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Introduction
In the past decade, Latin America’s geopolitical
map underwent some significant changes. After
September 11, 2001, while the aspiration to create the Free Trade Area for the Americas (FTAA)
started vanishing, United States foreign policy
shifted its strategic focus to other regions of the
world, showing an increasing neglect towards
the region. At the same time, the election of a
broad spectrum of progressive and center-left
governments in most of the Latin American and
Caribbean countries did not materialize in a
new impetus for an effective agenda for regional
integration, nor did it created the conditions for
active involvement of Latin America and Caribbean citizens in this process.
Within this framework, while currently the FTAA
does not longer represent an ambitioned goal for
most Latin American and Caribbean nations, the
bilateral free trade agreements signed by the US
and some other countries such as Peru, Colombia1,
Panama and possibly Ecuador and Uruguay; and
the signing of the Dominican Republic —Central
America Free Trade Agreement (DR-CAFTA) reflect some states’ sustained interest in endorsing
agreements with the US, particularly in the subregions in close proximity and in the nations along
the Pacific coast.2 Among the Andean countries,
with the withdrawal of Venezuela, those agreements have, in turn, contributed to the weakening
and fragmentation of the Andean Community of
Nations —CAN, and the restructuring of MERCOSUR with Venezuela’s admission still pending.
MERCOSUR, however, has not managed to solve
its patent institutional drawbacks or to progress
towards a more developed and committed regional
structure, nor has it helped in a substantial way
to the effective formation of the South American
Community of Nations (CSN), recently renamed
as the Union of South American Nations (UNASUR).3
The emergent leading role of Venezuela in the
region during the past decade, supported by its
oil-based revenues, has not only contributed to
the restructuring of the Latin American geopolitical map, but also to the establishment and development of a new integration paradigm through
the creation of the Bolivarian Alternative for the
Peoples of our America (ALBA).4 So far, ALBA
has been joined by Cuba, Bolivia, Nicaragua,
Ecuador and Dominica, Chavez’s closest allies.
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The organization also intends to attract Haiti,
as well as other Caribbean island states.5 At the
same time, despite its increasing global player
role, Brazil has not fully succeeded in becoming
a regional leader regarding issues other than its
trade and economic interests, while fostering
regional policies based on soft power, prudent
and cautious-profile decisions and global aspirations6 which are basically marked, however, by its
economic agenda.7

forums while there is a lack of political will to
foster and follow-up the resolutions taken. 11
Finally, tensions and potential conflicts among
some countries in the region, along with the
persistence —though somehow moderate— of
border conflicts,12 make this scenario even more
complex.
Within this context, the region tends to be
increasingly fragmented and is torn apart by
multiple centrifugal forces.13

Within this context, the region has at times
been torn between the traditional American hegemony, which has severely worn off and has not
shown, during the first two years of the Obama
administration any substantial change and what
some analysts call ‘the new Venezuelan hegemony’8 based on the high international prices of
oil, the country’s energy and financial resources,
and the assertive ideological crusade fostered by
its current president.9 Also, as we have pointed
out in other papers, regional tensions translate
into an open competition between the sprouting leaderships of Venezuela and Brazil, with
differentiated conceptual frames, strategies and
objectives.10

However, the difficult consolidation of democracy over the past twenty years has also given
rise to a wide range of discourses on the need to
overcome, through a more active involvement
of citizens, the clear democratic gaps shown by
the integration processes in the region. These
discourses have generally materialized into presidential speeches and into decisions supported by
several governmental technocrats and officers,
but with limited influence of citizens in the actual formulation of regional agendas, either by
means of direct participation or through their
parliamentary representatives.14
Nevertheless, this situation is not dissociated
from the arrival to power by different left-wing
and center-left governments or from the increasing demands made by the citizens. These
demands not only aim at deepening and consolidating the institutional structures of democratic
systems, but also at implementing adequate policies to surmount the deep social, economic and
ethnical inequalities characteristic of the region
in order to enforce political, civil, economic,
social and cultural rights.

Additionally, beyond the wreckage of the FTAA
project, bilateral agreements persist with the
US; MERCOSUR (and especially Brazil) have
insisted on promoting, since the beginning of this
century, the creation of a South American Community of Nations (CSN) with different degrees
of commitment by the South American countries
in the process of transition into becoming the
Union of South American Nations (UNASUR)
and the support of several international financial
institutions (particularly, the Inter-American
Development Bank —IDB— and the Andean
Development Corporation —CAF—); while
Chavez’s radical Bolivarianism has prompted
the creation of the Bolivarian Alliance for the
Americas (ALBA). These three paradigms of
integration, to varied extent and with different
scopes, contribute to a greater fragmentation of
the hemisphere. In fact, they pose serious obstacles to the consolidation and strengthening of
institutionally-consolidated regional integration
schemes that can substantially improve intraregional commercial relationships, include and
develop a relevant social dimension in a scenario
of social exclusion and abysmal disparities, and
maintain and deepen democracy beyond the
rhetorical statements delivered at summits and

The development of a civil society that makes
greater demands to the State and of a citizenry
demanding transparency, information, and accountability, clashes with the political tradition
in the countries of the region of ascribing the
decision-making power to the executive branch,
if not specifically to the president, in particular
with regard to foreign policies and external affairs.
Even more worrying is the fact that integration initiatives, of a clear inter-governmental
nature, leave little room for the construction of
a bottom-up regional integration project with
strong support by organized citizens and the
inclusion of a relevant social dimension. This
occurs even though the European experience has
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shown that no regional integration process should
overlook the active involvement of citizens and
the overcoming of “democratic deficits”15, which
characterize regional processes structured and
fostered by the elites or by the political will of the
incumbent president or administration.

lateralism crisis that resulted in the progressive
reduction of world conferences that offered a
space for transnational CSOs to meet, interact
and advocate with governmental representatives.
Between the 1990s and the first decade of this
century, Social Summits were the instrument of
choice to generate debate and exchange forums
between governments, emerging inter-governmental organizations and civil society organizations in addressing different issues of the regional
agendas. However, the increasing reduction in
the number of conferences linked to the mobilization of social movements and networks that
had been channeled in the past (in particular in
the case of the FTAA and the early stages of CSN
and ALBA) through different Social Summits, is
now reflected in the absence of institutionalized
participation spaces in UNASUR and ALBA,
unlike the MERCOSUR case. As a result, the
construction of regional social consensus to build
and institutionalize new regional spaces for civil
society participation is seriously obstructed and
is becoming increasingly vertical in its nature.
Furthermore, it fails to respond to the ongoing
re-democratization processes and the consolidation of democracies in the region, as well as to the
demands and expectations of its citizens. Similarly it deepens, in turn, the democratic deficit
of inter-governmental organizations.

In light of this general overview of the prevailing trends in the region, this document aims
at analyzing both the present dynamics of the
regionalism processes in Latin America and the
Caribbean and the rise of new inter-governmental
initiatives to promote regional approaches different from those developed under the “Washington
Consensus” in the 1990s, taking into account its
most outstanding traits and trends, and the evolution of civil society organizations and networks’
capacity to influence, in this new context, the
regional agendas.
Although we assume with the editors of this volume that the regional initiatives materialized in
UNASUR and ALBA16 constitute a new phase of
the type of regionalism that shows transforming
features (whether characterized as post-liberal17,
post-commercial or post-hegemonic18 regionalism19), this chapter challenges several assumptions regarding those initiatives. In this regard,
we argue that there are pending questions associated with distinctive features of coordination between these actors in the process of formulating
and implementing a regional agenda and that, in
the context of new regional integration initiatives, the interaction between citizens and social
movements, on one side, and of governments
and political parties on the other, currently show
serious shortcomings. These shortcomings are
evident in the lack of institutionalized discussion
mechanisms and the limited spaces for citizen
participation, which broadens the existing democratic deficit in multilateral organizations both at
regional level —the focus of this volume— and
at global level.

Thus, starting from the analysis of the transition
from the previous stages to the present stage of
regionalism and the changes in the regional and
hemispheric environment, we aim at examining
the introduction of social agendas in the regional
integration processes and the initiatives to approve, in different political and organizational
contexts, Social Charters that will formalize their
implementation. Within this context, we analyze
the distinctive features of the evolution of civil
society in the new regional political scenario,
its weaknesses, drawbacks and strengths; the
emerging social actors in the process of building citizenship in the region, and the obstacles
they face. Finally, we analyze the scope of citizen
participation in the regional agenda through
the existing participation mechanisms and their
limitations in order to address the key question
to be addressed by this chapter: at the present
stage of the regionalism process, is there an effective citizen participation in the formulation
of the different issues of the regional agenda
which can contribute to overcome the existing
democratic deficit?

Within this context, it is essential to highlight the
transition that also affects the spaces for citizen
participation in regional agendas and in the development of this new stage of regionalism. The
gradual reduction of Social Summits held in parallel or in coordination with inter-governmental
Summits is a symptom of the displacement of
CSOs from a relevant role in the regionalism
process. In this regard, it is similar to what happened at the UN under the impact of the multi-7-

Regionalization in New Scenarios: Democratic Deficit and Civil Society Participation in South American Regionalism

emerging new regional architecture —particularly
in the cases of Brazil and Venezuela— and on the
part of a series of initiatives among the Global
South countries oriented towards the fostering of
an extra-regional and global projection strategy.

1. From open regionalism to post-liberal
regionalism: social agendas, social
charters or mere letters of intent?
Beyond the conceptual, strategic, and ideological
differences and the struggling leaderships reflected
in the ALBA and UNASUR initiatives, regionalism in Latin America is going through a transition
period in which, nonetheless, we can identify some
common features and trends.

Within this context, it is important to stress,
first, the new relevance gained by the national
sovereignty principle. In this regard, the State is
legitimized as the main promoter of integration
initiatives through inter-governmental agreements, while the governments of the region aim
at building a political community at the regional
level through political dialogue and concertación,
without conditioning their countries’ autonomy or
independence. In this highly politicized scenario
the construction of an inter-governmental consensus as a privileged instrument to reach regional
decisions frequently becomes an obstacle to the
consolidation, through dialogue and cooperation,
of a deeper and stronger regional architecture and
of a set of supranational institutional norms.22

First, unlike during the preceding decade, the current phase of regionalism features a distinct politicization of the regional agenda and a displacement
of the trade and economic issues from the central
focus of the integration process for the benefit of
more political issues, which shows a “return to politics” in foreign affairs and development policies.
Second, this process is not divorced from a manifest “return to the State” both in terms of foreign
affairs and social and development policies. As the
bulk of the agreements is of inter-governmental
nature, the State is becoming the most prominent
actor in the process, while non-state actors such as
civil society organizations and networks and the
business sector are relegated to lesser influential
positions in the negotiation of these agreements.
This “return to the State” is linked with the return of strong nationalistic views that revitalize
the traditional concepts of national interest and
sovereignty,20 at odds with the demands of regional
integration and the need to concede and yield to
supranational norms. Third, linked with the two
“returns” mentioned above and, in particular, with
the necessary internal legitimacy of democratically elected governments and the fostering of a
top-down social agenda, there is a “return to the
development agenda” that unmistakably shifts
away from the “Washington Consensus” and its
formulas towards a neo-developmentalist drive.

