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6 F O U R A I D C H A I N S I N CENTRAL AMERICA 

Assessing Civil Society Building Performance 

The dynamics of civil society building with private foreign aid resources will now 

be analysed in more detail by examining several aid chains in Central America. The 

analysis of individual aid chains is an essential (but given their singular character 

certainly not ideal) method for drawing broader conclusions about the achieve

ments of private aid interventions aimed at speeding up democratic transitions. 

There are many risks involved, some of which were already mentioned in Chapter 

3. Two appear to be critical. One is the risk of downplaying the importance of 

unique local context variables; aid chains primarily dealing with civil society 

building therefore should be carefully analysed within the specific socio-political 

context of national democratic transitions. The other risk is the temptation to 

generalise findings of individual (and unique) aid chains towards overall agency 

impact. Too often, aid performance assessments have been based on anecdotical 

evidence which in the end appeared to be either poorly researched or even 

underpinned the opposite of what had actually been intended to be proven. A 

careful selection and analysis of case studies in which the unique nature of each 

intervention is preserved but which simultaneously offers opportunities for broader 

generalisations is therefore a key challenge. 

Four criteria were used to select a number of case studies for assessing the role of 

private aid agencies during democratic transitions in Central America: the character 

of intervention, the level of perceived success, geographical distribution and the 

length of intervention. By discussing these criteria it will become clear why they 

have been used. Five intervention strategies that contribute to civil society building 

were identified in previous chapters: strengthening organisational capacity, 

fostering alliances between societal actors, strengthening intermediary channels in 

civil society, providing access to transnational political space and contributing to 

building citizenship. It was argued that some intervention strategies might be 

applied simultaneously, often in combination with poverty alleviation strategies. 

The central criterion for selecting the Central American case studies was that the 

aid chains contain a primary component of any of these five civil society building 

strategies. As the stages of early and mid-transition were central to the analysis, it 

was obvious that the focus should be on those intervention sttategies that are most 

appropriate to these two stages. Consequently, organisations were selected when 

they emphasised either fostering alliances or strengthening intermediary channels, 

preferably with a component ol international advocacy. 

A second selection criterion was that organisations be perceived by donors (and 

also by local experts) as 'outstanding performers'. At first sight, this might seem a 
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controversial point as it would automatically bias the assessment towards 'success 

stories'. But as was explained in Chapter 3, by selecting relatively successful 

organisations outcome and impact can be expected to be more clear and easier to 

determine. An additional advantage is that well-performing organisations Lisually 

have clearer objectives which are not continuously changing over time. The 

problem is, however, how to define 'success'. Private aid agencies were therefore 

requested to list those Central American counterparts that in their perception, 

based on recent and qualified external evaluations, had been 'fairly successful' in 

meeting their immediate objectives. An advantage of this method was that the use 

of evaluation reports provided valuable reference material for the impact analysis, 

as they often contained key baseline data. 

Since the entire Central American region is the geographical focus of the 

research, choices had to be made about which countries to select for case study 

analysis. As was explained earlier, I decided to take more than one country in order 

to facilitate comparative analysis and increase the validity of the final conclusions. 

This was also logical from a (European) donor perspective, in which Central 

America is commonly categorised as a regional entity. However, choosing five or 

even seven countries (if Panama and Belize are included) would have been too 

ambitious. Three countries were therefore selected in which private aid interven

tions have been primarily concerned with civil society building and contributing 

to democratic transition: Honduras, El Salvador and Guatemala. It was also 

decided to include 'regional civil society networks' in the analysis, as these import

ant counterparts of private aid agencies have performed a key role in linking up 

national civil society coalitions at the Central American level. 

A final selection criterion was that the organisations had depended for the 

majority of their income on financial support from European private aid agencies 

for a substantial period of time, preferably starting in the 1980s and embracing at 

least two transition stages. The reason for choosing this long time frame was in 

order to get a better understanding of the relation between aid interventions and 

democratic transitions, but also because impact was defined earlier as 'sustainable 

social change over a longer period of time'. An additional advantage of trying to 

find aid interventions that had started in the 1980s was that this could contribute 

to understanding the impact of the 'political watershed' in Central America of1989-

90 on the dynamics of private aid interventions. 

These four criteria were discussed with fifteen major private aid agencies in 

Europe. On the basis of this survey, a shortlist was made of eight organisations, all 

well known in the Central American region.' During preliminary fieldwork, all the 

organisations were visited and consulted about their ability and willingness to 

participate in the present study. Several major private aid donors of each 

organisation also were requested to contribute to the study by providing documents 

and other key background information. Finally, the shortlist was reduced to four 

organisations, based on a number of practical criteria: the availability of sources, the 

willingness to collaborate, the diversity of private aid agencies involved, the 
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diversity of aid intervention strategies, and the feasibility of realising fieldwork. As 

a result, the following four case studies are presented in this chapter: the Honduran 

human rights organisation C O D E H , the Salvadorean peace alliance C P D N , the 

Guatemalan indigenous development NGO F U N D A D E S E and the regional network 

of peasant organisations A S O C O D E . 2 

6.1 Defending human rights in Honduras: CODEH 

During the 1980s, the Honduran human rights committee C O D E H was the public 

face of the excluded opposition in Honduras. Or as one observer asserted, C O D E H 

not only symbolised the opposition to military rule and occupation by foreign 

troops, it was'm fact the only opposition.3 C O D E H often is mentioned in one breath 

with the name of one of its founders who has served as president ever since: Ramon 

Custodio. A medical doctor, Custodio, together with four other intellectuals, was 

alarmed by the increased militarisation of Honduras starting in 1981, a by-product 

of the us response to civil wars in neighbouring countries.4 Their concern about the 

sudden rise in human rights violations eventually led in 1983 to the foundation of 

the Committee for the Defence of Human Rights in Honduras ( C O D E H ) . 

The newly-elected Reagan administration decided in 1981 to convert Honduras 

into a buffer zone for us-led counter-insurgency operations to support the Salva

dorean army in their struggle against the FMLN and to destabilise the Sandinista 

government in Nicaragua by arming and training counter-revolutionary forces. The 

us embassy in Tegucigalpa was upgraded under the leadership of Ambassador 

Negroponte, a diplomat with long-standing experience in counter-insurgency 

warfare. Deployment of several hundred us military advisers was combined with 

huge increases in military aid, making Honduras the second highest recipient of us 

military assistance in Latin America by 1982. Critics ironically spoke of the 'Penta

gon republic' (Lapper and Painter 1985). In 1980, General Gustavo Alvarez Marti

nez was appointed commander of the national police forces FUSEP , automatically 

becoming the chief of the intelligence branch D N I . General Alvarez was an anti-

communist hardliner, known for his admiration of the Argentinian military rulers 

and a firm supporter of the National Security military doctrine. The Reagan 

administration considered him to be a reliable partner in its plan to reshape 

Honduras into a military stronghold for low intensity warfare in Central America. 

Alvarez developed a close relationship with Roberto Suazo Cordova, Liberal Party 

candidate for the 1981 presidential elections. After Suazo was elected, Alvarez 

Martinez not only became the new commander-in-chief of the armed forces, but 

also managed to marginalise his main military rivals. 

The trinity Negroponte-Alvarez-Suazo (in that order)5 virtually ruled Honduras 

over the next two years, a period in which human rights violations rapidly 

increased. As chief of the national intelligence service DNI Alvarez had been 

responsible for persecuting Salvadorean refugees allegedly linked to the F M L N . His 
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philosophy (inspired by his training in Argentina) was based on 'decapitation': 

destroying 'subversive movements' by eliminating their (potential) leaders. The first 

clandestine cemetery was discovered in September 1981, with bodies that had been 

previously tortured. Reports on selective disappearances, systematic torture and 

political assassinations by death squads and military officers suggested that the 

(Argentinian-style) National Security Doctrine had been officially adopted. 

Selective repression of Honduran political activists was combined with collective 

repression against militant popular organisations (Funes 1995). It seemed paradox

ical: the start of a democratically-elected government was paralleled by a sudden 

increase in human rights violations. 

Activities ofcODEH 

In this atmosphere of us-led militarisation of Honduran society, combined with 

counter-insurgency operations against political and popular organisations, two 

human rights organisations were founded: C O D E H and C O F A D E H , the committee 

of families of the detained-disappeared. Both organisations denounced human 

rights violations committed by the national security forces FUSEP , the national 

intelligence agency D N I and the death squad Batallon }-i6. This battalion was set 

up by Alvarez in the late 1970s as a special department of investigations and was 

converted in 1981 into an instrument for kidnapping political opponents who were 

interrogated in clandestine prisons and often 'disappeared'. A special section of 

Batallon3-iówa.s recruited from former members of Somoza's National Guard and 

trained by Argentinian military advisers with CIA support. The worst human rights 

abuses of the 1980s in Honduras were attributed to this death squad, which could 

flourish with impunity in a militarised society with tacit us approval.6 

C O D E H documented and denounced these violations to the security forces, to 

the us embassy and to the judiciary, but they generally refused to take appropriate 

action. Therefore, international organisations were informed and with press 

conferences and street protests C O D E H tried to speak out in public against these 

human rights abuses. In its early years, C O D E H operated as a small and informal 

committee publishing a weekly bulletin and putting advertisements in local 

newspapers. In this period, Custodio was the only publicly visible member of 

C O D E H in order to reduce the risk of retaliation. The worst abuses occurred 

between 1981 and 1984, the period in which General Alvarez was commander-in-

chief.7 In late 1983 C O D E H was formally founded as a committee, although the 

government refused to accept its legal status until the mid-1990s. The idea of a 

permanent national committee was earlier launched by the Jesuit priest Padre 

Guadalupe, who had founded several local human rights groups linked to the 

Church.8 This network of local human rights groups would form the basis of the 

institutionalised C O D E H , which opened a small office in the Honduran capital 

Tegucigalpa. 

After 1984, the activities of C O D E H were extended from documenting and 

denouncing human rights violations to providing legal assistance and developing 
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educational activities on human rights. An assembly elected a national directorate 

for two years, of which for security reasons only the president (Custodio) and the 

vice-president would be publicly known. In 1985 a lawyer was employed to provide 

legal assistance. With support from private foreign aid additional staff-members 

were appointed to manage C O D E H ' S main activities: documentation, press confer

ences, legal assistance, human rights education and publications (including audio

visual productions). The number of local committees rapidly increased from a few 

dozen in the early 1980s to over 150 groups nationwide in the mid-1990s. However, 

the total number of employed staff remained relatively limited: from a handful in 

the 1980s to 24 in 1996. Regional offices were opened in several departments in the 

early 1990s to service these local groups. Many local committees were run by priests, 

nuns and lay-priests, although the hierarchy of the Catholic Church refused to 

work with C O D E H . The bishops generally took sides with the armed forces and 

Custodio was considered to be a communist radical who abused C O D E H for his 

'subversive political purposes'. Although Custodio never concealed that he was an 

advocate of progressive change in Honduras, his strongest tactical weapon was 

probably that he carefully prevented C O D E H from losing its independence by 

refusing to link it to any political party. 

