowledge even 
further to what the oil curse holistically entails. 
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The Political Economy of Rigorous Impact 
Evaluations in International Development: A 
Micro-Macro Perspective 
 
Sarah Custer-Lalanne 
 
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
The Development Effectiveness Bandwagon 
The role and value of development agencies has long been contested, and 
debates range from sweeping claims of development aid as “one of the 
most effective weapons in the war against poverty”1 to arguments that it 
only serves to dampen economic growth in poor countries.2 Nevertheless, 
there is a general consensus that the aid industry could work better than 
it currently does, and that inasmuch as development programs and 
projects continue to be implemented, they should use funds as effectively 
as possible and be able to demonstrate clear results. 

Over the past decade, no fewer than four High Level Fora on Aid 
Effectiveness spearheaded by the Organization for Economic Co-
Operation and Development (OECD) have been held and just as many 
declarations and agreements drafted, each emphasizing the value of 
results-oriented frameworks.3 However, several criticisms of the OECD 
aid effectiveness agenda have developed in response to its focus on 

                                                           
1 United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report 2005 (New 
York: United Nations, 2005), 75. 
2 Dambisa Moyo, Dead Aid: Why Aid Is Not Working and How There Is a Better Way for 
Africa (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2009) 
3 Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, Rome Declaration on 
Harmonisation (2003); Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, 
The Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and the Accra Agenda for Action (2005/2008); 
and Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, Busan Partnership for 
Effective Development Co-Operation: Fourth High Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness (2011). 
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technical procedures for aid delivery rather than on monitoring impact 
towards achieving meaningful poverty reduction.4 The United Nations 
Development Program provides a broader definition of development 
effectiveness that encompasses the importance of measuring the impact 
of development cooperation: 

 
Development effectiveness reflects the extent to which an 
institution or intervention has brought about targeted change in a 
country or the life of the individual beneficiary. Development 
effectiveness is influenced by various factors, beginning with the  
quality of project design and ending with the relevance and 
sustainability of desired results [emphasis added].5  
 
Though development policies and programs are created to 

achieve a set of outcomes—such as higher incomes, better sanitation, or 
improved schooling—rarely are they systematically evaluated to 
determine their success in achieving those very outcomes. After decades 
of experience and billions of dollars spent, the international development 
community is still relatively ignorant about the net contribution it is 
making in lifting people out of poverty. The trend has been to count 
program inputs and outputs, provide anecdotal evidence of a few success 
stories, and make far-reaching pronouncements of “development 
effectiveness.” Given this lack of straightforward data, it is expected that 
such heated debates around the value of aid would arise. 

 
Putting the “Science” Back in Social Science 
Countering this trend, evidence-based policymaking is steadily making 
headway in international development practice. The past decade has been 
one of tremendous growth in the field of rigorous impact evaluations, 
which provide quantitative assessments of whether intended outcomes 
were achieved and allow policy decisions to be based on hard data. In 
turn, given our resource-constrained world, evidence-based decisions 
allow finances to be directed towards programs that demonstrate the 
greatest impact.  

Unlike other types of evaluations—such as process and outcome 
evaluations—impact evaluations ask cause-and-effect questions. They 
seek to identify the causal relationship between the activities carried out 
and the well-being of the target population, and have the unique ability 
to attribute outcomes to the program or project implemented. A variety 
of methodologies exist to carry out impact evaluations, but they all 

                                                           
4 “Development Effectiveness in Development Cooperation: A Rights-Based 
Perspective,” BetterAid, accessed December 9, 2012, http://betteraid.org/ . 
5 United Nations Development Programme Evaluation Office, Development 
Effectiveness: Review of Evaluative Evidence (New York: United Nations, 2001), 11. 
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possess the central tenet of comparing the target group to a similar 
comparison group (that did not receive the program) to estimate the 
counterfactual: What would the outcome have been in the absence of the 
program?   

Randomized controlled trials (RCTs) are referred to as the “gold 
standard” in impact evaluation, as they are most likely to generate a 
statistically identical comparison with the most unbiased results .6 Impact 
evaluation methodologies that do not randomly assign exposure to a 
program are faced with problems of selection bias: individuals or 
communities that choose to participate in a program generally have 
different characteristics than those who choose not to participate—hence 
participants and nonparticipants are not comparable groups. These 
methods rely heavily on assumptions in explaining their results, and the 
validity of these studies lies in how convincing their nontestable 
hypotheses are.7 The scientific methods used in randomized field studies 
can produce credible results that help answer critical questions about 
what works best in poverty alleviation. As a result of this credibility, 
multilateral institutions, foundations, and even national governments—
most notably Mexico—are increasingly requiring that rigorous impact 
evaluations be included in program design as a precondition for 
funding.8 
 
From Gold Standard to Silver Bullet? 
Despite the promise of randomized evaluations in fighting global poverty 
with hard data, RCTs—like development cooperation as a whole—have 
been the subject of a number of debates and criticisms. Regarding their 
scope, there is a general consensus on both sides of the debate that there 
are a number of areas in development that are not well suited to be 
evaluated with RCTs. This is the case, for example, with governance and 
macroeconomic policies—we cannot randomize countries—and with 
programs that target too few participants—not enough statistical power.9 

                                                           
6 “Why Randomize?” J-PAL, www.povertyactionlab.org; “What Constitutes Strong 
Evidence of a Program’s Effectiveness?” OMB 4; Paul Gertler, Sebastian Martinez, 
Patrick Premand, Laura Rawlings, and Christel Vermeersch, Impact Evaluation in 
Practice (Washington, DC: The World Bank, 2011), 144. 
7 Juan Diaz and Sudhanshu Handa, “An Assessment of Propensity Score Matching as 
a Non Experimental Impact Estimator: Evidence from Mexico’s PROGRESA 
Program,” The Journal of Human Resources 41, no. 2 (2005): 320. 
8 Lorenzo Moreno, Larissa Campuzano, Dan Levy, and Randall Blair, “Hacia el cierre 
de la brecha en la evaluación: Lecciones sobre tres recientes evaluaciones de impacto 
de programas sociales en América Latina y el Caribe,” Bienestar y Política Social 5, no. 
2 (2009): 3. 
9 Esther Duflo and Michael Kremer, “Use of Randomization in the Evaluation of 
Development Effectiveness,” in Evaluating Development Effectiveness: World Bank Series 
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Rather, most objections to RCTs in development relate to the 
methodology and its implications, such as the generalizability of results if 
outcomes are dependent on the context of the study, or ethical debates 
about not extending a program to comparison groups. These criticisms 
are welcomed and constantly addressed by leaders in the field.10  

However, as with any evaluation method, RCTs operate in a 
context of multiple interests, and not much analysis has been conducted 
to study the extent to which reported findings from RCTs in development 
are vulnerable to the interests and pressures from key stakeholders. 
While there is much less wiggle room to introduce subjectivity in RCT 
findings than there is with less rigorous methods, as will be described 
later in the paper, there are nevertheless key areas that are vulnerable to 
bias. If we reduce development effectiveness to a purely technocratic 
undertaking, we fail to acknowledge the diversity of stakeholders ’ 
influence and motives. And if we view each impact evaluation as being 
self-contained in its own microcosm of stakeholder interests and agendas, 
we fail to realize the way in which micro-institutions can lead to the 
propagation of systematic bias, ultimately shaping the direction of 
development policy. 

This paper will first provide a methodological framework 
grounded in network exchange theory for the analysis of bias in RCTs. 
This approach will then provide the basis for investigating the macro-
level, institutional forces shaping the direction of the international 
development system, and linking them to micro-level relationships and 
evaluation decisions. Next, an instrumental stakeholder analysis will 
model levels of interest and influence of key players involved in 
commissioning, carrying out, drawing conclusions from, and 
disseminating findings from randomized impact evaluations. Once key 
players and their preferences are identified, the paper will describe often-
overlooked and mostly intentional types of bias that might affect 
evaluation conclusions and use. 

The purpose of undertaking this research is not to dampen 
interest and enthusiasm in the possibilities of rigorous evaluations. 
Rather, it serves as a contribution to knowledge in an area that has not 
received much attention, and will hopefully lead to meaningful dialogue 
in assessing the state and direction of the field.  
 
METHODOLOGY AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

                                                                                                                                         
on Evaluation and Development, ed. George Pitman, Osvaldo Feinstein, and Gregory 
Ingram (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2005), 205. 
10 Esther Duflo and Abhijit Banerjee, “The Experimental Approach to 
Development Economics,” NBER Working Paper Series, no. 14467 (Cambridge, MA: 
National Bureau of Economic Research, 2008). 
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As researcher-writer (particularly given the paper’s focus on research 
bias), it is important that I acknowledge my own ontological 
underpinnings to clarify the research process. Rather than adhering to an 
orthodox positivist or constructivist position, I believe that the use of 
“multiple mental models,” 11  that challenge the contrast between 
objectivity and subjectivity, is the most effective way to approach the 
complexity of reality. Taking a pragmatic stance, I believe that both 
quantitative and qualitative research methods are valid, depending on 
the type of inquiry—and stage in the research process.  

For this paper, I use a qualitative approach for investigating the 
sources and implications of bias in RCTs. By drawing from sociology, 
economics, and political science, I aim to present a holistic view of the 
topic. A thorough literature review—including academic journal articles, 
relevant book chapters, multilateral agency documents, and electronic 
sources—is used to construct an understanding of the research question. 
Due to the relative scarcity of data on this issue, this paper is exploratory 
in nature: it identifies patterns and ideas from parallel contexts, uses 
theories from a variety of disciplines, and draws from personal insights 
and experiences from work in RCTs. Thus, rather than proving or 
disproving a hypothesis about the role of special interests in program 
evaluation, this study should be seen as a qualitative attempt to develop 
a firm hypothesis around the subject. More conclusive research would 
necessitate the collection of empirical evidence on the matter—a task that 
I hope to undertake in a prospective companion paper to this one. As a 
result, this paper will not present any recommendations specific to bias in 
RCTs for development, but it will mention some best practices that have 
to address bias in research.  

The scope of the research at hand necessitates analysis on 
multiple levels, from an actor-centered level in examining individual 
projects, to a structure-centered one in stepping back to assess the 
direction of international development practice and policy trends. While I 
mix the two in analyzing individual stakeholders, institutional 
stakeholders, and the international development system as a whole, I am 
careful not to attempt to explain micro-level behavior through systemic-
level data. This “ecological fallacy”12 is an error of deduction that I avoid 
by clearly distinguishing my units of analysis at every stage and staying 
away from generalized conclusions. The adoption of different levels of 
analysis brings me to another clarification of my ontology around the 
structure-agency problem. Again, straying from more fundamentalist 
views regarding the determinism of behavior based on social context or 
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30. 
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48. 
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vice versa, I adhere to Giddens’s theory of structuration: neither structure 
nor agency hold primacy, but they should be examined in tandem to fully 
understand social phenomena.13 
 
Network Exchange Theory 
 

If understanding the powerful effects which social structures 
have on human behavior is not the central issue of sociology, it 
should be. As Network Exchange Theory shows, human social 
behavior is shaped by the social relations in which it occurs. In 
turn, social relations are conditioned by the structures within 
which they are embedded.14 
 
Network exchange theory (NET) assesses the distribution of 

power and resources between individuals or institutions, with each actor 
holding varying degrees of influence over others. A relatively new field 
in sociology, NET builds from elements of social exchange theory and 
social network theory. The former has its roots in behavioral economics, 
and states that actors seek to maximize their utility in social relationships 
by making rational decisions based on available resources and 
institutional context. 15  A corollary of exchange theory is that rules 
governing individual interactions form the basis for understanding larger 
social structures16 On the other hand, the crux of social network theory 
lies in its focus on the pattern of relationships as the fundamental unit of 
analysis.17 Network exchange theory seeks to link the two, to explain how 
the structure of networks affects actors’ power in obtaining desired 
results in their exchanges with others.18 

Individuals and organizations in exchange networks form a web 
of relationships within which resources are distributed. If a linkage 
between actors results in mutually shared benefits, it becomes more likely 
that the interaction will reoccur. Conversely, if the exchange relationship 
results in loss of benefits, the rational actor will seek to terminate the 
linkage with the other actor. Each exchange relationship is part of a larger 
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15 George Homans, “Social Behavior as Exchange,” American Journal of Sociology 63, no. 
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16 Peter Blau, Exchange & Power in Social Life (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction 
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structure as each small network affects others outside the immediate 
relationship. Power and dependence are key factors influencing a 
network; some actors are able to impose costs on other actors, while 
others are in a greater position of dependency, risking costs being exacted 
in order to maintain the relationship. 

In this paper I will draw from elements of NET to construct a 
frame of reference to analyze the interactions between impact evaluation 
stakeholders and the effects on institutional and policy levels. Network 
exchange theory is particularly well suited for explaining the 
relationships between macro-institutions and micro-actors. 
Organizational sociology and structural functionalism have been applied 
much more frequently as approaches to study institutions in 
development cooperation,19 but their macro-sociological level of analysis 
discounts the agency of small players and their networks in shaping 
those institutions. Scholars in institutional theory have long suggested 
incorporating a greater level of micro-analysis in explaining the lifecycle 
of institutions; this work is by no means a comprehensive survey of the 
micro-forces shaping international development institutions, but a small 
step in attempting to fill this gap. 
 
A MACRO EXCHANGE THEORY OF DEVELOPMENT EFFECTIVENESS 
Public Goods and Private Costs: The Long-Term Elimination of Poverty vs. 
Short-Term Institutional Survival 
The decision to conduct an impact evaluation of a development program 
or project is the result of strategic cost-benefit analysis on the part of the 
commissioning organization. Of course there are the direct financial costs 
of conducting an RCT, which can cost millions of dollars and be 
prohibitive for relatively small programs. There are potential direct 
financial benefits if the evaluation demonstrates that the initiative is 
successful in improving the lives of its beneficiaries; these benefits may 
be as limited as the continuation of baseline funding for activities, or as 
significant as major cash injections to scale up the activities. Innovations 
for Poverty Action (IPA)—a nonprofit that specializes in RCTs for 
development—has set up a special fund to allocate resources to 
organizations that have proven through rigorous evaluation that their 
initiatives work. 20  Chlorine dispensers for safe drinking water, 
commitment savings products, and remedial education are among the 
programs promoted by IPA with a dedicated “proven impact” donation 
stream. For the chlorine-dispensing organization, the RCT surely proved 
to be a boon to its financial and existential prospects. 
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But there are also potential negative consequences associated 
with the results of the evaluation. In fact, a review of RCT results 
demonstrates more modest impacts than program advocates’ best-case 
scenarios of sweeping positive results. Any organization that launches a 
randomized trial of its programs considers the risk that findings may 
turn out to be negative—or at least not as positive as previously 
claimed—and flows of funding possibly diminished as a result. Lant 
Pritchett presents a detailed model of the decision to conduct rigorous 
evaluations and concludes that no program advocate would engage in 
research that could potentially undermine support for his or her pet 
development intervention.21 So ignorance of true program effects is often 
a strategic decision of risk-averse advocates or advocates who know their 
program is not really as good as they make it sound. This helps explain 
why rigorous impact evaluations are still a relatively rare practice in 
development. 

The benefits of knowing the true impacts of a program, however, 
reach much further than the program in question and the participants 
directly affected. Interventions with proven positive impacts can be 
scaled up and replicated in other contexts (assuming they are not overly 
environment-dependent), making RCTs a true public good. In 1998, the 
NGO International Child Support launched a project in Kenya that 
provided deworming pills to elementary school children. The 
randomized evaluation of the project found that among several 
interventions, deworming is one of the most cost-effective ways to 
increase school attendance. As a result of their evidence, school-based 
deworming is now recognized as a “best buy” for development,22 and 37 
million children in 27 countries have received treatment.23 

When arguments are put forth regarding the prohibitive price tag 
of RCTs, the cost is usually framed as a proportion of the overall costs of 
the program it is assessing. However, a more appropriate comparison 
should be the cost of the evaluation in relation to the public knowledge 
benefit it generates. For example, some impact evaluations of pilot 
education programs in Latin America exceeded one third of program 
costs, but the results of the study were used to inform decisions about 

                                                           
21 Lant Pritchett, “It Pays to Be Ignorant: A Simple Political Economy of Rigorous 
Program Evaluation,” The Journal of Policy Reform 5, no. 4 (2002). 
22 “Copenhagen Consensus 2008—Results,” Copenhagen Consensus Center, accessed 
December 5, 2012, 
http://www.copenhagenconsensus.com/Files/Filer/CC08/Presse%20%20result/C
C08_results_FINAL.pdf. 
23 “Our Story,” Deworm the World, http://www.dewormtheworld.org/. 
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which components to scale up and which to trim, avoiding poor 
investments in the future.24 

In this light, it is easy to view a key dimension of the micro-macro 
relationship: relatively small-scale decisions and outcomes on a project-
level (driven by individuals and small networks) are able to affect policy 
and institutional change on a global level. However, despite any rhetoric, 
development organizations are not necessarily looking at the big picture 
of the elimination of poverty worldwide; they often seek to maximize 
their revenues in the short-term to ensure institutional survival. Short-
term benefit maximization does not usually coincide with the desire to 
conduct an RCT unless the public is very skeptical of an organization’s 
program, simply persuading the public qualitatively that it is effective is 
not enough, or advocates truly believe RCT results will allow them to 
gain more than the net cost of conducting the evaluation.25 In his model, 
Pritchett introduces the category of “cynical altruists”: advocates who 
resist conducting evaluations because they believe the prospects for the 
continued funding of their project would be better if they maintained 
sufficient uncertainty about its true effects.26 There are strong incentives 
at an institutional level to dissuade program advocates from launching an 
RCT. Decision-makers have more discretion in strategically hand-picking 
programs to implement when less is known about what truly works. 
 
When There Is a Will There Isn’t Always the Best Way 
If decision-makers think strategically about choosing programs to carry 
out, following the money trail put in place by donors is the strategic 
programmatic decision par excellence. Donors have always been fairly 
effective at “doing things right”—ensuring that interventions are carried 
out according to plan through monitoring and evaluation. It’s “doing the 
right things” that has posed the greatest challenge—knowing which 
intervention to prioritize over others to receive funding.27 When funding 
decisions are not backed by evidence or driven by the pursuit of it, the 
results are the scramble for aid dollars and mission creep that have 
pervaded many organizations.  

Sometimes the decision to fund one program over another is 
merely political and not supported by evidence, such as U.S. funding for 

                                                           
24 Evaluation Gap Working Group, When Will We Ever Learn? Improving Lives 
Through Impact Evaluation (Washington, DC: Center for Global Development, 
2006), 3. 
25 Pritchett 2002, 261. 
26 Ibid., 258. 
27 Inter-American Development Bank, Development Effectiveness Framework 
(Washington, DC: IDB, 2008), 2–3. 
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abstinence-based reproductive health programs.28 Other times, donors’ 
choice of strategic direction may be shaped by financial considerations; 
some groups argue that this is the case with the Gates Foundation; they 
claim that its close financial ties with agribusiness giant Monsanto 
contribute to its focus on industrial agriculture in its Alliance for a Green 
Revolution in Africa initiative.29 

This agenda-setting on the part of donors is problematic if those 
with the ability to invest in development are not pushing for the best way 
to do so. When donors focus on “selling solutions” instead of “solving 
problems,” the measures of success come in the form of compliance 
rather than performance.30 The flow of resources absent proven impacts 
fails to produce the right types of incentives that push development 
agencies to engage in meaningful and cutting-edge work. Big players in 
international aid may fear that a few negative studies, given enough 
publicity, may undercut support for development work as a whole. 
 
Shoveling a Path through the Snow 
A Working Group convened by the Center for Global Development (CGD) 
concluded that an evaluation gap exists because there are insufficient 
incentives to conduct rigorous impact evaluations.31 Virtually everyone 
(excluding those players with significant embedded interests) would like 
to benefit from past knowledge about which programs work and which 
don’t, but getting organizations to risk significant costs for benefits that 
others will be able to reap as well is not an easy task. In this light, RCTs 
become a type of zero-sum game, where proven negative or moderate 
impacts of one organization’s program equate with the gain of another 
organization—either through acquisition of knowledge about what 
doesn’t work, or greater chances of benefiting from resources diverted 
from the unsuccessful venture. If everyone operates in the dark when it 
comes to finding clear solutions in development, nobody has to shoulder 
the burden of putting their project under the microscope—the only clear 
losers may be the people who the project is supposed to help. This type of 
thinking is reminiscent of the snowdrift game in game theory: imagine 
two drivers that encounter a pile of snow blocking the road. Both drivers 
need the snow to be removed to continue on their way, but neither wants 

                                                           
28  Barbara Crane and Jennifer Dusenberry, “Power and Politics in International 
Funding for Reproductive Health: The US Global Gag Rule,” Reproductive Health 
Matters 12 no. 24 (2004). 
29 Maureen O’Hagan and Kristi Heim, “Gates Foundation Ties with Monsanto Under 
Fire from Activists,” The Seattle Times. 
30 Matt Andrews, Lant Pritchett, and Michael Woolcock, “Escaping Capability Traps 
through Problem-Driven Iterative Adaptation (PDIA),” Working Paper 299 
(Washington, DC: Center for Global Development, 2012), 9. 
31 Evaluation Gap Working Group, When Will We Ever Learn? 
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to be the one to have to do the work. There are three possible outcomes: 
nobody shovels and nobody gets home, only one person shovels and the 
other is a free rider, or both people cooperate and remove the snow 
together.  

If impact evaluations are mounds of snow, and development 
problems are the blocked road, eventually the public will take note of 
those that are consistently shoveling the snow and view them in a better 
light than the free riders. Multiple forces have led to a slow but steady 
change in evaluation standards in international development practice. 
Greater citizen activism, taxpayer demands, and tighter budgets have 
contributed to the development effectiveness trend of the past decade. A 
slew of criticisms of the quality of program evaluations were directed 
towards the international aid system, in particular from the academic and 
civil society world. A paper published in the American Journal of 
Evaluation in 2005 was a serious blow to USAID: it reviewed 25 USAID 
evaluations and concluded that they all lacked methodological accuracy 
and the information needed to demonstrate project results.32 The Center 
for Global Development launched its evaluation gap report at a major 
conference in Bellagio, Italy, bringing together major foundations, 
bilateral and multilateral donors, and representatives from developing 
countries. CGD used the event, quite successfully, to seek commitments 
from participants to integrate the use of rigorous impact evaluations in 
development initiatives. 

Returning to the network exchange theoretical structure, we 
know that power and dependence form the basis of relationships. In the 
world of development cooperation, donors hold a position of great power, 
and are able to impose costs on development programs—that are 
dependent on funding to continue their work. From multilateral 
institutions to private foundations, external funders and investors that 
are not directly involved in program implementation are among the most 
influential players in the production of randomized trials. 33  If donors 
request RCTs as a condition for funding, cash-strapped advocates may 
have little choice but to comply. This analysis on the value of knowledge 
produced from RCTs and the drive for better evidence in development 
will be useful when later studying the motivations and behaviors of 
stakeholders involved in randomized trials and the ways in which 
pressure for results may affect studies. 

                                                           
32 Kenneth Bollen, Pamela Paxton, and Rumi Morishima, “Assessing International 
Evaluations: An Example from USAID’s Democracy and Governance Program,” 
American Journal of Evaluation 26, no. 2 (2005); and United States Agency for 
International Development, Trends in Development Evaluation Theory, Policy and 
Practices (Washington, DC: USAID, 2009). 
33 Miguel Szekely, “Toward Results-Based Social Policy Design and Implementation,” 
Working Paper 249 (Washington, DC: Center for Global Development, 2011), 11. 
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ZOOMING IN: THE MICROCOSM OF NETWORK EXCHANGES 
Understanding how small networks of relevant actors shape agendas 
sheds light on the bigger picture of policymaking. Through the NET lens, 
we can identify stakeholders involved in development program 
evaluation, each one controlling varying amounts of different resources 
that each one values and needs. A stakeholder, to use a broad definition, 
is any person or group that can affect or is affected by the outcomes of a 
development program. Among the many definitions of “stakeholders,” 
the following two seem appropriate in understanding the research 
question: 
 

Those individuals or groups who depend on the organization to 
fulfill their own goals and on whom, in turn, the organization 
depends.34  
 
People or small groups with the power to respond to, negotiate 
with, and change the strategic future of the organization.35 
 
Stakeholder analysis is a process that identifies the individuals 

and organizations affected by or affecting a decision or action and 
organizes them based on a set of analytical categorizations, such as levels 
of influence, urgency, motivation, and legitimacy. It can have different 
meanings in different situations, and the two primary approaches to 
stakeholder research are normative and instrumental analysis.  A 
normative approach emphasizes the legitimacy of the stakeholders 
involved, and is used to justify the involvement of particular actors and 
to identify those to whom decision-makers are morally responsible. An 
instrumental approach to stakeholder analysis on the other hand centers 
on understanding how stakeholders predict and manage each other ’s 
behaviors to achieve desired outcomes. 36  This paper will use an 
instrumental approach in the analysis, not seeking to make judgments 

                                                           
34 Gerry Johnson and Kevan Scholes, Exploring Corporate Strategy (Harlow, UK: 
Pearson Education, 2002), 206. 
35 Colin Eden and Fran Ackermann, Making Strategy: The Journey of Strategic 
Management (London: SAGE Publications, 1998), 117. 
36 Reed et al., “Who’s in and Why? A Typology of Stakeholder Analysis Methods for 
Natural Resource Management,” Journal of Environmental Management 90, no. 5 (2009): 
1935; and Thomas Donaldson and Lee Preston, “The Stakeholder Theory of the 
Corporation: Concepts, Evidence, and Implications,” The Academy of Management 
Review 20, no. 1 (1995). 
 
 



The Political Economy of Rigorous Impact Evaluations in International 
Development 

 
 51         Fall 2014   

about the stakeholders involved, but rather using a more pragmatic 
approach to simply understand the influence that stakeholders wield. 

Deciding who should be involved in an evaluation is a strategic 
decision, based on the unique contribution of each party, whether it is 
technical know-how, organizational capacity, or willingness to provide 
funding. Groups of stakeholders’ raison d’être revolves around some set of 
shared objectives, though the degree of shared interests between them 
may differ: all stakeholders might very well come together to carry out an 
evaluation, but the implementing agency may have very different reasons 
for doing so than the independent evaluators. Logically, stakeholder 
interests are antecedent to stakeholder effects, so we should begin by 
recognizing the interests of the main parties to an RCT evaluation in 
order to inquire about the possible effects of their biases. 
 
A Typology of Stakeholders and Their Interests 
Table 1 below provides an overview of an instrumental stakeholder 
analysis for a typical rigorous impact evaluation; it is helpful to begin 
with a description of each actor’s importance and interests. The funder is 
often the catalyst of the demand for evaluation, as it is interested in 
knowing whether its investment is worthwhile, or whether resources 
could be better spent elsewhere. Dependent on the funder ’s financing, the 
program implementer often has little choice but to comply with demands 
to evaluate the impact of their project. Their eagerness to evaluate their 
own project can range significantly, from a true desire to develop a 
learning agenda and demonstrate accountability and legitimacy, to a 
distrust of any external organization that might undermine their hard 
work in solving the development challenge. To ensure as much 
objectivity as possible, the RCT is conducted by an external agency with 
established credibility in evaluation. These agencies are in the business of 
generating knowledge of what works in development. For the purposes 
of this analysis, it is beneficial to go one step further and identify the 
principal investigators (PIs) as a stakeholder category distinct from the 
larger evaluation agency. Usually academics—and generally 
economists—take the lead in designing the empirical approach, refining 
research questions and leading data analysis. They possess the technical 
know-how to design and conduct RCTs, and play the crucial role of 
making sure the right evaluation questions are asked, that data are 
analyzed properly and findings are reported. They may be permanent 
staff of the evaluation agencies or contracted on an evaluation-by-
evaluation basis. In any case, RCT contracts provide an opportunity to 
explore a development question (through the context of the 
implementer’s project) and use the findings to garner professional 
recognition. Finally, I have included academic journals as a stakeholder. 
In a normative stakeholder analysis, they likely would not come into the 
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picture, as they are far removed from the evaluation decision-making 
process, and can claim no “right” to determine outcomes. However, peer-
reviewed journals are the platform par excellence for broadcasting new 
ideas in development, publicizing successes, and criticizing failures; they 
carry an important weight in shaping and legitimizing discourse in the 
field. Analyzing their influence aids in understanding the behavior of 
other stakeholders and ultimately, albeit indirectly, evaluation outcomes. 
The specific nature of the stakeholders may vary—from fully 
nonaffiliated entities to branches of the same organization (as in some 
large development banks), but the analysis is generalizable to a wide 
array of cases.  

A stakeholder group that is clearly missing from the picture is the 
project beneficiaries themselves, which I would argue have the highest 
level of legitimacy and the highest stakes tied to the success or failure of 
the project. However, despite any rhetoric of participatory evaluation, 
RCTs tend to be top-down, expert-driven undertakings with few, if any, 
consultations with beneficiaries. In fact, project beneficiaries are 
oftentimes unaware of the evaluation by design. When households 
sampled for the evaluation are interviewed, they are generally not told 
the true purpose of the study to avoid influencing their responses. While 
this improves data quality and might eventually lead to improved 
outcomes for them if the evaluation findings are used constructively, in 
the short term this can pose some ethical questions. 

Stakeholder Importance Interests Influence Preferred 
Outcome 

Funding 
body 

Provide the 
resources to 
implement 
solutions to 
development 
challenges. 

Demonstrate to 
the public that 
their investments 
are yielding 
positive results; 
Institutional 
learning. 

Macro: Can set the agenda on 
which challenges are 
prioritized in the global 
development agenda. 
 

Outcome: 
Positive impact 
 
Motivation: 
Medium/Low 
 

Micro: Decide whether to 
continue funding project. 
 