Second, it is worth noting that the majority of the
recently established integration organizations and
spaces in Latin America have a reactive and/or defensive approach to their relations with the United
States; both because of the historical threat of a
hegemonic intervention or of its overwhelming
influence in the region.23 Indeed, for better or
worse, the United States is still a fundamental
reference in these processes and continues to
have influence, even assuming different roles,24
on the creation of integration organizations, giving
continuity and renewed strength to the national
sovereignty principle.
And, finally, the current strengthening of this
principle is not only associated with a renewed nationalist trend, but also with a series of distinctive
and particular characteristics of this new stage of
the Latin American integration processes.

To these three fundamental “returns” of this stage,
after the open regionalism phase of the preceding
decade, we should add the prioritization of new
issues in the regional agenda, which include, on
the one hand, concern for the creation of common
policies and institutions, cooperation in non-trade
environments and a greater emphasis on the social
context and existing asymmetries; and on the
other, a focus on regional infrastructure, energy,
finance and security issues, as it began to appear
in the constitutive treaty of the South American
Community of Nations (CSN) .21 In addition
to these issues, there is an increasing interest in
South-South cooperation, both on the part of the

Another feature of the new regionalism identified in the region in recent years, in the process
of overcoming the neoliberal stage and, in several
cases, of fostering an anti-hegemonic approach, is
that it has been mainly promoted by progressive
governments. This occurs in the framework of the
consolidation of democracy and the rule of law,
the defense of human rights and social inclusion,
and the building of citizenship through the three
returns mentioned —the return to the State,
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the return to politics and the return to development— as its most distinctive traits. However, the
state’s perception of the role of organized citizens
—in terms of political allies, its cooption into
clientelistic systems, or its contracting for social
projects (or the three of them combined)— does
not translate into the creation and development
of institutionalized mechanisms for civil society
participation,25 neither at national or regional
level, although there may be some local, community and municipal exceptions.

CSO networks which in the past fostered clearly
anti-hegemonic agendas with potentially high
anti-systemic content. This affirmation should
obviously be nuanced if we take into account the
emergence of new players such as the indigenous
movements or the environmental groups and
organizations28 which, as illustrated by the World
People’s Conference on Climate Change and the
Rights of Mother Earth held in Cochabamba in
December 2010,29 managed to generate effective
interlocutions in regional multilateral environments. However, the criticism made in this context by CSOs to inter-governmental organizations
and to the role of emerging countries does not
take into consideration the linkage between the
new role undertaken by the State and the new
preeminence acquired by the national sovereignty
principle and national interest in the formulation
of regional policies and strategies.30

The return to a more active role of the State not
only implies the revitalization of its capacity to formulate and implement social policies (eventually
ceasing to partially delegate its implementation
to civil society organizations (CSOs), but also a
return to state-centric views and perceptions in
terms of the role played by civil society. In this
regard, the mobilization of civil society, even if
considered to be fragmentary and based on an
“immediate democracy”, may be perceived as
being constructively democratic26 as a “bottom
up” process, but unable, at the same time, of consolidating through institutionalized mechanisms
within a democratic and legal context. In fact, the
state-centric matrix we shall analyze later when addressing the development of civil society in Latin
America, becomes once more revitalized within
this process and conditions the building up of citizenship. Despite the difficulties of acknowledging
a role for organized citizens at the national level,
usually these views and perceptions strengthen
the defense of national interest and sovereignty
assumed by the governments involved, where the
participation of nonpartisan political players is, at
the very least, seen as suspicious, if not directly
rejected. This reluctance by governments to accept
a more active political role of civil society tends
at the same time to increase democratic deficit in
regional and sub-regional organizations, as shown
by their recent evolution. In this regard, the expansion of deliberative public spaces that may lead
to a more informed citizenry that is “fluctuating
though not necessarily participative”,27 does not
match with the lack of developed national and
regional institutional spaces and resources.

Paradoxically, development has been taken up
again by the State, frequently at the expense of
the previous work of CSOs and networks, which
had a more protagonist role in this field during
the 1980s and 1990s. As pointed out in a recent
report, “in different ways and under different approaches, in recent years the State has regained its
investments and presence in the social field; it has
gone from the neoliberal position that alienated
the State from its social responsibilities to a political practice in which the State recovers its central
role as a social player”.31 It is also worth noting,
as argued above, that this state-centric approach
reactivates the imposition of “top-down” social
agendas without the participation of civil society
both at national and regional levels. The social
programs developed in this context, on the one
hand, restore and reinforce political clientelism,
while on the other, are directed to the same sectors
that have originated important social movements
in recent decades and have contributed to relieve
poverty, hindering however their autonomous
growth.32
Beyond the political difficulties associated with
the construction of a consensus and of a new
imaginary on the creation of a “South American”,
“Greater Caribbean” or “Latin American” space by
the political and technocratic elites of the region,
one of the main obstacles to advance an effective
construction of this space is the ideological legacy
of two crucial features. One of those features is the
political culture of the elites that tend to delegate
and concentrate the decision-making power in

Furthermore, the re-politicization of regional
agendas at this stage restricts the new regionalism process to traditional political actors such as
governments and political parties and tends to
reject the inclusion of civil society nonpartisan
players, thus excluding or ignoring the regional
-9-
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their hands. This creates a clear democratic deficit
that is only partially legitimized through electoral
processes33 and originates an evident political
exclusion often associated with such elites’ distrust towards the citizens and their demands for
participation. The second feature is the neoliberal
“open regionalism” legacy that is clearly associated
with the “Washington consensus”.

principles of liberal global governance to a scenario
where the autonomy and powers of the State and
social welfare policies were being questioned and
where there was a strong emphasis on the regulating role of the global market. Within this context,
the decisions taken regarding the implementation
of free trade agreements and new sub-regional integration schemes were mainly made by technocratic
sectors, frequently depending on corporate interests with little or no participation of the citizens,
which resulted in widespread social reactions in
several countries of the region.

The first feature is evidenced by the frequency with
which foreign affairs and international integration
and cooperation decisions are monopolized by the
executive branch (if not directly by the president),
without going through a debate by the pertinent
parliamentary committees or through broader
plebiscite or referendum mechanisms. Similarly,
more often than not, these decisions by the executive branch are eventually made, in response to the
pressure or influence exercised by powerful private
sector and political lobby groups. This feature
is also evidenced by the reaction of the sectors
excluded from the process which, nonetheless,
manage to have access to the necessary information to question these decisions. Perhaps the most
straightforward example of the former is the restrictive nature of business negotiations open only
to technocratic sectors and economic interests
groups. An example of the latter are the reactions caused throughout the length and breadth
of the continent by the negotiations to create the
FTAA, which was strongly rejected by rural and
agricultural workers, several trade unions and a
wide range of social organizations and networks
with different ideological positions that gathered
to form an anti-FTAA movement closely associated with anti-neoliberal and anti-globalization
beliefs.34 In this example in particular, as showed
in a number of studies, it was the mobilization
and consultation promoted by a broad spectrum
of organizations that achieved an impact on public
opinion and some Latin American governments.35

By the end of the 1990s, however, it became
obvious that the consequences of the policies
associated with structural reforms and “open regionalism” processes, despite the economic growth
accomplished, entailed a number of negative
social effects; made the traditional social inequality, exclusion and poverty problems of the region
even more complex; and mainly favored several
business groups and transnational corporations.
Some international financial institutions were the
first to react to this situation after several indicators began to show the increasing social exclusion
rates and critical inequality levels. Both the World
Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank
(IDB) started to highlight the need to associate the reforms made at the time with inclusion
development policies aiming at alleviating the
unequal distribution of wealth in the region. This
also led to reviewing the role of the State in terms
of social policies and the need to emphasize the
role of social actors in development (including the
active participation of civil society organizations
and networks),36 to foster transparency in governmental actions and to fully enforce the Rule of Law
through the implementation of political reforms
which would consolidate the State’s institutional
structure. Many newly elected governments within
a broad spectrum of politically progressive views
have also acknowledged the need for a redefinition
of the responsibility of the State in this regard,
considering that it should have a more relevant
and leading role.37

The second feature is related to a premise that prevailed during the acceleration of the regional integration processes that took place during the 1990s,
which were deeply conditioned by the structural
reforms inspired by the “Washington Consensus”,
and the idea that trade liberalization, deregulation and privatization of state-owned companies
would lead to greater development and, especially,
to greater economic growth. Basically understood
as a response and reaction to the globalization
processes, the “open regionalism” process of the
1990s readjusted the original regional integration

This acknowledgement also influenced the rise of
new regional integration concepts, which included
more equitable and socially inclusive regionalism
models involving the committed participation of
citizens in the transition process from the neoliberal approach to new developmentalist schemes
based on a more active role of the State.
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However, as Grugel38 accurately points out, this
growing reference to the inclusion and to a more
active role of citizens strongly emphasized the
need to develop a social agenda in regional integration processes, basically by governments and
intergovernmental agencies, without paving the
way, with a few exceptions, for real involvement
and effective citizen empowerment. In this regard,
the rising social dimension in the new concepts of
regionalism emphasized the incorporation of social
redistribution mechanisms, regional social and labor regulations, regional sector policies concerning
health and education, among others,39 promoted
by a more active and sensitized State regarding
social issues. Nevertheless, it only contributed
in a collateral and limited way to promoting and
reinforcing social empowerment mechanisms that
effectively allowed citizens to claim their civil,
political and social rights as rights and not privileges, and to fostering their active participation in
the design and implementation of public policies
aimed at promoting regional public goods.40

for greater citizen involvement in the design of
regional integration and in the development of
a social citizenship, key to its consolidation and
development.
Paradoxically, the current emphasis placed by
some governments of the region on the need to
promote and approve, together with the existing
Inter-American Democratic Charter, a Social
Charter for the Americas, in the context of the
OAS,42 or the several initiatives concerning the
implementation of Social Charters in the context
of regional and sub-regional integration bodies,
particularly the CAN and UNASUR,43 seems to
reproduce, on the one hand, the imposition of a social agenda that fails to include effective citizen involvement (more like a downward imposition from
governments rather than the result of an upward
construction) and, on the other, it tends to bring
to the regional level the usual tension between
freedom and justice, or between civil and political
rights and economic and social rights, which are
presented as contradictory and not necessarily as
supplementary. Indeed, the definition of social
charters by governments, within the framework
of the different intergovernmental instances and
without consultation and involvement of CSOs is
prone to be interpreted as the drafting of unilateral
and vertical letters of intent or statements of good
will rather than the result of an effective exercise
of citizen involvement and participation, even if
they offer specific guidelines for social policies.44

In fact, the introduction of a social agenda, with
its inherent concern for balancing situations of exclusion, did not bring about the development of a
new vision regarding the construction of a regional,
social and supranational citizenship, redefining the
role of citizens in this construction processes of the
new architecture of regional integration. Several
examples of this situation can be found in the
CAN, where the proliferation of agreements and
resolutions to promote a social agenda is at odds
with the absence of vigorous citizen involvement
and commitment with the integration process,
and of institutional mechanisms that enable its
implementation, or in MERCOSUR, where the
Economic and Social Forum, created by intergovernmental decision and boosted since the early 21st
century, initially confined citizen involvement, in
many instances, to a pre-set agenda and a corporate
and tripartite vision focused on the interaction
between government, business organizations, and
trade unions, frequently setting aside other citizen organizations and networks.41 Implementing
other mechanisms, however, would imply building different consensuses from existing ones and
defining new social contracts at a regional level,
which would in turn involve yielding sovereignty,
something governments are not too prone to do.