The existence of local human rights committees in virtually all major munici

palities in the country, linked to the national office in Tegucigalpa, meant that 

CODEH was better organised than any other organisation of the opposition. These 

committees often consisted of a combination of local community leaders and local 

lay-priests, so-called celebradores de la palabra.9 As they were elected by the com

munity, these committees had a certain legitimacy but (for security reasons) still 

kept a low public profile. The Honduran bishops, aware of local collaboration by 

priests with C O D E H , at some point in the mid-1980s tried to establish parallel 

Church human rights groups at parish level. But they soon discovered that this 

initiative would only further legitimise C O D E H , as local parishes were the building 

blocks of the committee. A separate Church organisation for defending human 

rights as emerged in neighbouring countries thetefore remained absent in 

Honduras. 

Local human rights groups performed several functions for C O D E H . They served 

as an antenna for detecting local human rights violations, which were reported to 

the main office or denounced to local authorities. For this purpose C O D E H trained 

members to become procuradores populäres. Another function was to improve the 

knowledge of local communities about their political and civil rights. Additionally, 

those communities most affected by the abuses of local security forces started to 

become better organised. There existed, however, a considerable gap between the 

national committee and these local groups, who were barely represented at the 

national level and complained about the lack of feedback, information and 

resources. The strict hierarchy of C O D E H resulted in a serious crisis in 1989 when 

a majority of the staff members left the organisation after disagreements with 

Custodio about his centralised way of leading the organisation. In response, C O D E H 
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was reorganised: six regional assemblies were founded in the early 1990s, each with 

their own office, to bridge the gap between the national and the local committees. 

More volunteers joined the organisation and the main office gradually came to be 

staffed by professionals. 

Private foreign aid to CODEH 

Since its foundation in 1981 C O D E H has depended on financial support from private 

aid agencies, mostly from Europe. The World Council of Churches was the first to 

support C O D E H . After the office was opened in 1984 the Ford Foundation financed 

the development of a documentation centre and later the Central American human 

rights work of C O D E H U C A (of which Custodio also was a president in the 1980s). 

Due to C O D E H ' S close relationship with the Catholic Church at local levels, several 

European church-related private aid agencies decided to support C O D E H ' S activities 

after the mid-1980s. Among them were Christian Aid, Brot für die Welt, CEBEMO, 

Danchurchaid, HEKS and Diakonia. The only non-church organisations supporting 

C O D E H were the Ford Foundation and O X F A M - U K / I . 1 0 In the 1990s support also 

was received from official agencies, such as the European Union and the Dutch 

ministry for development cooperation. The Dutch agency C E B E M O (renamed 

Bilancem 1996) has been one of C O D E H ' S major funders since 1985 and therefore 

has been selected for closer examination." 

C E B E M O started supporting C O D E H because of recommendations from Jesuits 

working with local human rights groups.12 They claimed that C O D E H was a vital 

national channel for coordinating the denunciations of human rights violations and 

making these public to national and international bodies. Initially, C E B E M O only 

financed selected activities of C O D E H (audio-visual department, press and publica

tion department), but decided after some years to also provide institutional support. 

Respect throughout the country for his integrity and the international fame of 

Custodio (who had received various human rights awards) gave CEBEMOa 'low-risk 

warranty', even though C O D E H ' S lack of administrative capacity was, given the large 

number of foreign funders and the diversity of their activities, admitted to be one 

of its weaknesses. But C E B E M O argued that C O D E H played a crucial role in 

Honduras, not only by denouncing human rights violations, but also by organising 

workshops and training courses to make people aware of their basic political and 

civil rights, C E B E M O considered C O D E H to be the most important opponent to 

military impunity by effectively documenting human rights abuses at the local level 

(churches, peasant unions, women's organisations) and channelling this material 

to the national level.'3 

C E B E M O ' s role as external funderwas perceived as positive by C O D E H . Contrary 

to some other agencies that had put conditions upon them, such as more participa

tion of women in leading positions or more transparency in financial reports, 

C E B E M O generally did not want to interfere in internal policy discussions.'4 By 

accepting the broad framework of C O D E H ' S structure and policies, C E B E M O was a 

passive provider of financial resources. Only because of policy restrictions by the 
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Dutch government did the agency have to turn down requests to finance second 

and third generation human rights activities, which were started by C O D E H in the 

early 1990s. Diakonia, the other major funder of C O D E H , took a more active 

position by searching for ways to improve the organisational structure and the 

financial sustainability of the committee. But this was a difficult task, as will be 

shown later. 

Achievements of CODEH 

The major achievement of C O D E H was that it managed to break the silence in 

Honduras about disappearances, political assassinations, torture, abuse of power by 

security forces and the absence of justice. More generally, it managed to reveal the 

shortcomings of the political and judicial system. To use White's (1994) terms, 

CODEH performed civil society's 'disciplinary role' vis-à-vis the Honduran state. It 

proved with numerous cases that an elected government tolerated impunity and 

that democratic elections had not automatically contributed to democratising the 

political system, C O D E H served as the unofficial opposition during the 1980s and 

it offered legal and moral protection to those popular sectors that were persecuted 

by the armed forces, intelligence services, foreign military advisers and contras. As 

journalist Manuel Torres observes: ' C O D E H has been an independent pressure 

group, a voice looking beyond current events and guiding us towards what should 

be the great objectives of consolidating civil society in our country.'15 

C O D E H ' s central goals throughout its existence have been to educate the 

Honduran people in defending and promoting human rights,'6 to promote the 

defence of these rights without distinguishing between race, political ideas, social 

conditions or engaging in other forms of discrimination, and to work against 

impunity of human rights violators. There is no doubt that C O D E H has been quite 

successful in all three areas. Numerous examples can be given of C O D E H ' S achieve

ments: disappeared persons that reappeared due to C O D E H ' S pressure, military 

officers who were successfully charged and convicted in trials, and thousands of 

Hondurans that were trained in human rights workshops, to name a few. But what 

was accomplished with these activities? Did they contribute to strengthening (or as 

Torres argues, to 'consolidating') civil society? Did the 'watchdog' role of C O D E H 

influence the balance between the state and civil society? And did C O D E H eventual

ly surpass its disciplinary role by simultaneously playing a (temporary) intermediary 

role in political society by mobilising the Honduran opposition? Before addressing 

these questions, it can be helpful to look at two key examples in which C O D E H 

managed to discipline the Honduran state, especially the armed forces. 

The first example is a legal case of the 1980s against the Honduran state to 

determine its responsibility for the disappeared, which was presented by C O D E H to 

the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights.'7 The victims were Manfredo 

Velasquez and Saul Godinez, two Honduran trade union activists who disappeared 

in the early 1980s after having been arrested by security forces.'8 As their relatives 

had been unsuccessful in getting legal confirmation of their arrests, they turned to 
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C O D E H who filed petitions to the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights 

to investigate these cases. Requests from the Commission to the Honduran 

government to provide information and to investigate the cases were not satisfactor

ily handled. Therefore, in 1986 the Commission submitted the cases to the Inter-

American Court of Human Rights. The trial that followed was unique, as it was the 

first time that a government was brought before a court on charges of death squad 

activity. The Court heard a large number of witnesses in relation to disappearances 

between 1981 and 1984. One witness was a former interrogator of the Batallon 3-16 

death squad, who confirmed the existence of clandestine prisons to interrogate and 

torture suspects of subversive acrivity.'9 Kidnappings had been selectively and well 

prepared, using civilian vehicles with tinted glass and false license plates. The 

testimonies made clear that the government systematically had denied detentions 

and that no formal arrest warrants had been issued (Hydén 1996). During the 

hearings in late 1987, C O D E H members received several death threats and posters 

with their photographs appeared in the streets with the text 'promoters of subver

sion'. Custodio, who was also heard as a witness, publicly denounced the existence 

of a plan to kill him. Ten days later, the vice-president of C O D E H , Miguel Angel 

Pavón (who also testified before the Court) was assassinated by a death squad.20 

In July 1988 the Inter-American Court of Human Rights ruled that the govern

ment of Honduras had been responsible for the disappearance of Velasquez. The 

same conclusion was reached in the Godinez case, six months later.71 The Court 

found that enough evidence was presented to conclude that between 100 and 150 

persons had disappeared in Honduras in 1981-84, and that this had been a deliberate 

and systematic policy carried out by the Honduran security forces.22 The govern

ment of Honduras was sentenced to compensate the relatives of the disappeared, 

to investigate all other forced disappearances of the 1980s and to identify and 

punish those responsible. The sentence of the Court was a precedent in inter

national law for it was the first time ever that a government was convicted for 

deliberately 'disappearing' its citizens. In January 1989, a few days after the Court 

ruled in the Godinez case, retired General Alvarez Martinez (responsible for the 

systemic disappearances in the early 1980s) was assassinated in Tegucigalpa. 

Although the government blamed the murder on the left-wing opposition, the 

professional way in which the execution was carried out suggested a revenge by his 

former colleagues.23 

The unprecedented sentences handed down by the Inter-American Court were 

a major success for C O D E H . The Azcona government, the armed forces and the us 

embassy were of course very unhappy with this outcome, and Custodio continued 

to be threatened as he was held responsible for the wave of violence and killings that 

followed the Court ruling. Presidential candidate Callejas promised an amnesty for 

military officers who had been involved in human rights violations, which was 

effectively decreed in 1991 after his election. Nevertheless, gradual changes became 

visible during the early 1990s in the Honduran judicial system. A national Commis

sioner for the Protection of Human Rights was appointed by the government in 
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1992 to monitor human rights violations. Similar ombudsmen had been installed 

in neighbouring countries as part of the Esquipulas peace plan. The Honduran 

Commissioner Leo Valladares published a report in which 179 disappearances since 

1980 were documented (Comisonado 1994). It was the first time the government 

officially admitted its responsibility for the disappearances. A special prosecutor for 

human rights was appointed in 1995 to investigate these cases, followed by 'exhum

ations' of the disappeared. Although the new political context was conducive for 

these achievements, they could be largely attributed to C O D E H ' S active campaign 

against impunity which was not paralleled in any other Central American coun

try.24 

The second example in which C O D E H (together with several other organisations) 

played a prominent role in defending human rights is the 'Riccy Mabel case'. It 

started in July 1991 when an anonymous phone call led to the discovery of the dead 

body of a 17-year old girl, with signs of torture and rape. The victim was identified 

as Riccy Mabel Martinez, a student who had visited a military base two days earlier 

to request the release of her boyfriend from military service. Up to that point, Riccy 

seemed to be just another (female) victim of a cruel homicide by common criminals 

that had been shocking Honduran society for over a decade.15 However, fellow-

students were convinced that army base commander Colonel Castillo, and possibly 

other senior officers at the military base, had been involved in Riccy's violation and 

execution.26 A witness declared that he had seen her leaving the base, where she 

received a ride from an non-military vehicle. 