Program 
implemente
r 

The ones with the 
boots on the 
ground to solve 
development 
challenges. 

Demonstrate 
accountability and 
legitimacy; 
Prove that their 
programs work; 
Learn which 
components of 
their program 
work best. 

Macro: Obtain public support 
for their cause. 
 

Outcome: 
Positive impact 
 
Motivation: 
High 
 

Micro: 
Determine the way in which 
the project is implemented. 
 

Evaluation 
agency 

Relied upon as 
external entities to 
objectively assess 

Generate 
knowledge; 
Maintain good 

Macro: Advocate for the need 
for evidence-based decision-
making; 

Outcome: 
Positive impact 
 

Table 1. Project Evaluation Stakeholder Analysis Matrix 
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The stakeholders listed all play a role in influencing the decision 

of what to evaluate and how, though they have different motivations. 
Network exchange theory lends itself particularly well in mapping the 
power and influence of these stakeholders. Cook and Emerson studied 
the concept of dependence of one actor on another for valued resources.37 
Differential resources are what bring the actors to exchange in the first 
place, creating a complex system of interdependence. In this context, 
power is conceptualized as a function of resource value and resource 
availability. In another paper, Emerson explains that the dependence of 
stakeholder A upon a stakeholder B is directly proportional to A ’s 
motivational investment in the goals mediated by B, and is inversely 
proportional to the possibility of achieving those goals outside of the A-B 
relationship.38 

In the RCT scenario, funding agencies’ “motivational investment,” 
or interest, is to address development challenges by working with 
implementing partners that hopefully are doing things right. The “Who 

                                                           
37 Karen Cook and Richard Emerson, “Power, Equity and Commitment in Exchange 
Networks,” American Sociological Review 43, no. 5 (1978). 
38 Richard Emerson, “Power-Dependence Relations,” American Sociological Review 
27, no. 1 (1962): 32. 

the performance of 
implementers in 
solving 
development 
challenges. 

rapport with 
funders and 
implementers to 
ensure future 
contracts. 

Publicize interventions that 
work best. 
 

Motivation: 
Medium/Low 
 

Micro: Institutional 
credibility behind evaluation 
findings on the success of the 
project. 
 

Principal 
investigator
s 

Technical skills to 
assess the relative 
success of 
implementers in 
solving 
development 
challenges. 

Answer larger 
development 
questions; 
Research projects 
that have not 
already been 
rigorously 
evaluated. 

Macro: Set the academic 
discourse on development 
and evaluation methodology. 
 

Outcome: 
Statistically 
significant 
impact 
 
Motivation: 
Medium/High 
 

Micro: Determine empirical 
approach, analyze and report 
findings. 

Academic 
journals 

Relied upon as a 
credible, vetted 
source of analysis 
and new 
developments in 
the field. 

Publish new and 
surprising 
findings; 
Increase 
subscriptions. 

Macro: Disseminate findings 
in international development 
research. 
 

Outcome: 
Statistically 
significant 
impact 
 
Motivation:  
N/A 

Micro: Influence evaluation 
methodology based on 
current trends; 
Create demand for strong or 
unexpected results. 
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We Are” description from a major philanthropy organization, the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation, reads: “[We are] teaming up with partners 
around the world to take on some tough challenges . . . some of the 
projects we fund will fail. . . . As we learn which bets pay off, we have to 
adjust our strategies.” 39  Their motivational investment is clear—
addressing tough development challenges. Their level of influence on the 
project-level is the decision to continue funding the project or not, to a 
large extent based on the evaluation findings. Emerson ’s model then 
assigns a high level of funders’ investment in the goals of the 
implementing agency, but low dependence on replaceable implementers 
to sustain their larger goal of solving development challenges, as clearly 
stated by the Gates Foundation. Given this differential, funders are in a 
clear position of power as they pick winners and leave losers by the 
wayside. Replicated many times over (with the additional layer of other 
strategic political or financial interests), we can see how this micro-
network structure leads to a larger agenda-setting in the international 
development discourse. 

The external evaluation agencies are often recruited as a 
precondition for project funding. Their influence on the macro-level 
stems in large part from their advocacy for the need for rigorous 
evaluation and the sharing of RCT results and ensuing policy 
recommendations. Like Julius Caesar, their power in the micro-context 
rests in their ability to give a thumbs-up or thumbs-down on the 
implementer’s performance in meeting intended targets. Although the 
formal relationship between funders, implementers, and evaluators 
varies, in many cases the implementer has some discretion in deciding 
which evaluation agency to subcontract, as long as the “rigorous external 
impact evaluation will be conducted” box is checked on their grant 
document. In this case, the implementer has a certain degree of power 
over the evaluator, as future exchange relationships can be terminated if 
the collaboration proves to not be in the interest of the implementer.  

The principal investigators are the backbone of the evaluation 
agency’s credibility. Their affiliation with the evaluating agency is of 
varying degrees of exclusivity, and their interdependence structure likely 
varies with time. When researchers are not yet very well established, they 
may be dependent on the evaluation agency for legitimacy and are more 
likely to be replaced. If the PIs are well-known and respected scholars, 
the agency will be more reliant on their personal connections and name 
recognition. In some cases the PIs work as independent consultants 
without an overarching agency, but RCTs require much more 
organizational capacity than other types of evaluations, so this is not as 

                                                           
39 “Who We Are: Letter from Bill and Melinda Gates,” Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation. 
 



The Political Economy of Rigorous Impact Evaluations in International 
Development 

 
 55         Fall 2014   

common as it is for other evaluators. The strategic interests of the PI have 
less to do about the success or failure of the specific project they are 
evaluating, and more about the opportunity to answer broader 
development questions. PIs are on a constant quest of the elusive 
“external validity”—the generalizability of the project’s results to other 
contexts. Despite grand plans about how to use the data, for the time 
being they are still bound to the reciprocity of the micro-network 
exchange structure. It is generally in the interest of the researcher to 
maintain a good working relationship with the implementer, especially if 
it is a large organization. Whether or not they are bound by 
organizational or institutional norms on engaging with implementers , 
“doing a good job”—with whatever that might entail—could result in 
continued work with the evaluation agency and the implementer.   

The academic journals, we saw, are not direct stakeholders, but 
they implicitly influence RCTs through their discretion on which 
knowledge warrants being shared, and more directly through their 
dissemination of current methods and practices. A variety of respected 
journals known to publish papers on evaluation results exist, so to an 
extent, the PIs are not fully dependent on one actor, particularly if the 
researcher is well known. But because it is easier for journals to find 
publishable material among the large number of submissions than it is 
for researchers to have their work published, the journals are in a 
position of relative power. They can choose to pick not only the papers 
that demonstrate the best use of methodology or interesting evaluation 
questions, but also the ones that yield the most interesting or surprising 
results—those are the papers that can call attention to their journal. 

Figure 1 lays out a possible structural typology of the exchange 
linkages of this stakeholder model. Conducting this kind of stakeholder 
analysis can reveal potentially conflicting interests and can lead to the 
exacerbation of conflict,40 so it is easy to see why this process is generally 
not done in the context of evaluations. Recognizing the interplay of such 
disparate preferences that go far beyond simply proving or disproving 
the impact of development interventions makes the presence of conflicts 
of interest no big surprise. 

                                                           
40 Reed et al., “Who’s in and Why?” 1935. 
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To Bias or Not to Bias?  
While RCTs are generally much more effective in reducing bias than 
nonrandomized studies, randomization is not a “bulletproof strategy.” 
Bias is any systematic error introduced in research by selecting or 
encouraging one outcome over others,41 and much has been written about 
it and the ways to avoid it. Qualitative researchers go to great lengths to 
acknowledge their biases and to attempt to address them in research 
design as much as possible.42 Quantitative researchers, and particularly 
those in the experimental field, tend to explain bias away through a 
description of an airtight methodology. Most of these discussions center 
on the unintentional introduction of bias in evaluations due to flaws in 
the research process. The important distinction between intentional and 
unintentional bias deserves greater attention. 

                                                           
41 “Bias,” Merriam-Webster. 
42 Deidre Davies, “Qualitative Research and the Question of Rigor,” Qualitative Health 
Research 12, no. 2 (2002). 

Figure 1. Project Evaluation Network Exchange  Structure 
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The intentionality of bias refers to the combination of 
consciousness and controllability—evaluation stakeholders intentionally 
introduce bias when they are aware of it but choose to let it be expressed 
due to preferences, goals, or values.43 The interests of the stakeholders 
lead them all to have implicit or explicit desires to prefer a certain 
evaluation outcome (as noted in Table 1). MacCoun makes a distinction 
between fraud-intentional bias and advocacy. The former is a result of a 
conscious effort to distort, conceal, or fabricate findings, while the latter 
stems from the selective use of evidence to promote a hypothesis without 
overt fabrication.44 The boundary between the two is likely not as easy to 
delineate as MacCoun describes it, but this does bring in a normative 
value system that can be used to put different types of biases in 
perspective. Below is a list of some of the sources of bias that can affect 
the results of randomized impact evaluation findings: 

a. Biases in evaluation design: 
i. Biases in the choice of relevant outcomes to measure. 

Implementers might be very selective in suggesting which 
outcomes of interest to measure, avoiding riskier components of 
their project. 

ii. Biases in the choice and wording of questions asked in 
quantitative survey instruments to measure outcomes of interest. 
If sufficient care is not taken to ask questions that are not leading, 
it can be easy to solicit desired responses from respondents—
using an RCT on its own does not prevent these kinds of issues.  

b. Biases in evaluation implementation: 
i. Observer expectancy effect—researchers’ (or surveyors’) beliefs 

influencing participants’ survey answers. If the people carrying 
out the interviews have some cognitive expectation that project 
participants’ lives are improving, they may reflect this in 
capturing responses, overstating positive impacts. 

ii. Intervention biases—the program under evaluation operating 
differently than it otherwise would. Because the implementers 
know that their project is under the microscope, they may roll out 
a “Rolls Royce” version of their activities: assigning more staff, 
most qualified personnel, more trainings, and so on to the study 
area. If the implementers know that this level of resource 
commitment is not sustainable, this may be a dishonest 
representation of the actual project’s impact. 

c. Biases in data analysis: 
i. Attentional bias—neglecting relevant data when making 

correlations between variables. The degree of intentionality of 

                                                           
43 Robert MacCoun, “Biases in the Interpretation and Use of Research Results,” 
Annual Review of Psychology 49, no. 1 (1998). 
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this is ambiguous, but it is clear that not exploring all intended 
outcomes and mechanisms of impact could mask the entire 
picture. 

ii. Data manipulation—for example, deciding whether to keep or 
eliminate outliers in data based on their effect on significance 
levels of outcomes of interest. Decisions on how to handle data 
cleaning should be made independently of evaluation outcomes. 
This type of bias is hard to detect unless one has access to the raw 
data files before they have been cleaned. 

iii. Data dredging (“fishing” for results)—excessive flexibility in data 
analysis allowing some positive impacts to appear statistically 
significant purely by chance. A common technique is to test a 
large number of dependent variables on an outcome of interest. 
Using a generally accepted confidence level of 95 percent means 
that 5 percent of statistically significant results will be due purely 
to chance and not to the project itself. This leaves great discretion 
about which results to highlight and in what context they are 
interpreted. 

d. Biases in reporting: 
i. Focusing effect—placing excessive importance on desirable 

results and under-reporting undesirable outcomes. Falling under 
the normatively more acceptable umbrella, project implementers 
tend to do this to highlight accomplishments with the general 
public to garner support and donations.  

ii. Confirmation (or disconfirmation) bias—interpreting information 
in such a way to fit preconceived or desirable outcomes. Like the 
focusing effect, this could be a form of advocacy. However, with 
most biases related to reporting, I argue that the degree to which 
this could be seen as acceptable depends on the level of reporting. 
If we are speaking about evaluation reports detailing the 
“complete” data analysis results, this should be considered fraud. 
If original evaluation reports are publicly available, but in the 
latest round of fundraising the implementing organization 
chooses to highlight their areas of greatest impact, this would be 
seen as less fraudulent. 

e. Biases in publication of results: 
i. Academic journals’ tendency to publish studies demonstrating 

more “surprising” findings. The “file drawer problem,” as 
described in Robert Rosenthal’s seminal paper, addresses the 
disproportionate exclusion of experimental studies that are 
inconclusive regarding the research question—although 
inconclusiveness is a valid conclusion.45 Because of this bias, PIs 
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under pressure from their institutions to publish work or to gain 
professional recognition may be tempted to manipulate their data 
to show statistically significant results—again moving to the 
fraud side of the normative continuum. 

 
CONCLUSIONS: FROM RESEARCH TO ACTION  
 
Majone eloquently describes the “rationalist fallacy” of believing that 
ideas and theories on their own, if valid, are sufficient to translate into 
policy.46 We should not neglect the importance of the “complex blend of 
factual statements, interpretations, opinions, and evaluations” 47  that 
come into play when moving from research to action. But with so much 
politics even before reaching the policy sphere, how do we dissect the 
layers of bias, subjectivity, and even possibly fraud when seeking to 
make decisions in the public interest? 
 Until now, I have assumed that evaluation results—whether 
negative or positive—are automatically accepted, parachuted into the 
feedback loop of program funding and design, and translated into 
broader policy change if applicable. In reality, organizational practices 
tend to be “engrooved”;48 it is difficult to get them to change. A 2006 
report from the U.S. Congressional Research Service on RCTs included a 
section titled “How Should Congress Use Evaluation Information When 
Considering and Making Policy?” In brief, the report states that use of 
evaluations for policymaking is controversial, as one can never be sure of 
the quality of the data, and that using evaluations of past programs to 
inform future ones is of doubtful value.49 With so much resistance to 
agreeing to carry out rigorous evaluations, one would hope that at least 
the ones that are carried out are taken seriously in the public sphere. But 
if serious concerns regarding the quality and veracity of findings arise, 
this undoubtedly dampens interest in working towards a more 
streamlined transition from research to policy. 
 Before passing judgment on the stakeholders identified in the 
evaluation micro-network exchange, we should take a serious look at the 
larger development cooperation industry, and the types of incentives it 
offers to truly keep the powerless in mind. It is easy to think of the 
implementing organizations as the powerless given their dependence on 

                                                           
46 Giandomenico Majone, Evidence, Argument and Persuasion in the Policy Process (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 146. 
47 Ibid., 63. 
48 Murray Saunders, “The Use and Usability of Evaluation Outputs: A Social Practice 
Approach,” Evaluation 18, no. 4 (2012). 
49 Clinton Brass, Blas Nunez-Neto, and Erin Williams, Congress and Program 
Evaluation: An Overview of Randomized Controlled Trials (RCTs) and Related Issues 
(Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, 2006), 44–45. 
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funders and evaluators for their fate—but they too are in a position of 
great power when it comes to influencing the lives of the poor. A struggle 
for institutional survival if the institution is failing is antithetical to its 
likely stated mission. Just as businesses that are not profitable eventually 
fail, development organizations that are not meeting their goals should 
be serious about finding out why that is the case and trying to remedy 
the situation. Sweeping lack of success under a rug of uncertainty about 
true impacts should not be tolerated if the organization has the means of 
evaluating its performance.  
 We should shift our thinking from evaluation use in its limited 
sense (application to the evaluated program) to the bigger-picture 
influence of evaluations in affecting structures and systems over time.50 
Understanding why a project is failing is arguably as important as 
understanding why programs succeed. Unbiased documentations of 
projects that didn’t work, or at least that didn’t work as expected, 
contribute to public knowledge generation. RCT evaluation results are 
often used as a basis for replicating projects in other contexts if results 
appear promising; covering up failures by introducing systematic bias in 
evaluations endangers the lives of many who could have benefited from 
smarter investments of aid dollars. Admitting failure needs to be 
established as a valued contribution to the international development 
field. Engineers Without Borders is one of the organizations at the 
forefront of this trend, publishing regular “Failure Reports,” in the hope 
that both they and others can learn from their mistakes.51 While it is true 
that the Gates Foundation stated that they adjust their strategies based on 
which “bets pay off,” it’s also relevant to pay attention to what happens 
to those organizations that worked on a “losing bet”—if they have other 
innovative, promising ideas, they probably should be given another 
chance.  

Randomized impact evaluations’ acclaim lies precisely in the 
possibility of expanding and replicating effective programs, downscaling 
ineffective ones, and improving program design based on hard evidence. 
Due to the credibility of RCT studies, stakes may be high for program 
implementers to demonstrate positive impacts. Under these 
circumstances, it is important for evaluators to remain independent of 
external pressures to provide objective findings. An analysis of both the 
micro- and macro-political economy of commissioning, carrying out, and 
utilizing results from RCTs helps shed light on both the motives of those 
involved and on the consequences of their involvement. 
 

                                                           
50 Szekely 2011, 9. 
51 “Failure Reports,” Engineers Without Borders. 
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The Role of NGOs in Mitigating the 
Impact of the Interoceanic Highway 
 
Samuel Goodman 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
In December 2004, Presidents Alejandro Toledo of Peru and Luiz Inácio Lula 
da Silva of Brazil reached an agreement to construct the 1,600-mile 
Interoceanic Highway that would connect the two countries. 1  The 
Interoceanic Highway crosses formidable Andean and Amazonian terrain to 
form a direct connection between Peru’s Pacific ports and Brazil’s Atlantic 
coast. The road opens up trade routes for Peru, Brazil, and Bolivia, and the 
increased access to markets stands to benefit these nations’ economies. 
Peru’s ex-President Toledo estimated that the construction of the highway 
would result in a 1.5 percent annual growth in Peru’s gross domestic 
product.2 

However, the highway cuts directly through tropical rainforest, 
fragmenting fragile ecosystems, helping increase deforestation rates, and 
threatening livelihoods of indigenous groups along the road. Of particular 
concern is the department of Madre de Dios in Peru, a region that is home to 
some of the Amazon’s most biodiverse hotspots, such as Manu National 
Park and the Tambopata National Reserve.3 4 This historically isolated region 

                                                 
1 Brandon Katrina, Gustavo A. B. da Fonseca, Anthony B. Rylands, and Jose Maria 
Cardoso da Silva, “Special Section: Brazilian Conservation: Challenges and 
Opportunities,” Conservation Biology 19, no. 3 (2005): 595.  
2 Fawziah Selamat, “Paving the Amazon: Study Helps Predict Potential 
Deforestation Rates along Major Highways,” Forest News, March 22, 2012. Available 
at http://blog.cifor.org/8070/paving-the-amazon-study-helps-predict-potential-
deforestation-rates-along-major-highways#.Ut1gW2Qo4Us, accessed April 3, 2014. 
3 Luis E. Fernandez, “Los Indígenas son los más Perjudicados por el Mercurio de 
Minería Ilegal,” El Comercio, September 8, 2013. 
4 Graeme Gourlay, “Off the Beaten Track: The Tambopata National Reserve Deep in 
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has become highly vulnerable to rapid population growth and unsustainable 
land-use practices that can be linked in part to the construction of the 
Interoceanic Highway. 

In response to criticism over the construction of the Interoceanic 
Highway, Toledo declared, “To make an omelet, you have to break some 
eggs.” 5  In order to promote sustained economic growth and improve 
communication and transportation networks, Peru and Brazil were willing 
to undertake this massive infrastructure project. Arguably, the decision to 
construct the highway demonstrated that the Peruvian and Brazilian 
governments cared more about economic growth than environmental 
concerns. 

Conservationists in Peru have focused on mitigation strategies to 
offset some of the negative effects associated with the construction of the 
Interoceanic Highway. With the Peruvian government failing to control the 
destructive activities causing deforestation and environmental degradation 
in Madre de Dios, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) play an 
important role in promoting sustainable land-use practices and protecting 
the livelihoods of vulnerable populations. Mitigation projects designed by 
many of the larger NGOs stand to minimize the “chaotic development and 
massive deforestation” that threaten to jeopardize the region.6 

While well-funded NGOs have the resources to undertake massive 
projects, small grassroots organizations have better capacity to work with 
local communities to convince landowners to adopt more sustainable land-
use practices. Small-scale NGOs will need to play a critical role in promoting 
responsible stewardship of the land and protecting indigenous knowledge 
and rights. Camino Verde is an example of a small organization with the 
potential to offset some of the destructive impact of the Interoceanic 
Highway. Located in the farming community of Baltimore along the 
Tambopata River in Madre de Dios, Camino Verde is a U.S.-registered 
nonprofit dedicated to “protecting and understanding biodiversity in the 
Peruvian Amazon, protecting indigenous rights, autonomy, and wisdom 
and spreading sustainable ways of life and encouraging fair, sustainable 
development.”7 Camino Verde has undertaken a variety of projects in the 

                                                                                                                   
the Peruvian Amazon Is Incredibly Biodiverse and a Booming Centre for 
Ecotourism. But Will the New Nearby Interoceanic Highway Lead to Its Ruin?” 
Geographical 82 (2010): 56–62.  
5 Tyler Bridges, “Brazil, Peru Pave Way for Solid Link,” The Houston Chronicle, 
February 1, 2006. 
6 Christopher A. Kirkby, Renzo Giudice-Granados, Brett Day, Kerry Turner, Luz 
Marina Velarde-Andrade, Agusto Dueñas-Dueñas, Juan Carlos Lara-Rivas, Douglas 
W. Yu, and Brock Fenton, “The Market Triumph of Ecotourism: An Economic 
Investigation of the Private and Social Benefits of Competing Land Uses in the 
Peruvian Amazon,” PLOS ONE 5, no. 9 (2010): e13015.  
7 “Camino Verde News,” Camino Verde. http://caminoverde.org. 
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community of Baltimore related to agroforestry, reforestation, the 
conservation of primary forests, and the development of a living seed bank. 
Leading by example, Camino Verde is demonstrating that there are 
economically viable alternatives to the papaya plantations, logging 
operations, and gold-mining practices that have become prevalent in Madre 
de Dios. 

This paper uses William H. Durham’s model of the political ecology 
of deforestation in Latin America8 to help clarify the role of the Interoceanic 
Highway in creating population pressures in Madre de Dios and to explain 
the link between the construction of the highway and unsustainable land-use 
practices that are the driving forces of deforestation and environmental 
degradation in the region. The impact of the Interoceanic Highway in Madre 
de Dios is examined, as are some of the current mitigation strategies in place. 
It is argued here that grassroots organizations, and NGOs in general, need to 
play a particularly important role in mitigating the impact of the highway 
because the Peruvian government, for the most part, has appeared unable 
and unwilling to undertake this task. Despite its shortcomings, Camino 
Verde is critical to slowing down the positive feedback loops that are 
causing deforestation as expressed in the Durham model and that are being 
exacerbated by the Interoceanic Highway. 

Interviews were conducted with 17 key stakeholders between May 
26, 2013 and November 20, 2013. The purpose of these interviews was to 
gather information about the impact of the Interoceanic Highway and help 
determine the effectiveness of NGOs in slowing down the positive feedback 
loops. Five interviews were conducted with Camino Verde’s employees on 
site in Baltimore. In addition, interviews with a tour guide, hotel owner, 
farmer, government official, ichthyologist, forest technician, and three other 
local NGO employees were conducted in the city of Puerto Maldonado. 
Three more interviews with a Montevideo-based NGO employee, a 
Washington-based NGO employee, and a Camino Verde board member 
were conducted remotely via Skype. Each interviewee was asked 10 to 15 
questions regarding his or her role in the region, the positive and negative 
impacts of the highway, optimal mitigation strategies for reducing the 
impact of the highway, and the importance of an organization such as 
Camino Verde for the community of Baltimore. 
  

                                                 
8 William Durham, “Chapter 7: Political Ecology and Environmental Destruction in 
Latin America,” in The Social Causes of Environmental Destruction in Latin America, ed. 
Michael Painter and William H. Durham (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
1995), 254.  
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PART 1: OVERVIEW OF MADRE DE DIOS AND THE INTEROCEANIC HIGHWAY 
 
Study Area 
The department of Madre de Dios consists of approximately 85,000 km2 of 
lowland rainforest located in Southeastern Peru’s Amazon River Basin. 9 
Madre de Dios borders the Peruvian departments of Puno, Cusco, and 
Ucalayi, as well as both Brazil and Bolivia. Puerto Maldonado, the capital 
city of Madre de Dios, is located in the Tambopata Province and serves as 
the central hub for economic activity in Madre de Dios. Puerto Maldonado is 
located at the intersection of two primary rivers in the area, the Madre de 
Dios and Tambopata. Baltimore, the farming community home to Camino 
Verde, is located on the Tambopata River 60 kilometers southwest of Puerto 
Maldonado.  

Due in part to its historic isolation and relatively low population 
density, Madre de Dios is considered to have some of the best-preserved 
forest in Peru and Amazonia in general. Madre de Dios is recognized by 
biologists to be one of the world’s most biodiverse regions.10 11 12 Madre de 
Dios is also home to six protected areas as well as 14 private conservation 
areas.13 

Compared with the rest of the country, the Peruvian Amazon is 
remote. The Amazon River Basin covers half of Peru, yet only 5 percent of 
Peruvians call the rainforest their home. 14  The economic opportunities 
coupled with the paving of the Interoceanic Highway have helped facilitate a 
population boom in the region in recent years. Migrants from the 
impoverished Andean departments such as Cusco, Apurimac, and Puno are 
arriving in Puerto Maldonado and elsewhere in Madre de Dios in droves via 
the Interoceanic Highway in search of gold-mining and other livelihoods.  

The economy of Madre de Dios is reliant on extractive activities. 
According to one study of the Tambopata region, agriculture, cattle 
ranching, Brazil nut harvesting, logging, gold mining, and private reserves 
comprise the principal land uses apart from public protected areas and 
ecotourism.15 The recent population boom in Madre de Dios coupled with 

                                                 
9 Jennifer J. Swenson, Catherine E. Carter, Jean-Christophe Domec, and Cesar I. 
Delgado, “Gold Mining in the Peruvian Amazon: Global Prices, Deforestation, and 
Mercury Imports,” PLOS ONE 6, no. 4 (2011): e18875. 
10 Fernandez 2013. 
11 Gourlay 2010. 
12 “Conservation Corridors.” 
13 “Listado Oficial de Áreas Naturales Protegidas,” Servicio Nacional de Áreas 
Naturales Protegidas por el Estado (SERNANP), July 18, 2013. Available at 
http://www.sernanp.gob.pe/sernanp/, accessed April 4, 2014. 
14 Ted Conover, “Peru’s Long Haul: Highway to Riches or Ruin?” National 
Geographic, June 2003, 80–99.  
15 Christopher A. Kirkby, Renzo Giudice, Brett Day, Kerry Turner, Britaldo Silveira 
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the increase in extractive activities has made the area increasingly vulnerable 
to threats of deforestation and environmental degradation. 

 
History of the Interoceanic Highway 
While talks of a highway connecting Peru and Brazil’s coasts have taken 
place since the early 1960s, the two nations formally agreed to construct the 
Interoceanic Highway in December 2004 to provide a large roadway that 
would traverse the Andes and the Amazon and connect the two nations’ 
coasts. 16  17  18  19  Brazil had spent decades building roads through its 
Amazonian interior, completing its section of the highway by 2002. For Peru, 
this was one of the largest infrastructure projects in the nation’s history,20 
requiring the paving of roads through the nation’s Andean highlands and 
Amazonian frontier, costing over $800 million. 21  The construction of the 
highway would open up much of Peru’s interior. According to one estimate, 
20 percent of Peru’s national population would be integrated as a result of 
the highway’s development.22 
 The construction of the 722-meter Billinghurst Bridge in Puerto 
Maldonado, spanning the Madre de Dios River, was the final component of 
the Interoceanic Highway.23 The inauguration of the Billinghurst Bridge in 
December 2010 and subsequent opening of the highway in 2011 signaled that 
this grand dream had become a reality.24 With the highway standing to fuel 
both economic growth and environmental degradation, the bridge serves a 
symbol of both hope and trepidation for Peru.  