In any case, with the introduction of the social
dimension in the debates concerning regional
integration and the different concepts of regionalism, there is a predominant view at this new stage,
however, that regionalization must be promoted
“from above”, citizens still being the subjectmatter of regionalization (even if they are a privileged subject-matter, particularly in the context
of neo-populist rhetoric) and not active promoters
and active participants of regional integration.
Nevertheless, as a result of the work carried out
by civil society networks and organizations and
the changing political environment in the region,
governmental approaches have begun to accept
the relevance of the social dimension in regional
integration, irrespective of trade agreements and
political will; which, sooner or later, may affect
“the adoption of a calculated, deliberate, and
discretionary strategy by political elites, associ-

Nevertheless, the new scenario created by the rising of progressive governments calls not only for
the construction of these consensuses but also
-11-
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ated with a willingness to give up sovereignty at
least in part” .45

an effective acceptance by the State of greater
and more institutionalized citizen involvement.48
Consequently there is a proliferation of NGOs
and civil society networks with different sectorial
interests, financed with resources coming from
international cooperation or the support of Nordic NGOs. This situation is even more obvious if
we focus on regional networks and organizations,
mainly funded by Northern donors. Furthermore,
the participation of many of these networks in the
OAS, the Ibero-American Summits, the European
Union-Latin America Forums or the Summit of
the Americas, is frequently funded by Canadian,
US or European cooperation and not backed by
the funding or support of their own governments
or regional organizations. This situation contrasts, in some cases, with the financial support
received from governments by variegated citizen
networks and organizations at the national level
for the implementation of diverse social projects
or programs because of their political bonds with
public officials, members of parliament or political parties.49

2. Low-intensity citizenship: civil society
in Latin America.
In a global context where the rising transnational
civil society organizations and networks are increasingly restrained and contested,46 it is not
surprising that the new regionalism promoted
in Latin America disregards the socio-political
dimension of integration in terms of supplementing democratic political dynamics based on
parties and elected governments with an active
participation and involvement of civil society,
both at the national level and at the regional
inter-governmental level. Particularly when addressing the creation of a new regional space and
the implementation of regional policies.
Thus, we should consider certain facts that ought
to be taken into account.

Third, citizen involvement in regional integration
contexts and processes is frequently perceived
negatively by governments, intergovernmental
bodies and donors.50 More often than not, integration issues are not part of donor organizations’
agendas; governments do not want citizens to
get involved in these matters or if they do, they
want them to do so orderly and responding to a
downward imposition, while inter-governmental
bodies respond to the mandates of their member
governments. Examples: In the first case, after the
end of the Cold War, many donors lost interest in
regional issues and shifted their agendas to issue
priorities instead of regional ones. 51 In the second
case, certain experiences such as the creation of
Consultative Councils in different governmental
and intergovernmental agencies do not frequently
arise out of the initiative of citizens’ organizations
and are conveyed and organized by those agencies
or by the governments of their member countries.

First, as evidenced by the precedent of North Atlantic societies,47 there can be no solid civil society
in the absence of the development of a previous
social contract between the state and citizens.
In most Latin America countries, twenty years
of democratic recovery and structural reforms
have not led, however, to the unfolding of new
social contracts, based on the creation of reliable
institutions and the development of political
projects of national scope. In fact, elections and
changes in administrations led to the supremacy
of government policies (frequently guided and
legitimated by election interests) rather than the
predominance of State objectives and policies
that address citizens’ demands. The absence of a
sound and stable institutional framework and of
continuity in State objectives intertwines with the
institutional weakness of citizens’ organizations,
thus creating a vicious circle hard to overcome.
While this generalization is not applicable to
all countries in the region, it fully portraits the
prevailing trend.

In sum, the policies fostered by the different Latin
American governments in terms of increasing citizen involvement in regional integration processes
develop as a result of an imposition of such policies
by the executive, or by technocratic or political
elites, or, more recently, through the co-optation of
citizens’ organizations in a context of clientelistic
systems historically rooted in the region.

Second, and since the restoration of democracy,
together with an endogenous impulse (plainly
evident concerning human right organizations
and movements), the chances of development
for citizens organizations have been often bound
by the support of external donors rather than by
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Nevertheless, the development of citizens’ organizations, both at the national and regional levels,
also shows a wide array of weaknesses and failures
that contribute to deepening and strengthening
this scenario.

broader international networks and NGOs. It also
influenced the development of sector movements
and organizations that legitimate their actions
based on a series of universal values, including the
defense and promotion of global public goods56;
such as gender equality, anti-discrimination, racial
equality, defense and protection of the environment, promotion of sustainable development and
eradication of poverty. These movements and
organizations usually interacted with international
organizations, international cooperation agencies,
and NGOs of the North, thus significantly broadening the spectrum of rights to which citizens
could access and developing a social space which,
more often than not, surpasses the boundaries of
the State in terms of territory.57

As a region, Latin America has some distinctive
features concerning the formation of a civil society
in its different countries and at a regional level.
In this regard, and first of all, the concept of civil
society as a means to analyze and address the
development of non-governmental associative
activities, which are not profit-driven and seek to
promote public good,52 burst into the region in
the ‘80s, in the framework of re-democratization
and post-authoritarian democracy consolidation
processes, simultaneously with the changes that
were taking place in Eastern Europe societies after
the collapse of the Soviet Union.53 During this
period, the most relevant associative references in
Latin America were predominantly human right
networks and movements that exposed the abuses
of military regimes and promoted the upholding of
the Rule of Law, the expansion of citizens’ rights
and the consolidation of democracy.54 Building a
new citizenship in a democratic context became
at this stage the greatest challenge for the development of civil society.

On the other hand, under the impact of the structural reforms implemented in the 1990s within the
framework of the “Washington Consensus” and
the first stage of structural adjustments, there was
a strong development of a “third sector” aimed at
compensating, in the context of social policies,
for the deficiencies of a weakened and inefficient
State, through philanthropy and solidarity by
non-governmental sectors, and, particularly, nongovernmental organizations. In fact, the concept
of a “third sector” is often clearly different from
and at odds with the concept of civil society that
arose from the development of social movements
and the struggles for broadening citizen rights. In
this regard, there are two different approaches; one
that sees citizens as the target of social public policies, generally backed by philanthropic networks
and organizations, and another that sees them as
active citizens, a collective subject that creates
a new relationship with the State and advocates
for broader and better rights and, eventually, new
citizen rights58.

In fact, it was here when the concept of civil
society came on the scene in the region. The
concept was taken from the political tradition
and the experience of Western societies, primarily
from North Atlantic countries.55 Simultaneously,
some local traditions were rescued and updated,
mainly related to philanthropic and charitable
works by the Catholic Church. Thus, the work
performed in community and neighborhood associations, promoted by the progressive sectors of
the Catholic Church in the 1960s, was recovered
within a broader framework to foster new forms
of citizen association and organization, identified
from then on as activities performed by the civil
society, linked to the re-creation of solidarity values
towards the poor, the excluded and the marginal.

However, despite this concurrence of endogenous
and exogenous factors, civil society in Latin
America and the Caribbean, unlike other regions
and especially Europe, was not historically shaped,
according to Garretón, as “an associative tissue
that counterbalanced the State,” organized from
below or promoted from outside. On the contrary,
“it (was) the State who creates society through
politics from the symbolic principle of a nation”
and “politics and the State (were) the ones that
generate, constitute, structure what could be
nowadays called civil society. This civil society,
whatever its contents or organizational levels, fails
to exist autonomously from the State, save a few

These two sources —one external, the other with
local roots— which admit some exceptions, helped
to shape the association fabric of civil society in
the region, with some additional relevant features.
On the one hand, the globalization of human
rights and international law gave impetus, especially from the 1980s onwards, to relations with
-13-

Regionalization in New Scenarios: Democratic Deficit and Civil Society Participation in South American Regionalism

exceptions”.59 Therefore, resorting to the State in
Latin America and the Caribbean is inherent in
any expression of citizen organization and politics
is the unavoidable arena where it unfolds, since
it is the State that shapes the social and political
matrix of society. This unique genesis imposes a
strong state-centric mark to the emergence and
development of civil society in the region and, also,
as stated by Hengsterberg, Kohut and Maihold,
implies a relational concept in that “its strength,
shape, fields of action, all of it is linked to State
action. Whoever discusses civil society must also
discuss the State”. 60 In this regard, the State is,
by act or omission, a permanent reference for the
development of civil society in the region,61 even
in the case of the development of anti-systemic
social movements.

cases, however, the State remains the fundamental
reference for their development.
Second, regarding context, civil society organizations are heavily shaped by the values of national
political cultures.65 Thus, they have to be differentiated according to the diverse sub-regional and
national contexts as they often reproduce features
of the political cultures and values of each society
(including patrimonialism, political clientelism,
corporatism, personalism, and ultimately, because
of their grass-root origins, localism, as outstanding
features) that, in turn, create different modalities
of relationship with the State.
Thirdly, in the context of the re-democratization
processes and the struggle against authoritarian
regimens and their sequels, civil society organizations (CSO) have gained special impetus
since the 1980s associated, first of all, with the
emergence and development of human right
organizations and movements. Lately, within the
context of democracy consolidation and the attempts to reform democratic systems, and the
loopholes in social policies created by the effects
of the reforms promoted under the Washington
Consensus guidelines, they have evolved into
different modalities of citizen mobilization and
action concerning demands related to public
policies and goods. The deep social and economic
inequalities inherent in the region, such as poverty
and social exclusion, have all contribute to civil
society organizations paying special attention to
social policies aimed at fighting poverty, and developing their own social programs, both at the
community and national levels. Furthermore,
these factors have led to the development of antisystemic and anti-governmental social movements
advocating for radical social change. Eventually, in
the context of hyper-mobilization processes vis a
vis the de-legitimization and the problems faced
by traditional political actors in responding to
citizens’ demands, they generated “anti-politics”
processes that questioned not only the legitimacy
of the State but also that of existing democratic
political parties. However, as a more recent phenomenon and in contexts of growing democratic
institutionalization, some of them have evolved
into citizen movements and non-governmental
organizations that emerged as a reaction to social
violence and citizen security issues. Many of them
resort, however, to the use of social mobilization as
a privileged methodology of political pressure. In
addition, in the new democratic environment they