The next day, two thousand students demanding justice marched to the 

Supreme Court building, where C O D E H ' S president Custodio addressed the crowd 

and urged military and judicial authorities to conduct a transparent investigation 

and to bring the assassins to trial. Meanwhile, a military spokesman quickly rejected 

the possibility of military involvement in the cruel homicide, and denounced press 

reports (which did suggest this involvement) as part of a campaign to discredit the 

armed forces. Similar declarations by the chief of the armed forces, General Discua, 

only added to the suspicion that top military officers were responsible.27 Five days 

after the murder, Sergeant Ilovares 'voluntarily' presented himself to the investigat

ing judge and confessed that he alone had committed the homicide. But Ilovares's 

declarations were full of contradictions and he soon admitted that he had been 

pressured by his superiors to plead guilty, in order to protect others. Even so, a 

spokesman for the investigating police forces FUSEP declared that he considered the 

case to be resolved, and that it was proven that no supeiior army officer had been 

involved. Gradually it became clear that military officers were indeed involved and 

that the armed forces had tried to cover up the case, just as they had done in 

previous murders over many years. 

Relatives of Mabel turned to C O D E H for legal support and requested that the 

military officers under suspicion be subjected to DNA tests. A civilian judge ordered 

the arrests of Colonel Castillo and Captain Andino, two high-ranking officers at the 

military base, but the National Police Commander refused to effectuate this 
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warrant. He asserted that a civilian judge had no jurisdiction over active military 

officers and that they would be tried by a military tribunal.28 C O D E H proclaimed 

publicly that the Supreme Court of Justice was now confronted with a historical 

decision that would show where the real power resided in Honduras: with the 

military or with the civilian authorities. After mediation by the us ambassador, 

civilian and military judicial authorities agreed to initiate a combined investigation, 

in which the FBI would examine DNA samples of the suspects and the victim. Six 

weeks after the crime Colonel Castillo and Captain Andino voluntarily' retired 

from military service and were sent to prison, finally opening the way for a civilian 

trial. 

The court case that followed was exceptional. It was the first time ever that senior 

military officers were tried by a civilian judge in Honduras. It was also the first time 

the us embassy fully endorsed a trial against military officers, which illustrated that 

the tide was turning in Honduras.29 The combination of an innocent female 

student from a poor family who was brutally raped and killed by military officers, 

and the awkward efforts by the armed forces to frustrate a transparent trial, turned 

the Riccy Mabel case into a symbol of the struggle against military impunity. Street 

protests in various cities by student, women's and human rights organisations to 

rally against impunity showed that the silent majority of civil society had lost its 

fear of the armed forces. The Honduran mass media were instrumental in the 

construction of a combative public opinion against military impunity by sustaining 

a constant stream of information on the trial and publishing every detail of new 

evidence provided by C O D E H and the lawyer during press conferences. An editorial 

in the daily newspaper El Tiempo welcomed the 'valuable and critical participation 

of different sectors of civil society [...] as the only way to safeguard the confidence 

of the people in our judicial system'.'0 

In July 1993, Colonel Castillo was sentenced to sixteen-and-a-half years impris

onment for the rape and murder of Riccy Mabel, while Sergeant Ilovares was 

condemned to ten-and-a-half years for murder.3' The DNA tests had served as the 

main evidence against both officets. All the national newspapers published what 

they called 'the historical sentence' against top military officials. The fiiero militar, 

in which the armed forces managed their own system of justice, was falling apart.'2 

Shortly before the judgement, Congress restricted military jurisdiction only to 

crimes committed by military officers in active service, thus enabling civilian 

jurisdiction over common crimes committed by the military. The military-led 

intelligence service D N I was abolished and replaced by a civilian-controlled body 

for criminal investigations. A year later, Congress amended the constitution to 

abolish forced military recruitment after strong pressure by popular organisations. 

In 1995 it was decided to bring the military-led security forces FUSEP under civilian 

control. What remained unresolved, however, was the prosecution of those 

responsible for disappearances and other human rights violations in the 1980s. 

C O D E H ' S role in breaking the silence on disappearances in Honduras and 

overcoming the widespread fear in civil society of the armed forces is well illustrated 
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by the previous two examples. During early transition, C O D E H performed a 

disciplinary role within civil society vis-à-vis the state, a 'watchdog' role, as it was 

the main voice of opposition to the armed forces and us military presence during 

the 1980s. By systematically denouncing human rights violations, C O D E H managed 

to break the silence about the internal situation in Honduras in a period in which 

international attention focused overwhelmingly on Nicaragua and El Salvador. 

CODEH was not liked by the us State Department as it transmitted denunciations 

via international human rights groups and private aid agencies to the international 

media, thereby accusing the Reagan administration of tolerating military impun

ity.33 The successful outcome of the Inter-American Court cases increased C O D E H 's 

international recognition, but more important, it also boosted its national profile. 

The armed forces, the government and the us embassy could no longer ignore the 

existence of human rights violations in Honduras. 

When the tide was turning in Central America in late 1989, and us policy 

gradually changed to post-Cold War rhetoric, civil society in Honduras started to 

'open up'. Peasant organisations and trade unions rallied against the neoliberal 

austerity measures of the new Callejas government with an alliance established in 

the Plataforma de lucha. Although it virtually paralysed the country with national 

strikes in June 1990, the Plataforma never managed to consolidate itself as an 

intermediary alliance in political society. Despite temporary unification of the 

marginal left-wing parties, ideological and personal differences soon dominated this 

promising initiative that presented an alternative programme to the neoliberal 

policies pursued by the two traditional political parties, C O D E H kept its distance 

from the Plataforma de lucha as Custodio considered it to be a 'limited project'.34 

The fact that other initiatives to forge concerted action between popular sectors -

such as the Coalition of Popular Organisations ( C C O P ) - had been marginal or 

unstable, gave more prominence to C O D E H ' S actions on human rights issues. 

Despite the existence of a nationwide network of local committees and broadly 

supported demands to stop military impunity, during the stage of mid-transition 

C O D E H did not really play a pronounced intermediary role in political society on 

this issue, not even in the Riccy Mabel case which had generated the broadest 

public rejection of military impunity since the 1980s. One of the obstacles was that 

Custodio was reluctant to share the coordination of the movement against impun

ity with other organisations in civil society, such as student and women's associ

ations who took the lead in street protests and public mobilisations." While civil 

society was opening up and had lost its fear in the trials against the top military 

officers, C O D E H was unable to change its function after the leading role it had 

played in the 1980s. From a voice of the opposition, it was not prepared to trans

form itself into a broader alliance of societal actors, C O D E H even feared losing its 

traditional watchdog function, given Custodio's negative reactions upon the 

installation of the governmental Commissioner for Human Rights (the ombuds

man) in late 1992."' 

In 1993 the Honduran democratic transition was about to enter the stage of late 
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transition. It was the year of presidential elections, in which disappearances and 

military impunity became key electoral issues.37 A consensus emerged on the need 

to reform judicial and police institutions, and shortly after the elections the official 

report on disappearances was published. The election of President Reina (a personal 

friend of Custodio) in late 1993 marked the beginning of a period in which a range 

of key reforms were effectuated, C O D E H was granted legal status, which had been 

repeatedly rejected by previous governments.'8 C O D E H 's working style had gradual

ly changed from public protest and legal action to policy reform and quiet diplo

macy. Custodio envisaged transforming C O D E H into a 'civic movement' acting as 

a 'moral pressure group' on a range of human rights issues.39 He considered C O D E H 

to no longer be part of the opposition. Instead, he preferred to work more closely 

with the government, although this transformation from a persecuted watchdog in 

the 1980s to a legalised advisory group in the 1990s proved to be a difficult process. 

One problem was that Custodio refused to democratise the internal structure of 

C O D E H . Another was that the government's Human Rights Commissioner was 

gradually taking over many tasks previously handled by C O D E H . 

In sum, C O D E H played a major role until 1989, and to a lesser extent up to 1993. 

Its systematic denunciations undoubtedly contributed to restricting the power of 

the military and brought the issues of disappearances, extrajudicial killings and 

impunity to the top of the national political agenda of the 1990s, C O D E H ' S active 

role in the first Ad Hoc Commission, which made recommendations to the 

government on police and judiciary reforms, was a logical and successful follow-up 

to these denunciations. By effectively limiting the autonomous powers of the armed 

forces, new space was indirectly created for civil society. However, C O D E H was 

reluctant to take the lead in translating these new opportunities into the forging of 

alliances of societal actors to open up space in political society, C O D E H ' S crucial 

political role clearly diminished during the period of late transition, which was 

partly due to internal frictions, as will be analysed below. 

CODEH in the aid chain 

C O D E H ' S success in restricting military power can be attributed for a considerable 

part to the charismatic leadership of Ramon Custodio. He personified the struggle 

for the defence of human rights in Honduras, and it was no coincidence that the 

armed forces declared him as their number one enemy. Despite numerous death 

threats and attempts to eliminate Custodio, he continued his verbal attacks on the 

military hierarchy when the rest of civil society observed a fearful silence. By 

combining political instinct, courage and stubbornness, Custodio built C O D E H 

into the key organisation of the Honduran opposition in the 1980s, achieving 

national and international recognition and admiration. Custodio could never have 

gained that reputation without the nationwide network of local committees that 

was channelling information on human rights abuses to the central office. Due to 

the voluntary nature of this network, the level of bureaucracy was relatively low, 

and communications were rapid and efficient. A further strength of CO D E H was the 
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reliability of information it provided on human rights violations, which made it a 

credible source for the national media which often incorporated C O D E H ' S declar

ations in its reporting. Custodio's international contacts with human rights 

organisations and aid agencies guaranteed him and other C O D E H activists a certain 

level of protection. This reputation was reinforced by Custodio's efforts to prevent 

any direct relationship developing between C O D E H and political parties. The 

government tried several times to link C O D E H to the radical left-wing party 

Cinchoneros, to the point of accusing Custodio of being the intellectual leader 

behind the assassination of his colleague Pavón in 1988. However, among oppos

ition leaders it was accepted that C O D E H wanted to keep its autonomy from 

political parties and prevent its independent profile from being damaged.40 

If the secret to C O D E H ' S success was Custodio's charismatic leadership, his 

stubborn and authoritarian management style also gradually weakened C O D E H . For 

security reasons, during the 1980s it was essential that only the president and the 

vice-president be known in public. But the negative consequence of this was that 

Custodio acquired absolute power over decision-making inside C O D E H , tolerating 

no internal opposition, C O D E H members who questioned his authoritarian style 

were dismissed, leading to a crisis in 1989 when more than half of the central office 

staff left the committee.41 The centralised structure of decision-making was formally 

changed with the installation of regional assemblies in the 1990s, but local commit

tee members kept complaining that it was difficult to directly contact Custodio. 