                                                                                                                   
Soares-Filho, Hermann Oliveira-Rodrigues, and Douglas W. Yu, “Closing the 
Ecotourism-Conservation Loop in the Peruvian Amazon,” Environmental 
Conservation 38, no. 1 (2011): 5.  
16 Katrina et al. 2005, 595. 
17 Rob Curran, “Driving the Interoceanic Highway Through Peru,” The Wall Street 
Journal, last modified July 5, 2013. 
18 Lisa Naughton-Treves, “Deforestation and Carbon Emissions at Tropical 
Frontiers: A Case Study from the Peruvian Amazon,” World Development 32, no. 1 
(2004): 176.  
19 Olivia Tickell, “Highway Threatens Tambopata,” Geographical 65, no. 12 (1993): 7. 
20 Lourdes Garcia-Navarro, “The Amazon Road: Paving Paradise For Progress?” 
National Public Radio, 22 Sept. 2009. Available at 
http://www.npr.org/2009/09/14/112535943/the-amazon-road-paving-paradise-
for-progress, accessed April 4, 2014. 
21 “La Carretera Interoceánica: Un Repaso de su Histórica Construcción,” La 
República, September 12, 2012. 
22 Ministerio de Transportes y Comunicaciones (MTC), Estudio de Factibilidad de la 
Interoceánica Vial Ilapari-Puerto Marttimo del Sur. Proyecto Especial de Infraestructura de 
Transporte Nacional (Lima, Peru: MTC, 2005). 
23 Dominic Hamilton, “The Road to Riches the Road to Ruin,” Geographical 78, no. 9 
(2006): 29. 
24 Dan Collyns and Tom Phillips, “Pacific-Atlantic Route Drives Up Fears of Crime 
and Destruction,” The Guardian, July 14, 2011. 
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Political Ecology and the Link Between Deforestation and the Interoceanic Highway 
Political ecology is a broad interdisciplinary field seeking to “link macro-
level political economic processes with micro-level aspects of human 
ecology.” 25  This school of thought seeks to examine the control and 
exploitation of natural resources through a political lens by examining 
power relations among stakeholders.26 Political ecology has been used to 
help explain trends in environmental destruction in Latin America, a region 
whose economic and social history can be described as “a long engagement 
with extraction.” 27  Frontier colonization and unsustainable land-use 
practices have been the driving forces of deforestation in Latin America, and 
many scholars have used political ecology’s theoretical framework to explain 
this process.28  

In Political Ecology and Environmental Destruction in Latin America, 
William H. Durham uses a political ecology framework to develop a model 
of two positive feedback loops revolving around capital accumulation and 
impoverishment to explain the underlying causes of deforestation and 
environmental degradation in Latin America. 29  According to Durham, 
capital accumulation fuels deforestation when commercial production 
schemes expand into a region due to market demand and a favorable legal 
environment exists for these practices to take place. He goes on to point out 
that “when conditions are favorable, there is a positive feedback effect: 
successful deforestation produces funds that fuel its own acceleration.”30 The 
feedback loop related to impoverishment is linked to the capital 
accumulation feedback loop “through the accelerating scarcity of land for 
household agricultural production and other uses, through the displacement 
of forest inhabitants from their homes, or not infrequently, through both of 
these changes at once.”31 

The link between the construction of the Interoceanic Highway and 
consequential deforestation and environmental degradation can be 
explained in part by Durham’s model. The market demand for gold, 
agricultural products, timber, and other products and the lack of 
enforcement in Madre de Dios have helped fuel the capital accumulation 

                                                 
25 David Dodds, “Lobster in the Rain Forest: The Political Ecology of Miskito Wage 
Labor and Agricultural Deforestation,” Journal of Political Ecology 5 (1998): 83.  
26 Claudio O. Delang, “The Political Ecology of Deforestation in Thailand,” 
Geography 90, no. 3 (2005): 226. 
27 Anthony Bebbington, “The New Extraction: Rewriting the Political Ecology of the 
Andes,” NACLA Report on the Americas 42, no. 5 (2009): 14. 
28 David Carr, “Population and Deforestation: Why Rural Migration Matters,” 
Progress in Human Geography 33, no. 3 (2009): 357. 
29 Durham 1995, 253. 
30 Ibid. 254. 
31 Ibid. 
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feedback loop in the region. The Interoceanic Highway provides greater ease 
of access for gold miners and has opened up markets for farmers and 
loggers, helping fuel the capital accumulation positive feedback loop. The 
Interoceanic Highway has also helped fuel the impoverishment positive 
feedback loop, providing easier access for immigrants coming from 
impoverished Andean highlands and elsewhere to Madre de Dios. The 
population expansion into Madre de Dios is putting tremendous pressure on 
the Amazon’s fragile soils.  
 
PART 2: THE IMPACT OF THE INTEROCEANIC HIGHWAY 
 
The Destructive Nature of Highways 
As ecologist Thomas Lovejoy put it, “Roads are the seeds of tropical forest 
destruction.”32 Road development typically results in significant changes in 
land use in the surrounding areas. Highways cutting through tropical 
rainforest leave surrounding areas more accessible to destructive activities 
such as logging, mining, agriculture, and hunting. Paved highways in 
tropical rainforest, such as the Interoceanic Highway, are particularly 
troublesome, since they often lead to the development of secondary roads, 
causing further degradation to the surrounding ecosystem.33 

Environmentalists fear that increased use of the Interoceanic 
Highway in the coming years will promote large-scale logging, cattle 
ranching, and gold-mining operations in some of the more isolated forest 
areas along the road.34 The lack of action by the Peruvian government to 
mitigate the impact of the highway and prevent illegal activity has been 
particularly troublesome. According to Peruvian biologist Pedro Sentero, 
“The problem is that Peru has some very good laws on the protection of flora 
and fauna, but the issue is those laws are not enforced. The government is in 
charge of making sure those laws are observed, but it does nothing, 
practically speaking.”35   

In the Amazon, large-scale infrastructure projects are typically 
followed by increases in deforestation rates and environmental degradation 
in affected areas. The results of one study show as much as three-quarters of 
deforestation in the Amazon between 1978 and 1994 occurred within 50 
kilometers of a major road.36 Case studies of Brazil’s infrastructure projects 
in the Amazon River Basin tell a particularly frightening tale, and there is 
great concern that Peru will follow Brazil’s example. 

                                                 
32 William Laurance, “As Roads Spread in Rainforests, the Environmental Toll 

Grows,” Yale Environment 360, January 2012. Available at http://e360.yale.edu. 
33 Laurance 2012. 

34 Tickell 1993, 7. 
35 Garcia-Navarro 2009. 
36 Charles H. Wood and Roberto Porro, Deforestation and Land Use in the Amazon 
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2002). 
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Unless proper measures are taken to minimize the effects of 
unsustainable land-use practices, the remaining forest in Madre de Dios is in 
great jeopardy. In his studies of the Malay Archipelago, naturalist Alfred 
Russel Wallace wrote that the presence of “civilized man” would inevitably 
“disturb the nicely-balanced relations of organic and inorganic nature as to 
cause the disappearance, and finally the extinction” of the native species.37 
As David Quammen (1996) pointed out in The Song of the Dodo, Wallace 
linked the “slow pageant of evolution to the speedy juggernaut of human 
caused evolution.”38 If the Peruvian government cannot properly enforce 
conservation efforts, Wallace’s premonition may come true for the areas 
located within close proximity of the Interoceanic Highway. 

 
Economic Impact 
The construction of the Interoceanic Highway stands to assist Peru and 
Brazil’s economies by improving transportation networks in the nations’ 
interiors and providing increased ease of access to each other’s ports. With 
the completion of the Interoceanic Highway, Brazil is poised to take 
advantage of Peru’s Pacific ports to increase trade with China, already its 
biggest trading partner, and other nations in the Far East.39 Madre de Dios, 
in particular, could benefit from improved transportation networks. Madre 
de Dios is home to one of the fastest-growing economies in Peru and shows 
no sign of slowing down with its increased access to domestic and 
international markets resulting from the paving of the Interoceanic 
Highway. 

In 2012, Peru and Brazil ranked 53rd and 84th respectively on the 
Global Enabling Trade Index.40 This could change as the development of the 
Interoceanic Highway is expected to affect the international trade market. 
The Interoceanic Highway opens trade routes and allows South America’s 
interior to become more accessible to key international trade markets. China, 
in particular, stands to benefit from the highway with its “insatiable appetite 
for raw materials.”41 The Interoceanic Highway reduces travel distance from 
South America’s interior to China’s port cities by thousands of miles. 

                                                 
37 Alfred Russel Wallace, The Malay Archipelago: The Land of the Orang-utan and the 
Bird of Paradise (New York: Macmillan, 1898), 340. 
38 David Quammen, The Song of the Dodo: Island Biogeography in an Age of Extinctions 
(New York: Scribner, 1996), 612. 
39 “Protecting Peru’s Amazingly Diverse Amazon Region,” National Public Radio, 
September 17, 2009. 
40 Robert Z. Lawrence, Margareta Drzeniek Hanouz, and Sean Doherty, “World 
Economic Forum,” The Global Enabling Trade Report 2012: Reducing Supply Chain 
Barriers. Available at http://www3.weforum.org. 
41 Eric Toler, “All Roads Lead to Infrastructure: Peru as a Trade Bridge Between 
South America and Asia,” The Hemispheric Review 1 (2012): 57.  
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The Interoceanic Highway stands to reduce transportation time and 
lower freight costs between Peruvian cities such as Puerto Maldonado and 
Cusco. The improved infrastructure network in Madre de Dios has helped 
lessen transportation costs and has had a significant effect on the prices of 
goods in Puerto Maldonado and elsewhere. Several people interviewed 
indicated that the drop in prices of certain goods and lower transportation 
costs to Cusco and elsewhere were among the primary benefits of the 
highway. Food products coming from Cusco are arriving faster, fresher, and 
more cheaply than before. 
 
Gold Mining 
While gold mining has been present in Madre de Dios since before the rise of 
the Inca Empire,42 illegal gold-mining operations, which account for 90 to 98 
percent of total mining activity in Madre de Dios, 43  are growing at an 
unprecedented rate. The importance of small-scale mining operations in 
Madre de Dios cannot be overstated. Gold mining serves as the principal 
economic activity and driving force of deforestation and environmental 
degradation in Madre de Dios. According to the Peruvian government, there 
are approximately 30,000 illegal gold miners operating in Madre de Dios.44  

 While Van Loon and others attribute the recent rise in global gold 
prices to be the primary explanation for the surge in gold-mining operations 
in recent years, they acknowledge the highway plays an important role in 
incentivizing miners to come to the area. As Van Loon put it: 

 
There is a very clear relationship between the construction of the 
Interoceanic Highway and gold mining. There is greater ease of 
access to important gold mining areas and greater ease of access to 
the region as a whole by potential gold miners from other regions. 
This is because, frankly, most of the gold miners are from other 
regions, which has meant that the improvement of the Interoceanic 
Highway and its completion has helped propel the growth of gold 
mining as an industry in the region.  
 
By establishing itself as the sixth-largest gold producer in the 

world,45 Peru stands to provide economic opportunities for many residents 

                                                 
42 William E. Brooks, Esteban Sandoval, Miguel A. Yepez, and Howell Howard, 
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44 Stephanie Boyd, “Who’s to Blame for Peru’s Gold-Mining Troubles?” The New 
Yorker, October 28, 2013. 
45 Boyd 2013. 
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in its interior. Peru’s Ministry of Environment has estimated that small-scale, 
informal mining practices move $2 billion annually in the country.46 Peru’s 
illegal mining operations have overtaken illegal drug trafficking operations 
as the largest illegal operations in the country.47 48 

Environmental problems resulting from mining activity are 
considerable. According to the Carnegie Institution scientist Greg Asner, 
“The gold rush exceeds the combined effects of all other causes of forest loss 
in the region, including from logging, ranching and agriculture.”49 Forest 
cover is removed to make room for mining operations, and runoff from the 
operations adversely affects the health of the surrounding ecosystem by 
contaminating the soil and water. In a study of two mining zones in Madre 
de Dios, deforestation in these areas increased sixfold from 2003 to 2009.50 
Illegal mining operations have led to mass deforestation of approximately 
50,000 hectares in the Madre de Dios River Basin.51 Mining activity is so 
destructive that Peru’s former Minister of the Environment, Antonio Brack, 
called for 80 percent of the department of Madre de Dios to be closed to 
mining activity. 52  In describing the devastating effects of gold-mining 
operations in Madre de Dios, Van Loon said: 
 

We are talking about entire forests being slashed and burned, with 
no regard for even whether there are valuable timber trees in the 
forest. Entire ecosystems and entire habitats are being completely 
destroyed. And then in come the bulldozers, in come the suction 
pumps and basically the sterile subsoil ends up on top of the tiny 
layer of fertility. Both of which are contaminated with diesel fuel and 
mercury. 

 
Mercury contamination has been a major issue in Madre de Dios. 

According to a recent study conducted by the Carnegie Amazon Mercury 
Ecosystem project, the average mercury concentrations found in adults in 
Puerto Maldonado was 2.7 parts per million.53 This is nearly three times the 
reference limit given by the World Health Organization. Unless measures are 

                                                 
46 “La Terrible Devastación de la Minería Ilegal en Madre de Dios,” El Comercio, 
September 17, 2011. 
47 Boyd 2013. 
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49 Simeon Tegel, “Destruction of Peru’s Rainforest by Illegal Gold Mining Is Twice 
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50 Swenson 2011, e18875. 
51 “La Terrible Devastación de la Minería Ilegal en Madre de Dios.” 
52 Dan Collyns, “Peru’s Gold Rush Sparks Fears of Ecological Disaster,” BBC News, 
December 20, 2009. 
53 “Mercury in Madre de Dios: Mercury Concentrations in Fish and Humans in 
Puerto Maldonado,” Carnegie Amazon Mercury Ecosystem Project (CAMEP). 



The Role of NGOs in Mitigating the Impact of the Interoceanic Highway 

Fall 2014    71 

taken to reduce the use of mercury in gold mining, these troublesome 
statistics only figure to get worse.  

 
Logging 
Logging is a major source of income for people living in and around Puerto 
Maldonado. The Interoceanic Highway leaves areas of pristine forest 
susceptible to unsustainable logging practices. The Amazon Basin is home to 
mahogany and other valuable hardwoods that can be exported to markets 
such as the United States, China, and others for a premium price. The effect 
of logging in relation to the highway is already noticeable.54 

In regard to the growth of the logging industry following the 
inauguration of the Interoceanic Highway, Christopher Kirkby, the executive 
director of the Madre de Dios-based, conservation-oriented NGO, Fauna 
Forever, remarked: 
 

The timber centers of Alegria, further up towards Iveria, are all 
flowering as people were predicting. Maybe not quite so fast as they 
were predicting, but nevertheless they are on the road towards more 
significant development in terms of the timber industry. The 
highway is bringing down the costs of transportation of timber. So 
that is something, the number of timber trucks going up and down 
the highway. 
 
Deforestation rates in Madre de Dios were extremely low until the 

mid-1960s, when the road was established to connect the Andean Highlands 
with Puerto Maldonado.55 The construction of the Interoceanic Highway has 
further increased deforestation rates in recent years. Recent studies using 
satellite imagery, airborne-laser technology, and ground-based surveys show 
significant increases in deforestation and environmental degradation in 
lands along the Interoceanic Highway.56 

Tropical rainforest removal poses a significant threat to climate 
change, as forest canopy serves as a major carbon dioxide sink. It is 
estimated that 10 to 15 percent of carbon dioxide emissions worldwide result 
from the deforestation and degradation of tropical rainforests. 57 
Approximately 50 percent of all greenhouse gas emissions in Peru can be 
attributed to the destruction of forests and other changes in land-use 

                                                 
54 Naughton-Treves 2004, 185. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
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patterns.58 If there is any hope of mitigating the effects of climate change on 
behalf of Peru, conservation efforts to reduce deforestation rates in the 
remaining Amazonian rainforest must remain a priority. 

If proper measures are not taken to protect Peru from unsustainable 
logging, mining, and agricultural practices, the country’s remaining 
Amazonian forest will be at risk. In the past ten years, Peru has lost more 
than one million hectares of tropical forest. 59  According to one study, 
planned energy, hydrocarbon, and mining projects coupled with other 
human activity could reduce Peru’s forest cover by 56 to 91 percent by 
2021.60  
 
Agriculture 
The Interoceanic Highway has cut down travel time and transportation costs 
for farmers. Before the paving of the Interoceanic Highway, farmers had 
difficulty establishing a market for their products other than the city of 
Puerto Maldonado. Now they are able to export their fruit to Cusco, 
Arequipa, and other major population centers in Peru. Farmers are able to 
sell more products than ever before thanks to this increased access to 
markets.  
 The increased access to markets resulting from the development of 
the Interoceanic Highway has led to a growth in farmers coming into Madre 
de Dios in hopes of expanding their commercial operations. According to 
Kirkby, “Almost anywhere now, you see huge fields of papayas grown. 
These papayas are not generally being consumed just locally. They are being 
exported to other cities in Peru. That is the first real noticeable thing that is a 
direct result of the highway I would say.” 
 Monoculture productions stress the fragile Amazonian soils and 
require heavy use of agrochemicals that have become more and more 
popular as subsistence-farming practices have begun to disappear. Papaya 
plantations have become prevalent in Madre de Dios in recent years, 
especially following a collapse in papaya production in the Central Amazon. 
Madre de Dios serves as a focal point for papaya growers for the expansion 
of their industry. 

 
PART 3: CAMINO VERDE AND THE SIGNIFICANCE OF GRASSROOTS NGOS IN 

MITIGATING THE IMPACT OF THE INTEROCEANIC HIGHWAY  
 
To a certain extent, highways are inherently destructive. Building a highway 
that bisects the heart of the Amazon River Basin will almost certainly 
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increase deforestation rates, degrade the health of surrounding ecosystem, 
and adversely impact the livelihoods of local indigenous groups. However, 
the promotion of sustainable land-use practices by nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) will be key to mitigating the impact of the 
Interoceanic Highway. 

According to multiple interviewees, disorganization, corruption, and 
a lack of resources have plagued the regional government’s efforts to 
mitigate the impact of the highway. A clear lack of coordination between 
agencies and failure to establish continuity in projects has limited the 
government’s capacity to combat unsustainable land-use practices. Laws 
regulating gold mining are seldom enforced and attempts to remove illegal 
gold miners from the region have been remarkably shortsighted. The failure 
by the government to regulate illegal gold-mining activity and other 
unsustainable land-use practices and enforce existing laws has placed an 
enormous burden on NGOs and conservationists to come up with their own 
mitigation strategies. 

The key to mitigating the impact of the Interoceanic Highway will be 
slowing down the two positive feedback loops generated by capital 
accumulation and impoverishment in Durham’s model outlined above. In 
their article on Brazil nut harvesting in Madre de Dios, Javier Escobal and 
Ursula Aldana (2003) point out “the most important factor in breaking the 
link between poverty and rainforest degradation is the income-generating 
strategy.”61 The most successful mitigation projects will take an integrative 
approach with surrounding communities and promote sustainable 
alternatives to gold mining, logging, ranching, and other driving sources of 
deforestation and environmental degradation in the region. 

 
Role of Grassroots NGOs 
Grassroots NGOs play a significant role in the Amazon and elsewhere in 
Peru. NGOs fill a void caused by either state or market failure or serve to 
rectify weaknesses in popular organizations. NGOs play an important role in 
Peru as they take on roles of “consultant groups, social enterprises and 
financial service institutions in order to bridge a gap between farmers, the 
state and the market, in the absence of domestic, endowed autonomous civil 
society funding mechanisms.”62 This is particularly important in a nation 
such as Peru, which has limited resources, corruption at all levels of 
government, and often fails to enforce existing regulations.  
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NGOs can strengthen civil society, protect disenfranchised people, 
and initiate conservation measures when the government or private sector is 
unable to provide these services. According to Livernash, “In developing 
countries, NGOs can solve some pieces of the development puzzle by taking 
an unconventional approach; by listening carefully to what people want and 
working to enlist their participation or support; or by trying to foster 
development and husband natural resources. NGOs can be a truly 
independent voice, either by serving as a focal point of opposition to 
government programs or by serving as the models for new government 
programs.”63 

Community-based organizations play a vital role in rural areas in 
Madre de Dios. Gray notes, “The further away from Puerto Maldonado one 
travels, the more the state is co-opted by local interests.”64 The national and 
regional governments have considerably less influence over rural residents 
in Madre de Dios than in Puerto Maldonado, and this failure to govern rural 
populations effectively creates a void that can be filled in part by the 
grassroots organizations. Community-based NGOs in rural areas have the 
ability to access the poor and mobilize local resources when the local or 
regional government is unable to do so.  

Community-based NGOs can also play an important role in 
mitigating the impact of the Interoceanic Highway. Conservation-oriented 
grassroots organizations that promote sustainable land-use practices can 
help slow down the impoverishment and capital accumulation positive 
feedback loops illustrated in Durham’s model of the political ecology of 
deforestation in Latin America.65 The capital accumulation feedback loop is 
driven by market demand for products derived from environmentally 
destructive economic activities, which leads to deforestation. 66  Providing 
economically viable sustainable alternatives to environmentally destructive 
activities could slow down the capital accumulation feedback loop and 
stabilize deforestation rates. 

Grassroots NGOs that work with local populations to mobilize local 
resources efficiently have the capability to slow down the impoverishment 
feedback loop. Working with local communities to promote more efficient 
use of resources can slow down the negative environmental impacts brought 
about by expansion into marginal lands, intensification of existing 
production, and diversification of household production that helps feed the 
impoverishment feedback loop. 67  Poor management of household 
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production as a result of impoverishment leads to “some form of 
environmental degradation, such as loss of soil and soil fertility, buildup of 
pesticide residues and further deforestation.”68 Escobal and Aldana remark, 
“The most important factor in breaking the link between poverty and 
rainforest degradation is the income-generation strategy. There exists room 
for maneuvering to encourage more rational forest use via environmentally 
sustainable practices.” By promoting more environmentally and 
economically efficient resource uses, NGOs can also slow down migration 
patterns into new frontier lands by minimizing environmental degradation 
and maintaining the soils utilized by local populations for indefinite periods 
of time. Minimizing extractive land-use activities in frontier regions is of 
utmost importance in slowing down the impoverishment feedback loop 
since “ecological damage in extractive frontier regions is a recipe for 
unsustainable development involving short-term prosperity followed by the 
return of poverty.”69   

Camino Verde was selected as a case study of a small-scale NGO 
operating in Madre de Dios for this paper due its remote location in a 
farming community. In addition, it was chosen for its unconventional, 
integrative approach towards promoting sustainable land-use practices. A 
grassroots organization such as Camino Verde can fill an important niche by 
promoting alternatives to unsustainable land-use practices and has the 
potential to slow down the driving forces of deforestation and 
environmental degradation in the region. 
 
CASE STUDY: CAMINO VERDE 
 
Camino Verde, located in the rural farming community of Baltimore in 
Madre de Dios, is an example of an NGO embedded in a rural area that has 
the potential to slow down Durham’s capital accumulation and 
impoverishment feedback loops and mitigate the impact of the Interoceanic 
Highway. Dedicated to protecting biodiversity, promoting indigenous 
wisdom, and encouraging sustainable land-use practices, Camino Verde 
works to establish functioning models of economically viable sustainable 
land-use practices that local community members could potentially adopt. 
Camino Verde adheres to the triple bottom line of sustainable development 
promoting environmental, economic, and social well-being.  

Camino Verde began as a personal project of its executive director, 
Robin Van Loon, who purchased the land for the purposes of farming. Van 
Loon came to Peru in 2002 and arrived in Madre de Dios in 2004 driven by 
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an interest in medicinal plants.70 In March 2006, Van Loon purchased 35 
hectares of land along the Tambopata River in Madre de Dios and began 
experimenting with agroforestry techniques and natural regeneration 
strategies shortly afterwards.71 72 

Van Loon soon discovered that there was a dearth of knowledge in 
the documentation of endangered tree species in the Tambopata region of 
the Amazon River Basin. In 2008, he decided to establish an organization 
with the hope of filling this void. He created the U.S.-based nonprofit with 
the goal of creating a living seed bank for these tree species. The seed bank 
was established “to act as a botanical garden representing the broadest 
variety possible of useful trees, to emphasize key trees including exploited 
and endangered Amazonian species, to study the growth and characteristics 
of these species in a cultivated setting, identifying trees that show promise 
for widespread or commercial reforestation, and to research and develop 

multi-species agroforestry systems that provide local subsistence farmers 
with an economically viable tree-based alternative to slash-and-burn.” 73 
Camino Verde’s seed bank is home to over 250 Amazonian tree species, 
covering seven hectares of land.74 

Over the last several years, Camino Verde has further experimented 
with agroforestry and reforestation techniques that are applicable to the 
Amazonian River Basin. In discussing the importance of the organization’s 
reforestation efforts, Van Loon said: 
 

In the case of pure conservation, the 1,000 plus acres that we work 
actively to conserve are just a drop in the bucket on a regional scale. 
Where Camino Verde comes in, and the role that we play has more 
to do with the preservation of individual species, and in our case, 
that refers to trees. We seek to plant the most overexploited trees in 
the region and for that matter in the greater Amazon region. As 
important tree species are ever more endangered by their use as 
timber and in some cases their use as medicine, we are there 
planting the same trees to ensure that the genetic diversity of these 
species is retained for future generations. 
 
Camino Verde is committed to finding profitable, sustainable uses of 

tropical forest resources for the people of Baltimore. The organization has 
participated in carbon-offset projects and experimented with essential oil 
distillation projects from aromatic plants. It now has five full-time employees 
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working to carry out its mission. In summarizing Camino Verde’s 
methodology, Van Loon said: 
 

We are not attempting to share these experiences through a 
pedagogical model where we suddenly share the wealth of our 
knowledge with communities and develop workshops and seminars 
where we tell local people what to do. It is my belief and it is a 
guiding principle of the organization is that models that work and 
what we will be able to spread will be based on their effectiveness, 
based on their efficacy.  
 
Camino Verde promotes a variety of economically viable land-use 

practices for farmers in Madre de Dios. A diversification of economic 
activities is important to make sure that Baltimore residents do not become 
overly dependent on one economic activity. Good stewardship of the land in 
rural Amazonia requires a diversification of land-use activities that work to 
protect the region’s fragile topsoil. 

“Most people agree that civility will come and sustainability will 
come from a diverse set of actions, activities that people will do with their 
land and not just concentrate on one particular activity,” said Kirkby. 
“Having option value on your land in terms of where your money comes 
from is probably key to the whole thing.”  

Camino Verde leads by example, undertaking projects that embrace 
principles of sustainable development and responsible management of 
natural resources. Van Loon has a unique vision on how to achieve 
sustainable development and is leading the way in an unconventional 
fashion. Rather than trying to implement Western theories of development, 
he blends indigenous wisdom with sustainable practices embraced by 
permaculture circles and elsewhere.  
 
CAMINO VERDE’S MISSION AND MITIGATING THE IMPACT OF THE INTEROCEANIC 

HIGHWAY 
 
By protecting biodiversity, preserving indigenous knowledge, and 
promoting sustainable land-use practices, Camino Verde stands to have a 
substantial impact in mitigating the impact of the Interoceanic Highway in 
Baltimore and elsewhere along the Tambopata River. The organization not 
only has an impact on the land it actively works to conserve, but more 
importantly, it has an impact on the community of Baltimore as it tries to 
lead by example and promote responsible stewardship of the land. The ever-
increasing exploitation of natural resources and ecosystems in Madre de 
Dios places the burden on organizations like Camino Verde to provide 
alternatives to the driving forces of deforestation and ecological degradation 
linked to the highway. 
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 With its reforestation center, living seed bank, agroforestry products, 
and essential oil project, Camino Verde has the tools to provide the residents 
of Baltimore with economically viable, sustainable land-use practices. With 
gold mining, logging, and unsustainable agricultural practices serving as 
more attractive opportunities in Madre de Dios, it is important that Camino 
Verde take a proactive role in looking for alternative economic practices that 
can be implemented in the community. By doing this, Camino Verde is 
theoretically working to slow down the capital accumulation feedback loop, 
which is fed by unsustainable land-use practices. At the same time, Camino 
Verde is working to slow down the impoverishment feedback loop because 
projects involving agroforestry and reforestation are less likely to damage 
the fragile ecosystem necessary to support an Amazonian homestead 
economy. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The Interoceanic Highway was constructed with the idea that the economic 
benefits of the highway would offset the negative environmental effects 
brought about by the highway. Less than three years after its opening, the 
environmental impact of the road has been substantial. The road has 
exacerbated deforestation rates and has contributed to a  rise in 
unsustainable land-use practices. The highway has contributed to a rise in 
illegal gold-mining operations, the principal economic activity and driving 
force of deforestation and environmental degradation in Madre de Dios. The 
highway has opened up markets and has led to an increase in monoculture 
plantations and industrial agricultural practices. Logging operations have 
increased as well in recent years. In addition, the highway has made 
indigenous populations living in voluntary isolation vulnerable to colonists 
encroaching on their territory, crime has risen steadily in Puerto Maldonado 
and elsewhere in Madre de Dios, and property values are skyrocketing. 
 The population pressures, unsustainable land-use activities, and 
massive deforestation rates have presented a major challenge for the 
Peruvian government as well as NGOs in the region. Environmental NGOs 
and other organizations have had trouble finding alternative economic 
opportunities that can compete with some of the more profitable land-use 
practices. For the most part, the Peruvian government appears to be 
unwilling and unable to regulate some of the more destructive economic 
activities. To better reduce the negative environmental and social impact of 
the Interoceanic Highway, the government must work to reduce corruption 
and enforce existing laws, while the environmental NGO sector needs to 
have better coordination among organizations. The private sector must also 
make an effort to consult NGO representatives and government officials 
when undertaking infrastructure projects. Mitigating the environmental and 
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social impacts of the highway will require an all-hands-on-deck strategy that 
will involve the public, private, and NGO sectors. 
 The surge in gold-mining operations following the 2008 global 
financial crisis is a testament to the impact globalization has had on the 
Amazon. Global market demand for gold, agricultural products, and timber 
has led to an increase in unsustainable land-use practices in Madre de Dios. 
Market demand for extractive activities coupled with poor governance and 
the completion of the Interoceanic Highway have created a crisis in Madre 
de Dios. 
 The most effective strategy may be to prove that activities that 
promote responsible stewardship of the land are economically viable. People 
are drawn to gold mining and other unsustainable land-use practices in the 
region because it is profitable in the short term. Small-scale farming, Brazil 
nut harvesting, and small-scale ecotourism operatives represent possible 
ways for people living in rural areas of Madre de Dios to profit in a 
sustainable manner. Promoting an integrative approach to sustainability that 
incorporates a variety of conservation strategies should be a priority. 
Grassroots NGOs such as Camino Verde play a critical role in promoting 
sustainable land-use practices and combating gold mining and other 
extractive activities that are being driven by the forces of globalization. 
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Thailand’s Path Toward Democracy? 
 