In Latin America and the Caribbean this specific
and well-defined matrix of the particular development of citizenship and civil society organizations have distinctive features which we have
thoroughly analyzed in previous studies on this
issue in the region.62 We will mention only five
of them briefly.
First, from a genealogic viewpoint, its background
and recent origin can be traced back to community
and grass-root organizations from the 1960s, with a
strong sense of mission and moral superiority, which
were often tainted with strong ideological and anti-systemic elements, mainly in the framework of
their development during authoritarian regimes.63.
In this regard, they were initially anti-governmental
in nature, in predominantly statist societies, and
they have frequently developed into social protest
movements, especially on the basis of their own
experiences in the context of military regimes.
As a result, their current development is often
conditioned by these origins and closely related to
the political dynamics of each country.64 However,
as a consequence of the impact of the neoliberal
narrative of the 1990s, some of them underwent
an eventual re-shaping into philanthropic organizations and networks, associated with the socalled “third sector”, increasingly linked to State
management and public policies. This re-shaping
process, more often than not, created ambiguities
between the original anti-governmental nature of
some of these organizations and the identification and supplementary role played by others
in governmental policies. This ambiguity is currently fed and reinforced by the clientelistic and
populists approaches of some governments. In all
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are increasingly including among their demands
a wide array of rights that encompass civil, social,
economic and cultural rights.66

with more radical protests in their demands for
change. There are often major differences between
both types of organization concerning conceptual,
theoretical and ideological standards. These differences stem from different approaches and understandings, which include the vision of a “third
sector” as a supplement and supervisor of the
State and the market (neoliberal version) and the
concept of a “counter-hegemonic block” (Gramscian version) or contest spaces (post-modern and
activist version) fighting the State, by a citizenship that is under construction.67 However, this
classification results from a simplified vision of a
complex and heterogeneous network of organizations and movements whose boundaries are not
easily distinguishable.68 In addition, in the context
of Latin American countries, they do not always
correspond to the deep social inequalities and
differential accesses to the exercise of citizenship,
information and resources.69 Furthermore, their
links with donors, transnational social movements,
and Northern NGOs, frequently influences, with
nuances, their agendas and strategies.70

Fourth, as a result of their primarily national features and grass-root origin, they tend to have difficulties in their early stages to organize themselves
in national, regional or transnational networks,
especially in the case of solidarity or political
reform organizations, and to develop alliances
and coordination modalities among the different
organizations with diverse sectional interests.
With growth being conditioned by globalization, by the emergence of new issues, and by the
acknowledgement of global public goods, and, in
particular, by the globalization of international law
and human rights, the most obvious exception are
movements concerning human rights, women,
afro-descendants, indigenous peoples, the environment, and trade unions that are members of
international federations. Within this framework,
with the exceptions just mentioned, CSOs in
Latin America and the Caribbean encountered
serious difficulties in mobilizing for regional issues that in general were beyond the realm of
their interests and most urgent demands. Issues
such as peace, regional security, conflict prevention, multilateral agendas, the democratic deficit
of regional and sub-regional bodies, and regional
democratic governance had been frequently left
out from their agendas and priorities. However,
organizing the World Social Forums and the
Americas Social Forum, and conveying movements against the Free Trade Agreement of the
Americas (FTAA) and free trade treaties with the
US in general, as well as joining world movements
against neoliberal globalization, has considerably
modified this trend in the past two decades, giving rise to regional and transnational networks
and movements in the region. Furthermore, the
experience gained in organizing and developing
Social Forums and transnational movements has
modeled the development of Social Summits that
were held in parallel to intergovernmental Summits as privileged instruments of mobilization and
dialogue with governments.

However, these distinctive trends of the evolution
of civil society in Latin America also establish
different strategies of relationship with governments. While some organizations favor dialogue,
communication and lobbying; others resort to
mobilization and confrontation as instruments to
promote change.71 Nevertheless, these strategies
are not necessarily mutually exclusive and eventually can be combined, as an “NGOzation” of social
movements and a tendency in some NGOs to use
social mobilization as a strategy can be frequently
observed; sometimes associated with a high impact of those strategies on the media. However,
the agendas of both groups are not always coincidental, since some propose different degrees of
reform while others take more radical approaches
towards social change. Nevertheless, taking into
account the characteristics of Latin American
states and the significant development of political
clientelism, both kinds of civil society organizations can be co-opted by the State through several
mechanisms. Also, both approaches have the potential to persist on sticking to anti-governmental
visions and positions inherited from earlier stages.

Fifth, CSOs are basically formed at the national
level by NGOs and citizens’ organizations with
sectional and specific agendas that are more
professionalized, urban, and rooted in the middleclass; and by social movements (unemployed
people, peasants without land, and sometimes
trade union groups) that are generally associated

Furthermore, as institutional development and
democratic maturity grow, the State is able to
foster more evident and structured policies for
strengthening citizen involvement through observation/monitoring mechanisms, consultation
-15-

Regionalization in New Scenarios: Democratic Deficit and Civil Society Participation in South American Regionalism

or participation in decision-making processes,
with higher, lower or no financial and institutional
support and with less or more increasing CSO
autonomy.

citizens; a new way for political parties and civil
society organizations and social movements to
relate among them (especially if the aim is to
avoid the rising of “anti-politics” that contest the
legitimacy of political parties); and a governance
focused not only on reaching higher levels of state
management performance and efficiency, but
also a growing citizen involvement in political
decisions, particularly in the realm of public policies. However, as observed by Dagnino,75 greater
involvement in management based on the human
resources (which are highly professionalized in
general) and technical resources of civil society
(increasingly trained and informed) should not be
confused with the necessary politicization of civil
society organizations and networks in the process
of searching to increase both their involvement
and their empowerment in the reformulation of
power relations in society.

Within this framework, the greater challenges
for CSOs and social movements in the region
are related on an internal level, to applying to
their own structure the values that they preach
—transparency, democratic decisions, accountability, observance of the rules of the game and the
mandates of their grass roots, representation and
legitimacy— which justify, from an ethical viewpoint, their mandates and aspirations but which
do not necessarily legitimate their representativity within democratic systems, so much so that
such representativity is often contested both by
governments and by traditional political parties.72
Finally, a common misunderstanding particularly
by some CSOs, is that they claim that they are
mere social actors without assuming that they
are non-party political actors in more dynamic
and complex realms, subject to national sociopolitical contexts. In a democracy, they cannot
replace traditional political actors such as political
parties, parliaments, trade unions, but they can
complement and monitor their actions irrespective of the reluctance of political elites to accept
the implementation of mechanisms that enable
the involvement and empowerment of citizens
and to create broader institutions for civil society
participation than voting at regular elections, as
stated by Hengstenberg, Kohut and Maihold.73
In the same way as the transition period towards
democracy was the time for political parties, the
consolidation process of democracy is conceived
as the time for civil society, within the transition
from political democratization to social democratization, emphasizing social cohesion and citizenship expansion.74 However, in many countries of
the region, this transition is still pending, despite
the fact that many of the new governments in the
region are linked to left-wing parties and movements.

Within this context, a complex relationship arises
within civil society between social movements
with different roots and origins and citizens’ organizations with sectional interests. This complex
relationship contributes to the heterogeneity and
fragmentation of organized citizenship. It is also
linked, generally in a competitive and sometimes
conflicting manner, to traditional political actors related to the State even where the State
has shown, as in the past few decades, growingly
democratic traits. In this regard, the autonomy
of social movements and NGOs from the State
within the context of progressive governments,
remains a matter of debate that show the continuity of the anti-governmental and anti-systemic
nature of many of these civil society networks and
organizations, particularly when dealing with the
construction of power,76 and the reluctance of
governments, of any ideology, to legitimate their
actions.77
Finally, in Latin America the conformation of civil
society by the State has given rise to a number of
exclusions, many of which are ethnical and social,
but also gender —and age-related, which affect
broad sectors of the population, both in rural and
urban areas. Some of the traditionally excluded
sectors, especially in the case of indigenous movements, may vindicate, based on their own political
traditions, positions that challenge not only the
existing democratic system, but also the State as
such which is perceived as an imposition from the
colonization and conquest of the region. In some
cases, these sectors also tend to reject a concept

In this regard, the rise of civil society in Latin
America currently occurs within a triangle formed
by the new role of the State to be developed in
the region, the adequate functioning of political
parties, and the development of a new political
culture among citizens. State reform inevitably
implies at this new stage, a redefining of the
bonds between state institutions and organized
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of civil society alien to their own community traditions, a situation that often compromises and
further divides the realm of civil society in the
region.78 This situation is often combined with
the absence or inability of the State to have an
effective presence and to impose the rule of law
in both rural and urban areas. The emergence of
“divided cities”, with territories that are under the
control of criminal networks evidence a situation
which mainly affect the everyday life of “informal
citizens” in a context of marked inequalities and
social exclusions inherent in the region.79

and strengthening of state institutions, higher human development indexes, and a greater development and influence of civil society organizations.
Unlike what happens in other regions, this general
trend corresponds to the previous argument that
civil society in the region is actually developing
from a state matrix and from the impulse given
by democratization, but that this development
occurs mainly in the framework of a citizenship
construction process82 aimed at exercising and
broadening citizens’ rights in democracy. This citizenship construction process carries the burden of
each country’s political dynamics, is closely related
to such dynamics, and reflects the weaknesses and
the strengths of each State, as well as the virtues
and perversions of the political system and culture
of each country. However, taking into account the
characteristics already mentioned that are shaped
by the State in the region and the society dissatisfaction with politics, this construction process
currently results in low-intensity citizenships83
partially associated with the retreat and fragmentation of CSOs in most countries of the region.84

As can be observed from this schematic scenario,
the main references for civil society in Latin
America and the Caribbean can be historically
traced back to the State and politics, and are
linked to a unique paradox —civil society arose
from the State matrix and after the experiences
of authoritarianism and State terrorism in the
1970s, is often associated with anti-governmental
backgrounds. Nevertheless, despite the gradual development and strengthening of organized citizens
in democratic times, civil society needs the State
to achieve a more vigorous and effective degree
of development.80 However, within the context
of such development, civil society organizations
often keep anti-governmental and anti-systemic
traits that hinder the relations between CSOs and
the State, even within the established parameters
set forth by the Rule of Law and the respective
democratic Constitutions.