This might explain why C O D E H was unable to transform itself into a 'movement' 

of the opposition during mid-transition, when civil society was acquiring more 

'political space', C O D E H in fact continued in its role as an intermediary N G O 

between local committees and the public by focusing on the optimal use of the 

mass media, rather than broadening its role as a movement of societal actors. 

Custodio's refusal to coordinate activities with other organisations, such as groups 

struggling for the defence of women's rights, was due to his perception that they 

lacked leadership capacity. Others argued that Custodio wanted to take all the 

credit for the successful campaign against impunity, to the point that he refused to 

share information with the other allies in this struggle.42 Custodio's inflexible 

attitude weakened C O D E H ' S position and obstructed its adaptation to the new 

political circumstances. But C O D E H was very dependent upon his decisions, as 

Custodio was the only one negotiating external funds with private aid agencies. 

To the question whether C O D E H ' S achievements were affected by funding from 

European private aid agencies, Custodio responded unambiguously that European 

aid had been crucial to the work of C O D E H ; the organisation probably could not 

have existed without this external aid as it would have been unable to finance the 

office and pay for the travel costs and meals of the voluntary members. Along the 

same lines, he argued that human rights work would always depend on external 

funding for it could not easily generate its own resources. In terms of partnership 

with private aid agencies, Custodio distinguished between agencies that put 

conditions on their funding, and agencies that provided unconditional aid. The 
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first category had proven to be 'not useful', as it tended to force an agenda upon 

CODEH that the organisation was not prepared to adopt. Custodio mentioned that 

some agencies, for example, felt the need to suggest that C O D EH should pay more 

attention to women's rights, while he considered aid for transport, expenses to run 

the regional offices or an emergency fund to protect witnesses from persecution as 

higher priorities. This had created tension in the past and various agencies decided 

to cut their funding relations with C O D E H after its refusal to meet certain condi

tions.43 

CEBEMO and Diakoniawere mentioned by Custodio as private aid agencies that 

had not posed any conditions upon C O D E H ' S agenda. C E B E M O only warned 

C O D E H not to put too much emphasis on socio-economic and cultural human 

rights, as it envisaged problems in then getting these activities approved for co-

funding by the Dutch government. Both agencies also pressured C O D E H to 

improve its financial administration, as decent reporting had become a top priority 

for the aid agencies in the 1990s. The question remains however how C E B E M O , as 

C O D E H ' S major funder, perceived its role in the successes of the committee. Would 

the achievements as described earlier have been possible without its financial 

support? According to C E B E M O external support was crucial in order to maintain 

C O D E H ' S structure, as it had no local resources to finance its activities. But CEBEMO 

also admitted that a number of hinders contributed to maintaining CODEH'S 

structure; if one funder would have stepped out, certainly others would have 

replaced C E B E M O . C O D E H ' S achievements were therefore not directly attributable 

to CEBEMO'S financial support, but it certainly made a difference. Moreover, 

C O D E H was considered to be one of their most successful partners in the region.44 

C E B E M O and other agencies emphasised that, besides financial aid, active moral 

support to C O D E H and political support to international campaigns also had been 

part of their relationship with C O D E H . Given the passive attitude of C E B E M O , and 

the dominant nature of C O D E H ' S leadership, the impact of private aid was above 

all indirect. Both Diakoniaand CEBEMO refused to directly question the authoritar

ian way in which Custodio ran the committee, although they were among the few 

that had the power to do so. Diakonia did implement a participatory external 

evaluation procedure which tried to address several key internal obstacles that 

C O D E H faced, but it had mixed results, C E B E M O kept its distance from these 

internal problems and actually preferred to continue performing a role as resource 

provider rather than become involved in 'accompaniment'. 

- Assessing CODEH's civil society building performance 

In Chapter 3 two variables were proposed for assessing the performance of private 

aid aimed at strengthening civil society: the organisational capacity and the 

intermediary role of these key counterpart organisations in civil society. The first 

variable is considered by examining the level of internal participation, the 

accountability of leadership and the sustainability of the organisation as a result of 

private aid interventions. The intermediary role is assessed by focusing on the 
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capacity of an organisation to articulate and mediate (conflicting) interests and 

demands from civil society, and by examining the extent to which the balance 

between the state and civil society has been shifted towards democratic transition 

by the strengthening of political society. If these variables are applied to C O D E H , 

the following conclusions are reached. 

In terms of internal participation and accountability, necessary preconditions for 

establishing a viable membership organisation, C O D E H scored remarkably low. Up 

to the early 1990s an internal structure for consultation and democratic decision

making was absent, which was understandable given the fierce repression in 

Honduras. But even after the installation of an assembly with an elected executive 

board de facto decision-making power was concentrated in one person. Although 

Custodio enjoyed a high level of credibility, he did not tolerate any internal 

opposition. This situation deteriorated when possible candidates to succeed him 

(which he also trusted enough to hand over some of his tasks) suddenly died.45 

Participation of women at decision-making levels was low and Custodio refused to 

accept criticism on this issue. The network of local committees, important for 

articulating demands from the micro- to macro-level, generally performed well 

thanks to the active participation of local Church representatives. But as a member

ship structure it was weak and people participating in these committees often 

considered themselves above all to be part of a religious community.46 The meso-

level structure of regional assemblies identified more with C O D E H as an 

organisation, not only because they had shorter communication lines with the 

central office, but also because they coordinated educational activities and thus 

benefited more from C O D E H ' s financial resources. Custodio's monopoly over 

contacts with funding agencies was not challenged by the agencies, although these 

contacts represented a considerable source of power. By questioning neithet the 

structure of C O D E H nor the absolute power of Custodio, private aid agencies 

complicated the start of a much needed internal reorganisation. 

This problem-ridden internal hierarchy also negatively affected the prospects for 

CODEH'S sustainability in the long run. In terms of activities, key functions of 

C O D E H were gradually taken over by the Human Rights Commissioner (the 

ombudsman), the Prosecution Counsel and, for example, women's organisations, 

although human rights education and legal support were two areas in which 

C O D E H continued to perform an important role in the 1990s. With several private 

aid agencies wanting to reduce their support to C O D E H , the question arises whether 

it will manage to survive in the longer term with less external support.47 Self-

sufficiency was to be increased, according to funders, by creating a demand-

oriented human rights service for those who needed legal assistance. However, 

C O D E R ' S technical capacities were too limited to transform the committee into a 

supplier of such income-genetating activities, even apart from the question whether 

poor people would at all be able to pay for these services. An additional problem 

was that private aid agencies failed to offer technical assistance to C O D E H for 

expanding its institutional capacity. As beneficiary contributions do not exist as an 
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alternative source of income, it is realistic to predict that C O D E H will remain highly 

dependent on foreign assistance in the future. But this has become scarce since 

Honduras has dropped out of many of the Central American funding schemes of 

foreign aid agencies. If this is added to the difficult internal transition to a more 

accountable organisation, it must be concluded that the future for C O D E H is very 

insecure. Pessimistic observers even foresee a rapid disintegtation if no successor is 

found to the all-time president Custodio. 

On the intermediary function, C O D E H performed far better, at least during the 

1980s, by articulating demands from civil society to end impunity for members of 

the security forces. Due to repression of opposition groups in civil society during 

the 1980s, C O D E H was one of the few organisations capable of transmitting these 

demands to the media and to the international community. Its major success in 

that period was getting the Honduran government condemned by the Inter-

American Court of Human Rights for being responsible for forced disappearances. 

But when military domination eased in the early 1990s, C O D E H did not expand its 

function by forming coalitions with other societal actors to forge an intermediary 

alliance in political society, C O D E H rather aimed to transform itself from a human 

ricrhts committee into a civil rights movement, although in practice its structure 

barely changed. Aid agencies did not push C O D E H into reviewing its function as a 

key actor in civil society in the early 1990s, after Honduras began moving into a 

stage of mid-transition. It is likely that continued (and passive) private aid support, 

which was barely adapted to the new political circumstances, impeded c o D EH from 

actively searching for new alliances with other societal actors and adjusting its 

internal structure, which could have improved its performance and prospects for 

future sustainability. 

C O D E H ' S most tangible achievement probably has been its impact on public 

policy, which became visible during the stage of late transition. The continuous 

campaign against impunity for human rights violators resulted in 1993 in the 

creation of an advisory committee to recommend reforms leading to a 

demilitarisation of the police forces. This Comité Ad Hoc de Alto M W w a s estab

lished after security forces had been found responsible for several murders in early 

1993. C O D E H , as one of the committee members, organised a seminar in March 

1993, together with academic experts and the Lutheran Church, to discuss proposals 

to demilitarise Honduran society ( C O D E H 1993). Many of C O D E H ' S recommenda

tions were taken over by the Ad Hoc Committee, such as the demilitarisation of the 

police, the replacement of the intelligence service by a department for criminal 

investigations and the creation of a Prosecution Counsel. Subsequent advisory 

commissions, also with C O D E H ' S participation, further elaborated proposals for 

reform of the judiciary and the penitentiary system. In addition, C O D E H played a 

major role in getting the government to prosecute those military officers responsible 

for disappearances in the 1980s, as one of the obligations following the Court ruling 

in 1988.48 Private aid support had been crucial in making these achievements 

possible, although they contributed little to improving C O D E H ' S organisational 
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structure or to enhancing its leading role in civil society due to the fact that 

Custodio did not tolerate any interference in internal affairs. The main funders, 

CEBEMO and Diakonia, realised that (even constructive) criticism would risk an end 

to their partnership with C O D E H - one of their most successful partners in the 

region - and that other donors would be keen to replace them. Moreover, the 

absence of any coordination between the funders further weakened their leverage 

over Custodio, which actually made them indirectly responsible for weakening 

CODEH's potential to contribute to strengthening political society in Honduras. 

After all, C O D E H was at certain times during the period of mid-transition probably 

the only actor in Honduran civil society that was capable of forging a broad alliance 

of the opposition that could have challenged the deeply entrenched bipartisan 

political system. 

6.2 El Salvador's national peace debate: the CPDN 

The peace agreement signed in January 1992 between the FMLN and the Salvador

ean government formally ended one of the bloodiest civil wars in recent Central 

American history. The agreement started a process of demilitarisation of Salvador

ean society, a society which had been deeply polarised by two major positions, 

either in support of or against a revolutionary solution to the Salvadorean crisis. 

Nowhere in Central America had political positions been so antagonistic and 

apparently clearly defined as in El Salvador during the 1980s: oligarchy versus 

peasants, counter-insurgency versus revolution and foreign intervention versusanù-

imperialism. The importance of the peace agreement was that it reconciled these 

extremes by combining demilitarisation with guarantees for democratic participa

tion of excluded sectors. This shifted the battleground from the rural areas of 

Chalatenango and Morazân to the political arena of the capital. The us-financed 

armed forces were 'purified' and drastically reduced; former guerrilla fighters were 

incorporated into civilian life and the FMLN was transformed into a political party, 

becoming the second largest political force after the 1994 elections. Polarisation did 

not vanish, but certainly was diminished and 'pacified'. 