Kyle S. Livingston 
 
Introduction 
 

Thailand stands apart from other Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) as the only nation that has never been colonized.1 While this is a 
praiseworthy feat in itself, Thailand has also experienced coups resulting in 
18 different constitutions since 1932.2 A military coup in 2006 ousted Thaksin 
Shinawatra, a popular businessman and entrepreneur who was elected as 
prime minister in 2001.3 While a coup d’état is an undemocratic act, this paper 
argues that the coup was necessary to reinstate the rule-of-law that Thaksin 
had undermined by removing democratic institutions and establishing 
single-party dominance in Thailand. I will examine the following: the events 
leading up to the 2006 coup, Thaksin’s undemocratic and coercive practices, 
the aftermath of the coup, and the 2011 elections that brought Yingluck 
Shinawatra to power.4 The role of the monarchy in Thai politics—its 
influence over the Thai people, silent approval of the coup, and close 
relationship with the People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD) and military—
will also be considered. Ultimately, I will demonstrate that the 2006 coup 

                                                        
1 Robert Daley and Clark D. Neher, Southeast Asia in the New International Era, 6th ed. (Boulder, 
CO:  Westview Press, 2013), 27. 
2 Ibid., 52. 
3 Until May 2014, the Thai military pledged to Thai citizens and the international community 
that another coup would not take place. However, on May 22, General Paryuth Chan-Ocha 
suspended Thailand’s constitution and took control of the country, ending six months of failed 
negotiations between the two rival political groups. This became Thailand’s 19th coup since 
1932. 
4 This paper was written in November 2013, just before the “Shutdown Bangkok” protests led 
by former MP Suthep Thaugsuban against the Yingluck Shinawatra government began. Anti-
government protesters blocked the polls in Bangkok and 14 Southern provinces for a snap-
election called by Yingluck on February 2, 2014 that would have reestablished her legitimacy as 
Prime Minister, thereby forcing the Election Commission to nullify the results. Additional 
information has been added at the end of this paper. 
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allowed Thailand to progress towards a more democratic state and created 
more encouraging prospects for democracy in the future. 
 
The Rise of Thaksin 

 
Thaksin’s single-party dominance over Thai politics and his exploitation of 
existing checks-and-balances would not have been possible without the 
popularly accepted 1997 Constitution. Years of corruption at the provincial 
level brought attention to the need for a new constitution that “focused on 
weakening the stranglehold on the power of the provincial strongmen.”5 
One of the main goals of the 1997 Constitution was to strengthen the 
executive branch by concentrating powers back to the prime minister and 
creating a neutral Senate to once again introduce greater checks-and-
balances in Parliament.6 Because an impartial Constitutional Drafting 
Assembly (CDA) was organized and charged with developing a constitution 
of the people, the 1997 Constitution came to be known as the “People’s 
Constitution.”7 Participants on the CDA ranged from technocrats 
specializing in their respective fields and academics from multiple 
institutions to social activists representing the interests of the public.8 Input 
was solicited from as many as 850,000 Thai citizens, more than 300 
organizations, and numerous NGOs, all of which, Björn Dressel said, 
“help[ed] explain the lengthy and heterogeneous nature of the final draft.”9 
In spite of the CDA’s well-intentioned efforts, however, the “People’s 
Constitution” effectively became the constitution that took power from the 
people and gave it to Thaksin. Although the reasons why Thaksin took 
advantage of the 1997 Constitution are still debated, the provincial 
governments at the time were so corrupt that a power-shift back to the 
executive was imperative. No one anticipated the prime minister would 
want or attempt to consolidate power for his or her own gain, so the Thai 
Parliament approved the new constitution with little resistance from critics. 
This set into motion a series of events that would lead to the rise of Thaksin 
and the coup d’état. 
 The election of Thaksin’s Thai Rak Thai10 (TRT) party in 2001 gave 
great hope to the Thai people. The TRT was the first party to win a majority 

                                                        
5 Erik Martinez Kuhonta, “The Paradox of Thailand’s 1997 ‘People’s Constitution’: Be Careful 
What You Wish For,” Asian Survey 48, no. 3 (2008): 380. 
6 Ibid., 378–379. 
7 See Dressel (2009), for a detailed article about the selection process of the CDA and CDC.  
8 Björn Dressel, “Thailand’s Elusive Quest for a Workable Constitution, 1997-2007,” 
Contemporary Southeast Asia 31, no. 2 (2009): 301. 
9 Dr. Björn Dressel is a senior lecturer at Australian National University’s Crawford School of 
Public Policy. With his PhD from Johns Hopkins University SAIS, he studies Southeast Asia and 
Sub-Saharan Africa. See Figure 1 for a detailed chart of the differences between the drafting 
processes for the 1997 and 2007 Constitutions. 
10 Thai Rak Thai translates into “Thais Love Thai[land].” 
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of votes in Bangkok and throughout the country in a single election.11 
Thaksin’s populist measures with the poor provided him the majority of the 
votes, which would set the precedent of his rule for the next five years.12 His 
charisma and success as a businessman resonated with the majority of the 
Thai people, as they believed that Thaksin’s financial success would lead 
them to financial success too.13 Thailand was slowly recovering from the 
1997 Asian Financial Crisis and was managing a 17.2 billion dollar rescue 
package from the IMF.14 Thais looked to Thaksin and his success as a 
businessman and entrepreneur to lead the country out of financial hardship 
and back towards a leading ASEAN economy. However, soon into his term 
Thaksin began to indirectly rein in control of Thailand’s free media: 
Thaksin’s TRT government-run television and radio stations canceled 
independent programs in favor of pro-TRT media productions, and 
Thaksin’s newly purchased personal iTV channel began to stream 
government propaganda. Because of these exploits, the Thai Journalists 
Association dubbed 2001 “The Year of Media Interference.”15 Thitinan 
Pongsudhirak16 elaborated further: 

The Economist’s survey of Thailand . . . was effectively banned for 
being critical of Thaksin and for suggesting that the monarchy’s future role 
fall firmly under the constitution. . . . The Anti-Money Laundering Office 
(AMLO) almost immediately probed the bank records of no fewer than 247 
prominent Thai journalists and civil society activists for financial 
wrongdoing. . . . While Thaksin’s strong-arm tactics to keep the media under 
control backfired at first, they apparently made headway in the second half 
of 2002.17 

Thaksin’s encroachment on media freedom allowed him to appoint 
close confidants and family members into powerful government positions 
without significant criticism from the press. He began to commission people 
into lower governmental, but not insignificant, offices such as the NBC and 
NTC [National Broadcasting Corporation and National Telecoms 
Corporation, respectively].18 Additionally, after a corruption gaffe at the 

                                                        
11 John Funston, “Thailand: Thaksin Fever,” Southeast Asian Affairs (2002): 305. 
12 Thaksin and the TRT’s populist policies enticed such a majority of poorer citizens in Thailand 
that the citizens’ vote was bought using these populist policies. Prasirtsuk (2007) writes, 
“Whenever the government was under attack, populist policies were launched to boost its 
domestic popularity” (891).  
13 Funston 2002, 306. 
14 http://www.imf.org/external/np/exr/ib/2000/062300.htm#box1. 
15 Funston 2002, 313. 
16 Dr. Thitinan Pongsudhirak received his M.A. from Johns Hopkins SAIS and his PhD from the 
London School of Economics. Dr. Pongsudhirak is the current Director of the Institutive of 
Security and International studies at Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok, Thailand.  
17 Thitinan Pongsudhirak, “Thailand: Democratic Authoritarianism,” Southeast Asian Affairs 
(2003): 285–286. 
18 Alex M. Mutebi, “Thailand’s Independent Agencies under Thaksin: Relentless Gridlock and 
Uncertainty,” 
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National Counter Corruption Commission (NCCC),19 which resulted in 
many of the judges being dismissed, a majority of the short-listed 
replacement candidates had close relationships with the TRT party. In fact, a 
few of them were slated for appointment to the NCCC because of their close 
connections to the TRT.20 Thaksin’s methodical and intentional control over 
media and government entities ensured that Thailand would run as 
smoothly as any of his previous companies. 

Thaksin manipulated three main areas of the 1997 Constitution: the 
90-day party-switching rule, the establishment of a nonpartisan Senate, and 
the creation of the new Constitutional Court. The 90-day rule was 
established to prevent Members of Parliament (MPs) from switching parties 
out of convenience. If an MP decided to switch, he or she would have to wait 
the requisite 90 days before reregistering as a member of a different party. 
Thaksin kept his MPs under control with the threat of calling a snap-election 
in 45 days, thereby leaving those MPs who had switched unable to run for 
reelection.21 Second, although the Senate was comprised of 200 supposedly 
nonpartisan elected members, many had family, business, or marriage ties to 
the TRT party.22 Furthermore, most senators were receiving compensation 
from the very industries and companies they were overseeing.23 The 
impartial Senate had become Thaksin’s Senate and closest ally, as it could 
endorse policies Thaksin approved of and reject those proposed by the 
opposition. Third, the new Constitutional Court formed by the 1997 
Constitution seemed as though it could stand up to the Thaksin empire 
when it brought charges against Thaksin. However, because of Thaksin’s 
influence, it acquitted him on earlier corruption and tax-evasion charges.24 

Thaksin’s role as prime minister reflected his expertise at running a 
business. His goal was to run Thailand as a company, not a country. 
Thaksin’s first objective was to ensure that his subordinates were loyal to the 
executive, himself. To that end, he appointed those who supported him to 
positions of power to secure his own continued rule. As posts usually held 
by seasoned government officials were given to businessmen loyal to 
Thaksin and the TRT, the checks-and-balances system fell apart.25 The 
collapse of independent watchdog agencies and the “impartial” Senate 
further enhanced the TRT party’s grip on Parliament, and Thailand began to 

                                                                                                                                   
Southeast Asian Affairs (2006): 311. 
19 The NCCC—which has since changed its name to the NACC (National Anti-Corruption 
Commission)—is tasked with investigating corruption within government organizations and 
government personnel. A board suggested by the current sitting senators and appointed by the 
king now heads the NACC. http://www.nacc.go.th/ewt_news.php?nid=936. 
20 Mutebi 2006, 308. 
21 Prasirtsuk 2007, 879. 
22 Ibid., 880. 
23 Dressel 2009, 311. 
24 Funston 2002, 308. 
25 Kitti Prasirtsuk, “From Political Reform and Economic Crisis to Coup d’État in Thailand: The 
Twists and Turns of the Political Economy, 1997-2006,” Asian Survey (2007): 888. 
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look more like “Thailand Inc.”26 Furthermore, the absence of a competitive 
application and appointment process excluded qualified candidates not loyal 
to Thaksin from even being considered. The 1997 Constitution’s 
concentration of executive power allowed Thaksin to put democracy for the 
people of Thailand aside in favor of pursuing his own agenda. It was not in 
the interest of the newly appointed heads of so-called “independent 
agencies” to relinquish their power and authority. As such, it was not in 
their interest to remove or punish the person who gave them their power. 
With his majority hold on Parliament, close supporters in oversight agencies, 
and the popular endorsement of the Thai people, Thaksin would have 
continued to govern Thailand unchecked and unchallenged, instituting 
policies that benefited him and not the country. No one could see an end to 
this downward spiral of mismanaged politics until the coup brought down 
his regime. 
 
The Coup d’État 
 
On September 19, 2006, Thaksin Shinawatra was in New York to deliver a 
speech at the UN General Assembly. It was then that Thaksin dissidents, 
backed by the military, staged a bloodless coup against the Thai Rak Thai 
(TRT) party and the Thaksin government.27 While orchestrating a coup is 
undemocratic, the Thaksin government engaged in equally undemocratic 
practices that proved to the opposition that Thaksin could not be removed 
from government by any legal means, as the TRT majority in Parliament 
made an impeachment impossible. As the military saw fit to orchestrate the 
coup in order to restore democracy and rule-of-law, martial law was enacted 
in the TRT stronghold provinces in the northeast and northern parts of 
Thailand.28 Although foreign governments condemned the coup as 
undemocratic and found the unseating of a popularly elected head of state 
inappropriate, opponents of Thaksin justified the coup as representing a 
turning point in Thailand’s history. Opponents took the opportunity to draft 
another constitution to guarantee that single-party dominance would not 
occur again. Without the unifying power of Thaksin’s policies, however, the 
Thai military had the arduous task of reassembling Thailand’s broken 
constitution, reestablishing trust with Thailand’s citizens, and reassuring 
foreign observers that the coup would not be another military dictatorship. 
The close relationship between the military, the opposition People’s Alliance 
for Democracy (PAD) party, and the monarchy did not assuage this fear. 

Unlike the previous coups, the 2006 coup had the silent approval of 
His Majesty, King Bhumibol Adulyadej (henceforth referred to as HM 

                                                        
26 Thitinan Pongsudhirak, “Thailand: Democratic Authoritarianism,” Southeast Asian Affairs 
(2003): 278. 
27 Daley and Neher 2013, 42. 
28 Ibid., 42. 
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Adulyadej).29 The Thai people adore HM Adulyadej, and their view of him 
as a demi-god represents the great power he has over Thailand. While HM 
Adulyadej does not involve himself in everyday political differences, when 
he does suggest a project or oppose legislation, the people and politics are 
quick to follow and obey. Thus, the lack of any response from the king said 
more than any speech could have. Public response to the king’s endorsement 
was most easily seen in the colors used by domestic political parties during 
the coup. The PAD party adopted yellow—the king’s color—to signify 
solidarity and unity with the monarchy. The United Front for Democracy 
against Dictatorship (UDD) party—the umbrella group of pro-Thaksin 
parties—adopted red, which symbolizes communism, and a nonallegiance 
with the monarchy.30 Thus, the role of the monarchy during the Thaksin 
government was quiet but influential to the extent that anti-Thaksin 
constituents and the military maintained close ties with the royalty before 
the coup.  

Capitalizing on the indifferent relationship between the TRT party 
and the monarchy, Thaksin opponents found another justification for the 
coup when they alleged that Thaksin was trying to supersede the monarchy. 
The PAD charged Thaksin and the TRT party with lèse majesté—a charge 
against individuals or institutions that have insulted the monarchy31—for 
disrespecting the king.32 As a result, the “PAD began to depict themselves as 
defenders of the monarchy rather than defenders of democracy.”33 Experts 
disagree as to whether Thaksin was trying to supersede HM Adulyadej or to 
what extent his relationship with the king was indeed hostile. Regardless, if 
HM Adulyadej did not approve of the coup, he would have intervened to 
prevent it from occurring, as he did during the Black May 1992 political 
crisis.34 PAD and the military used the threat of lèse majesté as a justification 
to force support for the coup, such that if anyone disapproved, he or she 
would be acting against the throne. HM Adulyadej’s silent approval of the 
coup allowed the PAD and military-controlled government to begin drafting 

                                                        
29 Phasuk Phongpaichit and Chris Baker, “Thailand: Fighting over Democracy,” Economic and 
Political Weekly 43, no. 50 (2008): 20. 
30 Prasirtsuk 2007, 177. 
31 Thailand’s lèse majesté laws are considered some of the harshest in the world. Chargeable 
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32 James Ockey, “Alternative Explanations for the 2006 Coup in Thailand,” Crossroads: An 
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33 James Ockey, “Thailand in 2008: Democracy and Street Politics,” Southeast Asian Affairs (2009): 
317. 
34 Bhumibol Adulyadej, “Black May Condemnation of General Suchinda Kraprayoon and Major 
General Chamlong Srimuang,” May 20, 1992, The Golden Jubilee Network, 
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a new constitution, one that would not allow another single dominant party 
to occur. 
 
The 2007 Constitution 
 
Military officers, People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD) bureaucrats, and 
appointed technocrats drafted the 2007 Constitution, which was adopted 
and ratified by the post-coup interim military government. Opponents of the 
2007 Constitution attested that the drafting process was unfair and 
unrepresentative of the people35 because the Constitutional Drafting 
Assembly (CDA) was comprised of those loyal to the military junta and the 
monarchy. From the interim government’s point of view, allowing Thaksin’s 
supporters to participate in the drafting committee would have been a 
conflict of interest, since they would want to ensure Thaksin’s return to 
politics. This invited scrutiny from international organizations and foreign 
governments, who commented on the lack of nonpartisan input from groups 
not connected to the military or monarchy. However, because the interim 
military government oversaw the drafting process, it not only ensured that a 
single-party rule analogous to the Thai Rak Thai (TRT) party would not 
occur again, but also reduced the number of Members of Parliament (MPs) 
needed to raise a vote of no-confidence against a prime minister. In 
examining the constitution, there was very little substantive change apart 
from the changes focused on preventing single-party dominance. 

The first and most significant modification in the 2007 Constitution 
reduced the number of MPs needed to raise a vote of no confidence against 
the prime minister from two-fifths of seated MPs to one-fifth.36 Secondly, 
there was a reduction of 50,000 to 20,000 signatures needed to begin the 
impeachment process against the prime minister, which made the possibility 
of sustainable single-party dominance even less likely.37 There were other 
minor changes to the constitution, but even with the military-dominated 
CDA, most of the changes were directly aimed at preventing Thaksin and his 
allies from controlling the government again. However, because the majority 
of the population was still recovering from the coup, they resisted the 
constitution’s implementation. The interim government increased pressure 
for approval and adoption of the new constitution by implying that if the 
constitution failed to be ratified, the government would revert to one of the 
17 previous constitutions. The distinctive relationship between the PAD and 
the monarchy was increasingly advertised by the slogan used to increase 
pressure to accept the 2007 Constitution, “Love the King. Care about the 

                                                        
35 See Dressel (2009), 304, for a “pro-1997 constitution point of view” description of the 2007 
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King. Vote in a referendum. Accept the 2007 draft charter.”38 In other words, 
those who disapproved of the new constitution also disapproved of HM 
Adulyadej. Once again, the interim government found it necessary to use the 
monarchy as a scapegoat to gain popular support for a constitution that the 
majority of the population considered a direct attack against Thaksin and his 
government.  

Believing that all coups against a democratically elected government 
represent an erosion of freedom, the international community viewed the 
2006 coup and subsequent constitutional changes in 2007 as a retreat from 
democracy. As a result, Thailand’s Polity IV score fell.  

Figure 3: Authority Trends, 1946–2010: Thailand presented by Polity IV39 

 
As seen in Figure 3, the Polity IV score for Thailand fell in 2006, the year of 
the coup, and remained at –5 until 2007, when the new constitution was 
adopted. The Polity IV ranking during the Thaksin administration (2001–
2006) was 9 because of the methods Systemic Peace uses to measure 
democracy. It only takes into consideration external indicators, such as free 
and fair elections, restrictions on the executive, and constitutional 
allowances. During Thaksin’s reign, had the Polity IV score included internal 
government manipulations for personal gain, the score would have been far 
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39 Center for Systemic Peace, “Polity IV Country Report for 2010: Thailand” (2011), Vienna, VA, 
http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/thi2.htm. 
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lower than 9.40 Marginal changes to the constitution helped elevate 
Thailand’s ranking to the rating of 3, which it maintained into 2011.41 As 
such, the current Polity IV scores indicates Thailand’s upward move towards 
democracy after the coup. 

 
Emergence of Yingluck Shinawatra and the 2011 Elections 
 
In 2011, the Puea Thai party and a coalition of smaller pro-Thaksin political 
parties won the majority of the seats in Parliament. Yingluck Shinawatra, the 
leader of Puea Thai and Thaksin’s younger sister, was subsequently chosen to 
be prime minister.42 The most notable feature of this transition was that the 
Puea Thai were elected within the boundaries of the 2007 Constitution and 
were perceived to comply with it as well.  

In spite of their compliance with the constitution, there were 
allegations of Thaksin’s influence during the 2011 elections and upon 
Yingluck’s government. “Thaksin announced that [Yingluck] would be his 
‘clone.’ The Puea Thai adopted, ‘Thaksin Thinks, the Party Acts,’ as its official 
electoral slogan.”43 Regardless, Yingluck and the Puea Thai party attempted 
to quickly address the three top concerns of the opposition and anti-Thaksin 
proponents. She pledged to honor the monarchy, reestablish ties with the 
military, and, most importantly, abandon plans to allow Thaksin to return 
from exile to Thailand without punishment.44 45 The Puea Thai implemented 
populist policies such as a rice-pledging scheme in which the government 
would buy rice at above-market-prices, store the rice to create a world 
shortage, and then export it at higher prices. They also pledged to raise the 
minimum wage and begin a first-car buying scheme providing 100,000-baht 
rebates to first-time car buyers.46 Although they implemented these policies, 
Yingluck and the Puea Thai attempted to separate themselves from the 
polarizing Thaksin-method of prioritizing the needs of the poor. They 
reassured Thailand that the government was there to work with and for all 
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of the Thai people. After the devastating 2011 floods in central Thailand and 
Bangkok, Prime Minister Yingluck’s approval ratings were higher than those 
of the previous People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD) government,47 
demonstrating to opponents that the constant and negative comparisons to 
Thaksin were unfounded. 

While Thailand’s Polity IV score has not been reevaluated since the 
2011 elections, the new ranking will most likely reflect the upward trend 
towards democracy and will be higher than it stands now. A more open 
media (save for the draconian lèse majesté laws), properly run governmental 
oversight committees (such as the Department of Special Investigation that 
investigates accusations ranging from murder, to corruption, to tax 
avoidance against anyone in Thailand), more transparent elections, and a 
more objective appointment system all contribute to a more democratic and 
open government than that run by Thaksin. In fact, the PAD is currently 
using the court system and Parliament to voice their grievances about Puea 
Thai policies and alleged corruption in the mismanaged rice-pledge 
scheme.48 
 
The “Shutdown Bangkok” Protests of 2013–2014 
 
Unfortunately, the distancing of the Puea Thai from Thaksin is far from 
complete. Thailand’s contentedness with Yingluck ended in 2013. In October 
2013, the House of Representatives heard six amnesty bills pushed through 
by the Puea Thai government containing language that would pardon those 
with previous criminal histories. Thaksin was also included in these bills, 
which if passed would allow him to return to Thailand without serving his 
jail sentence for a previous corruption charge and unfreeze his assets. This 
move by the Puea Thai reignited the controversy about the party acting as a 
proxy for Thaksin. While Yingluck maintains that the government is under 
her control, this move by the Puea Thai demonstrated the opposite. Many 
Thais see these amnesty bills as just another pro-Thaksin strategy to reinstate 
the deposed leader. Additionally, the amnesty bills that were up for 
consideration would not only clear a path for Thaksin to return to Thailand 
without punishment, but also pardon those accused of killing Thai Rak Thai 
(TRT) red-shirt members during the 2008 protests.49 While members of both 
the Puea Thai and People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD) oppose the 
amnesty bills, supporters of PAD have begun protesting in the streets of 

                                                        
47 Prasuk Phongpaichit and Chris Baker 2013, 626. 
48 Amy Sawitta Lefevre and Pracha Hariraksapitak, “Thai PM Under Fire as Rice Scheme Sings, 
Poll Challenged,” reuters.com, last modified February 4, 2014, 
http://uk.reuters.com/article/2014/02/04/uk-thailand-protest-idUKBREA121GW20140204. 
49 Thomas Fuller, “Amnesty Bill That Would Clear Ousted Premier Stirs Thai Anger,” New York 
Times, last modified November 3, 2013, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/11/04/world/asia/amnesty-bill-stirs-opposition-in-
thailand.html?_r=0. 



Democracy in Thailand 

Fall 2014    91 

Bangkok over the potential return of Thaksin. Yingluck quickly withdrew 
the controversial amnesty bills on November 6, 2013,50 but the move came 
too late for her to assuage doubters of her nonpolitical involvement with 
Thaksin. Led by former Member of Parliament (MP) Suthep Thaugsuban, 
protests are erupting in Bangkok as pro-PAD supporters take to the streets 
challenging these bills and calling for Yingluck and all remnants of the 
Shinawatra regime to be removed from politics. Many of Bangkok’s most 
important commercial intersections are currently occupied and government 
offices shut down to draw attention to the still omnipresent Thaksin 
influence in the Puea Thai party. Even though the Department of Special 
Investigation has declared that the PAD-backed protests and calls to 
overthrow the government are illegal,51 the protests continue even after the 
six amnesty bills were withdrawn. While the protests continued through the 
end of 2013 and into 2014, the protest movement is beginning to lose 
momentum. Protest sites are slowly being dismantled and are consolidating 
to the main park in Bangkok, where Suthep gives nightly speeches on 
corruption within the Puea Thai government and encourages protesters to 
continue engaging in civil disobedience. Suthep’s repeated calls for the 
forced removal of Yingluck are being quelled and called undemocratic. 
Instead, anti-government protesters are using the 2007 Constitution to 
pressure the courts to impeach Yingluck over the misuse of government 
funds for the failed rice-pledging scheme.52 An Op-Ed piece in the New York 
Times written by Chris Baker and Pasuk Phongpaichit says that “protesters 
have cooled on Mr. Suthep’s plans to oust the government by paralyzing 
their city. Even if they still support the objective, they have come to question 
the method.”53 

Currently, Yingluck is undergoing an investigation by the National 
Anti-Corruption Commission (formerly known as the National Counter 
Corruption Commission) for her botched rice-pledging scheme—a populist 
policy that has many indicators pointing to Thaksin—that has so far cost the 
government an estimated $6 billion in losses, paid for by the Thai 
taxpayers.54 Moreover, Thaksin confirmed the suspicion of his involvement 
with the Puea Thai when he said, “The prime minister’s aides aren’t good at 
politics and she doesn’t want the people I send her. I feel sympathy for her 
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and don’t want to boss her around. ‘Those in Thailand, they can’t live up to 
my expectations.’”55 As previously mentioned, the Thai saying, “ทกัษิณคิด 

เพื่อไทยท ำ,” translates into “What Thaksin thinks, Puea Thai does,” epitomizes 

the relationship between Thaksin and the Puea Thai. In light of all the 
protests and calls for a forced removal of Yingluck and her government, the 
anti-government protests are using the rule-of-law and the court system to 
begin the impeachment process. Calls for a coup are being suppressed, as the 
military and police forces responsible for previous coups are remaining 
neutral. The Thai people are respecting the 2007 Constitution and legal due 
processes that it affords to everyone. Had the 2006 coup not occurred, the 
Thai people would still believe that a forced military removal of a 
government would be the only option to restore normalcy to politics. 
 
A Democratic Future? 
 
In a word, Thai politics since 1932 have been “turbulent.” Eighteen 
constitutions, 18 coups, interim governments, military rule, and a silent 
monarchy have created a rough landscape for democracy to flourish. While 
the coup against a popularly elected head-of-state is undemocratic, the 2006 
coup created a paradox in Thailand: removing Thaksin Shinawatra as prime 
minister by undemocratic means was the only way to restore democracy. 

If the 2006 coup had not occurred, Thaksin’s government would 
have maintained complete control of the House of Representatives, the 
Senate, and the country’s oversight agencies. Yingluck’s government, 
therefore, is a testament to the fact that democracy can indeed be reinstated 
after a coup. The governor’s election in Bangkok went smoothly despite a 
close race between the People’s Alliance for Democracy and pro-Thaksin 
United Front for Democracy and Against Dictatorship candidates. The 
government and the people are using legal channels to approve and block 
bills, protests are being kept in check by the military and police forces, and 
grievances have been resolved through official and judicial means. 

The “Shutdown Bangkok” protests epitomize the shift towards 
democracy in Thailand. Thais have been too complacent in recent elections, 
submissive to people of authority, and are recipients of mismanaged 
governance. Therefore, these protests represent a political awakening in 
Thailand. The Thai people, now more aware of democracy and more 
engaged with their government, understand that a government as corrupt as 
Thaksin’s could not have been removed using any method other than a 
coup. Because a majority does not see the same situation applying to 
Yingluck, the opposition is relying on the court system and the rule-of-law to 
democratically and systematically remove her from office. This leads to two 
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conclusions: The Yingluck government still maintains some legitimacy as an 
elected government, and more importantly, Thais are more aware of the 
negative consequences of a coup. The “Shutdown Bangkok” protests 
symbolically represent more than citizens voicing their opinion; it is their 
realization that they actually have an opinion to voice. 
 
Figure 1: Differences between the drafting process of the 1997 and 2007 Constitutions 

 1997 Constitution 2007 Constitution* 

Demographic 
of persons 
responsible 
for drafting 

Task left to the CDA; 99 
members, 76 of which 
elected from each province; 
23 experts chosen from 
Parliament from shortlist 
provided by universities 

Task left to CDA; CNS 
threatened if public rejected 
draft then military would 
adopt one of previous 17 
constitutions;  
200 CDA members elected 
from 2000 member NPA;  
CNS chooses 100 members 
from 200 CDA members 
elected; 
CDA elects 25 members 
from the 200 CNS chose 
+10 experts appointed by 
the military 

Influential 
drafters 

Uthai Pimchaichon (CDA 
head)—respected former 
student activist and MP 
Anan Panyarachun—former 
PM and Chairman of CDC 
Borwornsak Uwanno—
professor of constitutional 
law and secretary of CDC 

Top votes received from 
NPA 
Okas Tepalakul—car 
dealer, classmate of CNS 
chairman General Sonthi 
Boonyaratglin; 
Pharani Leenuthapong—
BMW Thailand executive 
Suwit Pipatwilaikul—
building contractor 
---- 
Eligibility: full 
professorship or equivalent 
to MP, Senator, or director 
general 
Noranit Sethabutr—former 
rector at Thammasat 
University, close ties to 
monarchy (elected chair of 
CDA) 
Squadron Leader Prason 
Soonsiri—former 
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 1997 Constitution 2007 Constitution* 

intelligence chief (elected 
CDC Chair) 
Somkit Lertpaitoon—legal 
expert from Thammasat 
University (elected CDC 
secretary) 

Outside 
support for 
the 
constitution? 

Over 850,000 outside people 
consulted 
300+ organizations 
consulted 
87,000 responses to 
questionnaires 
NGOs submitted 25-page 
recommendation 

Limited outside 
engagement; 
CPD criticized military 
involvement; 
Confederation of Thai 
Journalists Assoc. took 
issue with limited media 
freedom 

Drafting 
period 

8 months 6 months 

Key Actors Academics Bureaucrats 

Dressel, B. (2009). “Thailand’s Elusive Quest for a Workable Constitution, 1997–2007,” 
Contemporary Southeast Asia 31, no. 2: 296–325, DOI: 10.1355/cs21-2e. 