This citizenship construction process involves
a wide and diverse array of social organizations,
networks and movements with specific sectional
interests and priorities but also with a severe lack
of coordination of their agendas and objectives.
An obvious consequence of this is that, despite
being generally perceived in a positive way by
public opinion, especially in the case of NGOs,
their influence on public policies is very limited;
interface with state agencies is generally restricted
(even if this interface increases in times of political or social crisis to later lose strength), and their
connection with the private sector is virtually
non-existent. 85

In addition, as already mentioned, relationships
between the State and civil society vary in each
country, despite sharing some common features
and traits. In some cases, the State seems to be
very active in involving civil society organizations
in the management of several public policy issues,
especially in local and municipal areas, although
it tends not to create spaces for their involvement
in decision-making processes. However, in view of
the key role played by the State in the formation
of Latin American societies, most initiatives concerning civil society participation and involvement
in defining and implementing social policies are
promoted “from above”, often combining cooptation mechanisms with political clientelism. In
other cases, growth of the associative fabric of civil
society is limited by restrictive laws through regulations and rules that imperil its development.81

Furthermore, despite the fact that most demands
and agendas of citizens’ organizations are sectorbased (which hinder the coordination of common
agendas and platforms at the national level) it is
clear that the priorities set by these organizations
often estrange them from regional issues and tend
to reproduce, at the hemispheric level, the same
problems that are present at the national level,
worsened by the competition for resources and
donors. As a result, in regional terms, only few
organizations and networks manage to actively
participate in regional processes and agendas, with
the remarkable exception of contestation movements (anti-FTAA, anti-globalization, anti-US)
which succeed in coordinating common platforms

However, as a general conclusion, an evident correlation is found between the greater development
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with the ability to influence governments.86 However, as we will analyze further, the transition of
these movements from contestation and “anti”
positions to dialogue and proactive “alter” positions was not easy.

networks and organizations in the debates and
discussions on international politics, global governance and the resolution of global problems.
Within this framework, new terms such as “global
civil society”, “transnational civil society” and
“transnational social movements”89 were introduced to explain the transnational development
of these actors. Despite the ambiguity of the
concept of “civil society”, conceived as a space
containing different - and potentially contradictory - interests and agendas, this debate opened
the possibility of addressing more efficiently the
problem of the democratic deficit embedded in
inter-governmental organizations. Furthermore,
within a framework of a broad commitment to
democracy, human rights, and the protection of
the environment, positive impacts and outcomes
were achieved by global campaigns conducted
by different movements and NGOs with the aim
of transforming specific policies addressing on a
variety of global issues. This process paved the way
for fostering and defending a series of common
global values through civil society participation,
as an important part of what, at that time, was
called complex multilateralism in the international system.90

Nevertheless, it is undeniable that the emergence
of the World Social Forum and these contestation
movements has contributed to developing, on the
one hand, a clearer perception of regional priorities
concerning the defense of common public goods
and, on the other, a greater coordination capacity
amongst citizens’ organizations and social movements at regional and hemispheric levels. Yet,
these developments have not influenced, until
quite recently, the creation of regional movements
with an effective ability to influence integration
agendas, sufficiently trained and informed, with a
proactive capacity and an efficient involvement in
existing or potential institutional areas and spaces.

3. The transnational and regional dimensions: global civil society and regional
civil society

Despite the ethical and moral stands of civil society networks and organizations, this debate also
raises several criticisms regarding their lack of accountability and legitimacy and the fact that they
represented only themselves. As a matter of fact,
these criticisms have especially focused on the fact
that many NGOs, especially in the South, “are
self-selected, unaccountable, and poorly rooted
in society, thereby questioning their legitimacy
as participants in global debate”.91

Since the end of the Cold War the development
and expansion of civil society networks and organizations at the international level accelerated its
pace, and their interaction and cooperation with
inter-governmental organizations and especially
UN agencies increased. As Edwards points out the
rationale behind this interaction and cooperation
is related to the idea that “global civil society” can
foster democratic practices through the creation
of additional channels and mechanisms for citizen
participation, accountability, consultation and
debate, improving global governance and promoting long-standing international agreements.87
Although the international system is still mostly
state-centered, the burst of citizen networks and
organizations at the global level and the development of transnational activities have led, among
other factors, to the potential emergence of
multi-layered and multi-actor networked global
governance structures88.

However, more recently, there are two important
processes worth mentioning within this framework.
First, especially after the unilateralist policies
fostered by the United States since September
2001 and the limited participation of civil society
in the 2005 Millennium Summit,92 which affected
and jeopardized multilateralism under the UN
umbrella,93 civil society networks and organizations began to be less active in inter-governmental
spaces (especially at the UN) and the idea of global
governance based on complex multilateralism
including non-state actors started to lose momentum. As a matter of fact, several analysts point

Throughout the 90s, new concepts emerged
-such as “new diplomacy”, “citizen diplomacy”,
“soft power”, and “complex multilateralism”- to
explain the participation of non-state actors and
the growing leading role adopted by civil society
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out to the disappointment of transnational social
movements and international non-governmental
organizations (INGO) with regard to the influence
achieved in multilateral spaces, in parallel with
the emergence and development of new actors
of global civil society that are less interested in,
or completely skeptical about the possibility of
acting in those spaces, or about the usefulness of
developing coordinated actions or policies with
intergovernmental organizations.94

show enough transparency, representativeness and
accountability,100 while, on the other, their performance can be hindered when they are perceived
as a threat to state sovereignty. Many constraints
limiting civil society participation, whether explicitly or implicitly, are imposed by the states
themselves or more accurately by the governments
representing those states which, paradoxically
enough, in Latin America and the Caribbean seem
to be predominantly progressive.101

Second, despite the continuity of the World Social Forum and despite its limited impact on the
global agenda,95 over the last decade civil society
organization networks at the regional level have
not developed and strengthened in line with the
expectations fueled in previous years. This situation is probably due to their own shortcomings
and weaknesses and the contradictions and tensions arising from their inherent heterogeneity
as well as from the lack of suitable interlocutors
both among and with intergovernmental organizations. Also, another factor to take into account
is the reluctance of the latter, and especially of
some of its member countries, to open spaces for
civil society participation and engagement. As
identified by a 2003 study mapping civil society
networks in Latin America and the Caribbean, at
the beginning of the first decade of the 21st century
regional civil society networks took a significant
turn, after two decades of expansion. The study
further pointed out that these organizations could
face growing challenges and obstacles hindering
their development and their advocacy ability,96 a
forecast that has currently been fulfilled. A recent
document based on consultations with CSOs from
Latin America and the Caribbean reveals both the
tensions between governments and civil society
making the latter highly vulnerable in certain
countries,97 the challenge posed by monitoring
multilateral and international organizations, and
the need to develop international CSO networks
able to fulfill this function adequately and with
the necessary technical skills.98

In Latin America and the Caribbean, where
the principles of national sovereignty and nonintervention constitute a cornerstone of the
legal tradition of intergovernmental organizations, there is strong reluctance to accept and/or
institutionalize civil society participation. This
reluctance is evidenced not only by the debate
and the potential discussion of regional agendas
and policies but also by institutional interlocution
and coordination aimed at fostering and executing
those agendas and policies. Basically, both legal
tradition and state-centered doctrines, and the
reluctance to recognize CSOs as political actors
(added to CSOs’ own reluctance to assume that
role as non-party actors) have seriously restricted
CSOs’ participation in concrete and specific initiatives and strategies in coordination with IGOs’,
if not completely barred it. Despite government’s
rhetoric CSOs’ acquired knowledge in terms of
lessons learned and useful experiences is usually
ignored. Moreover, even within the UN framework
the multi-actor and multi-layered approach, which
requires coordination among different actors to
foster specific policies and strategies, often materializes through selective and ad hoc associations
that replace an effective and sustained participation of civil society at the institutional level.
Nonetheless, many of the difficulties and obstacles
hindering effective coordination between intergovernmental organizations and CSOs, both at the
global and at the regional level, are also a result of
CSOs’ shortcomings and weaknesses.

The impact of advocacy processes is measured
based on two critical variables: government needs
and NGOs’ capacity.99 CSOs’ effective capacity
of advocacy depends largely on the openness of
intergovernmental organizations granted by the
decisions and the consensus achieved by their
member states. In this regard, on the one hand,
there are significant constraints on their influence
and effectiveness, particularly when they do not

However, at the regional level, certain promising
signs have emerged in this direction, slowed down
nonetheless by a series of conceptual, institutional
and political obstacles.
The most promising signs are evident in the increasing capacity of regional civil society networks
to formulate and implement proactive agendas
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to foster regional integration. These networks
include initiatives such as the Hemispheric Social
Alliance, which emerged originally harbored by
the resistance against the NAFTA; 102 the Mesa
de Articulación de Asociaciones Nacionales y Redes
de ONGs de América Latina y el Caribe,103 mostly
focused on generating liaison with governments on
regional topics in the framework of forums, summits and dialogues with Presidents and Ministers;
the Citizen Diplomacy Forum,104 aimed at lobbying and influencing the agenda of the OAS and a
set of regional and sub-regional organizations, or
the Bolivarian Congress of Peoples,105 developed
around an agenda opposing neo-liberalism, the
FTAA, and US hegemonic power and clearly
identified with ALBA (as a member of its Council of Social Movements), and an assemblage of
civil society initiatives and networks at the subregional level such as the CC-SICA,106 in the case
of Central America, and SOMOS MERCOSUR107
in MERCOSUR.

be missing a process of negotiations of a regional
social contract encompassing both citizens’ and
government interests.110
The second difficulty lies with the overall absence
or the very incipient emergence of institutionalized spaces for interfacing with governments
within regional organizations and integration
forums. Beyond specific junctures such as regional
Summits and diverse regional Forums (including
the Summit of the Americas, the South American
Community of Nations Summits, the Ibero-American Forum or the European Union-Latin America
Forums), usually characterized by high media
coverage and little further follow-up, there are no
institutionalized spaces for interaction between
CSOs and inter-governmental organizations.
Within this framework, we will now address the
most recent advances.

Moreover, obstacles to their growth and influence
are linked to two sets of problems.

4 The missing actor: the development of
civil society participation mechanisms in
regional integration processes and the
dilemmas of integration “from above”.