The process of depolarisation and reaching consensus on a peace agreement will 

be examined by focusing on a key actor in Salvadorean civil society during the early 

1990s: the Permanent Committee for the National Peace Debate ( C P D N ) . This 

broad national alliance of civil society sectors, set up by the Catholic and Lutheran 

Churches, was a forum for discussion and public action to contribute to a peaceful 

solution to the war. The C P D N represented a diverse 'popular' opposition to the 

government and gave a voice to those organisations not present at the negotiation 

table. The C P D N demanded to be present at these negotiations as a 'third force' 

representing civil society. Although direct participation was denied, the C P D N 

emerged as an important reconciling actor in El Salvador's democratic transition. 

Its activities were financed by two major European private aid agencies which had 



2 3 8 T H E P O L I T I C S O F C I V I L S O C I E T Y B U I L D I N G 

actively supported popular organisations in El Salvador throughout the war. The 

case study examines in what way these agencies indirectly contributed to peace and 

democratic transition in El Salvador. 

Emergence and activities of the CPDN 

The early Salvadorean democratic transition was slow and lasted more than a 

decade, as was shown in Chapter 4. It started with the coup of young military 

officers in October 1979, which marked an end to the repressive Romero regime 

that had been confronted with an upsurge of mass demonstrations, labour strikes 

and left-wing kidnappings. The growing strength of revolutionary movements and 

the Sandinista victory in July 1979 convinced the new government of the need to 

introduce several socio-economic reforms such as agrarian reform and the 

nationalisation of banks. However, the nev/junta was unable to control the armed 

forces and curb their repression of popular unrest or to stop death squad activity 

organised by right-wing opponents. Because of this the progressive civilian mem

bers of the junta decided to resign after a few months. The failure of the October 

junta to stop political violence and to acquire legitimacy within a polarised civil 

society, exacerbated by the assassination of Archbishop Romero in March 1980, 

further complicated the start of early transition. Death squad violence and mas

sacres by armed forces in the countryside intensified social polarisation and led to 

the left opposition uniting its forces in the F D R - F M L N and deciding to opt for 

revolutionary armed struggle. 

The failure of the FMLN to bring down the regime in January 1981 with a military 

offensive was followed by an increase in military aid from the new Reagan adminis

tration which would unleash a decade of civil war. The civilian government of 

Christian Democrat Napoleon Duarte, elected in 1984, was unable to get the peace 

process started and to speed up democratic transition. Beginning in 1987, three 

positive elements contributed to breaking the deadlock of stagnating negotiations. 

The first was the regional Esquipulas peace plan, which created a conducive climate 

for peace negotiations. A second positive development was the return from exile of 

the two opposition parties M P S C and M N R in 1987 (forming the Democratic Con

vergence with the Social Democratic PSD) and the re-emergence of popular move

ments in the mid-1980s with more autonomy from the FMLN than before. Notably 

the formation of the National Union of Salvadorean Workers ( U N T S ) in 1986, a 

broad coalition of rural and urban associations, underscored the rebirth of a strong 

popular movement in civil society (Lungo 1995). A third positive element was the 

active role of the Catholic Church in promoting a renewal of peace negotiations, 

particularly after the right-wing parties had won a majority in the National 

Assembly in the elections of March 1988. The Catholic bishops were aware that the 

growing popular movement was excluded from any discussion about peace, which 

also had contributed to its radicalisation.49 The bishops therefore decided to initiate 

a national debate among social sectors with the purpose of achieving consensus on 

a peaceful solution to the civil war. Such a debate was considered to be complemen-
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tary to the dialogue between the government and the F D R - F M L N (Acevedo 1988). 

In June 1988 Archbishop Rivera invited over a hundred organisations from all 

civil society sectors, except political parties, to present and discuss their viewpoints 

on the prospects for peace and to forge a consensus concerning the future develop

ment of the country.50 Although organisations related to the (right-wing) ARENA 

parry initially welcomed the initiative, pressure from extreme right-wing groupings 

made them and several business associations decide to reject the invitation. They 

argued that the search for national consensus was an exclusive task of the political 

parties; an understandable position given the new ARENA-majority in parliament. 

About sixty organisations accepted the invitation and participated in a survey to 

give their opinions about a list of propositions related to the causes of the war and 

possible solutions for peace. At a plenary session in September 1988 participants 

voted on these issues and reached a remarkable consensus about the fundamental 

obstacles and opportunities of the peace process. Although most political ten

dencies, except for ARENA, were (indirectly) present at the meeting, a large number 

of organisations (if not the majority) seemed to be sympathetic to the FMLN. 5 ' At 

the end of the meeting, Bishop Rosa Chavez proposed a final declaration that urged 

all political parties to incorporate the consensus issues in their programmes for the 

upcoming 1989 presidential elections, called upon the FMLN and the government 

to deal in a responsible way with the resolutions and invited absent social 

otganisations to actively participate in the national peace debate. This final 

declaration was approved unanimously and was, as Acevedo (1988: 779) notes, 

'spontaneously followed by a standing ovation of several minutes'. The leading 

Jesuit Ignacio Ellacurfa of the Central American University (UCA) welcomed the 

debate as one of the most promising events in 1988, and criticised the government 

and the right for not having the courage to involve civil society directly in the 

search for a solution to a problem that mostly affected the people they supposedly 

represented (Ellacuria 1988). 

At the same public assembly it was agreed to create a committee to continue the 

national peace debate and provide follow-up to the adopted resolutions. This 

Comité Permanente del Debate Nacional ( C P D N ) was made up of representatives of 

sectoral organisations that had participated in the meeting, such as trade unions, 

churches, universities, peasants, women, communities, development NGOS, human 

rights committees, small business associations and professional associations. 

Initially, the Catholic Church also participated in the committee, but decided in 

November 1988 to leave the C P D N as it preferred to keep a low public profile in its 

efforts to demand negotiations.52 As a result, other churches (notably the Lutheran 

and Baptist Churches) together with the UNTS (the broad alliance of peasant and 

trade unions) would become the driving forces behind the C P D N . At a forum 

organised by the UCA a few weeks later, presidential candidate Alfredo Cristiani 

acknowledged that he agreed with 85 percent of the conclusions of the national 

debate. He also promised that a future ARENA government would initiate a 

permanent dialogue with the FMLN (Whitfield 1994). 
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The first public C P D N activity was a large peace march, organised by thirty 

member organisations in November 1988. Its aim was to influence the Organisation 

of American States (OAS), meeting at that moment in San Salvador. The 30,000 

participants demanded a political solution to the war, possibly with OAS mediation. 

Contrary to earlier public street protests, the march was peaceful and did not 

unleash riots and confrontations with security forces. A second peace march was 

organised just before the presidential elections of March 1989, in which Ellacuria 

assured the crowd that 'peace was closer than ever'.53 Two months earlier, the FMLN 

had unexpectedly proposed to participate in the elections on the condition that 

these would be postponed for six months. Although the Duarte government even

tually rejected the proposal, it did create an atmosphere of dialogue and prospects 

for a political settlement. However, the right-wing ARENA was convinced it would 

win the elections; initial talks in Mexico between the FMLN and several political 

parties therefore soon stagnated, ARENA'S candidate Alfredo Cristiani indeed won 

the presidency easily in the first round, also because the Christian Democrats were 

seriously divided. Democratic Convergence ( C D ) , the small left-wing alliance of 

former FDR-parties led by Guillermo Ungo, only received a handful of votes.54 

Shortly after his installation in June 1989, the new president called for direct 

peace talks with the F M L N . But opposition from the extreme right wing of his party 

and ongoing political violence delayed the reopening of talks until September. 

Meanwhile, the C P D N tried to speed up the process of dialogue by organising 

several national 'peace encounters'.55 The C P D N started using three different 

methods to advocate a negotiated solution to the Salvadorean civil war: (i) public 

promotion of a political settlement via peace marches, newspaper and television 

advertisements and public meetings, (ii) organising bilateral meetings with C P D N 

members and the armed forces, the government, political parties and the F M L N , to 

convince them of the need to restart negotiations and (iii) putting pressure on the 

us Congress and international bodies such as the OAS, U N , EC and international 

networks of churches and aid agencies. As a representative of social sectors, the 

C P D N also demanded to become a direct observer during the negotiations. At the 

first two rounds of the peace talks - in September 1989 in Mexico and October in 

Costa Rica — representatives of the Episcopal Conference were invited alongside 

OAS and UN officials, meeting separately with the two parties. Among the Church 

representatives was Baptist pastor Edgar Palacios, the coordinator of the C P D N . 

However, little progress was made during the talks, apart from a fragile agreement 

about implementing a ceasefire in November prior to a next meeting; the armed 

forces and the FMLN still thought they would be able to defeat each other. Accord

ing to Ellacuria, the FMLN wrongly believed that it had built up enough popular 

support to provoke a general insurrection against the regime. Increased 

mobilisation of social forces and popular discontent was erroneously perceived by 

the FMLN as support for their insurrectional strategy. What the majority of the 

population wanted, argued Ellacuria on the basis of opinion polls, was a negotiated 

and peaceful solution to the war (Byrne 1996). 
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The immediate reason for the start of the November 1989 FMLN offensive was 

the bombing of the FENASTRAS office, killing ten trade union leaders, and 

bombings of the Lutheran Church and Ruben Zamora's residence. With this 

political violence targeted at people and organisations promoting a peaceful 

settlement, the FMLN concluded that the government was not serious about 

negotiations. A plan for a national guerrilla offensive was put in motion, and 

thousands of FMLN fighters invaded the capital, leading to aerial bombings by the 

air force of slum neighbourhoods and heavy fighting in all fourteen departments. 

The purpose of the offensive was ambiguous. On the one hand, the FMLN had been 

planning a national military campaign for several years, aimed at provoking a 

popular insurrection and the fall of the ARENA government. On the other hand, the 

FMLN knew it could not win the war as long as us military aid continued. Com

ments by the Cristiani government and us officials during the October talks that 

the FMLN had been militarily defeated further convinced some commanders that 

they had to strengthen their position at the negotiation table.56 In response to the 

offensive, the armed forces decided to liquidate the entire leadership of the Central 

American University (UCA), the intellectual leaders behind the promotion of a 

peaceful solution. By trying to cover up the killings and putting the blame on the 

insurgents, the army accidentally provided a turning point in the Salvadorean war. 

The brutal assassination of Ellacuria and five other leading Jesuits had direct impact 

on the us Congress, which eventually decided to curb military aid to El Salvador.^ 

Gradually the United States started to accept that the war had entered a deadlock, 

as neither of the two parties was able to achieve a military victory. The rapid 

changes in Eastern Europe, added to the growing conviction by the FMLN that 

peace would be more beneficial than continuing the war, contributed to renewed 

steps for peace negotiations. 