 
 
Figure 2: Differences in power between the 1997 and 2007 Constitutions 

 1997 Constitution 2007 Constitution 

Required time 
to be a party 
member before 
establishing 
candidacy 

90 days Not specified 

Number of 
representatives 
in Lower House 

500; 400 from single-
member constituencies, 
100 elected based on 
new party list 

480; 400 elected on 
constituency basis;  
80 from party list, 
80 MPs are elected from 8 
different regions 

Senators 200; elected, not 
appointed 

150 (single 6-year term only); 
76 are directly elected; 
74 appointed by 7-member 
Senate Selection Committee 
(judges and heads of 
independent agencies) 

Judicial 15; Given more 
independence; 
New Constitutional 
Court 

9; Academic institutions have 
no role in judicial nomination 
process; 
In charge of Senator 
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 1997 Constitution 2007 Constitution 

nomination and party 
dissolution 

To start 
impeachment 
process/consider 
bills 

50,000 eligible voters 10,000 to table legislation 
20,000 to start impeachment 
process 

Requirement to 
serve 

Bachelor degree (Senate 
and House) 

Bachelor degree (Senate); no 
mention for House 

Initiate vote of 
no-confidence 
against PM; 
House of 
Representatives 

2/5 sitting MP 1/5 sitting MP 

Initiate vote of 
no-confidence 
against MP; 
House of 
Representatives 

1/5 sitting MP 1/6 sitting MP 

Sponsor a bill 1/3 sitting MP 1/3 sitting MP 
Initiate vote of 
no-confidence 
against Senator 

3/5 sitting Senators 3/5 sitting Senators 

Dressel, B. (2009). Thailand’s elusive quest for a workable constitution, 1997–2007. 
Contemporary Southeast Asia 31, no. 2: 296–325, DOI: 10.1355/cs21-2e. 

 
* Since 2007, there have been a few amendments to the 2007 constitution, including a change 
to the number of seated members of the House of Representatives to an increased 500 total 
members, 375 of who are elected directly. The other 125 are elected via a party-list system. For 
a detailed list of the changes, please see http://www.ect.go.th/english/files/2007-constitution-
english%5B1%5D.pdf. 
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Combating the Effects of War and 
Instability on Archaeology in 
Afghanistan 
 
Emily Mella 
 
Afghanistan’s important geostrategic location as a crossroads between East 
and West has facilitated the development of a rich archaeological history. 
The land’s numerous archaeological treasures have survived for hundreds, 
and in some cases thousands, of years. Despite the longevity of many of 
these sites and artifacts, the past 35 years of Afghan history have introduced 
a new level of destruction to these examples of the country’s ancient 
heritage. Instability and war in Afghanistan since 1978 have had devastating 
effects on the nation’s people, economy, and infrastructure, and have 
resulted in irreparable damage to its cultural heritage. Abdul Wasey Feroozi, 
the Director General of the Afghan National Institute of Archaeology, 
explained in a 2004 speech that the loss of cultural heritage in Afghanistan 
“under no circumstances can be compensated. In a war stricken country one 
can repair or even renovate roads, bridges, schools, hospitals, etc., but lost 
and destroyed cultural heritage can never be rehabilitated nor renovated.”1  

Despite the damage, hard-working and dedicated individuals have 
continuously worked to protect and preserve Afghanistan’s archaeology. 
The United States, because of its unique position of power in the 
international community, has played an important role in the management 
of Afghanistan’s cultural heritage over the last decade, and will continue to 
support the country in its transition to peace and democracy. This research 
will outline the damage to specific sites and the work done to repair and 
protect cultural heritage in Afghanistan, and will conclude with a discussion 
of tactics that archaeologists and U.S. officials can employ to help minimize 
future damage to Afghanistan’s archaeology. Cultural heritage sites under 

                                                           
1 Archaeological Institute of America, “The Impact of War upon Afghanistan’s 
Cultural Heritage,” March 2004, http://www.archaeological.org, 2.  
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consideration include the Kabul National Museum, Aï Khanoum, the 
Minaret of Jam, Bamiyan, and Mir Zakah.  
 
SECURITY IN AFGHANISTAN AND THE THREAT OF LOOTING 
 
The security situation in Afghanistan affects archaeological preservation in 
two ways: 1) the physical protection of sites and 2) the ease of access for 
scientists and researchers interested in maintaining sites. Although some 
archaeological sites in the country have been threatened by military 
activities, the greatest threat to archaeological preservation is systematic 
looting, which has been carried out on a wide scale in Afghanistan. Local 
actors engage in clandestine excavations, which are very destructive to the 
sites themselves, in order to extract potentially valuable artifacts for sale on 
the international antiquities market. Looting in Afghanistan has been so 
severe that entire archaeological sites have been destroyed. For example, the 
Hellenistic site Aï Khanoum, discussed in detail below, was leveled by 
clandestine excavations that began after 1978. While the site previously 
contained remains of ancient temples, roads, a gymnasium, and a Greek 
theater, Aï Khanoum’s landscape today is often described as “lunar,” 
because it is so devoid of evidence of human civilization. 

 For archaeologists, the loss is not only associated with the objects 
themselves, but with the information that scholars can glean from studying 
their original locations.2 Without the context, or provenance, of an object, it 
may be impossible for archaeologists to determine information such as its 
age, purpose, or place of origin. Once an object is moved from its original 
location, its scientific context is impossible to recover.3 In an attempt to 
prevent looting, in 1970, UNESCO adopted the Convention on the Means of 
Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of 
Ownership of Cultural Property; Afghanistan accepted this treaty in 2005.4 
However, like many other segments of international law, the provisions of 
this convention are ultimately voluntary for states, and widespread 
compliance is difficult to implement.  

There are two types of looting activities that occur in Afghanistan: 
well-organized illicit excavations directed by local leaders or commanders, 

                                                           
2 Paul Bernard, “Aï Khanoum en Afghanistan hier (1964-1978) et aujourd’hui (2001): 
Un site en péril. Perspectives d’avenir,” Comptes rendus des séances de l’Académie des 
Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres 145 (2001): 1010.  
3 Archaeological Institute of America, “Frequently Asked Questions,” 2013, 
http://www.archaeological.org.  
4 UNESCO, “Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit 
Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property—1970.”  
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and individual looting by villagers.5 This first type is more dangerous to the 
country’s cultural heritage, as it is done on a larger scale and is usually more 
destructive; sometimes these groups even use bulldozers to perform 
clandestine excavations of archaeological sites.6 An example of the 
significance of looting in Afghanistan comes from the site of Mir Zakah, near 
the Pakistani border in the Pakhtia province. Sometime between 1992 and 
1995, a deposit estimated to contain 550,000 minted metal coins, weighing 
around four tons, was discovered at the bottom of a well and systematically 
(and illegally) excavated. As one author describes, “Mohammad Rasuli, 
director of the Institute of Archaeology in Kabul, remembers visiting the site, 
disguised as a businessman, and seeing bags of historical coins so heavy that 
two men were needed to lift them. Ornaments, statuary, and stamps were 
packed away in containers and protected not only by men with machine 
guns, but also with antiaircraft guns.”7 This was a well-organized 
clandestine excavation carried out under the direction of local commanders.8 
Osmund Bopearachchi, a specialist in Greco-Bactrian numismatics, confirms 
that many of these coins have been sold in bazaars in Pakistan to smugglers 
from around the world.9  

Article 7 of the 1970 UNESCO Convention seeks to prevent 
museums from purchasing illegally exported goods in an attempt to 
decrease the market for stolen archaeological artifacts and lessen the appeal 
of looting.10 The Archaeological Institute of America offers a useful 
explanation of why it discourages the purchase of illicit artifacts by collectors 
and museums: “By paying high prices for and displaying unprovenanced 
material, museums and private collectors encourage looters and fund the 
illegal trade. If collectors are willing to pay top dollar for, and museums are 
willing to display works of questionable provenance, then there will always 
be . . . treasure hunters who dig . . . dealers who provide, and . . . collectors 
who acquire works that were looted.”11 Unfortunately, there are few 
meaningful disincentives, other than moral opposition, that prevent many 
people from purchasing unprovenanced objects. Because of Afghanistan’s 
rich archaeological history, looters continue to find valuable artifacts to sell 
to clandestine buyers. The following sections will focus on selected sites of 

                                                           
5 Neville Agnew and Janet Bridgland, eds., Of the Past, for the Future: Integrating 
Archaeology and Conservation (Los Angeles: The Getty Conservation Institute, 2006), 
272.  
6 Archaeological Institute of America 2004, 2.  
7 Mark Sappenfield, “In Afghanistan, 900-foot Sleeping Buddha Eludes 
Archaeologists,” Christian Science Monitor.  
8 Archaeological Institute of America 2004, 2.  
9 Agnew and Bridgland 2006, 270. 
10 UNESCO, “Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit 
Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property 1970,” November 
1970.  
11 Archaeological Institute of America 2013.  
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physical cultural heritage in Afghanistan in order to illustrate the effects of 
the country’s recent violent history and lack of security on the current status 
of its archaeological preservation.  
 
THE KABUL MUSEUM 
 
Although the National Museum of Afghanistan in Kabul is not an 
archaeological site, the museum has significant value as a cultural heritage 
institution and repository for archaeological material excavated in 
Afghanistan. The museum was established in 1931 by Nadir Khan 
(Mohammad Nadir Shah) in a building adjacent to the former king 
Amanullah’s Darulaman Palace, eight kilometers from the center of Kabul. 
Between 1922 and 1979, archaeology in Afghanistan flourished and the 
Kabul museum developed a rich collection of artifacts. However, staff had to 
evacuate the museum in 1979 and all artifacts were temporarily moved to 
the former house of President Daoud’s brother for safekeeping, as the area 
around Darulaman Palace had become a military zone. This first evacuation 
was short-lived; objects were returned to the museum, largely undamaged, 
in October 1980. In 1989, President Najibullah, concerned for the safety of 
museum collections, closed the National Museum and ordered the artifacts 
taken to the Central Bank vault in the Presidential Palace and to the fourth 
floor of the Ministry of Information and Culture. Heavier objects were left 
installed at the museum, and thousands of objects remained in the museum’s 
storerooms.12 
 The civil war between 1992 and 1996 further exposed the Kabul 
Museum to the effects of conflict. As Carla Grissmann explains: “In May 
1993 the Museum building was shelled, the roof and top floor destroyed and 
left open to the elements. Looting began that spring when the area was 
isolated by factional fighting and museum staff were unable to reach 
Darulaman for months at a time. Every time the area changed hands there 
was further looting.”13 The devastation during this period destroyed 70 
percent of objects in the museum and damaged almost all of the remaining 
collection.14 Museum artifacts remained relatively safe during the initial 
years of Taliban rule in Afghanistan. Museum staff were allowed access to 
their collections in 1998, and in June 1999, Taliban leader Mullah 
Mohammed Omar issued a decree that protected Afghanistan’s cultural 
artifacts and made illegal excavations and smuggling punishable by law.15 
This changed in February 2001, however, when Mullah Omar reversed his 

                                                           
12 Juliette van Krieken-Pieters, ed., Art and Archaeology of Afghanistan: Its Fall and 
Survival (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 61–65.  
13 Ibid., 66.  
14 Agnew and Bridgland 2006, 249.  
15 van Krieken-Pieters 2006, 68.  
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position and issued an edict condemning un-Islamic graven images.16 
Storerooms in the Kabul Museum and the Ministry of Information and 
Culture were vandalized and many artifacts were destroyed.17   
 Despite facing significant dangers and destruction, the history of the 
Kabul museum is not all negative. Museum staff and members of the Society 
for the Preservation of Afghanistan’s Cultural Heritage (SPACH), founded in 
1994, worked hard to rescue, restore, and inventory artifacts from the 
museum. Saving artifacts even included replacing some objects in the 
museum with copies in order to protect the original items.18 These activities 
were undertaken with great personal risk.19 As one author notes, 
“Darulaman as well as Kabul suffered daily rocketing and shelling. The 
Museum was without electricity or water; work was carried out in the airless 
storerooms by the light of kerosene lamps.”20 International donors, with the 
help of UNESCO, provided funding to repair the museum’s roof and carry 
out structural improvements to safeguard museum collections.21  

Additionally, in August 2003, the Afghan government announced 
that artifacts from the museum that had been deposited in the Central Bank 
vault in the Presidential Palace in 1989 were safe and intact. Eight months 
later, safes containing the Bactrian Gold treasures from Tilla Tepe, which had 
been stored in the vault, were opened and museum staff were able to 
confirm that not a single piece was missing.22 This collection, containing over 
20,000 artifacts, stunned audiences with its striking gold ornaments when it 
was discovered in 1979, and its preservation was a significant victory for the 
museum.23 Grissmann writes, “Indeed, the safety and survival of these 
objects was in large part due to the fact that the Museum staff simply kept 
quiet, resolutely eluding any mention of the whereabouts of the trunks or 
their contents.”24 According to a 2011 BBC article, five museum workers had 
keys to the storage vault, which required all five keys for access (the tawildar 
system). Without the bravery of museum workers, the Bactrian Gold, along 
with about 30,000 Afghan cultural artifacts would have almost certainly been 
stolen or destroyed.25 Despite a history of looting and destruction at the 

                                                           
16 W. L. Rathje, “Why the Taliban Are Destroying Buddhas,” USA Today, March 2001.  
17 van Krieken-Pieters 2006, 69; Agnew and Bridgland 2006, 267.  
18 Agnew and Bridgland 2006, 266.  
19 Ambassador Said T. Jawad, “Saving Afghanistan’s Cultural Heritage,” April 2006, 
www.ambassadorjawad.com.  
20 van Krieken-Pieters 2006, 66.  
21 Agnew and Bridgland 2006, 249; van Krieken-Pieters 2006, 69.  
22 van Krieken-Pieters 2006, 71.  
23 Fort Drum Cultural Resources Program and the Center for Environmental 
Management of Military Lands, “Rediscovering the Past: Two Centuries of 
Archaeology in Afghanistan.  
24 van Krieken-Pieters 2006, 70.  
25 Alastair Lawson, “Afghan Gold: How the Country’s Heritage Was Saved,” BBC, 
March 2011; Art van Krieken-Pieters 2006, 28.  
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National Museum of Afghanistan, the hard work of museum staff, with 
financial assistance from international donors, helped protect and preserve 
many of the country’s cultural and historical treasures. 
 
AÏ KHANOUM  
 
The Greco-Bactrian site of Aï Khanoum is situated in the Takhar province of 
northeastern Afghanistan. This site is currently the easternmost Hellenistic 
city ever discovered and demonstrates the extent of ancient Greek influence 
in the East.26 Excavations revealed the first columns in Central Asia made 
entirely of stone, with capitals representing each of the three Greek orders: 
Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian.27 Additionally the bath complex at Aï 
Khanoum contains a mosaic in the Macedonian style, further confirming the 
city’s Hellenistic influences. Aï Khanoum was excavated between 1965 and 
1978 by archaeologist Paul Bernard, who later became director of the 
Délégation Archéologique Française en Afghanistan (DAFA). The site lies at 
the intersection of two rivers, the Amou Daria, called the Oxus by the 
Greeks, and the Kokcha, and is divided into two topographic sections, the 
High City and the Low City. Excavations of the Low City, situated to the 
west along the Amou Daria, revealed an urban Hellenistic city, complete 
with gardens, a gymnasium complex, baths, a Greek theater, a temple, and 
other administrative and residential buildings.28  
 The site’s last excavation season was in 1978, and in 1982, the 
Afghan government suspended the 1922 convention that authorized the 
DAFA’s presence in the country. Unfortunately, as Paul Bernard explains, 
“Pendant les quinze années de guerre qui suivirent notre dernière campagne 
de 1978 et durant lesquelles l’Afghanistan demeura fermé aux étrangers, les 
archéologues français restèrent sans aucune nouvelle d’Aï Khanoum. Quand 
le site sortit enfin de cette longue nuit, il n’était plus que le fantôme de lui-
même.”29 Bernard’s first glimpses of the site’s destruction came from 
photographs sent to him by a Japanese colleague doing research on the 
diffusion of Greek theaters in Asia who was able to visit Aï Khanoum in 
1993. The landscape, as Bernard saw in these photographs, has been 
described by a number of authors as “lunar”; the archaeological site was 
completely devastated by clandestine excavations during the Soviet 
occupation of Afghanistan.30 Illegal excavations have removed almost all of 

                                                           
26 Agnew and Bridgland 2006, 255.  
27 van Krieken-Pieters 2006, 147.  
28 Archaeological Institute of America 2004, 3–4.  
29 Bernard 2001, 990–991. Translation: ‘During the fifteen years of war that followed 
our last campaign of 1978 and during which Afghanistan remained closed to 
foreigners, French archaeologists were without news of Aï Khanoum. When the site 
finally emerged from this long night, it was barely a ghost of itself.‘ 
30 Bernard 2001, 991; Agnew and Bridgland 2006, 255.  



Combating the Effects of War and Instability on Archaeology in Afghanistan 

Fall 2014    103 

the ancient stonework, and there are innumerable robber holes dotting the 
landscape. These clandestine excavations have destroyed any additional 
information that archaeologists could have learned from Aï Khanoum.  
 
THE MINARET OF JAM 
 
The Minaret of Jam is one of the most iconic monuments in Afghanistan, and 
its survival throughout the country’s 35 years of war is one of the success 
stories of cultural heritage preservation in Afghanistan. UNESCO reinforced 
the minaret’s foundations in 2000, but otherwise no reconstruction or 
restoration has been performed on the monument since its construction in 
the late twelfth century.31 Because of the minaret’s aesthetic influence on art 
and architecture and its exceptional construction, UNESCO placed the 
Minaret of Jam on its list of World Heritage in Danger in 2002.32 The 
monument, located on the bank of the Hari Rud, has started leaning. High 
floods in 2002 threatened the minaret, but scholars believe that UNESCO’s 
stabilization efforts in 2000 saved the structure from collapse.33 UNESCO has 
begun to coordinate plans for reinforcing their earlier stabilizing work to the 
foundations, but to date, no action has been taken.34 

While the minaret is an important piece of Afghanistan’s cultural 
history, it “is merely the most visible aspect of the rich archaeological 
heritage of the surrounding valleys. These remains comprise the ruins of a 
large settlement, thought to be Firuzkuh, the summer capital of the little 
known Ghurid dynasty that ruled the area between 1100 and 1215.”35 While 
the minaret faces environmental dangers because of its location near a 
flowing river, the surrounding hillsides have been the site of extensive illegal 
excavations during the years of instability in Afghanistan. Most of the 
damage was done in the mid-1990s and early 2000s, during the civil war and 
years of Taliban rule.36 The Minaret of Jam Archaeological Project has carried 
out studies of the area around the minaret to assess the damage done by 
looting. In 2005, the organization undertook a survey of the north bank of 
the Hari Rud. Based on their results, they estimate about 360 robber holes on 
this hillside. Because this area has not been systematically surveyed and 
studied, archaeologists know little about the civilization buried on the 
hillsides surrounding the Minaret of Jam. As authors David Thomas and 
Alison Gascoigne explain, “It is unfortunate, though, that so much 
archaeological evidence has been lost before even the most basic scientific 

                                                           
31 van Krieken-Pieters 2006, 55, 155.  
32 Agnew and Bridgland 2006, 260; UNESCO, “Minaret and Archaeological Remains 
of Jam,” 2013.  
33 Agnew and Bridgland 2006, 260. 
34 van Krieken-Pieters 2006, 55; UNESCO 2013.  
35 van Krieken-Pieters 2006, 155.  
36 Ibid., 157–158.  
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investigation is carried out.”37 The Minaret of Jam Archaeological Project and 
UNESCO hope to prevent any further damage to the site.  
 
BAMIYAN 
 
Without a doubt, the most famous archaeological casualty of Afghanistan’s 
35 years of war was the demolition of the giant Buddha sculptures of 
Bamiyan by the Taliban in 2001. The international community pleaded with 
the country’s leaders not to destroy the giant statues, but was met with 
stubborn determination. The empty niches where these statues used to stand 
serve as a testament to the destruction of Afghanistan’s cultural heritage.  
 Buddhism began to take root in the Bamiyan valley during the 
Kushan dynasty, and residents started building Buddhist monuments in the 
area between the second and fourth centuries. Over time, Islamic culture 
began to permeate the region and in the eighth century, Bamiyan became 
part of the Abbasid caliphate. Bamiyan remained an important political and 
cultural center until the Mongol invasion of Afghanistan, which destroyed 
much of the valley. One of the most important historical accounts of 
Bamiyan comes from a Chinese monk, Xuan Zang (Hsuan-tsang), who 
traveled to the area around 630 CE. His writings tell of the Kingdom of 
Bamiyan, resplendent with a capital city and central palace. Xuan Zang also 
gave the first account of the two well-known statues of Buddha, one 
standing 55 meters and the other 38 meters high.38 The larger Buddha has 
recently been dated to 551 CE and the smaller statue to 507 CE.39 The face of 
the valley’s northern cliff is almost vertical and has been carved with 
approximately 1,000 grottos, in addition to the magnificent Buddha statues. 
Decorations in the valley also include painted murals, 80 percent of which 
had been destroyed or looted by 2002.40 
 The Bamiyan Buddha statues were carved in high relief from the 
cliff’s face and were sheltered by symmetrical niches. After they were 
carved, the statues were covered in clay and stucco, and painted.41 As author 
W. L. Rathje explains,  
 

The two colossi must once have been a truly awesome sight, visible 
for miles, with copper masks for faces and copper-covered hands. 
Vairocana’s [the 55m statue] robes were painted red and 
Sakyamuni’s [the 38m statue] blue. These towering, transcendental 
images were key symbols of the rise of Mahayana Buddhist 

                                                           
37 Ibid., 163.  
38 van Krieken-Pieters 2006, 129–130.  
39 Agnew and Bridgland 2006, 260.  
40 Archaeological Institute of America 2004, 8; Agnew and Bridgland 2006, 259.  
41 Archaeological Institute of America 2004, 8.  
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teachings, which emphasized the ability of everyone, not just monks, 
to achieve enlightenment.42  

 
Additionally, the 55m statue was the tallest surviving statue of Buddha in 
the world.43 These statues were a testament to one of Afghanistan’s historical 
cultural traditions, an important pilgrimage site, and excellent examples of 
the Gandharan school of Buddhist art in Central Asia.44 
 The destruction of these important pieces of Afghanistan’s cultural 
heritage had both political and religious motivations. Threats to the statues 
began in 1997, when, as author Kristin Romey describes,  
 

A Taliban commander trying to seize the Bamiyan valley declared 
that the monumental Buddhas were to be destroyed as soon as the 
valley fell into his hands. The resulting international outcry caused 
the Taliban high command to prohibit the Buddha’s destruction and 
promise that the cultural heritage of Afghanistan would be 
protected. In 1998, however, the smaller Buddha’s head and part of 
the shoulders were blown off, and the face of the larger Buddha 
blackened by burning tires.45 
 

In 2001, Mullah Omar declared that the Taliban were responsible, as 
Muslims, to combat idolatry and destroy graven images. While the Taliban 
offered this religious justification as their motivation for destruction of the 
Bamiyan Buddhas, there were undoubtedly political factors at play as well. 
Some authors believe that this was a reaction against UN sanctions 
implemented against the Taliban regime the previous month. Additionally, 
the move may have been in opposition to what the Taliban felt was the 
international community’s greater concern for the statues than for 
Afghanistan’s suffering population; a number of countries and international 
organizations were simultaneously offering millions of dollars to remove the 
statues from Afghanistan and placing the country under economic sanctions 
instead of sending humanitarian aid.46 Others argue that the destruction was 
part of a greater plan to eradicate foreign influence in the country and erase 
Afghanistan’s history of cross-cultural interaction.47 The truth is likely a 

                                                           
42 Rathje 2001.  
43 Kristin Romey, “Cultural Terrorism,” Archaeological Institute of America 54 (2001), 
http://archive.archaeology.org/0105/newsbriefs/afghan.html. 
44 UNESCO, “Cultural Landscape and Archaeological Remains of the Bamiyan 
Valley” 2013. 
45 Romey 2001.  
46 Romey 2001; Rathje 2001. 
47 Jawad 2006; Barbara Hoffman, ed., Art and Cultural Heritage: Law, Policy, and 
Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 28–31.  
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combination of many factors. The Taliban were not swayed by pleas from 
the international community and destroyed the statues in March of 2001.48  
 Despite the destruction of such important cultural monuments, 
archaeologists have not abandoned Bamiyan. Archaeologist Zemaryalai 
Tarzi continues to study the region in the hopes of discovering the Kingdom 
City of Bamiyan and a fabled 300-meter reclining statue of Buddha, as 
recorded by Xuan Zang.49 Additionally, UNESCO continues to work to 
improve the site’s preservation. These conservation efforts include removing 
land mines left at the site, conserving the surviving painted murals and 
artifacts, and improving the structural stability of the niches where the 
Buddha statues used to stand.50 These empty spaces serve as a reminder of 
the destruction of Afghanistan’s cultural history as a result of conflict and 
instability in the country.  
 
THE PROTECTION OF CULTURAL HERITAGE IN AFGHANISTAN 
 
Considerable damage has been inflicted on Afghanistan’s cultural heritage 
during the 35 years of war and continuing instability in the country. While 
some sites have faced peril from military actions and intentional destruction, 
the greater danger for many archaeological sites and artifacts is the illicit 
excavation and trade of stolen cultural objects. As one author writes,  

 
New sites are attacked with tractors and pick axes, their history 
destroyed forever. The result can be seen by the number of artefacts 
[sic.] without provenance appearing today in art markets around the 
world. The Afghan ministries of Interior, Information and Culture, 
and the Security forces are immediately called in to track down any 
rumors of illicit diggings, but they are virtually helpless in the face 
of the powerful local warlords and the lack of security outside 
Kabul.51 
  

Because of general lawlessness in the country and the porous border with 
Pakistan, there are few obstacles for individuals looking to profit from 
Afghanistan’s rich cultural history. Although the country has signed the 
1970 UNESCO Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the 
Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property, 
international law lacks an enforcement mechanism and relies on voluntary 
compliance. Additionally, it is difficult for countries to prevent collectors 
and museums from purchasing looted artifacts. With few obstacles, low risk, 
and the promise of substantial reward, looting and smuggling illicit goods 
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can be an attractive option. Given these challenges, it is important to assess 
what can be done to improve the protection of Afghanistan’s archaeological 
heritage. Some call on the international community to provide assistance, 
while others look to initiatives that will allow Afghans to take ownership of 
their cultural heritage.52 The following paragraphs will outline how 
improving security and increasing feelings of national and local ownership 
toward cultural heritage sites will help preserve Afghanistan’s archaeology 
and serve U.S. foreign policy objectives for the country.  

One important consideration is the physical protection and 
preservation of cultural heritage sites. A number of countries and 
organizations, including the United States, UNESCO, and SPACH (the 
Society for the Preservation of Afghanistan’s Cultural Heritage), have 
contributed funds to help the country restore damaged sites and artifacts. 
These actions include preservation efforts at Bamiyan and the Minaret of 
Jam, as well as rebuilding efforts at the National Museum in Kabul. The 
security of sites to prevent looting, however, is more difficult to guarantee in 
a country struggling to rebuild its central government.  

Afghanistan’s lack of reliable law enforcement, a result of decades of 
conflict and instability coupled with its porous border with Pakistan, has 
allowed smugglers to remove artifacts from the country with relative ease.53 
Although U.S. policy to improve Afghanistan’s internal security by 
supporting the Afghan National Security Forces (including the Afghan 
National Army and Afghan National and Local Police forces) is designed to 
support the Afghan political system, it will have the added benefit of 
protecting the country’s physical cultural heritage. The level of U.S. military 
presence post-2014 in Afghanistan remains undetermined, but observers 
believe that the United States will likely contribute around two-thirds of an 
international force of between 8,000 and 12,000 troops. These troops will 
focus on training the Afghan security forces and engaging in 
counterterrorism operations. As part of their training capacity, these troops 
will work to combat corruption in the Afghan police forces in order to 
improve physical security on both a national and local level.54 Although U.S. 
Secretary of State John Kerry and Afghan President Hamid Karzai agreed to 
a draft bilateral security agreement in November 2013, Karzai has since 
refused to sign it. Completion of a formal agreement will determine 
America’s continued ability to assist the Afghan National Security Forces.55 
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Increased security and reliable law enforcement can help combat clandestine 
excavations and looting of archaeological sites. Additionally, securing the 
border with Pakistan serves the dual purpose of cutting off Taliban 
movements between the two countries and disrupting supply lines for the 
illegal antiquities trade. The U.S. policy of supporting physical security in 
Afghanistan will, among other benefits, help protect the country’s 
archaeological sites and artifacts. 