First, the same difficulty identified in the Statecivil society relations, in the framework of citizenship building in a democratic system is amplified
and magnified in regional integration processes,
characterized by certain distinctive features of
its own. In essence, if the conflictive State-civil
society relation at the national level creates difficulties per se when it comes to institutionalizing
political spaces for effective empowerment of civil
society,108 the problem is deepened and worsened
when it comes to a complex interlocution with
a developing regional civil society represented
by an array of networks and alliances, seriously
fragmented and atomized by the diversity of its
actors and by the different sectional interests they
represent. Beyond the general aim of promoting
and defending regional common goods, these
networks and alliances show serious difficulties
when trying to articulate a common voice and
position. Particularly when they have to deal
with a diversity of governments and domestic
technocrats, at times showing conflicting State
and government interests amongst them. Nonetheless, those are the interlocutors, which within
a political framework, are supposed to interact
and promote citizen empowerment initiatives
and agendas beyond their predominantly trade or
techno-political objectives.109 In fact, rather than
agreements of a technical nature, there seems to

After a brief review of the focus of tension and
the differences both between the dynamics and
the actors of UNASUR/MERCOSUR and ALBA,
it becomes evident that, notwithstanding the fact
that ALBA can be perceived as “the core of LatinAmerican integration” and that “both processes
operate in a parallel but coordinated manner”111
according to some high ranking Venezuelan officials, there are significant conceptual, ideological, leadership and external relation differences
between both schemes. Those differences make
it difficult to forecast and asses the political
compatibility of both integration schemes. Nevertheless, it is also evident that the emergence
of ALBA and Chavez’s regional policies, with its
strong emphasis on social issues, as pointed out
in previous articles,112 have introduced in the
regional agenda a social and political dimension
that had often been left aside in the past. Thus,
the analysis of the latest documents produced by
regional and sub-regional integration initiatives
and meetings, including UNASUR, show that
the social agenda is increasingly gaining momentum and relevance within the regional agenda.
Accordingly, the regional objectives traditionally
restricted to economic growth are being balanced
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with those focused on equity, social inclusion and
justice, and the appeal to the access of citizens of
the region to the potential benefits of integration
and development. Moreover, it is also evident
that this process cannot be dissociated from the
predominantly progressive nature of many new
governments in the area.

social contestation and mobilization organized by
trade unions, social movements and non-governmental organizations, have become, over the last
decade, an important regional political reference,
eventually coordinated with stands by progressive
governments in an attempt to socially legitimize
their positions.117

However, the increasing relevance of the social
agenda in regional integration processes, as shown,
for example, in the statements made in Porlamar
during the 2007 Energy Summit regarding the
“universal access to energy as a civil right”,113 does
not necessarily mean that all citizens are actually exercising their rights to influence decisions
within integration processes. In this regard, it is
also important to review the extent to which both
schemes —UNASUR and ALBA , create effective
channels for citizens’ participation and empowerment in the regional process.

However, social mobilization does not always
result in the adoption of more effective and
democratic institutionalized mechanisms to allow
citizen participation in decision making processes
at the regional level or to promote the establishment of a more fluent dialogue with governmental
authorities. Eventually, its impact tends to fade
once the political juncture, the actual crisis or its
political climax dilutes.
Many citizen organizations and social networks
lack the technical knowledge and adequate preparation to deal with integration and international
issues, and quite often, parochial views end up
leading to radical positions without an adequate
factual and analytical basis.118 This situation is
aggravated by the lack of information on decisionmaking processes and integration organizations
mechanisms, which is frequently associated with
the institutional weaknesses of these organizations. As a consequence, civil society networks and
organizations tend to adopt anti-systemic positions, leading them to elaborate proposals within
the framework of the prevailing state-centered
approaches and views.

As we argued before, in a way, all integration
initiatives implemented in Latin America and
the Caribbean, from the most radically commercialist and neoliberal to the most statist and
anti-hegemonic ones, refer to or have created some
kind of mechanisms of consultation or dialogue
with civil society, regardless of the fact that this
concept has been interpreted in different ways
in each case, generating specific modalities of
interlocution and interface with selected government representatives. Such mechanisms, albeit
few, have proven to be effective in terms of their
influence on agendas and decisions, especially
when associated with social protests and demonstrations, as evidenced, despite the current debate
on the matter,114 by the regional mobilization led
by the Hemispheric Social Alliance (ASC) against
the FTAA. More often than not, the pressure exerted by these protests and demonstrations has
allowed civil society networks and organizations
to foster several recommendations within the
framework of forums and dialogue mechanisms
with government representatives, especially during
the Summits of the Americas115 and the General
Assemblies and special meetings of the OAS.
Particularly in these cases, civil society networks
and organizations were able to influence, though
usually in a limited manner, the negotiation of
free trade agreements or cooperation and political
coordination programs at the regional and subregional levels. As we have already argued in prior
studies,116 it is important to point out that, especially regarding the implementation of the FTAA,

Social organizations and movements are characterized by their heterogeneity, and associated with
the process of building citizenship in the region.
Trade unions, rural and indigenous movements,
ecologists, women and ethnic movements, and
non-governmental networks and organizations
with different partisan and thematic interests converge within the civil society realm. In this context,
the advocacy capability of civil society at large, despite the existence of relatively developed consultation, participation or monitoring mechanisms,
has been, up until recent times, severely limited at
the regional level, with the possible exception of
the strength and influence attained by the coalition against the FTAA. However, the prominence
the HSA coalition reached at the beginning of the
first decade of the current century, while holding
plebiscites and civil society consultations and
developing a high level of dialogue with several
governments, contrasts with the current shift of
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its agenda towards climate justice issues and challenging mega-projects such as IIRSA, and with the
emergences of new social actors engaged in strong
activism, but with differentiated agendas, such
as indigenous or environmentalist movements.
Environmental movements’ campaigns are especially oriented against neo-extractivist practices
promoted by some governments, including several
left-wing ones.119

ment representatives, and 12 representatives of
civil society. During this meeting, social movement claims and recommendations regarding a
fairer and democratic integration were presented
and discussed.122
An important evidence of the effective advocacy
of CSO is that the initiative to rename the CSN
as UNASUR was suggested by the civil society
representatives at the Cochabamba Social Summit, and was later reintroduced by President Hugo
Chávez during the Porlamar Energy Summit.
Nevertheless, regardless of the new name for the
South American organization, the Cochabamba
Social Summit showed that CSOs were soundly
prepared and more than able of presenting proposals and recommendations to the governments.
During the fruitful dialogues and exchanges
between CSOs and governments, these recommendations and proposals reached the heads of
state and officials123 attending the governmental
Summit, to the extent that some analysts124 do
not hesitate to point out that the organization,
program, results, and activities of the Social Summit turned out to be more effective and assertive
than those of the intergovernmental Summit.

This limited development also faces an important lack of institutionalized participation spaces
within the different regional integration schemes,
which frequently reflects in social organizations
and movements being co-opted or manipulated
(by means of clientelistic mechanisms) by governments or inter-governmental bodies. In this regard,
it is sometimes difficult to identify which elements
of the final declarations and documents agreed
upon at the Summits and the technical meetings
of regional inter-governmental organizations have
been included as the result of actions fostered by
civil society and which ones where appropriated
and assumed by governments. This is particularly
evident in those spheres in which governments
and more specifically, Presidents personal clout
have a predominant influence.120

In any event, since the Brasilia Summit, Social
Summits were included as part of the CSN’s
structure as a previous step to institutionalized
dialogue and exchange mechanisms between
civil society and governments. Nevertheless,
this mechanism was limited to the sphere of the
Summits and does not necessarily allow for the
development of institutionalized and sustained
exchange and advocacy channels at the regional
level or the establishment of mechanisms to
monitor and follow up the agreements that were
reached. Instead of permanent mechanisms for
civil society participation linked to the regional
organizations, this mechanism rather aimed at
holding such exchanges and dialogues in forums
in between the Summits, at the national level, according to the level of receptivity and acceptance
of each government.

However, a significant difference between the
ALBA and the various components of UNASUR’s
structure is the level of development of institutionalized mechanisms of citizen participation in
decisions regarding regional integration.
With regards to the UNASUR, the civil society
participation and advocacy mechanism originally
created at the South American Community of
Nations (CSN) was initially structured by convening parallel Social Summits. Both at the Second
CSN Summit in Brasilia and especially during the
Third CSN Summit in Cochabamba in December
2006, Social Summits were held before the Intergovernmental Summit. During those Summits,
several mechanisms and spaces where created for
dialogue and interaction with governments and
especially with some presidents and foreign affairs ministers in order to present and debate the
conclusions, recommendations and proposals of
civil society forums, workshops and work groups
held during the parallel Social Summits.121 In addition to these dialogue and exchange roundtables
with government representatives, during the 2006
Cochabamba Summit, a special meeting was held
between deputy foreign affairs ministers, govern-

However, the creation of UNASUR in 2008 seems
to have put even an end to Social Summits. After the marathon intergovernmental Summit in
Costa do Sauípe held in December 2008; currently
the different intergovernmental Summits and
technical meetings do not include preliminary
Social Summits and interaction spaces between
civil society and governments. Despite the fact
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that UNASUR Constitutive Treaty repeatedly
refers to the participation of civil society, as an
essential element for sustaining and strengthening democracy, it does not create institutionalized
spaces and mechanisms for such participation
as part of UNASUR’s structure, neither during
presidential summits nor within the framework
of the different Councils created by the Treaty,
including the South American Defense Council.125

in July, 2006, that the forum SOMOS MERCOSUR was created, as the result of a series of prior
meetings with a group of social actors engaged in
these groups and commissions, as well as in other
organizations. SOMOS MERCOSUR is a public
initiative launched during Uruguay’s pro tempore
Chair of MERCOSUR in 2005, with the support of
FESUR. SOMOS MERCOSUR aims at engaging
citizens in the regional integration process, creating new spaces for civil society and governments
to be able to debate, raise claims and take part in
decision-making processes.129

Apparently, since the Social Forum for the Americas held in Caracas in January 2006 to the most
recent Social Forum held in Asunción in 2010
the proposals made by civil society networks and
organizations and by social movements, especially
with regards to regional integration, have been
displaced to the Americas Social Forums, held in
different locations and separately from intergovernmental meetings and Summits.

Nevertheless, such participation is coordinated by
the focal points of the Ministries of Foreign Affairs
of each MERCOSUR member country,130 which
means that “this channel for civil society participation is still organized by the governments of the
five countries”.131 However, this initiative allowed
the first MERCOSUR Social Summit, promoted
by Brazil, held in Brasilia, on December 13th and
14th of 2006, during Uruguay’s pro tempore Chair
of MERCOSUR, with the aim of increasing civil
society participation and promoting a political,
productive, and cultural MERCOSUR132 within
the framework of the XXXI Summit of MERCOSUR Heads of State. A participative methodology
similar to the one adopted in the CSN Social
Summits was applied and various actors, through
different working groups, were able to elaborate a
series of recommendations in a report submitted
to the intergovernmental Summit.