In the midst of the offensive, C P D N leaders were forced to flee the country. With 

support from North American churches and solidarity groups an office was opened 

in Washington (led by Pastor Edgar Palacios) to lobby the us Congress and the 

United Nations. Meanwhile, the mobilisation of social forces in El Salvador was 

entirely directed by FMLN leaders.'8 It was not until January 1990 that the C P D N 

was able to regroup itself, this time in a political climate more open to dialogue 

than ever before. A new leadership was elected, presided over by Palacios, with a 

stronger presence of FMLN members.59 Secret bilateral meetings organised by UN 

top official Alvaro de Soto in December 1989 revealed that the FMLN and the 

Salvadorean government were willing to resume talks under UN mediation. Strong 

pressure on both parties to negotiate also came from the Central American presi

dents.60 After intensive diplomacy, a new meeting between the two parties was held 

in April 1990, marking the start of an active negotiation process that ended with the 

peace agreement of Chapültepec, signed in January 1992.6l 

Although the C P D N was not accepted as a third party nor as an observer to the 

negotiations, it played a key role in mobilising national and international support 

for the peace process. After implementation of the agreement, the C P D N continued 



242 THE POLITICS OF CIVIL SOCIETY BUILDING 

operating as a civil society alliance, but shifted its focus toward socio-economic 

issues. To understand the evolution of the C P D N , three periods can be identified. 

The first runs from its foundation in 1988 to the demobilisation of the FMLN in late 

1992. In this period the C P D N tried to build a consensus within civil society for a 

peaceful settlement, and critically followed the negotiation and implementation of 

the accords with massive street rallies, public debates and civil diplomacy. The 

second phase of the C P D N covers the period from early 1993 until the elections of 

March 1994, leading to the formal incorporation of the FMLN into political society. 

With the peace process concluded, the C P D N had to redefine its role and decided 

to prioritise the search for a consensus among social forces on post-war reconstruc

tion, for which a widely discussed document gave a number of recommendations 

regarding future government policies.62 In a third phase, since the 1994 elections, 

the C P D N has remained active as a public forum for discussion mainly focusing on 

socio-economic issues. As will be demonstrated, the most influential period of the 

C P D N was the first phase until 1992. 

Private foreign aid to the CPDN 

Direct support from private aid agencies to the C P D N started during and after the 

November 1989 offensive. Until that period, activities were financed with funds 

from member organisations, in particular from churches and large trade unions 

such as the UNTS and FENASTRAS. Fundraising became necessary because the 

C P D N wanted to prevent dependence on its larger (and FMLN-controlled) members. 

Additional funding was required to finance transport and meals for participants 

from rural areas in the peace marches and to pay for the expensive spots on radio 

and television. Under the umbrella of the church-related N G O D I A C O N I A , 3 fund-

raising started in September 1989 when prospects for renewed negotiations were 

increasing. The Lutheran Church - one of the key participants in DIACONIA and 

a leading member of the C P D N in the person of Bishop Medardo Gomez -

provided contacts to external hinders through its international networks of the 

Lutheran World Federation and the World Council of Churches. This resulted in 

contacts with the German Brot fiir die Welt, which decided to support the 

Washington office of the C P D N soon after the November offensive had started. 

Contacts with the Dutch private aid agency i c c o also were made prior to the 

offensive, but due to the emergency situation in El Salvador it took until early 1990 

to materialise into concrete support. Both agencies were impressed by the broad 

alliance of social forces for peace that the C P D N had managed to bring together. 

The start of the (final) peace negotiations in April 1990 contributed to acquiring 

new foreign aid resources, although private aid agencies were relatively slow in 

approving funding for the C P D N in contrast to the rapid advances being made in 

the negotiation process. This generated liquidity problems in 1991, leading to 

additional appeals for funding. By the end of 1991, with the negotiations nearly 

concluded, the C P D N had managed to raise over us$ 300,000 from private aid 

agencies. This was enough to cover its expenses for marches, advertisements, press 



FOUR A I D CHAINS IN CENTRAL AMERICA 243 

conferences and meetings throughout the negotiation process. The largest share 

came from the two Protestant agencies i c c o and Brot für die Welt, in addition to 

smaller grants from Norwegian People's Aid, C E B E M O , O X F A M - U K / I and several 

churches. The official endorsement of the peace accords in Chapiiltepec (January 

1992) gave an additional impulse to the activities of the C P D N . New projects for 

social mobilisation and media advertisements were planned to press for imple

mentation of the agreements according to the agreed schedule. With its small staff 

and rather short-term planning, the C P D N worked out a number of new project 

proposals (instead of multi-annual budgets which were preferred by the agencies) 

and presented these to the same group of private aid agencies. 

Due to the promising developments in the Salvadorean peace process, I c c o , Brot 

für die Weltund other private aid agencies responded positively to these new appeals 

and increased their contributions to the C P D N . Consequently, donor income more 

than doubled between 1992 and 1993. In response to these increased donor contribu

tions, and given the general increase of foreign aid resources flowing into El Salvador 

after the peace agreement, the C P D N adjusted its budgets again. It planned expenses 

of around us$ 1.6 million between 1993 and the election year 1994, which was 

probably more than it could handle. It was certainly more than the agencies were 

willing to contribute, for the C P D N only had a small staff and some agencies felt the 

organisation also had to generate income from member contributions. Despite these 

concerns, private aid agencies supporting the C P D N greatly valued its role in con

solidating the peace process and stimulating civil society to actively participate in the 

electoral process. Consequently, foreign support kept growing in these years, al

though it was only in late 1994 that the agencies discovered that the C P D N was un

able to spend all these funds. As will be analysed later, the C P D N started to create 

large financial reserves that were presented to the agencies as 'member contribu

tions', but were in fact saved up donor funds. Brot für die Welt decided for that 

reason in 1995 to stop funding the CP DN , although support was resumed the follow

ing year. Most contributions from smaller agencies had already stopped after 1993. 

The largest donor of the C P D N , the Dutch i c c o , accounted for over half of its 

income throughout these years. The significance of this role justifies a closer 

examination of i c c o ' s motivation to support the C P D N . 6 4 I C C O had known the 

CPDN from its early beginnings in 1988, as several of the member organisations also 

received funding from i c c o . In late 1989, after the November offensive and with 

the peace process still in a deadlock, i c c o decided to support the C P D N for three 

reasons. First, because it positively valued the broad alliance of social organisations 

(from the moderate right to the radical left) that the C P D N was bringing together 

to rally for a negotiated settlement. Second, because it shared the concerns of 

coordinator Palacios, a Protestant pastor, about the dominant role of FMLN-related 

NGOs that wanted to convert the C P D N into an organ of support for the F M L N . 

Moreover, i c c o recognised the need for C P D N ' S financial independence from its 

'richer' members such as the UCA, to improve internal unity. The C P D N was 

considered to be one of the few alliances in civil society where all political ten-
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dencies of the opposition wotked together to discuss key political issues. A third 

reason was political: (indirect) funding from the Dutch government would boost 

the international legitimacy of the C P D N and would add to the diplomatic weight 

of the Washington lobbying office. 

Achievements of the CPDN 

One of the principal goals of the C P D N was not realised: to be present as a third 

party representing civil society at the peace talks. Still, in the period from mid-1989 

to early 1992 the C P D N achieved several important objectives. First of all, it 

succeeded in bringing together a large variety of social and political forces in El 

Salvador, from the radical left to the moderate right, under the banner of the peace 

negotiations. This creation ofconcertación among the majority of societal actors in 

El Salvador was a remarkable achievement given the deep polarisation in the war 

period; it initiated a process of depolarisation necessary to move democratic 

transirion forward. Due to the absence of the powerful business sector in the CPDN 

it was not possible to speak of a 'general consensus' of civil society on a peaceful 

solution, but the alliance was probably the broadest possible at that time. It had 

taken over several functions of the dissolved opposition alliance FDR, which had 

acted in the 1980s as the civilian branch of the F M L N . Although individual FMLN 

members had a strong voice in the C P D N , the guerrilla movement was aware of the 

need to give an autonomous role to 'the popular movement' (assembled in the 

C P D N ) during the peace process. The C P D N was therefore used by the FMLN as a 

sounding board for discussing proposals that were prepared for the negotiations. s 

In addition, the C P D N performed an intermediary role between the FMLN and its 

constituency by 'decoding' messages coming from the negotiation table.66 

A further achievement of the C P D N was its success in mobilising national and 

(particularly) international support for the peace process, making optimal use of a 

period in which conditions for reaching an agreement were favourable. At the 

national level, pressure from civil society through mass marches contributed to 

breaking the deadlock at key moments during the peace negotiations. One of the 

biggest marches was held in December 1991, a few weeks before the negotiations 

were to be finalised in New York, organised to counter efforts by the army and 

extreme-right forces to frustrate the upcoming agreement.67 These social 

mobilisations were recognised by newly-elected leaders of the opposition as a sign 

of an expanding civil society.68 Press conferences and jingles on the radio and 

television were used by the C P D N as instruments to communicate with the govern

ment and the armed forces, but also with its constituency. At the international 

level, the C P D N approached international organisations and governments of the 

'Group of Friends' to put pressure on the Cristiani government for keeping the 

peace process moving.69 As an 'unauthorised third party' in the peace process, the 

C P D N effectively used its international network in Canada, the United States and 

Europe to especially target a key player in this process: the us Congress. The lattet 

was pressured to cut military aid to El Salvador, or at least to make it conditional 
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upon advances in the negotiations and on the prosecution of the assassins of the 

UCA Jesuits. This lobbying proved to be effective, as the House of Representatives 

in May 1990 voted in favour of cutting military aid and the Senate decided in 

October to make half of the military aid to El Salvador conditional upon advances 

in the peace talks and the Jesuit case. Civil diplomacy by the C P D N was of course 

not a determining factor, but certainly was important throughout the peace talks 

which had been criticised for their secret and elitist character.70 Although UN 

mediator De Soto spoke of a 'negotiated revolution', many observers have correctly 

pointed out that the agreement did not fundamentally alter the existing power 

balance: 'the core institutions of the Salvadorean government remained untouched' 

comments Foley (1996: 77). 

Another achievement was that the C P D N had created a national forum for 

political debate on key issues parallel to the National Assembly. Until the 1994 

elections (and definitely until the 1991 elections) the Salvadorean parliament was 

unable to perform that intermediary function because opposition patties were not 

yet incorporated into the political arena. During the negotiations and the imple

mentation of the agreement, sectoral representatives of the C P D N formed what they 

called a 'popular parliament'. Meeting weekly, this (unelected) group of representa

tives from various societal sectors was the central policy-making body inside the 

CPDN that discussed peace proposals, monitored the implementation of agreements 

and made preparations for the elections. An influential product of this group was 

the June 1993 publication of a consensus document called 'Contributions to the 

Project for a New Nation'. Based on broad consultations among C P D N members 

the document launched policy proposals for a future government prior to the 

electoral campaign. This proved to be rather effective as several parties incorporated 

these proposals into their campaigns, particularly the F M L N . But it was in a sense 

also undermining for the C P D N because the successful participation of the FMLN 

in the L994 elections implied that its role as mediator for the 'underrepresented' in 

civil society had become redundant. 