The lack of security also prevents further scientific investigation, as 
archaeologists cannot safely access many of the country’s important sites. In 
an effort to protect archaeological sites, archaeologists have also begun to 
backfill sites at the end of each excavation season. For example, after 
excavations of a Buddhist city in Bamiyan in 2006, archaeologists reburied 
their work in hopes of protecting it from the same damage that befell sites 
like Aï Khanoum and the area surrounding the Minaret of Jam.56 To improve 
the physical safety of the National Museum, some scholars argue for its 
relocation to a more central location in Kabul, where it would be more 
integrated into a community for protection and, as an added bonus, more 
convenient for visitors and museum staff to access. Officials have discussed 
plans for the construction of a new museum for over two decades, but no 
action has yet been taken.57  
 Archaeological sites can also play a key role in promoting a national 
identity in Afghanistan. Although tribal and ethnic divisions have 
consistently strained Afghan relations, identifying with the country’s 
collective history can serve to unify the nation. According to scholars 
Brendan Cassar and Ana Rosa Rodríguez García,  

 
A whole generation of Afghans, for instance, were largely deprived 
of an education that encompassed knowledge and respect for the 
cultural heritage of their homeland. For these people, refugees and 
the ongoing Afghan migration, the connection between identity and 
history was fragmented or bound to notions of political, ethnic and 
tribal affiliation in the more immediate context of war, rather than in 
a sense of national unity derived from a universally-owned heritage 
and history.58 
 

Archaeological sites can serve as a unifying element of pride for 
communities and the nation. In turn, feelings of attachment to a site (on a 
national and local level) will encourage its preservation. Thus, there is a 
strong connection between utilizing cultural heritage for unification and 
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guaranteeing its protection. Encouraging this process in Afghanistan will 
promote the formation of national and local unity, and will ensure the 
preservation of archaeological sites. Promoting a shared history can also help 
Afghans identify with their nation outside of their ethnic and tribal 
affiliations. This can help begin to build ties and encourage dialogue 
between groups, which will improve the country’s civil society and facilitate 
reconciliation in a war-torn country. Indeed, “Cultural heritage can become a 
mutual focal point for former adversaries, enabling them to rebuild ties, 
engage in dialogue, and work together to shape a common future.”59 
Additionally, the United States hopes that building a dynamic civil society 
will improve civilian participation in government decision-making and 
promote a stronger democratic system in Afghanistan. A strong civil society 
can also help combat the rampant corruption that has become part of the 
culture for Afghanistan’s governing elites. This strategy of improving civil 
society and fostering a national identity is part of the United States’ cultural 
diplomacy efforts in Afghanistan. As a sign outside the National Museum of 
Afghanistan reads, “A nation can stay alive when its culture stays alive.”60  

An important option for officials and archaeologists looking to 
improve the protection of Afghanistan’s cultural heritage is to raise public 
awareness and combat apathy. Changing attitudes about the importance of 
cultural heritage can help discourage the looting and destruction of 
archaeological sites. There are several avenues through which scholars and 
officials can work to increase public awareness: through schools, 
dissemination of archaeological findings, and involvement of local 
populations in archaeological work. By including cultural heritage education 
in school curricula, students will become aware of their country’s rich and 
complex cultural history. This can help students identify with their nation’s 
history outside of their ethnic and tribal affiliations.61 Prioritizing education 
regarding the country’s shared history and the importance of archaeological 
sites and their protection can help Afghans take ownership of their 
archaeological heritage. Education can also discourage people from 
participating in clandestine excavations or purchasing looted objects by 
helping them understand how it harms the country’s heritage and how they 
can help protect their nation’s history.  

Additionally, officials can advocate for the involvement of local 
communities in the protection of archaeological sites. Author Nancy Hatch 
Dupree explains: “Historical monuments that survived the vicissitudes of 
the recent wars have maintained their integrity precisely because they were 
regarded as living parts of the communities that sheltered them. Efforts to 
raise awareness to nurture similar feelings of community responsibility 
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toward archaeological sites near their settlements must be initiated.”62 
American museums and educational institutions, often the backers of 
international archaeological research, can help improve the attachments 
between archaeological sites and communities by improving local 
participation in archaeological activities and by disseminating results to the 
community. Scholars must tailor these actions to the social circumstances of 
the local population and consider how their work can fit in to overall 
development objectives for the country. 

Some archaeologists have already taken steps to engage with local 
populations in their work. David Thomas and Alison Gascoigne, authors of 
the report on illicit excavations of the territory surrounding the Minaret of 
Jam, discuss their outreach efforts. They explain: “We must also work 
towards making our research relevant and accessible to Afghans, as well as 
overseas academics—we are attempting to do this by translating our reports 
into Dari, and publishing multi-lingual booklets on Jam and the Ghurids, for 
adults and children.”63 Their project also includes an assessment of the needs 
of the modern inhabitants of Jam and small-scale development aid. Steps like 
these can substantially improve awareness of archaeological activities in 
Afghanistan and must be encouraged. This would help protect 
archaeological sites from further looting and destruction and preserve them 
for future generations. The U.S. government can advance this agenda by 
including stipulations on grant funding requiring that some of the money be 
reserved for in-country education about the project. 
 
U.S. LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK AND INTERNATIONAL COMMITMENTS  
 
The United States is a party to the 1970 UNESCO Convention on Prohibiting 
and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export, and Transfer of Cultural Property, 
which the U.S. government implemented though the Cultural Property 
Implementation Act (CPIA) in 1983. Under the CPIA, countries must have a 
memorandum of understanding with the United States in order for the U.S. 
to restrict the importation of their archaeological artifacts. These restrictions 
require government approval from the country of origin before any cultural 
property may enter the United States. In order to establish a memorandum 
of understanding with the United States regarding the protection of cultural 
property, the other nation must initiate the request. For many nations, the 
protection of archaeological sites is a low priority, especially in times of 
conflict. Despite America’s stated commitment to contribute to the 
international protection of cultural property, it only imposes import 
restrictions on artifacts from the 16 countries that have cultural property 
agreements with the United States. One of the CPIA’s strong points is that it 
prohibits the importation of goods stolen from museums or public 
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monuments, regardless of the country’s relationship with the United States. 
Despite the lack of clear guidelines to prevent the importation of smuggled 
goods, if caught, individuals may be prosecuted under the 1948 National 
Stolen Property Act. However, this act only applies to archaeological 
artifacts if the country of origin has an established national ownership law 
and if the object in question was in the ground when said law was enacted.64  
 This unclear legal framework makes it difficult to police the 
importation of clandestinely excavated archaeological artifacts. The United 
States should prohibit the importation of undocumented artifacts from all 
countries in order to suppress the illegal antiquities market and combat 
looting. While this policy recommendation is made with Afghanistan’s 
cultural heritage in mind specifically, the tightening of archaeological import 
restrictions would improve the safety of cultural property worldwide, as the 
United States is one of the largest markets for imported artifacts. This 
suggestion would mean abolishing the requirement for a memorandum of 
understanding with a country before the United States can agree to restrict 
the importation of cultural property. This policy will also require American 
museums to make partnerships with their foreign counterparts in order to 
acquire items, as fewer artifacts will enter the United States, thus fostering 
increased cooperation between international museums/academic 
institutions, an important goal of U.S. cultural diplomacy.  
 The 1970 UNESCO convention also requires states to discourage 
museums and collectors from purchasing looted cultural property. The 
United States has no domestic law regulating the acquisition of 
archaeological artifacts by museums. Because the government has not taken 
an active role in this, the Archaeological Institute of America (AIA), a 
nonprofit organization dedicated to the promotion of archaeological inquiry, 
openly advocates against museums and collectors accepting artifacts without 
a documented provenance. Their goal is to discourage the purchase of 
illegally excavated artifacts, thereby depressing the market for looted goods 
and decreasing the incentives for people to engage in clandestine 
excavations.65 The U.S. government should follow the AIA’s example and 
take a more active role in combating the importation and purchase of 
illegally excavated archaeological artifacts. This action would help countries, 
like Afghanistan, whose archaeological heritage is being rapidly destroyed 
by looting.  
 

U.S. CULTURAL HERITAGE MANAGEMENT IN IRAQ AS A MODEL FOR AFGHANISTAN  

Despite the lack of a comprehensive supporting legal framework, the U.S. 
government has undertaken work to improve cultural heritage management 
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in Afghanistan. The Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation, under the 
State Department’s Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, provides 
funding for conservation projects on cultural heritage sites all over the 
world. Several projects in Afghanistan have been concluded with funding 
from this source, including conservation and rebuilding at several sites and 
training programs in conservation for museum workers. The United States 
should continue to fund these efforts, and should continue to support the 
redevelopment of the Afghan National Museum in Kabul. U.S.-led training 
programs in conservation have helped prepare museum workers to rescue 
and repair many of the artifacts destroyed during Taliban rule, and U.S. 
funding helped rebuild the museum’s infrastructure.66 The conclusion of a 
comprehensive legislative framework for the protection of cultural heritage, 
using Iraq’s import restriction legislation as a model, will help support the 
work of the Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation and protect 
Afghanistan’s cultural heritage.  

The United States has taken a much more active approach to 
protecting cultural heritage in Iraq than in Afghanistan. After the 2003 
United Nations Security Council Resolution 1483, which requires member 
nations to assist in the protection of Iraqi cultural heritage, the United States 
began implementing programs and legislation regarding Iraq’s archaeology. 
These measures include a 2008 law, the Import Restrictions Imposed on 
Archaeological and Ethnological Material of Iraq, and the Iraq Cultural 
Heritage Initiative, which has focused on conservation projects, preservation 
and management of the ancient site of Babylon, and infrastructure 
improvements to the Iraq Museum in Baghdad.67 The import restrictions in 
2008 were enacted unilaterally by the United States, citing the provision for 
emergencies allowed under the CPIA.68 These measures are commendable, 
and should be used as a model for archaeological preservation in other 
countries, including Afghanistan.  
 
SUMMARY OF U.S. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Improving the preservation of Afghanistan’s cultural heritage will benefit 
the global community because of Afghanistan’s important location as a 
crossroads for civilizations throughout human history. The United States 
should follow the example that it has set with the legislation and initiatives 
regarding the protection of cultural property in Iraq as a model for the 
protection of archaeological material in Afghanistan. Additionally, the 
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United States can promote the formation of an Afghan national identity and 
improve national unity by improving education and involving local 
communities in the protection of Afghan archaeology. The U.S. can also 
bolster its relationship with Afghanistan through cultural diplomacy 
regarding the protection of Afghanistan’s cultural heritage. Because looting 
is the greatest threat to Afghanistan’s archaeological sites, the following 
policy recommendations focus mainly on combating clandestine excavations 
and the looted antiquities market. There are also recommendations to 
continue conservation projects to preserve the country’s remaining 
archaeological sites.  

In the following areas, the United States government should:  
Security: 

1. Continue to support the Afghan National Army and work to secure 
the Afghanistan-Pakistan border in order to combat smuggling and 
improve security, thereby allowing archaeological work in the 
country to continue 

2. Promote local law enforcement to prevent clandestine excavations at 
archaeological sites  

Civil Society:  
1. Promote education about the importance of history and archaeology 

in order to foster shared connections to Afghan history and an 
Afghan national identity  

2. Compel archaeologists to include public education in their work by 
requiring this as part of government grants  

 
Antiquities Market:  

1. Use the 2008 law, Import Restrictions Imposed on Archaeological 
and Ethnological Material of Iraq, as a model for legislation on 
restricting the import of archaeological artifacts from Afghanistan 

2. Amend the Cultural Property Implementation Act (CPIA) to restrict 
the importation of unprovenanced (undocumented) artifacts from all 
countries in order to combat the illegal antiquities market 

3. Encourage foreign governments to loan artifacts to U.S. 
institutions—this can help protect goods that are in danger of 
damage due to conflict and promote international cooperation 
(cultural diplomacy)  

 
Cultural Preservation Projects:  

1. Continue to support conservation projects for Afghan archaeological 
sites through the Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation  

2. Use the Iraq Cultural Heritage Initiative as a model for similar 
projects in Afghanistan 

3. Involve local communities in the planning and execution of cultural 
preservation projects 
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CONCLUSION 
 
Wars and instability for the past 35 years have taken a significant toll on 
Afghanistan’s rich and diverse cultural heritage. Some sites, like the National 
Museum of Afghanistan in Kabul and the Bamiyan Buddhas, have faced 
vandalism and deliberate destruction, and others, like Aï Khanoum, the 
Minaret of Jam, and Mir Zakah have been the victims of clandestine 
excavations and looting. These actions have destroyed both valuable 
archaeological artifacts and the scientific information associated with 
unexcavated sites. The lack of security and law enforcement has prevented 
the resumption of archaeological activities in many areas of the country and 
allowed the widespread looting of artifacts to continue. As a result, much of 
Afghanistan’s archaeological heritage is smuggled out of the country 
through its border with Pakistan.  

The United States can play an active role in helping Afghanistan 
protect, rebuild, and revitalize its cultural heritage. In Afghanistan, the U.S. 
should work to improve security, increase local education regarding cultural 
history and archaeological projects, use cultural heritage to help foster an 
Afghan national identity, and continue to engage in archaeological 
preservation initiatives. Amending the U.S. domestic legal framework 
regarding the importation of archaeological materials can also help 
discourage clandestine excavations and promote the protection of 
Afghanistan’s archaeology. Many of these initiatives will also serve U.S. 
foreign policy objectives for Afghanistan, including improving security, 
governance, and reconciliation in the country. With these significant benefits 
in mind, the United States government should increase its focus on 
archaeological preservation in Afghanistan. Afghanistan’s cultural history is 
rich, complex, and worth saving. 
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Revising the German Prostitution Law While 
Aiming at the Elimination of Human Trafficking 
in Prostitution 
 
Joyce M. Muvunyi 
 

I. Executive Summary 
The change of the German prostitution law in 2002 legalized prostitution and 
provided a legal status for prostitutes as well as access to social services. The 
intended goal, however, an increase with regard to the autonomy and social 
integration of sex workers, has not been achieved. Since the legalization of 
prostitution and the decriminalization of third-party involvement in the 
promotion of prostitution, incidents of human trafficking have increased. The 
German government, nongovernmental organizations, and various individual 
actors of German society have noticed and criticized the prostitution law and its 
shortcomings. 

The failure (or at least the major ineffectiveness) of the current 
prostitution law indicates its incomprehensiveness with regard to milieu-related 
issues. The problem of human trafficking in Germany is due in part to the 
country’s geographic location, to the extension of the European Union to the East, 
and to organized subcultures adherent to the sex-work environment, but also to 
the provisions of the prostitution law. The amendment/revision of the 
prostitution law is indispensable from a pragmatic vantage point and has to aim 
at the reduction and detection of human trafficking in Germany’s sex industry.  

In order to correct the prostitution law, while maintaining and deepening 
the already-accomplished benefits for regular sex workers, this policy brief aims 
at analyzing and presenting a policy for greater regularization that can advance 
the fight against forced prostitution of trafficked persons. The recommendations 
emphasize the necessity to modernize the combating of trafficking with adequate 
technologies that can also benefit established sex workers. Moreover, a strategy to 
hold the sex-industry managers (e.g., brothel operators) and clients responsible 
through a multilevel licensing system will be introduced, a strategy that has not 
yet been considered by the German government from the presented perspective. 
The already-foreseen revision of the prostitution law has to maximize the 
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likelihood of effective implementation; therefore unprecedented cooperation and 
approaches have to be integrated. 

 
II. Policy Overview 

A. Context and Main Provisions of the German Prostitution Law 
(ProsG) 

The German prostitution law (Prostitutionsgesetz or ProsG) introduced under the 
Social Democrat and Green party government coalition in 2002 did not aim at the 
normalization or degradation of prostitution or the prostitution debate per se. 
There is no implied moral argument, but merely pragmatism with regard to the 
regularization of a partial aspect of sex work. The ProsG §1–3 regulates the 
employment situation and access to social and legal services for German citizens 
that engage in prostitution voluntarily.1 Additionally, the amendment of §180a 
and §181a resulted in a decriminalization of third-party promotion of 
prostitution, as long as the third party2 does not coerce the sex worker or illicitly 
benefit from her/his work.34 Even before the passing of the law, prostitution was 
not prohibited and sex workers could have access to social services, but this 
endeavor was very complicated and not standardized.5 More than a decade after 
the introduction of the law, however, only 1 percent of sex workers have a 
contract of employment and most do not access medical insurance via the 
prostitute status.6 For instance, a survey has shown that 60 percent of the sex 
workers (N=305) are rather opposed to an employment contract on the simple 
grounds that there are no financial or organizational advantages/incentives. 7 
Also, medical insurance is not sought through the legal status “prostitute”; 
another survey has shown that about 92 percent of the consulted prostitutes have 
medical insurance providing a distinct job description, and only 7.4 percent make 
use of medical service through their status as a sex worker.8 The reasons for the 
low acceptance in different areas are recurrent: lack of incentives, protection of 
identity, and fear of stigmatization. 

An indirect aspiration and assumption pertinent to the introduction of the 
prostitution law was that it pushed back milieu-related crime and provided exit-
strategies for sex workers.9 However, with its exclusion of migrant sex workers 
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and minors (often targeted by traffickers) from the legal text, the law focuses on 
the regularization of the licit sphere of sex work.10 The law (ProsG§1–3) and 
amended paragraphs of the criminal code (§§180a–181a) also altered the public 
and political prostitution debate in Germany, emphasizing the fight against 
trafficked persons in the sex industry, also in cooperation with the European 
Union. In 2005 Germany signed the Council of Europe Convention on Action 
against Human Trafficking in Human Beings11 and revised its trafficking policy 
by reframing the elements of a crime in §§232–233b of the German criminal 
code.12 

Alongside the very particular effect of the law for sex workers and 
persons in the prostitution industry in Germany, the law has also brought about 
international consideration and critique. The 2006 Soccer World Cup in Germany 
pushed the topic of forced prostitution and human trafficking into the focus of 
national and international media. At times the debate shifted towards a critique 
of the German legislation, putatively facilitating or even incentivizing human 
trafficking and forced prostitution.13 In regard to the EU’s extension to the East, 
inflows of young and trafficked Eastern European women have been suspected 
and detected.14 There is a consensus in German society, that human trafficking 
and forced prostitution are highly criminal and immoral and have to be 
countervailed; however, there are very limited tools to counteract human 
trafficking for individuals in the prostitution milieu.15 

The prostitution debate was generated by Alice Schwarzer, a German 
feminist, in late 2013 after the implications of the prostitution law became more 
and more obvious. She emphasizes the moral damnability of prostitution while 
advocating for the protection of female dignity. Besides demanding more 
regulation, Schwarzer casts doubt on the degree of voluntariness more than on 
the degree of agency German sex workers possess. 16  Although Schwarzer 
generated the debate and contributed to the call for law revision, her viewpoint 
has been criticized by sex workers, who feel patronized and excluded from the 
debate. The sex workers demand especially measures that contribute to 
alleviating the stigma around prostitution, provide business autonomy and 
victim protection, and emphasize preventative measures. 17  Other voices, for 
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instance from conservative political parties, call for renewed age restrictions in 
prostitution, as they assume that most victims forced into prostitution are barely 
legal.18 They also suggest the introduction of control mechanisms for brothels, the 
abolition of flat-rate brothels, and the penalization of customers.19 The federal 
government stresses the introduction of control mechanisms as well,20 while the 
Green opposition party insists on issues related to right of residence of trafficking 
victims and victim protection in general.21 Now, after the recent federal elections 
and a new government coalition, a revision of the prostitution law and further 
regulation of the prostitution environment are envisaged. It is crucial to pinpoint 
the strategies this time and to sophisticatedly countervail the “paradise for 
pimps” 22  reputation that has been going through international media while 
satisfying the various stakeholders. After the following contemplation of existing 
policy, recommendations aiming at the accommodation of sex workers, the 
protection of victims, and the prevention and elimination of human trafficking in 
prostitution will be introduced.  

 
III. Policy Concerns, Analysis, and Implications 
A. Policy Concerns and Gaps 

The first and most obvious shortcoming of the prostitution law and its adherent 
changes to the German criminal code is the poor use and acceptance of the 
assistance it provides to German sex workers. Access to social services is rarely 
sought by sex workers through the legalized prostitute status, partially due to the 
avoidance of stigmatization and the lack of incentives (e.g., obligation to pay 
taxes). Also, the possibility for sex workers to file a suit against a client for 
retained compensation has been used in rare instances. 23  Moreover, the law 
merely foresees regulation of the licit prostitution market and its workers, thus 

excluding noncitizen sex workers and minors. In addition, nongovernmental 
programs related to the policy and effort to alleviate the socioeconomic struggles 
for sex workers (i.e., provide exit-strategies) almost exclusively focus on licit sex 
workers of legal age with German citizenship.24 Although it appears logical to 
divide nongovernment programs into distinct fields of responsibility, i.e., 
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prostitution or human trafficking, the divided phenomena of licit and forced 
prostitution still coincide very closely in reality.  

Second, the introduction of further regulation and decriminalization of 
aspects adherent to the prostitution market have not been paired with an 
adequate toolset to counteract potential negative consequences. The prostitution 
law, in its specificity, does not establish universal measures that could be 
expanded to other fields and issues related to prostitution in Germany. The 
assumption that the regularization of the life of consented sex workers would 
have a positive effect on the combating of milieu-related crime did not manifest. In 
fact, subcultures of rocker/motorbike gangs (e.g., Hells Angels in Germany) seem 
to benefit from the legalization of prostitution and its promotion, expressed in an 
increased presence, more sophisticated organization, and growth of national and 
international networks.25 

The decriminalization of the promotion of prostitution can be considered 
another major drawback of the prostitution legislation in Germany. With the 
introduction of the prostitution law, third-party involvement has been 
decriminalized, as long as the third party adheres to an explicit set of rules.26 The 
rationale behind the decriminalization was to allow brothel operators to 
regularize their employed sex workers. Because of the low acceptance on the part 
of sex workers, there has not been particular support to become regularized by 
brothel operators. Although there is no causal statistically relevant relationship 
between the introduction of the law and an increase in related crime (particularly 
human trafficking), the law hinders police officers from entering a prostitution 
environment (compared to pre-ProsG), which leads to fewer discoveries of forced 
prostitution,27 even though flaws in the prostitution law appear to induce higher 
populations of trafficked sex workers as current numbers and recent research 
suggest.28 Also, the third-party decriminalization could be perceived as a right 
that comes without duties; the third party is not required to legitimate their 
involvement in any way. These lacks of control mechanism engender an 
appealing environment for human traffickers and networks involved in forced 

prostitution, so that Germany has gained a reputation as the brothel of Europe.29 
Lastly, one has to criticize the fact that at no point is the client side taken 

into account by the law. Regulations and alterations aim at the sex workers or 
their promoters, thus excluding an important source of information and potential 
action close to the considered setting. The next section analyzes various policy 
options, while focusing on their strengths and weaknesses in order to elaborate 
recommendations that can be implemented to correct the shortcomings of the 

                                                           
25 “Das brutale Geschäft der Rocker mit käuflichem Sex,” on Focus.de. website accessed 

on 12/5/2014, http://www.focus.de/politik/deutschland/tid-28714/menschenhandel-und-

prostitution-das-brutale-geschaeft-der-rocker-mit-kaeuflichem-sex_aid_885638.html. 
26 Bundesgesetzblatt, Gesetz zur Regelung der Rechtsverhältnisse von Prostituierten 2001, 

3983–3984. 
27 Bundesministerium für Familie 2005, 43. 
28 Cho 2013, 22. 
29 Joachim Käppner, “Die große Puff-Lüge,” on sueddeutsche.de. website accessed on 

4/2/2014, http://www.sueddeutsche.de/medien/ard-dokumentation-sex-made-in-germany-

die-grosse-puff-luege-1.1692379.  
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current prostitution law. The correction is recommended in a way that permits an 
enhancement of the fight against human trafficking and an increased regulation 
of the prostitution market so as to deter human traffickers (also from other 
countries) and benefit all sex workers.  
 

B. Critique of Alternative Policy Options 
This section analyzes the policy options frequently brought forward regarding 
the revision of the prostitution law, and intends to assess their adequacy for the 
German case. 

Probably the most intuitive request is to reestablish the former law 
(especially §§180a and 181a), thus recriminalizing third-party involvement. 30 
Even though it appears convenient, a return to the former law would not 
necessarily reverse the dynamics and developments that have taken place since 
its introduction. Following the Bavarian initiative, the federal assembly presented 
a legislative proposal, introducing the statutory offense of sexual abuse of 
trafficked persons. That means, a client who performs sexual acts with a sex 
worker, knowing about her/his situation as involuntary, renders himself liable to 
prosecution.31 Hence, potential clients of trafficked (or minor) sex workers have to 
account for their action as the scope of criminal liability widens. However, the 
precondition to legally hold a client accountable for his actions is his knowledge 
of the forced situation prior to the sexual contact. In the light of third-party 
decriminalization and the pressure generally exercised upon trafficked persons 
(who are forced into prostitution), it seems less probable that the client would 
intervene. First, the trafficked person is most likely under pressure by a third 
party and will not explicitly state her discontent to the client, and second, in the 
case of third-party involvement it is possible that client and third party will 
muddy their statements in order to escape prosecution. Also, the client has no 
abstract indication or objective indication about the sex worker’s situation, further 
complicating jurisdiction and the client’s sense of responsibility. In general 
though, it appears to be a value-added development that German legislation 
considers the implication of the client side, when elaborating prostitution and 
trafficking-related policies aimed at combating the manifestations of trafficking in 
the prostitution milieu. Nevertheless, the potential prosecution of the client could 
also act as a deterrent from reporting a presumed trafficking situation.  

The current coalition contract aiming at the establishment of a great 
coalition government after recent German elections includes two main provisions 
with regard to prostitution-related issues. It lists two main goals, the improved 
protection of persons forced into prostitution and more consequential 
punishment of perpetrators.32 The presented tools to achieve those goals are the 
extension of criminal liability towards the client, and the facilitation for 
trafficking victims to remain on German territory after their rescue, regardless of 
their deposition in court against a trafficker (at present, residence and protection 

                                                           
30 Bundesministerium für Familie 2005, 44. 
31 Bundesministerium für Familie 2005, 57. 
32 Koalitionsvertrag, “Deutschlands Zukunft gestalten,” 18. Legislaturperiode (2013): 104. 



Revising the German Prostitution Law 

Fall 2014    121 

are only granted if the victim is a witness in a lawsuit against the trafficker).33 
Moreover, the coalition plans to elaborate a comprehensive revised version of the 
law, permitting more control options to police authority and regulatory 
government agencies. As important as the protection of trafficking victims is, this 
approach seems to treat the symptoms rather than the roots of the problem. 
Though it is important to protect survivors of forced prostitution (and 
trafficking), it is as crucial to establish mechanisms that prevent these persons 
from entering and persisting in a precarious situation in the first place. Therefore, 
the increase of control options for government agencies presents itself as the most 
suitable measure to prevent, prosecute, and eliminate human trafficking in 
Germany.  

Potentially less relevant for the policy elaboration, but important in terms 
of democracy and the need to reflect societal consensus in policymaking, the 
position of emerging and established feminist and human rights 

initiatives/organizations has to be taken into account. For instance, the feminist 
organization “femen,” famous for their topless protest, denounces prostitution as 
slavery and fascism in the red light district of Hamburg. 34  Other European 
countries and their very distinct take on prostitution have fueled and influenced 
the debate in Germany. Sweden’s normative framing of prostitution for 

instance “as men’s violence against women”35 has gained momentum in several 
German cities that have a significant prostitution market. In contemplation of 
offers such as flat-rate sex packets, 36  it is not surprising that the need for 
normative and philosophical considerations of the issue becomes more loud-
voiced. Even though operators of flat-rate sex establishments claim that it benefits 
them and the sex workers,37 critics often view this “business development” as 
degrading to women and adding to the already-existing commodification of sex 
and sex workers (as one can observe by following mainstream media). Although 
it might be challenging to integrate those voices directly in the policymaking 
process, the German government has a duty to integrate them into the discussion 
and beyond.  

Another policy approach aiming at the regulation of prostitution can be 
retrieved from the Western Australian experience. The licensing of sex workers in 
Western Australia aims at creating a balance between protecting the community 

                                                           
33 Bundesministerium für Familie 2005, 57–59. 
34 “Nacktprotest im Nazi-Look auf dem Kiez,” on mopo.de. Hamburger Morgenpost. 

website accessed on 12/6/2013, http://www.mopo.de/nachrichten/hitlergruss-auf-der-

reeperbahn-nackt-protest-im-nazi-look-auf-dem-kiez,5067140,16340508.html. 
35 Charlotta Holström and May-Len Skilbrei, “Prostitution in the Nordic Countries,” A 

Conference Report (Stockholm: Nordic Council of Ministers, 2008), 20. 
36 For example, the “Pussy Club” in Berlin offers the following services for 70 euros: 

sexual acts with all women, as often and as long as desired; sex shows, alcoholic 

beverages, breakfast, and monthly specials. 
37 Roland Brockmann, “Mehr als zweimal kann kaum einer,” on stern.de. website 

accessed on 12/4/2012, http://www.stern.de/lifestyle/liebesleben/flatrate-bordell-mehr-als-

zweimal-kann-kaum-einer-658982.html. 
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while guaranteeing the autonomy of voluntary sex workers. 38  The initial bill 
introducing the licensing measure was criticized as normative and going beyond 
its purpose. Its amendment, though, corrected its focus on the regulating aspect 
and derived it from any normative implications. It has been noted that the 
normative lineup of the regulation efforts operated as disincentive for sex 
workers to adhere to and operate within the system, hence the significance of 
value-free policies with regard to licit sex work. 39  The German government 
includes the aspiration for more regulation of the prostitution milieu; however, 
there are no specifications that indicate the contemplation of a licensing system in 
Germany, which could benefit all sex workers regardless of their national origin 
and residential status. It appears to be adequate to take the Australian experience 
into account; that is, if a licensing system is to be introduced, it has to be value-
free and not implicate normative perspectives on prostitution in order to provide 
incentives for engagement. 

Lastly, regarding the third-party involvement and more particularly the 
landlord privilege, that is, milder penalties for landlords that exploit sex workers 
(e.g., disproportionately high rent), one main correction is proposed, notably its 
reversal. Especially with regard to trafficked persons, who are oftentimes brought 
to work in private apartments rather than brothels, this portion of legislation 
provides poor protection for sex workers.40 There is no intelligible reason why 
Germany has not introduced a licensing system for sex workers, since most 
industries and businesses need several licenses pursuant to their activity. In that 
way, regulatory agencies have constant access to “conventional” business 
locations and the possibility of verifying lawfulness and adequacy of employers, 
employees, and their actions.41 It appears that the ambitious prostitution law of 
2002 has not yet established a correspondence in terms of open debate, continued 
and deepened research, or the confrontation of remaining issues with 
sophisticated tools. 