Given the predominance of democratic regimes
in the area, within the UNASUR, probably the
most advanced mechanisms of consultation –
but not of participation and empowerment - of
civil society126 have developed within the scope
of the MERCOSUR, both in terms of the presence and possible advocacy of civil society and
citizen networks and organizations, and the creation and development of regional parliamentary
mechanisms. In this regard, in addition to the
mechanisms we have mentioned before, such
as the Economic and Social Forum, we can find
the MERCOSUR Social-Labor Commission, the
Work Subgroup No. 10 on Labor, Employment
and Social Security Affairs, the Specialized Meeting of Women (REM), the Specialized Meeting
on Family Farming of the Common Market of
the South (REAF) and the Specialized Meeting
of MERCOSUR Cooperatives (RECM) within
the Common Market Group; and the High Level
Group for MERCOSUR Employment Growth
Strategy (GANEMPLE) and the Meeting of HighLevel Authorities in Human Rights of MERCOSUR and Associated States (RAADDHH) within
the Common Market Council.127 Together with
these mechanisms, the inclusion of a social agenda
in the MERCOSUR by member states’ progressive governments, created the conditions, within
the 2004-2006 Employment Program promoted
by Brazil, for the Common Market Council to
choose to “foster an increase in the participation
of civil society in the integration process”.128 It
was within this context, during the XXX Summit
of MERCOSUR Heads of State, held in Córdoba

Together with SOMOS MERCOSUR and the
formal implementation of the Social Summit as
an essential component of communication and
interface between governments and civil society
regarding regional agenda topics, MERCOSUR
encompasses the MERCOSUR Consultative
Forum of Municipalities and the MERCOSUR
Parliament, 133 established in Montevideo in May
2007, with 81 representatives appointed by the
governments of the member states. During its
first session, the Parliament declared Social Summits and Productive and Social MERCOSUR
meetings134 to be of “regional interest”, reflecting
the growing concern of political actors to achieve
a consistent and fluent relationship with social
actors.
In spite of its limitations, this complex structure
for civil society participation in MERCOSUR is
not matched by other regional organizations.135
However, as mentioned above, in previous years
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there was a noticeable trend towards allowing
Social Summits to periodically become the forum
of choice for interlocution and dialogue with
governments and, together with regional Parliaments, an important component of the structure
of regional organizations. Nevertheless, the effect
these mechanisms may have in terms of advocacy
and participation in and monitoring of regional
agenda decisions and the development of the
resulting public policies is still to be assessed,
particularly regarding regional Parliaments, whose
decisions are generally not binding unless a supranational judicial structure is developed, such as in
the case of the Andean Community of Nations
(CAN), which, in fact, is not very effective.136
The monitoring and follow-up by civil society
networks and organizations of the decisions and
agreements reached at these Summits remains an
unresolved issue, and the sustainability and continuity of these efforts is strongly conditioned upon
availability of resources, thus favoring some trade
union organizations and cooperatives, but not the
totality of civil society networks and organizations,
many of which depend on external funding from
cooperation agencies or INGOs.

integration process, “social movements must
remain independent from any government, even
those which are the result of such movements’
efforts”.141
Finally, it is noteworthy, as we have already
stressed before, that the MERCOSUR structures
have not yet found a match in terms of citizen participation within UNASUR’s emerging structure.
Since the establishment of the latter, its evolution
shows that this is mainly an intergovernmental
body, with a clearly political focus, in which
greater importance is given to the decisions and
performance of the governments of the member
states, despite the many references made in its
documents and statements about the need to
promote a social agenda and a renewal of development strategies, together with an increasing
citizen participation.142 In fact, in UNASUR there
are still no established mechanisms for citizen participation, while the Social Summits had become
a marginal and non-influential space, eventually
dissociated from the inter-governmental Summits
and meetings.
When compared to the experiences mentioned
in terms of civil society participation in South
America, during its fifth Summit in Venezuela,
ALBA conducted the first ALBA Encounter with
Social Movements and incorporated a Social
Movements Council into its formal structure. A
second meeting of the Council was held before the
sixth Summit in January 2008,143 as well as the first
ALBA-TCP Social Movements Council Summit,
held in Cochabamba, on October 15-17, 2009,
where no role was assigned to parliamentary bodies at the national level or within the framework
of a regional structure.144 Actually, despite the fact
that the organization openly accepts proposals
from social movements, the most important decisions are still made by governments and especially
by their respective heads of state, while the Social
Movements Council is subordinated to them.

Nevertheless, MERCOSUR’s civil society participation structures and the CSN in general have
been widely criticized from more radical points
of views. Some claim that they answer to specific
national interests; pointing out, for example,
that despite the fact that the implementation of
FTAA has been prevented, it was not merely due
to the actions of social movements, but because
“ultimately, it is also a consequence of the fact
that Brazil and Argentina could not obtain enough
concessions for the exports of their agricultural industries”.137 From a more extreme position, some
claim that the CSN’s neoliberal origins should be
rejected, and more importantly, that the CAN/
MERCOSUR convergence and the Initiative
for the Integration of Regional Infrastructure in
South America (IIRSA) should be contested, as
they favor the interests of transnational capital
and the deepening of social divisions.138 These
same critics dispute both MERCOSUR and
CAN civil society participation mechanisms, and
the Cochabamba Social Summit itself.139 From
their point of view, both MERCOSUR and CAN
are viewed as “dominant class’” programs, lacking social legitimacy, regardless of the fact that
some activists promote a “MERCOSUR with
social content”.140 Likewise, activists from other
social movements claim that, within the regional

As stated in a report “the ALBA-TCP Treaty was
negotiated without the participation of civil
society (...) Energy-related projects, such as the
South Gas Pipeline (Gasoducto del Sur) are carried on without public participation. Whenever
social movements are asked to submit proposals,
such as the creation of a regional network of recovered companies, it is because such proposals
present no potential conflict. Thus, ALBA still
pays very little attention to the proposals of civil
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society”.145 Especially regarding the South Gas
Pipeline, several environmental organizations
have reported damages to the Amazonian area and
demanded the suspension of the project to the
governments of Argentina, Brazil and Venezuela.
In fact, and despite the 2007 Social Summit, as we
have already pointed out, ALBA has assimilated
several important proposals submitted by social
movements and networks such as the Hemispheric
Social Alliance, but has not taken into account
criticisms made by some social movements or the
participation of its citizens in the implementation
of inter-governmental agreements. As pointed
out in the same report, “especially regarding
energy-related projects —which are essential for
the ALBA— there is a series of critical voices that
should not go unheard”.146

Basically, within this context, social proposals
connected to ALBA are usually launched or made
public by President Chávez through different governmental, intergovernmental or social meetings
and forums, eventually capitalizing on the proposals made by some social movements in the region.
Ultimately, and despite the fact that ALBA, as
a project under development, appears to be a
scheme receptive to proposals by regional social
movements, especially in connection with the
possibility to pursue “other integration”150 or an
alternative integration, based on principles other
than those of the commercialist and neoliberal
rationale followed by prior programs, in practice
it still remains, at least up to this date, an interstate cooperation initiative. And more precisely, an
inter-presidential one, that shows the persistence
of the same limitations and a democratic deficit
similar to those of other integration processes.

Additionally, the VI ALBA Summit, held in Caracas in January 2008, where Dominica became
the fifth member of the body, was preceded by a
social movements meeting, which included representatives from countries that are not members
of ALBA. However, there is no evidence that this
broadened Social Movements Council participated in the Summit’s decision-making process.147

Nevertheless, when comparing the social participation mechanisms existing within UNASUR/
MERCOSUR with those existing within ALBA,
some similar traits can be found. One of them
consists in the way in which these organizations
structure their links with civil society networks
and organizations through national chapters,
which are usually surpassed by the development
of broader regional or sub-regional networks. In
ALBA’s case, the civil society participation mechanism —the Council of Social Movements— has
a broader approach and includes extra-regional
social networks and movements. The differences
in the language used by both integration schemes
when referring to civil society are particularly revealing; while the UNASUR/MERCOSUR refers
to citizen participation, without differentiating
specific actors within civil society organizations
and networks, ALBA refers specifically to social
movements, as well as to their struggles and mobilizations. This is an important difference, as
the way in which social movements are viewed
and perceived within ALBA is strongly linked to
the different campaigns and social mobilizations
against the FTAA, globalization, neoliberalism,
and militarism, while the citizen participation
referred to in UNASUR documents, as well as
in the MERCOSUR experience, seem to aim to
the effective participation of a broad spectrum of
citizen networks and organizations, including the
different social movements, without any ideological qualification.

More recently, and according to Silva, the Social Movements Council has been structured
into national chapters, usually promoted by the
governments of the different member states, although it is also important to take into account
the participation of regional networks, such as the
Bolivarian Congress of Peoples and the Bolivarian
Continental Coordination.148 The first ALBA-TCP
Social Movements Council Summit, held in Cochabamba on October 15-17, 2009, was aimed at
“allowing the direct participation of social movements in the various cooperation and solidarity
mechanisms”, and was in line with ALBA-TCP
main goals and principles as an integration
process. Moreover, it stated that every national
coordination chapter within ALBA-TCP member
states will “establish its own dynamics to operate
and interact with governments” and will be linked
to the Social Movements Council. The activities
of each national chapter will be coordinated with
those of social movements within other countries,
which need not to be members of ALBA in order
to strengthen development, participation and assistance programs through social movements.149
However, this declaration failed to clearly state the
way in which ALBA decision-making mechanisms
should be coordinated.
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Paradoxically, and despite the limitations of its
institutional structure, the schemes that supported the CSN and especially the development of
MERCOSUR seem to include social participation
mechanisms that are clearly more institutionalized
and tends to better facilitate dialogue and interface between governments and civil society, which
does not mean that the democratic deficit evident
in the decision-making process, the monitoring of
integration processes, and the lack of empowerment of civil society is effectively overcome. However, in spite of all of its defects and limitations, up
to this date, these institutionalized mechanisms,
in connection with both civil society and existing
or emerging parliamentary bodies, seem to be better aligned with a democratic approach.151

In fact, the struggle over UNASUR’s future is
linked to MERCOSUR and ALBA’s contrasting
models. Both models include specific topics in
their regional agendas (from industrial production
and the insertion into the international market,
to energy-related, financial, infrastructure and
South-South cooperation issues) under different ideological conceptions. Citizens from Latin
American countries should have, as potential
beneficiaries of these integration processes developed in a democratic environment, some degree
of influence on the decisions taken regarding the
promotion and defense of regional public goods.
While the trade agreements based on the convergence of CAN and UNASUR remain as relevant
reference, and mega-projects such as IIRSA, are
developed to favor regional and extra-regional
trade, UNASUR/MERCOSUR’s characterization as a clearly post-liberal process raises several
questions, particularly regarding economic and
commercial dimensions. Similarly, the exclusion of the United States from UNASUR does
not necessarily indicate a movement towards a
post-hegemonic regionalism156. Brazil maintains
a balanced relationship with Washington in the
context of a greater regional autonomy, and the
eventual reaffirmation of the United States’ influence in Latin America is not excluded. Especially
in terms of US security agreements existing with
several countries in the area, which not only
include allies such as Colombia, but also Brazil.
Also, despite the fact that the FTAA project has
faded away, several UNASUR member states
maintain or seek to sign free trade agreements
with the United States.