After the elections the C P D N continued organising street marches, press confer

ences, discussion seminars and elaborating proposals for post-war reconstruction. It 

also kept emphasising the need for compliance with the peace accords, some 

elements of which were deliberately delayed or frustrated by the governments of 

President Cristiani and his successor Calderon Sol. But the C P D N had lost its 

momentum as a national peace forum and as a temporary actor in a political society 

in transition. Cradually, many organisations left the C P D N , often because of 

profound internal divisions in the F M L N , but also because post-war circumstances 

provided new opportunities for constructing other fora to articulate social demands. 

One of the FMLN tendencies gradually started to dominate the C P D N , which 

seriously damaged its relative autonomy. Aftet 1994 the national dialogue and 

policy-making on post-war reconstruction was transferred to the National Assembly, 

in which the FMLN had become the second largest political party. The C P D N had to 

reformulate its mission, transforming itself from a one-issue movement (peace) into 
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a less attractive multi-issue forum promoting reconciliation and social justice. 

Despite producing proposals supported by a wide array of social organisations, the 

CPDN barely survived this ttansformation and its influence soon became marginal. 

The activities of the C P D N had contributed to strengthening civil society by 

forging an alliance between a growing number of sectoral organisations and by 

playing an intermediary role between civil society and the state during the peace 

process. A closer examination suggests that both functions were only performed 

temporarily. In the first period (1988-1991) the combination of building an alliance 

for a political solution to the war and the transmission of this demand to national 

and international actors contributed to depolarising the tense climate after the 

November 1989 offensive. Despite its failure to get the associations of private 

entetprise on board, the C P D N was in a sense 'the miracle of creating unity in civil 

society' as Palacios called it. Unity referred to the alliance among the more radical 

organisations (such as the labour unions of the U N T S ) opting for an active support

ive role in an armed insurrection, and the moderate organisations opting for 

peaceful solutions. Some tendencies inside the FMLN were well aware that they 

could not afford to alienate themselves from these moderate organisations (Byrne 

1996: 145). Furthermore, the dissolution of the FDR, the civil branch of the FMLN 

between 1980 and 1987, had created a vacuum on the side of civil diplomacy. A 

Church-sponsored initiative to create a national peace debate thetefore offered a 

useful instrument for the insurgents to build a broad popular constituency during 

the peace talks and to lobby international actors. After the 1992 peace agreement, 

when the FMLN transformed itself into a political patty, this alliance-building role 

of the C P D N lost its significance as it was no longer supported by all FMLN ten

dencies. 

The same happened in fact with the intermediary role of the C P D N , and perhaps 

even earlier. Ellacuria (1988) envisaged a role for the C P D N as a 'suprasectoral 

assembly', acting on social issues parallel to the political issues of the National 

Assembly. However, due to the absence of FDR or FMLN representatives in parlia

ment, the C P D N in fact also functioned as a channel for political demands in the 

early period of the peace process. This intermediary role ended with the election of 

eight ex-FDR opposition candidates as part of the Democratic Convergence (CD) 

in the National Assembly in the March 1991 elections. Especially the role of Ruben 

Zamora was important, as he became a vice-president of the National Assembly.71 

During the peace talks he emerged as a key informal mediator between the oppos

ition, the government and the international community. Zamora eventually was 

designated the presidential candidate for the F M L N - C D alliance in the 1994 

elections, where he was defeated by ARENA candidate Calderon Sol in the second 

round. 

The intermediary role of the C P D N also was weakened by the creation of two 

new institutions as part of the peace agreements: the National Commission for the 

Consolidation of Peace (COPAZ) and the Forum for Economic and Social Consult

ation (FOCES) . 7 2 COPAZ was formed by representatives of all political parties in 
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parliament, the government and the F M L N . It was installed to oversee the imple

mentation of the peace accords, as a complement to the UN verification process, 

and to monitor the participation of civil society in this implementation process. 

Between the final agreement of January 1992 and the elections of March 1994, 

COPAZ functioned as an unofficial 'transition government' and as a body that 

worked to create consensus on conflicting civil society interests (Johnstone 1995). 

It was illustrative that it was not the C P D N that was granted consultative status to 

COPAZ (with ONUSAL) but the Catholic Church. The other body replacing one of 

the functions of the C P D N was the Forum for Economic and Social Consultation 

(FOCES), in which labour unions, employers' associations and the government had 

to reach a consensus about the implementation of socio-economic issues outlined 

in the peace agreement. Although some short-term advances were made on workers' 

rights, FOCES was not a success. The business sector simply was unwilling to discuss 

fundamental socio-economic issues and to 'negotiate the revolution', leading to 

considerable frustration in lower FMLN ranks (Byrne 1996: 189). 

The contribution made by the C P D N to strengthening civil society therefore 

should not be overstated. It forged important alliances previous to and during the 

peace process — initially despite, and later thanks to the FMLN — but after 1992 lost 

most of its relevance to other actors. This is not surprising, for it was primarily 

focused on getting the negotiations started and securing the demilitarisation of 

society. This achievement should not be exaggerated since there already existed a 

rather broad national consensus about the need for peace talks right after the 

November 1989 offensive, and only a small minority wanted to continue the war. 

On issues on which it could have been strong, such as socio-economic reforms, the 

CPDN surprisingly had no serious proposals. Alternative development plans were 

only elaborated after 1992 when the momentum of the transition process had 

passed. The C P D N was unable to get a grip on the 'substantive issues' of the 

negotiations, the issues that had been conducive to the war and that had been 

central to the struggle of many C P D N members. This illustrates that it actually did 

not have the capacity to anticipate issues that exceeded the agenda of the peace 

negotiations. Or as Ponciano (1995: 130) suggests, the C P D N was so focused on 

political-military issues that it failed to recognise that the Cristiani government 

actively kept its neoliberal stabilisation programme from becoming part of the 

negotiation agenda. The inability of the C P D N to focus in an early stage of the 

negotiations on the issues of post-war reconstruction — which would have created 

friction with immediate FMLN-leadership interests - was one of the main reasons 

for its downfall after the final peace accords were signed."' 

The CPDN in the aid chain 

Between 1988 andi99i , the C P D N certainly was an influential peace alliance incivil 

society, combining three strong assets. First, it had an explicit and unambiguous 

goal: a negotiated resolution to the civil war, a goal that could not be compromised 

and was finally reached. Second, the C P D N managed to bring a wide spectrum of 
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popular organisations together in a loose coalition, producing and discussing 

constructive proposals without direct interference of the two contending parties. 

Despite close links between the FMLN and the larger organisations participating in 

the CPDN, the insurgents were reluctant to directly interfere. The FMLN leadership 

recognised the value of a discussion platform outside its ranks, as internal dis

cussions often were hampered by hierarchically organised structures and military 

considerations. In fact, the constituency of the FMLN was more reluctant to engage 

in compromises with the armed forces than the leadership, and this is where the 

CPDN played a buffering role. A third factor contributing to its achievements was 

the strategic timing for launching proposals or protests. Much of this timing was 

directed by its charismatic leader Edgar Palacios, who was respected by the armed 

forces, the government and the F M L N , and knew how to handle the press. Without 

his combined role as a spokesperson, mediator and civil diplomat, the C P D N would 

probably not have been successful at all. 4 

The main weakness of the C P D N was its inability to anticipate the challenges to 

be faced in the post-war period, including its own role. The absence of a long-term 

vision on the role of civil society in post-war démocratisation, other than simply 

demanding its participation, made it easy for the advocates of the prevailing 

development model to pursue their own strategy without any serious opposition. 

The short-lived relevance of the C P D N has to do with the fact that it was a product 

of the war and not of post-war democratic transition. Many member organisations 

of the C P D N were accustomed to performing a mobilising role in civil society, 

whereas their leaders were often restrained by the logic of the political-military 

struggle. The transition to peace forced these member organisations to transform 

their discourse, their organisational structure and their mission in order to address 

newly emerging sectoral interests. This forced transformation, in addition to the 

confusion created by the internal FMLN splits, generated a climate of insecurity 

concerning the new role of societal actors in the stage of mid-transition. The 

inevitable crisis that emerged in many social organisations affected internal debates 

in the C P D N and seriously weakened the previously existing consensus.75 As a multi-

sectoral alliance for peace, the C P D N also had to redefine its role and tried to secure 

a consensus in 1992 under the banner of'constructing peace'. This effort failed as 

it was unable to reconcile the many conflicting interests in civil society that were 

emerging in a process of'constructing democracy'. Although the formal number 

of member organisations increased to over eighty in 1995, in practice the 'alliance 

of social forces' and the 'conscience of Chapultepec' had become a remnant of the 

past. Private aid agencies supporting the C P D N failed to recognise this dramatic 

shift. 

Support from private aid agencies, in particular from i c c o and Brot für die Welt, 

was indispensable to financing the activities of the C P D N . Without these external 

resources the C P D N would have had a lower profile in the Salvadorean peace 

process, according to coordinator Palacios.76 This private foreign aid enabled the 

C P D N to mobilise more (rural) participants for public marches (pay for transport 
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and meals) and to finance media advertisements. However, a closer examination of 

aid flows to the C P D N reveals that these increased after 1992, in other words after 

the period of peace negotiations and the implementation of the agreements when 

it achieved its main results. Given the low level of institutional consolidation it is 

likely that the increase of aid flows afier the C P D N had lost its momentum negative

ly affected its performance. To examine this assumption, it may be helpful to 

address two questions: Why did private aid agencies increase their contributions 

while the role of the C P D N actually was diminishing? And how did this affect its 

(intermediary) role in Salvadorean civil society? 

A look at the figures shows that private aid support to the C P D N increased 

twofold between 1991 and 1992, which was a direct response to the successful 

conclusion of the peace agreement of Chapültepec in January 1992. The C P D N 

budget for 1993-94 w a s o n average four times the budget it had handled between 

1990 and 1991, which was the period of the main achievements of the C P D N . 

Although only half of the requested funding was effectively received, 1993 and 1994 

still were the years in which the C P D N received the largest contributions from 

private aid agencies. Several reasons can be given to explain this phenomenon. One 

is technical: there is always a certain period between funding requests and final 

disbursements. But in the case of i c c o , the largest hinder of the C P D N , this period 

was rather long: usually more than one year. This was caused by i c c o ' s lengthy 

application procedure for co-funding at the Dutch ministry, but also by its slow 

internal process of approval and disbursements.77 As a result, the C P D N had to raise 

additional funding to fill the liquidity gaps created by delayed disbursements. 