IV. Recommendations and Conclusion 

The introduction of the prostitution law (ProsG) and adherent modifications of 
the criminal code have resulted in various undesirable consequences, which the 
German government seeks to countervail during the current mandate of the great 
coalition federal government and with a revision of the said law. The failure of 
the prostitution law and its revision should be seen as an opportunity to regulate 
the prostitution industry as a whole while systematically reducing the incidence 
of forced prostitution and human trafficking. Based on the above-stated analysis, 
this section presents general and concrete measures aiming at the reduction of 
trafficked persons in the sex industry, through regulation measures that are to be 
integrated in the revised prostitution law. 
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39 Crofts and Summerfield 2008, 213. 
40 Bundesministerium für Familie 2005, 56. 
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A. General recommendations 

 Introduction of a compulsory licensing model for all sex workers. Such a 
control model has several advantages counteracting current grievances. 

o As a member country of the European Union and an outspoken 
ally of equality and women’s rights, Germany should provide 
regulatory services to all EU-citizens voluntarily engaging in sex 
work in Germany.  

o The provision and imperative of licenses to/for sex workers 
permits police authority and regulatory government agencies to 
penetrate the prostitution milieu, without a concrete suspicion (as 
is usual in many other business fields in Germany). 

o The compulsory character of the license should function as a 
disincentive for trafficking flows towards Germany. The 
legalization and especially nonregulation of prostitution in 
Germany appears to be most appealing to trafficking networks 
(especially with regard to recently added EU member countries). 

 Introduction of a compulsory licensing model for third parties. Although 
nonviolent and nonexploitative promotion of prostitution has been 
decriminalized, it has the potential to be regulated by licensing, 
producing various positive effects. 

o The third party officially acknowledges his act of promoting 
prostitution and feels more pressure to execute this promotion 
through abiding by the law. 

o Sex workers can make more informed choices by requiring to see 
the license and are less at risk of being exploited. 

o The government can determine trafficking-conducive 
environments and impose bilateral license verification measures, 
for example in private apartments (often used with trafficked 
persons). 

o Compulsory licensing and hence the registering of personal data 
can work as another disincentive for traffickers and trafficking 
networks. 

o The third party can refer to its license and lawful behavior when 
aspiring to enlarge his/her business (opportunities) in the 
prostitution market. 

 Shifting of responsibility towards the clients.  
o Because of the persisting normative precariousness surrounding 

the purchase of sexual services and thus the desire for anonymity 
by the client, licensing does not seem realistic here. However, one 
should not make assumptions about the personality of the client 
based on a potential moral rejection of prostitution, as most 
clients (average citizens) reject violence and trafficking. 42  The 
client needs to obtain a nonprosecutable opportunity to confirm 
the eligibility of the sex worker, which could be realized through 
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(Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger, 2011), 148. 
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a licensing system (of sex workers and third parties). This option 
appears more auspicious, because it does not involve the 
potential penalization (and revelation) of the client(’s anonymity) 
and hence gives more incentive to report presumed cases of 
human trafficking and forced prostitution. 

 
B. Partial Action Plan  

This partial action plan contains recommendations with regard to licensing and 
the modernization of verification tools: 

 Compulsory licenses for sex workers require a set of characteristics in 
order to benefit licit sex workers and to protect victims of forced 
prostitution and trafficking. The following features should be conducive 
to the above-stated intentions: 

o The license has to be obtained through a simple process. 
Voluntary sex workers cannot be discouraged by challenging 
bureaucratic processes. The license can and has to be obtained by 
every sex worker, regardless of gender, EU citizenship, or 
location. The license should be accessible in several small, most 
mid-size, and in all major German cities (especially those with a 
significant prostitution industry). 

o There should be an annual (or biannual) renewal process of the 
license with required physical presence of the sex worker, 
consisting of the renewal of the license per se, as well as 
providing medical support and obligatory counseling. This 
package should function as highly alienating to traffickers 
and/or illicit third parties, because one of the main advantages 
traffickers have over their victims is their isolation. An intuitive 
critique of this recommendation might be that traffickers will 
keep their victims hidden and not allow them to get a license. 
This can occur, however, if responsibility is simultaneously 
shifted towards the clients of sexual services; the absence of a 
license can be brought to the attention of authorities or the 
regulatory agency. The proximity of prostitution and incidences 
of human trafficking/forced prostitution with regard to 
geographic location should be exploited by the policy to advance 
the fight against human trafficking in the prostitution market. 

o The annual renewal process can only be altered in a five-year 
renewal process, if the sex worker corresponds to the group 
targeted by the initial prostitution law. That is, self-employed 
and registered sex workers (with social insurance, medical 
insurance, etc.), of full age and with German citizenship or valid 
residence authorization. This particular group is considered less 
vulnerable and therefore should not be subject to unnecessary 
bureaucratic procedures. The perspective of a five-year renewal 
process should also function as an incentive towards the 
intended provisions of the prostitution law (ProsG). 
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 A comprehensive licensing system comes with costs; those, however, can 
be mitigated with the use of modern technologies and the enhancement 
of cooperation between government bodies and nongovernmental 
organizations. 

o The establishment of certified license control locations is 
indispensable, in order to provide access to licenses. Instead of 
building onto Germany’s bureaucracy, already-existing capacities 
can be exploited. The German Judicial Academy, for instance, 
gives trainings on human trafficking to prosecutors and judges. If 
the Academy (or a similarly competent institution) gets the 
authority to certify nongovernment organizations (preferably 
anti–human trafficking or support organizations for prostitutes), 
numerous contact points can be created. Another advantage of 
including nongovernmental organizations is their oftentimes-
superior knowledge regarding the “symptoms” of a trafficking 
survivor, or the “words” used when covering up forced 
prostitution (the victims are often manipulated into lying).43 In 
particular, the federation-Länder workgroup on human 
trafficking (“Bund-Länder-Arbeitsgruppe Menschenhandel”) 
under the Ministry of Family Affairs (an umbrella group uniting 
49 nongovernment organizations in the fight against human 
trafficking) could function as a starting point when considering 
the certification of nongovernment agencies for implementation 
of the licensing model. 

 This strategy has two advantages, namely the flexibility 
of coordination between the federal level (planning the 
licensing, providing certificates) and the Länder (creating 
suitable contact points) as well as an increase in pressure 
on potential traffickers. 

o In early stages, data can be congregated exclusively via online 
registers, which can be created at relatively low cost. Also, the 
sharing of such data online between determined agencies (or 
even in cases of international investigative cooperation) can 
function without much delay. Moreover, this method would not 
require much additional administration and could be conducted 
within the Federal Ministry of Family Affairs, which is mostly 
responsible for issues related to human trafficking.  

 In addition to the licensing and adherent procedures, the German 
government should seek to provide online platforms for regulated sex 
workers (and unregulated, though their access might be limited). This 
could be done following the U.S.-American example of 
“nationalblacklist.com” (nongovernmental), where sex workers can 
exchange information about the experience with their clients. The website 
offers an automatic alert to women working in the area of a violent 
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incident. 44  If the government itself feels moral constraints about 
establishing and/or promoting such platforms, it can be delegated to 
suitable institutions or organizations. The establishment of platforms, 
however, can clearly contribute to the intrinsic goal of the initial and 
future prostitution law, notably the betterment of the socioeconomic 
situation of sex workers in Germany. 

 More generally, it is suggested that the Federal Ministry of Family Affairs 
in cooperation with the Ministry of Economics and Technology establish 
a task group that examines technological options suitable to accompany 
the law revision and to push the fight against trafficking. Examples, such 
as a U.S. website unilaterally offering the identity verification of clients to 
sex workers, have to be analyzed with regard to their operability in 
Germany. The revision of the law has to be comprehensive in terms of 
regulation, and continued research and adaptation of measures will 
surely be necessary. Therefore, it appears even more crucial to form a 
task group that supports the policy and conforms it to current research.  

o This task group should also discuss further regulation options of 
the prostitution market from a business standpoint—for example, 
compulsory seals of approval for brothels. Although the 
prostitution law was not intended to “normalize” prostitution, it 
appears that sex businesses need to be integrated in some manner 
into economic structures and processes. The competency to 
determine what measures would be suitable and feasible in the 
German economy and in the prostitution market can be found in 
the task group.  

 
C. Conclusion 

The intended law revision should not only focus on the shortcomings with regard 
to voluntary sex workers, but also countervail what it has previously facilitated, 
notably human trafficking in prostitution.  

The innovative character of the policy recommendation is reflected by the 
possibility of quick implementation, the preventative nature, and the shifting of 
responsibility towards third parties and customers with regard to the fight 
against human trafficking.  

Moreover, a bi-ministerial approach, including the exploitation of 
preexisting nongovernmental structures as well as the application of 
technological tools, presents a participative construct likely to advance the fight 
against human trafficking, with deepening research and cooperation, and 
emphasis on a joint struggle.  

In addition, the suggested licensing system and its rationale are non-
normative and of a technical nature. However, the wider implications of such a 
system have the capacity to confront the adaptive challenge that the prostitution 
law has generated, namely the increase in human trafficking in prostitution.  

It is of utmost importance for Germany and the European community 
that the revision of the German prostitution law serve the most vulnerable 
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populations and aim at the elimination of human trafficking in prostitution. 
Germany has to seize the opportunity to become a sophisticated example of a 
unique endeavor, namely legalized and regularized prostitution. 
 

V. Appendices 

This policy paper aims at an audience that is rather familiar with the provisions of 
the German prostitution law and related issues. The recommendations are 
targeting groups and individuals in positions or otherwise involved in the 
planned revision of the law. Readers that would like to get further information on 
prostitution, human trafficking, and EU measures, please consider the following 
recommendations. 
 

1. The EU, Prostitution, and Human Trafficking:  

 Study on National Legislation and Prostitution, conducted by the 
European Commission  

 Publications EU Rights of Victims of Trafficking, provided by the 
European Commission 

 Trafficking in Human Beings, the first statistical data report 
provided by the European Commission 

 Di Nicola, Andrea et al. Prostitution and Human Trafficking. New 
York: Springer Science + Business Media, 2009. 

 
2. Philosophical and ethical issues surrounding prostitution and its 

regulation 

 Matthews, Roger. Prostitution, Politics and Policy. New York: 
Routledge, 2008. 
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Evaluating Secondary Impacts of Subsidized 
Youth Vocational Training on Participants’ 
Households: The Evidence from a 
Randomized Control Trial in Colombia 
 
Martha Viveros 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

Jóvenes en Acción (which translates to “Youth in Action”) is a vocational 
training program introduced in 2001 by the Colombian government as part 
of its strategy to alleviate unemployment among underserved youth in 
urban settings who were severely affected by a long economic crisis during 
the 1990s. The program provides a monetary stipend to selected youth, 
which is intended to subsidize their monthly food and transportation 
expenses. The cash is conditioned to regular attendance and completion of 
all training components, which classifies Jóvenes en Acción (hereafter JeA) as a 
conditional cash transfer program (CCT). 

As will be reviewed in the following sections, previous studies have 
primarily been conducted on the direct impact of JeA on the employment 
status of individual beneficiaries. Alternatively, this paper intends to 
evaluate some indirect impacts of JeA at the household level. Using the data 
provided by the Colombian Department of National Planning (DNP), 
experimental methods were applied to look specifically into the savings, 
remittances, and indebtedness of beneficiary households. The impact on 
those indicators is also assessed across two demographic and socioeconomic 
categories (heterogeneity of impact): the gender of the head of the 
household, and the SISBEN1 classification of the household. 

                                                           
1 “Sistema de Identificación de Potenciales Beneficiarios de Programas Sociales,” a proxy 
means test used by the Colombian government to effectively target social 
interventions to the most vulnerable households. More information about SISBEN is 
provided in the next section. 
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To understand the hypotheses to be tested here, it is important to 
think of Colombian households as large, multigenerational, and complex, 
where all contribute, and what happens to one member affects the rest of the 
family. In a context like this, a grandparent’s pension affects the well-being 
of the children in the house. In this regard, the additional cash intended to 
supplement one young member’s training expenses has significant impacts 
on the combined income, savings, spending, and overall welfare of the 
household.  

Using a double-difference approach, the results in this analysis show 
that between 2005 and 2006, JeA improved the probability and the amount of 
savings of beneficiary households. In the context of overall decline on 
household savings, the program helped mitigate the fall in savings of 
beneficiary households by 9 percent. The groups most impacted by the 
program were households in the level 1 stratification of SISBEN as well as 
those households headed by males. Additionally, estimations reveal that JeA 
did not have significant impacts on either the probabilities or the amount of 
remittances that households receive from relatives living abroad. Finally, no 
impact was found of the probability of the household being in debt. These 
findings are very significant, as literature suggests a concern that CCTs could 
alter private transfers and social capital structures such as remittances, in 
which family members cooperate with each other. 

The following section offers a description of the program and the 
overall results of the first impact evaluation conducted by the DNP, 
published in 2008. The third section provides an overview of the literature 
on youth vocational and conditional cash transfer programs and discussions 
among the scientific community regarding the effect of CCTs on remittances. 
The fourth section provides an overview of the randomized control trial 
methodology used to assign households into beneficiaries and 
nonbeneficiaries (treatment and control groups), the data collection, and a 
statistical description of the pretreatment characteristics across the two 
groups. The fifth section details the experimental methods used to conduct 
the impact evaluation, while the sixth section presents the results of the 
analysis and their interpretation. Finally, conclusions are presented 
summarizing main findings and their implications for Colombia, middle-
income countries, and the international development community. 
 
PROGRAM’S BACKGROUND 

 
JeA is part of a set of social intervention programs promoted by the 
Colombian government in response to the economic crises that took place 
during the 1990s, in which historical unemployment rates doubled and 
urban poverty rose considerably.2 Together with Familias en Acción and 

                                                           
2 World Bank, “Colombia: Social Safety Net Assessment,” Report No. 22255-CO 
(Washington, DC, 2002). 
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Empleo en Acción (Families in Action and Employment in Action), these 
programs composed the Red de Apoyo Social (Social Support Network), and 
were funded with loans from the World Bank and the Inter-American 
Development Bank.3 They were intended to alleviate poverty by promoting 
development aspects such as employment, education, and child nutrition 
among the country’s poorest households according to a proxy means test 
called SISBEN.4 

  SISBEN stands for “System for the Selection of Potential 
Beneficiaries of Social Assistance Projects,” and is a technical mechanism 
used by the Colombian government to classify and target the most 
vulnerable households.5 Created in 1991, SISBEN was aimed to provide local 
governments with limited capabilities an instrument to accurately and 
promptly target social interventions.6 The score is determined as a function 
of a set of qualitative and quantitative elements obtained from an officer’s 
inspection of the household and a survey. The evaluation assesses aspects 
such as household assets, services, economic risks, and human capital.7 The 
variables obtained from the surveys are computed by the DNP, providing a 
score and stratification.8 Finally, stratification of households is determined 
based on the severity of poverty, with level 1 being the most vulnerable. 
Typically, government programs target levels 1 and 2 households, and 
occasionally level 3. Having a SISBEN classification card allows Colombian 
households in the lowest socioeconomic strata to benefit not only from the 
Social Support Network programs, but from other types of health and social 
government subsidies.  

JeA is composed of three main actors: the trainees (direct 
beneficiaries), the training institutes, and the participant companies that 
employ trainees via internships. The program’s objective is to improve the 
probabilities of underserved young individuals joining the labor market by 
equipping them with social and specific labor skills demanded by employers 
in different sectors.9 A pilot project was implemented in 2001 only in Bogotá, 
followed by four editions that expanded to the metropolitan areas of Bogotá, 
Cali, Barranquilla, Medellín, Manizales, Cartagena, Bucaramanga, and their 
vicinities for a total of 24 municipalities. Eligible individuals were youth 

                                                           
3 Orazio Attanasio, Adriana Kugler, and Meghir Costas, “Subsidizing Vocational 
Training for Disadvantage Youth in Colombia: Evidence of a Randomized Trial,” 
American Economic Journal: Applied Economics 3 (July 2011): 188–220. 
4 World Bank 2002. 
5 SISBEN, http://www.sisben.gov.co (accessed November 17, 2013). 
6 Carlos Eduardo Velez, Elkin Castaño, and Ruthanne Deutsch, “An Economic 
Interpretation of Colombia’s SISBEN: A Composite Welfare Index Derived from the 
Optimal Scaling Algorithm” (1998). 
7 Ibid. 
8 Bogotá’s Distrital Planning Secretariat, SISBEN (2013), http:// ww.sdp.gov.co. 
9 Departamento Nacional de Planeación, “Consultoría para la evaluación de impacto 
del Subprograma Jóvenes en Acción,” Evaluación de Políticas Públicas, Serie 9 (2008). 
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between 18 and 25 years of age from households located in those 
municipalities with SISBEN classification 1 or 2.10  

During those editions the training consisted of three months of 
classes (360 hours) followed by a three-month practical component (480 
hours) as an intern at a participant company.11 Across the two phases of the 
training, a third component was included consisting of guidance of 
beneficiaries regarding life planning. Finally, a monetary stipend of 5,500 
Colombian pesos (approximately $3 US) was granted to the students per day 
of training attended throughout the six months. The stipend was increased 
to 7,700 pesos (approximately $4 US) to those participants who had at least 
one child younger than 7 years of age.12 13 

The fourth edition was the one selected to conduct the first (and as 
of today the only) Impact Evaluation by the DNP through a contracted 
agency. Selection of beneficiaries and the control group was determined 
randomly among those youth admitted into the training institutions, so as to 
avoid self-selection bias. Training started in early 2005, and pre- and post-
surveys were conducted in an 18-month period on direct beneficiaries and 
the control group, their families, participating training institutes, and 
companies.14 Results were published in 2008 by the DNP, showing that JeA 
improved the employability of beneficiaries measured in number of days 
worked, likelihood of being employed, and in a reduction of time spent 
searching for a job. The program also showed to have increased the 
probabilities of finding formal employment through a written contract, and 
raised the income of those employed and self-employed trainees. 
Additionally, the evaluation measured the spending composition of the 
beneficiaries’ households, showing that the consumption on clothes and 
transportation increased, as these are related to youth employment needs. 

In 2013, the government’s goal with JeA was to train 120,000 more 
youth in 60 municipalities, and this program is still part of the government’s 

                                                           
10 Ibid. 
11 As of the fourth edition, JeA had trained more than 81,000 Colombian youth with 
an executed budget of 150 billion Colombian pesos (approximately 75 million US 
dollars) (ibid.). 
12 Although Social Support Network programs were initially intended to run for a 
few years at the beginning of the turn of the century, they have since become 
ongoing. As the years progressed, JeA has expanded not only in number of 
beneficiaries, but in terms of age range for eligible candidates, number of training 
centers, length of the training, amount of the cash transfer, and number of 
municipalities served. See for example the advertisement of a recent call for 
applications on the websites EL TIEMPO (2013) and Department for Social Prosperity 
(2013). 
13 In a month, the stipend represents a significant share of a household’s total income, 
considering that on average, surveyed families in 2005 reported monthly household 
expenditures of COP 450,000 (approximately $225 US). 
14 More details on the randomization and data collection are provided in Section IV. 
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agenda.15 As with JeA, other youth vocational training programs and 
conditional cash transfers have been successful in helping governments to 
alleviate poverty and unemployment in many regions of the world. The 
following section presents some of the research and discussions available on 
this topic, as well as the secondary effects of CCTs being discussed in the 
field of international development. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW  
 
Further research on JeA’s impact was done at the individual level by 
Attanasio, Kluger, and Costas.16 In their analysis it was found that the 
program increased the participants’ earnings due to increases in both 
productivity and employment. JeA had an especially large effect on women, 
increasing their salaries by 20 percent, as well as their likelihood of being 
employed. Additionally, the probability of participants’ having formal 
employment (written contract and benefits) increased between 5 and 6.8 
percent.17 

Findings on the effectiveness of youth employability programs are 
especially important if we take into account the conclusions of Betcherman et 
al.18 After conducting a review of 289 youth employment interventions in 84 
countries, one of the authors’ main conclusions is that the level of rigorous 
program evaluations on this topic is low, and therefore a need exists 
regarding the quality of evidence for youth employment interventions. They 
observed that, like JeA, the most common type of intervention is skills 
training, which is mainly popular in Latin America and the Caribbean. 
Through a meta-analysis they also found that the impact of youth 
interventions tends to be higher in developing and transitional countries 
than in industrialized nations.  

Several intervention programs for youth employment in Latin 
America have been implemented. Proyecto Jóven in Argentina, Programa 
Primeiro Emprego (First Employment Program) in Brazil, Chile Jóven (Young 
Chile) in Chile, Programa de Juventud y Empleo (Youth and Employment 
Program) in the Dominican Republic, and Opción Jóven (Youth Option) in 
Uruguay, are some examples. Since, like JeA, many youth training programs 
include cash transfers to help beneficiaries defray the costs of food and 
transportation while attending training, it is also important to review what 

                                                           
15 Department for Social Prosperity, Jóvenes en Acción (2013), www.dps.gov.co. 
16 Attanasio et al. 2011. Orazio Attanasio and Adriana Kluger were part of the team 
that designed the evaluation carried out by the DNP.  
17 Ibid. 
18 Gordon Betcherman, Martin Godfrey, Susana Puerto, Rother Friederike, and 
Antoneta Stavreska, “A Review of Interventions to Support Young Workers: Findings 
of the Youth Employment Inventory,” Social Protection Discussion Paper No. 0715, 
World Bank (2007). 
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has been discovered about the secondary effects of CCTs. One specific aspect 
of interest in this paper is what has been found regarding the way CCTs 
affect remittances in Latin America. As is widely accepted, Latin American 
families have strong intra-family collaboration dynamics that transcend 
frontiers, which gives remittances a main role in household income.19  

In this regard, one of the most relevant analyses in Latin America 
that sought to examine whether or not public transfers via CCTs were 
crowding out private transfers (in this case remittances) was done by Olinto 
and Nielsen in Honduras and Nicaragua.20 Using experimental data, authors 
did not find any evidence that CCTs had a negative effect on the remittances 
received by participants. However, they did find some evidence of CCTs 
crowding out some other private transfers, such as food donations. Similarly, 
a previous study by Teruel and Davis21 also did not find that PROGRESA (in 
Mexico) crowds out private transfers. Moreover, a recent study by Ambler, 
Aycinena, and Yang22 also showed that educational subsidies for 
Salvadorian youth did not affect the remittances sent by migrant relatives in 
the United States. Finally, Fiszbein and Shady23 also found in their review 
that generally, CCTs have not crowded out remittances. Yet, the concern 
about CCTs crowding out remittances continues to be discussed and 
analyzed.  

This paper will not only look into the particular secondary effect 
discussed above, but will also try to evaluate other unintended impacts of 
JeA on household financial aspects such as savings and debt. In countries 
like Colombia, where half of the poorest urban households do not have 
capacity to save,24 these types of effects are also worth analyzing. The 
following section will describe the five indicators to be evaluated, explain 
how the data was collected, and present the statistical test on the main 
differences across treatment and control groups. 

                                                           
19 William Mejía Ochoa, “Significado Económico de las Prácticas transnacionales de 
los migrantes colombianos, con énfasis en los establecidos en Estados Unidos.” 
20 Pedro Olinto and Mette Nielsen, “Do Conditional Cash Transfer Programs Crowd 
Out Private Transfers?” in Remittances and Development, ed. Pablo Fajnzylber and 
Humberto Lopez (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2008), 245–97. 
21 Graciela Teruel and Benjamin Davis, “An Evaluation of the Impact of Progresa 
Cash Payments on Private Inter-Household Transfers” (Washington, DC: IFPRI, 
2000). 
22 Kate Ambler, Diego Aycinena, and Dean Yang, “Subsidizing Remittances for 
Education: A Field Experiment Among Migrants from El Salvador” (July 2013). 
23 Ariel Fiszbein and Norbert Schady, “Conditional Cash Transfers: Reducing Present 
and Future Poverty,” Research Policy Report (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2009). 
24 Alejandro Gaviria and Jorge Tovar, “El Potencial de Política de Vivienda en 
Colombia (Presentation),” ASOBANCARIA. December 2011, 
http://www.asobancaria.com/portal/pls/portal/docs/1/2006047.PDF (accessed 
November 18, 2013). 
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DATA 

 
The impact evaluation of JeA was designed as a Randomized Control Trial 
(RCT). Once a program has been executed, it is virtually impossible to know 
“what would have happened” to the treated population had they not 
received the treatment. Therefore, impact evaluation focuses on finding a 
nontreated population with characteristics as similar as possible to those of 
the treated group and observing their changes across time; this is called 
finding the best counterfactual.25 Considered the gold standard among 
evaluation methods, RCT consists of giving individuals, families, or villages 
(or other observational units) that meet the program’s eligibility criteria an 
equal opportunity of being selected using random mechanisms.26 This 
exercise allows allocating selected and nonselected individuals into treatment 
and control groups respectively and tracks their changes over time, avoiding 
selection bias from the design stage.27 In order to do this, data for both 
groups are collected before (ex ante) and after (ex post) the program 
execution. As will be discussed in the following section, well-planned and 
implemented randomizations (or experiments) from the design stage allow 
the use of methods like “Double Differences” in order to estimate the 
program’s impact on outcome indicators.  

In programs like JeA where all eligible candidates have similar 
observed characteristics as determined by a proxy means test like SISBEN 
and places of residence, unobserved differences across participants can still 
be present. For instance, as youth are required to submit an application, 
chances are that some of the applicants have much more initiative and 
motivation, while others were pressed by parents or guardians to sign up.28 
In a situation like this, the “go getters” have intrinsic characteristics that 
make them more likely to be selected and succeed in the program and in life. 
Failure to consider unobserved differences can result in overestimation of 
results, while we are aiming for unbiased estimators to find the best 
counterfactual.  

Accordingly, JeA dealt with selection bias through an experimental 
design, which implied requesting participant training institutions in all 24 
eligible municipalities to select 50 percent more individuals than their 
admission capacity. The excess of demand served to randomly assign 

                                                           
25 Shahidur Khandker, Koolwal Gayatri and Samad Hussain, “Handbook on Impact 
Evaluation: Quantitative Methods and Practices” (Washington, DC: World Bank, 
2010). 
26 Random approaches include methods such as draws, raffles, et cetera. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Gertler lists other personality traits that can be unobserved differences such as 
intelligence, optimism, self-discipline, or family history. 
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eligible youth into treatment and control groups.29 Since the fourth call of 
JeA started during the first semester of 2005, ex ante data were collected on 
4,353 youth and their household members in January 2005 (two weeks before 
the training start date), while ex post data were collected around 18 months 
later, between August and October 2006.  

The surveys were composed of several modules.30 Module 1 is a 
household survey that collected information on the characteristics of the 
dwelling and household expenditures. Question 5 of that module collected 
demographic information on each individual in the household. Module 2 
collected literacy and labor history information on each member of the 
household over 12 years of age. Finally, Module 3 surveyed exclusively those 

youth that applied for JeA training. Table 1. Number of observations per 
module, ex ante and ex post summarizes the number of observations 

collected in each module, ex ante and ex post. 
 

Table 1. Number of observations per module, ex ante and ex post 

Modules 
2005 2006 

  Treatment Control Total Treatment Control Total 

Module 1 2,066 2,287 4,353 1,749 1,814 3,563 

Module, 1 
Question 5 

11,018 12,070 23,088 10,599 10,954 21,553 

Module 2 8,800 9,493 18,293 7,097 7,381 14,478 

Module 3 2,066 2,287 4,353 1,749 1,814 3,563 

Note: Author’s observations based on data provided by Colombia’s Department of 
National Planning. 

 
Since this paper focuses on the secondary impacts of JeA at the 

household level, information contained in Module 3 was not considered, 
while individual data from Module 2 and Question 5 of Module 1 were 
collapsed into household-level variables (mostly on the head of household) 
and merged into the household variables in Module 1. Finally, household-
level data for both years were appended, resulting in a panel dataset of 7,126 
observations (3,563 households observed in two years).31 

The outcome indicators evaluated in this paper are described in 
Table 2. As stated in previous sections, the purpose of this analysis was to 
evaluate secondary impacts of JeA at the household level (that is, impacts on 
aspects that were not considered the primary objectives of the program). 
Particular interest was placed on indicators related to the households’ 

                                                           
29 Departamento Nacional de Planeación, 2008. 
30 DNP Evaluation also included surveys applied to the training institutions and 
employing companies, which are out of the scope of this analysis. 
31 Note that the level of attrition was high; therefore only those households with 
information in both years were considered for the panel. 
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finances. Therefore, given the available data, indicators related to savings, 
remittances, and debt were chosen. 

 
Table 2. Descriptive statistics of key indicators at baseline (2005) 

Key Indicators Mean 
Std. 
Deviation 

Min Max Obs. 

Probability of having savings 0.3701 0.483 0 1 3,563 

Amount of savings (in 
Colombian pesos)a 

2,333,896 4,247,416 10,000 35,000,000 317 

Probability of receiving 
remittances 

0.255 0.436 0 1 3,563 

Amount of remittances (in 
Colombian pesos)b 

952,292 1,259,756 8,000 9,000,000 907 

Likelihood of being indebted 0.609 0.488 0 1 3,563 

a Three outlier values were removed from the sample, for households with more than 
50 million COP in savings. 
b One outlier value was removed, corresponding to a household with more than 10 
million COP in remittances. 

 
The variable used to estimate the impact on the first indicator, 

“Probability of having savings,” was the answer (Yes/No) to the questions 
“Does one or more members of this household save money in savings accounts in a 
bank, retirement funds, credit unions, or employee funds?” and “Do you have any 
other savings?” The second indicator is a sum of the amounts in Colombian 
pesos (COP) indicated in the previous two questions.  