5. Post-liberal regionalism, civil
society and “regionalitarian” approaches
In sum, beyond FTAA’s dilution,152 several Latin
American integration proposals compete in this
new stage of regionalism, each of them characterized by different components.
On the one hand, with a more complex and
decanted conceptual and operational structure,
which does not make it more efficient or institutionalized, CSN/UNASUR initiative develops,
based on the MERCOSUR/CAN convergence,
with the adscription of other countries, such as
Chile, Guyana and Surinam. On the other hand,
in the form of an incipient but innovative and
ambitious sketch, ALBA is launched on the basis
of more concrete ideological conceptions, a high
level of cooperation, and an openly anti-US standing. Paradoxically, some of ALBA members are also
full or associated CSN/UNASUR, MERCOSUR,
and CAN members. The hope that ALBA will
become the “hard core” of UNASUR does not
seem to prosper beyond the already established
ideological borders,153 but its innovative experiences affect the entire South American agenda,
especially with regards to social, energetic, and
financial aspects.154 Nevertheless, and until new
political changes take place in the area, other
members of UNASUR show no intention of joining ALBA and despite its institutional deficiencies
and limitations, MERCOSUR actually appears to
have became South America’s integration “hard
core”.155

Despite the fact that there is an obvious political
estrangement from the “Washington Consensus”
recipes, especially in order to promote a greater
role for the State and as the result of the importance given to the social agenda, the process of
reconfiguration of regional relationships within
the framework of UNASUR and the Community of Latin American and Caribbean Studies
(CEALC, according to its Spanish acronym)
does not permit to draw early conclusions on the
development of a post-hegemonic regionalism.
Nevertheless, within the framework of a greater
autonomy from the United States, it is possible to
argue that post-liberal regionalism is developing
as a general trend in the region, in terms of the
strong re-politization of relationships between
Latin American countries, the renewal of the
central role for the State and the return to a neo-26-
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developmentalist agenda, as the main traits of a
new stage of regional integration.

nizations at the regional level can be found during
the 80’s and the 90’s linked to the inter-American
system and the Summits of the Americas,158
since the Mar del Plata Social Summit in 2005,
held in parallel with the official Summit of the
Americas, the evolution of citizens´ organizations
interface and dialogue with governments regarding regional processes, repositioned momentarily
social movements. Social movements were able to
gain a significant relevance up until the CSN Cochabamba Summit, where important exchanges
between citizen organizations in general and
social movements in particular, and the governments attending the official Summit took place.
However, following this participation peak, after
which no sustainable participation and advocacy
channels and mechanisms were institutionalized,
the participation at and planning of parallel social
Summits decreased substantially, as well as civil
society capacity to interact with governments regarding different issues of the regional agenda.

Provided it develops a more structured institutional
scheme and a sustainability that is not dependent
upon international oil prices and the problems
that can arise in Venezuela’s domestic politics,
ALBA may qualify as an attempt to advance a
post-hegemonic regionalism modality, both as a
result of the exclusion of the United States and
of an aggressive contestation to US politics in the
region (which were just temporarily tempered by
Obama’s administration). Nevertheless, it also
shows post-liberal traits similar to UNASUR, while
adding cooperation and trade components based
on different principles and values.
However, despite the differences and competing
regional leaderships within ALBA and UNASUR’s
initiatives, it could be argued that Latin American
regionalism is undergoing a transitional stage
which, nevertheless, allows the identification of
several common trends and characteristics addressed above, in terms of the three “returns”
mentioned —that of the State, the re-politization
of regional relationships, and the neo-developmentalist approach.

During the marathon succession of Summits held
in Bahia, in December 2008, only the Summit of
the People of the South, held separately in San
Salvador de Bahía, showed the ability of social
movements and NGOs to attract attendance,
mainly restricted to MERCOSUR social actors,
as well as a certain degree of communication with
this integration structure159. This was the consequence of a follow-up process of increasing citizen
organizations participation within MERCOSUR,
originally initiated by trade unions and followed by
initiatives such as SOMOS MERCOSUR. Nevertheless, the meetings held by UNASUR, the Latin
American Integration Association (ALADI), the
Rio Group and the emerging CEALC in Costa do
Sauípe on the same dates did not allow a similar
communication and were in fact held behind
closed doors, without the participation or presence
of civil society organizations.160 Nevertheless, the
Summits of the People of the South, together with
MERCOSUR, continue to promote an autonomous space for debate and exchange activities and
for the articulation of proposals that currently find
no match within UNASUR, ALBA, or CEALC.

Paradoxically, within this framework social development policies have frequently been adopted by
States at the expense of the previous performance
of social networks and citizen organizations which
used to have a more central role in their implementation during the ‘80s and the ´90s. When
the State regains a central position amongst other
social actors,157 it reactivates the establishment
“from above” of social agendas, without the participation of civil society both at the national and
the regional level.
In fact, the tension existing between the participation of citizens organizations (both NGOs and
social movements) in integration processes, and
the unilateral decision-making by governments,
have grown as the result of the new political traits
of the different governments in office, while the
democratic deficit in emerging regional organizations deepens instead of losing its strength and
fading away as a consequence of the eventual
increase and the development of social participation mechanisms.

On the other hand, despite the fact that the
Social Movements Council has been integrated
to ALBA’s emerging structure, it did not become
an effective participation mechanism. The Social
Movements Council has no direct influence on
presidential decision-making processes, and tends
to act more to legitimize the initiatives adopted by

Despite the fact that the first manifestations of an
active participation of citizen networks and orga-27-
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governments and intergovernmental bodies, both
in the political and ideological spheres and in the
social and economic ones. Regardless of the fact
that, as we have already mentioned in connection
with the HSA, some of the proposals made by
social movements have been incorporated into
ALBA’s agenda, actually the relationship between
social organizations and ALBA’s decision-making
bodies, as showed in its organizational chart, are
vague, and restricted to the convening of meetings to be held before presidential or ministerial
Summits. Furthermore, the incorporation into the
Council not only of member countries’ social and
political movements and organizations supporting
their respective governments through national
chapters (where the original MERCOSUR participation scheme for the Economic and Social
Forum is replicated, although excluding private
sector associations), but also of ideologically similar networks and associations, both regional and
extra-regional, broadens the number of social and
political actors involved and the legitimacy these
organizations bring to the intergovernmental body,
but does not necessarily reflects the eventual influence that these social actors can have on decisionmaking and policy-formulating processes, which
are still controlled by the governments. In this
regard, it is paradoxical that, particularly in terms
of the social agenda —materialized, together
with other social initiatives, in the social missions
(Misiones Sociales)— it is still formulated and
implemented vertically and “from above”, and the
active participation of citizens is eventually only
allowed at community or local levels.

(…). Whether this new integration will finally
reflect governmental interests and junctures (even
in the case of progressive governments) or it will
be developed in accordance with the interests of
their peoples and allowing them to participate in
debates on such integration’s political meanings”
still remains to be seen.163
Such questions cast doubts on the statements
made over the last decade by social organizations
on the “possibility of a different integration”, outlined in the Social Forum of the Americas, held in
Caracas, in January, 2006,164 and on the effective
overcoming of the growing democratic deficit in
emerging regional institutions. Notwithstanding
the fact that during the last two decades some
left-wing parties and political groups have been in
office in several Latin American countries, revisiting a characterization made by Ignacio Ramonet
of the vertical and exclusive nature of globalization processes and world governance in terms of
being “globalitarian”, we must wonder whether
we are experiencing a “regionalitarian” process in
this new post-liberal regional stage. In this regard,
decisions on the regional agenda are taken by governments with very limited or without any citizen
participation, and the attendance of civil society
organizations to different regional forums merely
legitimizes this process instead of allowing their
actual participation and empowerment.
In a long term scenario, the effective participation
and consequent empowerment of civil society at
the regional level depends on a joint effort on the
strengthening, within a democratic framework, of
the institutional architecture both of the State
and of intergovernmental organizations, as well
as the development and advancement of civil
society organizations and networks, overcoming
their intrinsic weaknesses and imperfections.1
Within this framework, it is evident, as we have
already argued before, that to a greater democratic
process of institutionalization corresponds a more
vigorous development of citizen organizations,
a crucial factor when deciding whether or not
current integration projects and initiatives are to
survive if they seek to represent their societies’
legitimate claims and interests.

Finally, we must point out that both within UNASUR161 and ALBA,162 as stated in a document recently published by social organizations, “in spite
of the differences and variations existing amongst
the diverse integration initiatives under analysis;
we must acknowledge that all such initiatives allow
a restricted space for participation and advocacy
by social and political actors other than the States
themselves. Differences are mainly linked to the
degree of democratic institutionalization reached
through spaces in which governments can create and promote dialogue and consult with civil
society organizations and through the creation
of institutionalized mechanisms allowing their
participation. It seems that, until such spaces
and mechanisms are expanded and improved, the
historical democratic deficit in regional intergovernmental processes will challenge the possibility
of “other integration” as proposed by civil society

Currently, many initiatives such as the Citizens
Diplomacy Forum, the movement for the “Other
integration is possible”, the “Mesa de Articulación
de Organizaciones y Redes Sociales”, the Hemi-28-
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spheric Social Alliance, with increasingly weaker
influence on intergovernmental Summits and
Forums, are not able to foster an actual change of
citizen participation and empowerment levels in
regional integration processes and the overcoming
of the existing democratic deficit. This situation
affects both the drafting of their agendas and the
outlining and implementation of public policies at
the regional level, particularly when related to the
two new post-neoliberal and post-hegemonic bodies UNASUR and ALBA, not to mention CELAC
currently a work in process. The interface of citizen
organizations with these emerging organizations
is either scarce or nonexistent, and issues related
to regional or global public goods are dealt with
within different spheres and intergovernmental
meeting spaces, not necessarily linked to regional
integration or emerging forms of regionalism, as it
is the case of environmental issues or indigenous
claims. Furthermore, disappointment of citizen
organizations regarding the possibility of influencing these processes seems to match the growing
frustration of civil society with predominantly
political multilateral spaces such as the UN.

the combination of the increasing frustration and
demobilization of CSOs and networks and the
reluctance of some governments to allow them a
more active role in the new post-liberal regionalism process deepen the democratic deficit in the
regional inter-governmental realm. Moreover,
at the same time, it poses serious questions on
whether such deficit can be transcended at the domestic level, within the processes of consolidating
and deepening existing democratic systems and of
negotiating and developing new social contracts
within the region.
Governments’ lack of political will, both at the
regional and national level, to foster the growth
and development of autonomous spaces and
mechanisms for citizens’ participation finds match
in the weaknesses and demobilization of many
regional civil society organizations and networks.
As a result, intergovernmental organizations, especially the ones associated to this new phase of
post-liberal regionalism, rather than closing the
gap between their democratic performance and
the aspirations and demands of citizens all over
the region, tend to exacerbate and deepen the
existing democratic deficit.

The proliferation of Summits and integration initiatives and models, the abundance of discourses,
and the absence of efficient institutional constructions regarding regional integration contrasts
with the increasing fragmentation of the region.
This fragmentation reflects distinctive integration models and paradigms and an increasing
geopolitical polarization, as well as the failures
and limitations of citizen movements to influence
the regional agenda and to articulate and to foster
alternative or complementary proposals.
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