Similarly, the “Probability of receiving remittances” combines the 
answers (Yes/No) of households reporting having received money from 
someone residing abroad in the last 12 months for either 1) child support, or 
2) maintenance of the household and general expenses. The “Amount of 
remittances” is the sum of the amounts (in COP) indicated in both questions. 
Finally, the fifth indicator is measured through the question “Does any 
member of the household have debt (apart from purchase or improvement of the 
house) greater than 5,000 COP?” Consequently, Indicators 1, 3, and 5 are 
binary variables while 2 and 4 are continuous. 

Coming back to the problem of the counterfactual previously 
discussed, it is important to compare the characteristics of the treatment and 
control households before the program, and judge whether the 
randomization helped in determining a good counterfactual. As discussed 
by Gertler et al. (2011), even though it is not necessary that both groups are 
identical, “on average the characteristics of the treatment and comparison groups 
should be the same.” Error! Reference source not found.summarizes the 
difference of the means of both groups of households, and a statistical test to 
determine whether or not those differences are significant.  
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Overall it can be observed that the randomization applied to both 
groups is largely alike; however, statistically significant differences on some 
aspects are still present. For example, dwellings of the treatment households 
tend to have a higher number of rooms, toilets, and assets such as 
refrigerators and TVs. Similarly, treated household members tend to be a 
little older and more literate. Since the differences observed are only across 
some characteristics and the magnitudes are not large, it can be stated that a 
reasonable counterfactual exists in order to estimate the impact. However, 
the baseline differences between households must be controlled in our 
estimating model described in the next section.  

 
Table 3: Statistical difference of means between treatment and control households at 
baseline 

Explanatory Variables Treatment Control 
Test 
(p-value) 

Characteristics of the dwelling    

   Whether the house has a tile floor 0.376       0.382 0.749 

   Whether the house’s walls are made of brick 0.948       0.942 0.414 

   Whether the house has a ceiling 0.465       0.433 0.055 

   Number of toilets in the house 1.109       1.088  0.043 

  Whether toilet is shared with other families 0.1537      0.1801  0.034 

   Number of rooms in the house  3.27       3.108  0.001 

   Whether the house has piped water 0.949       0.957 0.261 

   Whether the house has gas service 0.589       0.558 0.062 

   Whether the house is owned 0.634       0.597  0.026 

Household assets    

   Number of TVs 1.095       1.045 0.007 

   Whether house has cable TV service 0.258       0.244 0.328 

   Whether the house has a washer 0.181       0.169 0.341 

   Whether the house has a refrigerator 0.744       0.690 0.004 

   Whether the house has a sewing machine 0.182       0.117 0.000 

   Whether the house has a hot water heater 0.089       0.077 0.216 

Household (HH) demographics    

   HH size (number of members) 5.375       5.303 0.368 

   Average age of HH members 27.26       26.43 0.003 

   Average years of education of HH members 7.206       6.886 0.000 

   HH members under 13 1.142       1.199 0.172 

   Number of children under 12 that attend school 0.363       0.360 0.919 

   Age of the HH head (years) 46.96       45.88 0.014 

   Whether the HH head is female 0.412       0.387 0.136 

   Years of education of HH head 6.154       6.060 0.459 

   Whether the HH head is single 0.061       0.069 0.304 
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Note: Columns “Treatment” and “Control” report the mean values of each group, 
pretreatment. The last column reports the p-values of the t-test conducted on the 
difference of means. H0: difference is zero, H1: difference is different from zero. 
Significant differences at 99 and 95 percent confidence level are reported in bold. 
 
EMPIRICAL APPROACH 
 
The randomized panel dataset described in the previous section allows for 
the use of experimental methods such as Difference-in-Differences (also 
called Double Differences or “DD”) to measure the impact of JeA on the 
indicators of interest.32 The DD approach recognizes that there are time-
invariant unobservable differences (intrinsic differences that are constant 
over time, i.e., personal traits) between the treatment and control groups, 
which can be canceled out by differentiating their outcomes before and after 
the program treatment.  

Let Y  be the indicator outcome,  
t  be the time where t=0 is ex ante and t=1 is ex post, and  

p is the treatment where p=1 is the treatment group and p=0 is the 

control.  
Then 

     )1,0()1,1( ptYptY  Trend on the Treatment group 

     )0,0()0,1( ptYptY Trend on the Control group 

)0()1(  pYpY  = Y  = Impact Estimate 

 
Accordingly, in DD the counterfactual is the change in outcomes for the 
control group and the impact is the difference of the change in the outcomes 
of both groups.33 In a regression framework, dummy variables are included 

                                                           
32 Another experimental method that could be used is First Difference, which 
compares the outcomes of treatment and control groups after treatment. Because of 
its limitations in terms of time changes, DD is preferred. 
33 Paul Gertler, Sebastian Martinez, Patrick Premand, Laura Rawlings, and Christel 
Vermeersch, “Impact Evaluation in Practice” (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2011). 

    No. of HH members with health insurance 4.560       4.394  0.064 

Regional characteristics    

   Whether HH is in Barranquilla 0.109       0.113 0.706 

   Whether HH is in Bogotá 0.301       0.293 0.597 

   Whether HH is in Bucaramanga 0.092       0.0805 0.217 

   Whether HH is in Cali 0.167       0.172 0.691 

   Whether HH is in Cartagena 0.094       0.089 0.635 

   Whether HH is in Manizales 0.045       0.0432 0.748 

   Whether HH is in Medellín   0.1905       0.208 0.190 

No. Observations = 3,563   1,737        1,826  
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for time (T), treatment (P), and the product of treatment and time ( PT  ). 
Thus, the outcome of an indicator Y is estimated as 

  iii PTPTY 3210 , where T takes the value of “0” if 

2005, and “1” if 2006; P takes the value of “0” if household i is in the control 

group, and “1” if in the treatment group; PT  captures both treatment and 

time changes, and  is the error term.34 Therefore, 
0  is the constant, 1  

is 

the change over time without the influence of the program, 2 captures the 

original differences between treatment and control groups, and 
3 estimates 

the impact of JeA, that is, when T=1 and P=1.  
To control for the differences between treatment and control groups 

previously described, baseline control variables Z related to characteristics of 
the dwelling, household demographics, and regions are also included. This 
brings us to a DD with conditional variables, which improves efficiency and 
statistical power in the estimated coefficients.35 Ideally, if randomization was 
correctly done, difference in the estimations of DD and DD with conditional 
variables should be minimal. This can be observed in Tables 4 to 8, where the 
coefficients are calculated using Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) for 
continuous variables, and Probit regressions for binary variables to account 
for linearity and nonlinearity of the outcome indicators. 

Finally, observing the specific impact of JeA on different subgroups 
of the sample is of great interest in this analysis. This is called heterogeneity 
of impact. In this case, heterogeneity of impact is assessed across households 
headed by females and by males, and households classified as SISBEN 1 and 
2. To estimate the heterogeneity of impact, one can use a Triple Difference 
approach in which an additional interaction dummy must be included that 

captures time, treatment, and the new category (i.e.,  PT  level of 
SISBEN). An alternative is to run the same DD with the control variables 
equation, only for the desired subsamples. This was the approach used in 
Tables 4 to 8 to estimate the heterogeneity of impact. 
 
RESULTS 
 
Using the described DD approach, the impact of JeA on the households’ 
likelihood of saving is reported in Table 3. Impact of Jóvenes en Acción on the 
probability of households to saveThe negative sign and statistical 
significance of the variable time indicates that the natural tendency in 2006 
was a fall in the probability of saving for all households in the sample. 

                                                           
34 Notation used as in Stecklov et al. (2007). Guy Stecklov, Paul Winters, Jessica Todd, 
and Ferdinando Regalia, “Unintended Effects of poverty programmes on 
childbearing in less developed countries: Experimental evidence from Latin 
America,” Population Studies 61, no. 2 (2007): 125–144. 
35 Ibid. 
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However, the coefficients in the first two columns show that JeA had a 
positive and highly significant impact on all households in the treated group. 
This is evidenced by the positive and high statistical significance on the 

variable Time × Treatment (
3  in the DD models), which shows that JeA 

mitigated the decline in the treated households’ probabilities of saving by 
approximately 9 percent.  
 
Table 3. Impact of Jóvenes en Acción on the probability of households to save 

 Whole sample  
Gender of Head 
of Household b 

 SISBEN level b 

 
Difference in 
Differences 
(DD) 

DD with 
Conditional 
Variablesa 

 
Female Male 

 
 1  2 

Time -0.254 -0.2603  -0.215 -0.289   -0.209 -0.275 

 [0.000] [0.000]  [0.000] [0.000]   [0.000] [0.000] 

Treatment -0.015 -.02751  0.0238 -0.062   -0.053 -0.015 

 [0.266] [0.042]  [0.236] [0.001]   [0.019]  [0.396] 

Time × 
Treatment 

  0.088***    0.0923***  0.0488 
0.121
*** 

  0.124*** 
         

0.071
** 

 [0.000] [0.000]  [0.153] [0.000]   [0.002] [0.014] 
         
No. 
Observations 

7,126 7,006 
 

2,804 4,202   2,142 4,646 

Note: Indicator was regressed using probit models. Marginal effects are reported with 
[p-values].  
*** Statistically significant at 99, ** 95, and * 90 percent confidence level. 
a control variables included structural characteristics of the dwelling, household 
assets, demographics of the head of household and the rest of the family, as well as 
regional dummies. Full estimations are presented in the appendix. 
b DD with conditional variables run separately for each subsample of households. 

 
Available literature about household savings in Colombia suggests 

that rates have been cyclical, responding to multiple factors. Few pieces have 
been written on this topic during the years studied in this paper. However, 
perhaps the closest is the study by Melo et al.,36 who conducted a 
microeconomic analysis of the Colombian household savings in 1997 and 
2003, based on national household surveys on income and expenditures. By 

                                                           
36 Ligia Melo, Juana Tellez, and Hector Zarate, “El ahorro de los hogares en 
Colombia, Ensayos sobre política económica,” Bogota: Banco de la República no. 52 
(March 2007), 110–160. 
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the end of 2003, household saving rates had dropped considerably.37 The 
authors concluded that the negative saving rates in Colombian households 
in 2003 were mostly due to a decrease in real income not equally followed by 
a fall in the level of expenditures. This dynamic was especially observed in 
the lower quintiles of the population, which are the segments of the 
population targeted by JeA. 

The results in the heterogeneity of impact are reported in the last 
four columns. With regard to the gender of the head of household, estimates 
show that JeA had a greater effect on those households headed by males. 
Specifically, JeA helped treated households headed by males to lessen the 
fall in their savings by 12 percent. No significant effect seems to have 
occurred with respect to their female counterparts. These outcomes are 
consistent with literature and previous studies conducted in Colombia 
stating that traditionally, male-headed households tend to have higher 
saving rates than their female counterparts.38 

When assessing the impact of JeA on households’ likelihood to save 
across SISBEN levels, it can be concluded with 99 percent confidence that the 
most vulnerable households had a greater impact than those not as critically 
poor, by 5 percentage points. This can be seen in the last two columns of 
Table 4, which shows that the impact on the SISBEN 1 households was 12.4 
percent, but just 7 percent for SISBEN 2 households. Accordingly, in terms of 
improving the probabilities of the beneficiary households to have savings, 
JeA helped better the group of households that are in the poorest conditions. 

Looking at the level of savings (the amount of savings in Colombian 

pesos), estimates in Table 4. Impact of Jóvenes en Acción on the 
households’ Total Savings (in COP) show that on average, JeA helped 

beneficiary households to reduce the fall in their savings by 1 million COP.39 
The regressed variable only included observations on 317 households that 
reported having some amount of savings at the baseline period.40 These 
results have a lower statistical significance, but can be concluded with a 90 
percent level of confidence.  

 
Table 4. Impact of Jóvenes en Acción on the households’ Total Savings (in COP) 

 Whole sample  
Gender of Head of 
Household b 

       SISBEN level b 

 DD 
  DD with                
Cond.Vars a 

 
   Female Male 

 
1 2 

                                                           
37 Rojas Caro’s dissertation (2010) shows that after 2003 saving rates in Colombian 
households (constant prices of 1998) were falling, becoming negative in 2005. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Approximately $500 US. 
40 Initially 320 households; however, three households with outlier values were 
dropped in both years. 
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Time -2,482,501   -2,500,245 
 

2,524,841 -2,489,663  -3,388,529 -  2,211,192 

 [0.000] [   [0.000]  [0.005]   [0.000]   [0.002]    [0.001] 

Treatment -1,050,621     -1,240,761  -946,222 -1,449,899   -2,114,593    -1,037,390 

  [0.053]    [0.028]  [0.341] [0.039]   [0.044]   [0.143] 
Time × 
Treatment 

1,064,754*             1,078,760* 
 

1,176,813 1,025,075   1,796,651 830,100 

 [0.081]    [0.077]  [0.233] [0.176]   [0.136]    [0.257] 
         
No. 
Observations 

634 630 
 

216 414  172 438 

Note: Coefficients were estimated using OLS regressions. [p-values] are reported.  
*** Statistically significant at 99, ** 95, and * 90 percent confidence level. 
a control variables included structural characteristics of the dwelling, household 
assets, demographics of the head of household and the rest of the family, as well as 
regional dummies. Full estimations are presented in the appendix. 
b DD with conditional variables run separately for each subsample of households. 

 
In terms of heterogeneity of impact, the program does not seem to 

have a particularly different effect across households headed by males or 
females, or by the level of SISBEN. Although not significant, the overall 
positive sign of the variable Time × Treatment in all subsamples shows that 
the tendency of the effect is positive. Lack of statistical significance could be 
due to the small size of the sample, based on the fact that a limited number 
of households reported their amount of savings when surveyed. 

The positive and significant average treatment effects on these two 
saving indicators also mean that in conditions of growth (non-negativity), 
subsidized programs like JeA have the potential to increase the savings of 
poor households. This is very important in the context of Colombia, where 
according to Gaviria and Tovar,41 half of the poorest urban households do 
not have capacity to save, as a result of disparity between consumption and 
low income.  

In terms of the impact of JeA (and its conditional cash transfer 
component) on remittances, two indicators where evaluated: the probability 
of receiving remittances, and the amount received in COP. The results for the 
first indicator are reported in  

Table 5.  Impact of Jóvenes en Acción on the households’ 
probabilities of receiving remittances and show that JeA had no 

significant effect on the probability of treated households to receive 
remittances. This means that the monetary subsidy did not affect the chances 
that a household received less financial aid from family members or friends 
abroad. These results are similar to the ones found in other Latin American 
countries where CCTs did not crowd out private transfers like remittances. 

                                                           
41 Gaviria and Tovar 2011. 
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Table 5.  Impact of Jóvenes en Acción on the households’ probabilities of receiving 
remittances  

 Whole sample  
Gender of Head of 

Household b 
 SISBEN level b 

 

Difference in 
Difference 

(DD) 

DD with 
Conditional 
Variablesa 

 
Female Male 

 
1 2 

Time -0.107 -0.106 
 

-0.1607 -0.0732  -0.074 -0.121 

 [0.000] [0.000]  [0.000] [0.000]  [0.002] [0.000] 

Treatment -0.004 -0.003  -0.0411 0.0205  0.0037 -0.007 

 [0.720] [0.811]  [0.072] [0.156]  [0.870] [0.626] 
Time x 
Treatment 

-0.0001 0.0014 
 

0.0191 -0.0072  -0.051 0.0233 

 [0.995] [0.938]  [0.578] [0.735]  [0.105] [0.333] 
         
No. 
Observati
ons 

7,1726 7,006 
 

2,804 4,202  2,142 4,646 

Notes: Indicator was regressed using probit models.  Marginal effects are reported 
with [p-values].   
a control variables included structural characteristics of the dwelling, household 
assets, demographics of the head of household and the rest of the family, as well as 
regional dummies. Full estimations are presented in the Annex. 
b DD with conditional variables run separately for each subsample of households 
 

Consistent with the general concern, the tendency of a treatment like 
JeA’s subsidy is to negatively affect the chances that a household will 
continue receiving financial help from relatives abroad, which can be 
observed in some negative signs in the variable Time × Treatment. However, 
based on the lack of significance in the estimated coefficients, it can be 
concluded that JeA does not undermine the social capital structures and 
cooperation dynamics among members of beneficiary households.  

Table 7 presents the results on the level of remittances which, similar 
to the previous results on the probability, were not significantly affected by 
the program. Accordingly, JeA not only did not affect the chances that a 
beneficiary family would receive external support from relatives abroad; it 
also did not affect the amount received. An atypical low significance can be 
observed in the heterogeneity of impact analysis for households headed by 
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males. This atypical result could be a consequence of the small sample used 
to test that indicator (n=808), and is only significant at the 10 percent level. 
Table 6. Impact of Jóvenes en Acción on the households’ level of remittances 
(in COP) 

 

Table 7.  Impact of Jóvenes en Acción on the households’ level of remittances (in COP) 

 Whole sample  
Gender of Head of 

Household b 
 SISBEN level b 

 

Difference in 
Difference 

(DD) 

DD with 
Conditional 
Variables a 

 
Female Male 

 
1 2 

Time -705,238 -712,025 
 

-703,045 -723,817  -617,188 
-

766,464 

 [0.000] [0.000]  [0.000] [0.000]  [0.000] [0.000] 

Treatment -66,833 -82,038  -26,293 -93,154  -118,731 -96,303 

 [0.426] [0.311]  [0.824] [0.398]  [0.355] [0.362] 

Time x Treatment 80,663 89,872  -45,825   238,839*  77,347 102,003 

 [0.402] [0.348]  [0.745] [0.056]  [0.624] [0.403] 
         
No. Observations 1,816 1,774  966 808  552 1,178 

Notes: Coefficients were estimated using OLS regressions. [p-values] are reported. 
*** Statistically significant at 99%, ** 95%, and * 90% confidence level. 
a control variables included structural characteristics of the dwelling, household 
assets, demographics of the head of household and the rest of the family, as well as 
regional dummies. Full estimations are presented in the Annex. 
b DD with conditional variables run separately for each subsample of households. 

Even though the concern about CCTs potentially reducing 
remittances exists, nonsignificance on these two indicators can be seen here 
as a positive finding, in the sense that heavily interventionist policies such as 
providing cash to the poor are not always a threat for the natural social 
capital structures in developing countries. 

Finally, Table 8 summarizes the estimated impact of JeA on a 
household’s probabilities of being in debt. As can be seen in Table 2. 
Descriptive statistics of key indicators at baseline (2005), 60 percent of 

surveyed households had some kind of debt at the time of the initial survey. 
After 18 months, the coefficients associated with the variable Time show that 
there is an overall average reduction of 5 percent in all households’ 
likelihood of being indebted; however, JeA does not seem to have anything 
to do with that decrease. This can be observed in the lack of significance of 
coefficients associated to the variable Time × Treatment. Therefore, it can be 
concluded that JeA’s subsidy did not have a significant impact on that 
specific aspect of the households’ finances. 
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Table 8. Impact of Jóvenes en Acción on the households’ probabilities of being indebted  

 Whole sample  
Gender of Head of 
Household b 

 SISBEN level b 

 DD 
DD with Cond 
Varsa 

 
Female Male 

 
1 2 

Time -0.0435 -0.0502  -0.113 -0.011  0 .092 -0.1014 

 [0.008] [0.002]  [0.000] [0.612]  [0.002] [0.000] 

Treatment -0.027 -0.0245  -0.0406 -0.016  -0.042 -0.0135 

 [0.101] [0.147]  [0.132] [0.471]  [0.173] [0.519] 
Time × 
Treatment 

0.017 0.0196 
 

0 .0435 0.007  0.0023 0.0172 

 [0.445] [0.402]  [0.240] [0.817]  [0.956] [0.551] 
         
No. 
Observatio
ns 

7,126 7,006 
 

2,804 4,202  2,142 4,646 

Note: Indicator was regressed using probit models. Marginal effects are reported with 
[p-values].  
a control variables included structural characteristics of the dwelling, household 
assets, demographics of the head of household and the rest of the family, as well as 
regional dummies. Full estimations are presented in the appendix. 
b DD with conditional variables run separately for each subsample of households. 

 
Similarly, the results in the last four columns show there was no 

heterogeneity in the impact, as we see no significance in the coefficients 
associated with Time × Treatment in any of the four subgroups. Thus, JeA had 
no secondary effect in helping treated households reduce their likelihood of 
having debt. 
 
CONCLUSION  
 
The youth vocational training program Jóvenes en Acción (JeA) was 
introduced by the Colombian government in 2001 to alleviate urban youth 
unemployment after a long economic crisis during the 1990s. The program 
offered six months of training to participant youth as well as a cash transfer 
conditioned to attendance. As initially discussed, in the Colombian context 
this additional income has the potential to alter households’ total income, 
savings, spending, and overall welfare. This evaluation intended to look into 
secondary impacts of JeA (that is, effects that were not necessarily 
considered to be primary objectives of the program) at the household level, 
especially on indicators related to the households’ finances.  

Using a Difference-in-Differences approach on randomized panel 
data from 2005 and 2006, the results show that JeA contributed in alleviating 
the decrease in the probability of saving and the amount of savings of 
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participant households. The overall positive effect on the households’ 
likelihood of saving was 9 percent. This effect was higher (12 percent) in 
households headed by males and the poorest households in the sample 
according to the SISBEN stratification.  

In terms of the amount of savings, in a year when all households 
decreased their level of savings, JeA helped treatment households to mitigate 
that fall by one million Colombian pesos. These findings are very relevant 
for the international development field, since the positive and significant 
average treatment effects on saving indicators also mean that in conditions of 
growth, subsidized programs like JeA have the potential to increase the 
savings of poor households. This is particularly important in the context of 
Colombia, where literature suggests that a large proportion of households do 
not have the capacity to save.  

With regard to the effect of this conditional cash transfer program on 
the likelihood of receiving remittances and the amount received, empirical 
evidence in this paper shows that JeA did not undermine either the chances 
of participant households to receive remittances from family members 
abroad, or the amount received. These findings are consistent with the 
literature reviewed regarding previous evaluations conducted on this topic 
in Latin American countries. As most studies suggest, CCTs generally do not 
affect remittances so long they are targeted efficiently, which is the case of 
Colombia through its SISBEN proxy means test. As CCTs require large 
amounts of government investment and are seen as heavily interventionist 
policies, nonsignificance on these remittances indicators is an interesting 
finding, in the sense that such public policies do not always produce damage 
in the social networks of developing countries. 

Finally, this paper also looked into the effects that JeA could have 
had on the participant households’ probability of being in debt. Even though 
all households showed a 5 percent decrease in the probability of 
indebtedness, the analysis did not show that JeA was the reason for the 
reduction. Therefore, the JeA’s subsidy did not have a significant impact on 
that specific aspect of the households’ finances. 

As demonstrated in this research, conditional cash transfer programs 
can alter household budgets, even if the transfer is intended for just one 
member of the family. We found that JeA not only positively impacted the 
employability of treated youth, but also indirectly benefited the rest of their 
family members via improvements in household savings. More importantly, 
the positive effects were stronger in the most deprived group of families. 
These findings provide significant evidence for policymakers and 
international organizations such as the World Bank or the Inter-American 
Development Bank, which are highly engaged in the promotion of CCTs in 
developing countries as part of their poverty-reduction agendas. As in the 
case of Colombian JeA beneficiary households, by improving household 
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finances, well-targeted CCTs can be effective instruments to reduce poverty 
and inequality.  

Aside from the savings, remittances, and debt indicators evaluated 
in this paper, further research on the impact of CCTs on additional 
household indicators is encouraged. For instance, it would be interesting to 
evaluate how a program like JeA affects the likelihood of participants and 
their family members to further their education in the long run. 
Furthermore, other heterogeneities of impact can also be assessed on 
categories such as the marital status of the head of household, the 
metropolitan areas where the program is conducted, or across different 
income levels of participants, which can assist in the design of future 
programs that more efficiently target specific demographic populations.   

 
APPENDIX 
 
Table 9. Double Differences with Control variables on all indicators (full sample) 

       
Probability 
of Saving a 

Level of 
Savings 

Probability of 
receiving 
Remittances a 

Level of 
Remittances 

Probability of 
being in debt a 

      

Time -0.260 -2,500,245 -0.106 -712,026 -0.050 

 [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.002] 

Treatment -0.027 -1,240,761 -0.003 -82,038 -0.0245 

 [0.042] [0.028] [0.811] [0.311] [0.147] 

Time × 
Treatment 

0 .092 1,078,760 0.001 89,872 0.0196 

 [0.000] [0.077] [0.938] [0.348] [0.402] 

Whether the 
house has a tile 
floor 

0 .0137 -25,996 0.0137 83,476 -0.026 

 [0.248] [0.919] [0.196] [0.118] [0.048] 

Whether the 
house’s walls are 
made of brick 

0.0156 506,454 -0.016 -14,103 0.047 

    [0.568] [0.155] [0.505] [0.916] [0.110] 

Whether the 
house has a 
ceiling 

0.011 66,387 0.032 109,468 0.0052 

 [0.350] [0.814] [0.002] [0.032] [0.695] 

Number of 
toilets in the 
house 

0.0134 898,408 0.0046 21,540 -0.0127 

 [0.428] [0.301] [0.763] [0.799] [0.518] 

Whether toilet is 
shared with 
other families 

-0.0187 34,294 0.0302 -85,439 -0.016 

 [0.253] [0.949] [0.039] [0.155] [0.306] 
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Number of 
rooms in the 
house 

-0.003 94,371 0.011 32,438 0.0042 

 [0.580] [0.469] [0.025] [0.385] [0.504] 

Whether the 
house has piped 
water 

0.049 -314,379 -0.0003 -221,093 0.027 

 [0.165] [0.627] [0.989] [0.104] [0.431] 

Whether the 
house has gas 
service 

0.0156 -13,036 0.0017 122,739 0.0241 

 [0.299] [0.971] [0.895] [0.127] [0.154] 

Whether the 
house is owned 

0.0375 177,887 -0.0011 17,449 0.0366 

 [0.003] [0.527] [0.924] [0.755] [0.011] 

Number of TVs 0.0024 203,160 0.0027 94,655 0.0045 

    [0.812] [0.531] [0.775] [0.048] [0.704] 

Whether house 
has cable TV 
service 

0.0313 -10,004 -0.023 64,666 -0.017 

 [0.021] [0.978] [0.049] [0.315] [0.253] 

Whether the 
house has a 
washer 

0.0364 347,684 -0.0036 22,824 0.0133 

 [0.016] [0.317] [0.785] [0.746] [0.424] 

Whether the 
house has a 
refrigerator 

0.0311 -111,224 0.0021 -26,891 -0.027 

 [0.021] [0.755] [0.862] [0.660] [0.068] 

Whether the 
house has a 
sewing machine 

0.0087 418,412 0.0129 -62,194 -0.019 

 [0.561] [0.337] [0.355] [0.352] [0.268] 

Whether the 
house has a hot 
water heater 

-0.0038 -724,716 0.035 -109,821 -0.004 

 [0.847] [0.068] [0.077] [0.107] [0.860] 

HH size (number 
of members) 

0.0108 27,045 -0.0139 -20,287 0.008 

 [0.017] [0.844] [0.001] [0.386] [0.098] 

Average age of 
HH members 

0.003 16,416 -0.0032 5,502 -0.003 

 [0.006] [0.540] [0.002] [0.376] [0.018] 

Average years of 
education of HH 
members 

0.0203 -34,597 -0.0108 -1,628 -0.007 

 [0.000] [0.697] [0.000] [0.911] [0.078] 

HH members 0.0195 184,339 0.0365 45,054 -0.0088 



Journal of International Service 

150    Fall 2014 

under 13 

 [0.039] [0.561] [0.000] [0.351] [0.422] 

No. of children 
under 12 that 
attend school 

-0.020 -289,076 -0.0207 -49,558 0.007 

 [0.042] [0.334] [0.017] [0.188] [0.515] 

Age of the HH 
head (years) 

0.0001 25,852 0.0032 -1,802 -0.0064 

 [0.810] [0.054] [0.000] [0.586] [0.417] 

Whether the HH 
head is female 

-0.031 -151,964 0.109 188,683 -0.0066 

 [0.005] [0.555] [0.000] [0.000] [0.604] 

Years of 
education of HH 
head 

0.007 63,765 0.0056 8,893 0.0023 

 [0.000] [0.221] [0.001] [0.330] [0.291] 

Whether the HH 
head is single 

-0.0062 1,248,507 0.0273 131,135 -0.0148 

 [0.781] [0.082] [0.198] [0.209] [0.559] 

No. of HH 
members with 
health insurance 

0.0037 7,162 0.0014 7,588 0.0003 

 [0.244] [0.945] [0.603] [0.553] [0.940] 

Whether HH is 
in Barranquilla 

-0.076 -438,144 0.0011 318,898 0.0149 

 [0.000] [0.423] [0.954] [0.002] [0.528] 

Whether HH is 
in Bucaramanga 

-0.185 74,668 -0.041 -68,434 -0.020 

 [0.000] [0.896] [0.025] [0.388] [0.437] 

Whether HH is 
in Cali 

-0.033 -751,200 0.032 320,267 0.085 

 [0.059] [0.158] [0.073] [0.000] [0.000] 

Whether HH is 
in Cartagena 

-0.168 -102,591 0.038 41,933 0.135 

 [0.000] [0.900] [0.132] [0.632] [0.000] 

Whether HH is 
in Manizales 

0.1102 126,771 -0.0086 583,577 0.106 

 [0.001] [0.831] [0.743] [0.005] [0.000] 

Whether HH is 
in Medellín 

0.053 -997,618 -0.0163 264,999 0.0534 

 [0.010] [0.046] [0.335] [0.006] [0.014] 

Constant   -587,745  514,458  

  [0.694]  [0.041]  

      

No. 
Observations  

7,006 630 7,006 1744 7,006 

Note: a Indicators were regressed using probit models. Marginal effects are reported 
with [p-values].  
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b Coefficients were estimated using OLS regressions. [p-values] are reported. 
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