Another reason for the increase of private aid flows to the C P D N after 1992 was 

that private aid agencies apparently did not make an accurate political analysis of 

what tole the C P D N would play after the peace agreements. With the legalisation 

of the FMLN as a political party, the CPDN'S intermediary role was gradually taken 

over by the former guerrilla organisation. Poor coordination among the private aid 

agencies supporting the C P D N and the absence of a proper monitoring system 

meant that the agencies did not realise that the C P D N was loosing its political 

momentum.78 The only external evaluation of the C P D N , carried out in late 1994 

at the request of I C C O , actually came two years too late. Even though this evalu

ation was not very critical, its recommendations were not seriously incorporated 

into future planning.79 While local agency representatives were rather critical about 

the performance of the C P D N , desk officers of the Protestant agencies gave it the 

benefit of the doubt, largely because C P D N was run by a leading member of the 

Salvadorean churches. 

A further reason for the income growth of the C P D N has to do with the 'chemis

try' of donor-recipient relations. Recipients often exaggerate their budgets in project 

proposals because they know donors tend to approve lower funding than is 

requested. Although i c c o was somewhat surprised by the us$ 1.6 million budget 

for 1993-94, it did n o t seriously question the implications of this considerable 

increase in anticipated expenditures, i c c o decided to accept this growth and 
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increased its support for these years by almost fifty percent compared to previous 

years.81 Despite the incapacity of the C P D N to spend i c c o ' s contribution in the 

period agreed, funding continued even after 1995. Another element in the chemistry 

was that i c c o ' s decision to continue support to the C P D N encouraged smaller 

funders to also continue their support, as they trusted that contributions to the 

C P D N would be carefully monitored by i c c o , which was responsible for half the 

C P D N ' S income between 1990 and 1996. This monitoring was, as argued earlier, 

poor if not virtually absent. 

Possibly one of the key shortcomings of the donor agencies was that they did not 

put enough pressure on the C P D N to request contributions from member 

organisations in order to make the alliance more self-sufficient. Although the CPDN 

argued that members did contribute, in reality the C P D N was channelling funds to 

its members for the organisation of marches and the implementation of activities. 

These 'reverse aid flows' were a direct product of'overfunding' by the agencies. 

Starting in 1992, with the first large increase in aid funding, the C P D N gradually 

created its own financial reserves as it was unable to spend all its income.82 This 

might have been understandable - given the small administrative staff, rather short-

term planning and the exaggerated budget - but for some reason it did not alarm 

the agencies. It was not until 1995, after finding contradictions in financial reports, 

that i c c o became more strict about proper financial reporting and eventually 

demanded replacement of the 'external' accountant. However, funding to the 

C P D N was not made conditional upon a certain level of member contributions, and 

this generates the second question about the impact of 'overfunding' on the 

performance of the C P D N . 

The large amount of agency income, combined with the low level of member 

contributions, meant that member organisations increasingly considered the CPDN 

as a channel to attract foreign aid resources and less as an intermediary alliance in 

civil society. Starting in 1993, many members started to become 'delinked' from the 

C P D N for three reasons. First, because they had other channels (such as the FMLN) 

to voice their demands to the state. Second, because they encountered considerable 

problems in renewing their leadership and adapting their internal organisation and 

discourse from confrontation to constructive dialogue and concertation. Third, 

because the policy of the C P D N to secure consensus among societal sectors was 

effective on the issue of peace, but did not work for (the more complex and often 

contradictory) socio-economic demands. Due to the continuous inpouring of 

foreign aid, the policies of the C P D N became scattered as it kept offering a variety 

of fora and seminars with poor outcomes.83 To avoid bureaucracy, the implementa

tion of these activities was generally delegated to member organisations. This is not 

to say that the C P D N was not a useful forum for discussion (which it certainly was 

for young cadre) but it lacked the coherent strategy that had been followed in the 

late 1980s. Continued and increased private aid support and the absence of member 

contributions thus transformed the C P D N into a donor-driven alliance in civil 

society84 
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• Assessing the civil society building performance of the CPDN 

One of the striking lessons from the C P D N aid chain is the apparent difficulty 

private aid agencies experience adjusting their intervention policies to rapidly 

changing political processes. Essentially, support from private aid agencies increased 

afierthe C P D N had lost the political momentum. What was the impact of this on 

the organisational capacity of the C P D N ? Let me first examine the level of participa

tion by members and the character of internal accountability. It was shown that the 

CPDN started as a membership organisation with a rather flat structure, with active 

patticipation of members and a high level of downward accountability. Members 

that were closely linked to the FMLN (which had vertical and centralised 

organisational structures) indeed became influential in the C P D N during and after 

the 1989 offensive. But they did not convert the C P D N into ufachada (a puppet) of 

the FMLN, although right-wing opponents claimed that this was the case. Policy

making and implementation were coordinated by a directorio sectorial, a weekly 

meeting of representatives from all sectors active in the C P D N . Daily coordination 

and decision-making was performed by a revolving small committee (in which 

FMLN members were a minority), which also maintained contacts with funders. 

The 'sectoral directorate' served as an intermediary between the coordination 

committee and the national assembly in which all member organisations had two 

seats. Because of the active participation of many sectors during the peace negoti

ations, the assembly decided to change the image of the C P D N from that of a 

'permanent committee' into a 'social movement'. However, this movement 

character had de facto ended with the end of the war, when (a striking coincidence) 

a separate C P D N office was opened in late 1991. After 1992, and certainly during the 

electoral campaign, the sectoral directorate started to disintegrate with fewer 

members participating, followed by its eventual dissolution in 1994. As a result, 

direct feedback to member organisations diminished and communication to the 

constituency of the C P D N went mainly via the mass media.85 The decline of the 

CPDN therefore could be seen in its transformation from a membership 

organisation into a pressure group and a debating forum. Due to the absence of 

member contributions (and the availability of increasing private aid funds) this 

weakening of the institutional structure was not recognised as a problem by C P D N s 

leaders or by the donor agencies. 

Consequently, the financial sustainability of the C P D N was entirely dependent 

upon foreign aid resources and the prospects for long-term survival were therefore 

not very encouraging. This negative outlook can be largely attributed to the 

changed political circumstances after the peace agreement was implemented, which 

led to demobilisation and ideological confusion for many popular organisations. 

Without fully realising this, the C P D N gradually became transformed from a 

membership organisation into a sort of'socio-economic human rights N G O ' . But 

it continued to call itself 'an expression of the Salvadorean social movement', 

although it was never financially sustained by this movement. On the contrary, as 

was argued earlier, the C P D N became a donor-driven committee paying 
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organisations for particular activities that they might have done anyway. Private aid 

agencies (in particular the two largest flinders i c c o and Brot für die Welt) therefore 

made four mistakes in increasing their support to the C P D N in 1993: (i) they did not 

make an assessment of the political changes after the implementation of the peace 

agreement and how these affected popular organisations and the position of the 

C P D N , (ii) they did not press enough for the need to collect member contributions, 

(iii) they did not invest in improving the weak institutional structure of the CPDN 

and (iv) they did a poor job coordinating between each other, and only started to 

do so (after 1994) when it was in fact too late. 

Regarding its role in civil society building the C P D N combined several elements. 

It boosted the formation of a peace alliance and performed an intermediary role in 

civil society vis-à-vis the state and the international community. The alliance 

between radical FMLN-controlled mass organisations and moderate societal actors 

was realised in 1988, before private aid started to flow to the C P D N . It is therefore 

likely that private aid agencies did not play a significant role in forging this alliance. 

It is even doubtful if the performance of this alliance would have been different if 

private aid had been absent in the period until the final peace agreement was signed 

in early 1992, as the FMLN had a vested interest in keeping a solid unity of 

oppositional forces in civil society during the negotiations. Nevertheless, by 

performing an intermediary role in civil society the C P D N was an effective alliance 

pushing for a negotiated solution, particularly in the year prior to the November 

1989 offensive. After the offensive the FMLN increased its influence in the C P D N , 

which was the same period in which it started to receive private aid support. The 

activities of the lobbying office in Washington and the street marches which took 

place during the negotiations (and were partly financed by private foreign aid) were 

important contributions to the peace process. Without private aid support the 

activities of the C P D N to pressure the government and international actors would 

probably have taken place on a smaller scale, and the lobbying work might even 

have been absent. But it would be unreasonable to conclude that the outcome of 

the negotiations would have been any different without this support. The (negative) 

influence of private foreign aid was particularly visible after 1992, when the 

intermediary function of the C P D N declined despite increased aid contributions. 

The strongest policy impact of the C P D N was achieved prior to the start of 

negotiations and during the peace talks. In September 1988, a few months before 

the presidential elections, the C P D N managed to get ARENA'S presidential candidate 

Cristiani to endorse important elements of the consensus document. One year later, 

organised pressure from the C P D N was one of the factors that pushed President 

Cristiani to open the dialogue with the F M L N . This was all in the period prior to 

private aid support for the C P D N . AS the peace process had a strong dynamic of its 

own, it is hard to tell to what extent the C P D N directly influenced the texts of the 

peace agreements. According to Palacios the initial agreement on demilitarisation 

(May 1991) was drafted on the basis of a proposal from the C P D N , but David 

Escobar Galindo, a key negotiator for the government, denies this.86 The C P D N 
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probably contributed to influencing Democratic Senators in the us Congress, 

although they were lobbied from many sides. Still, private aid funding to the 

Washington office of the C P D N was important for lobbying and networking with 

churches and solidarity groups in the United States and for keeping European and 

Canadian partners informed. Policy impact after 1992 was marginal, except maybe 

for the 'Project for a New Nation' of June 1993 of which some elements were 

adopted by the F M L N - C D coalition (with which direct linkages already existed). 

Policy impact of the C P D N thus was minimally related to the inflow of private aid 

support, with the exception of the Washington lobbying office. 

In sum, it might be concluded that the needs of temporary alliances in civil 

society do not always coincide with the logic of private aid agencies, which are often 

not geared toward providing instant and adequate support to these alliances. Private 

aid donors prefer to build up longer term partnerships, which often contradicts the 

temporary nature of civil society coalitions. Institutionalisation of the C P D N , 

although required by the agencies, generated internal resistance and rejection of 

bureaucracy but not a rejection of foreign aid. The private aid agencies i c c o and 

Brot für die Welt, for their part, have become reluctant to continue their support to 

the C P D N , as it no longer performs the functions it did when partnerships were 

established in 1989. It is possible that the C P D N will survive the late 1990s, for 

example as a 'social coalition against poverty'. But it will have to sustain itself 

through contributions of actively participating members. In other words, just like 

when it started out at the very beginning. 

6.3 Incorporating indfgenas in Guatemalan civil society: FUNDADESE 

While the previous two case studies focused on human rights and on peace 

negotiations, the Guatemalan case study combines these two issues, albeit in a 

special way. Despite many political and historical commonalties between Central 

American countries, only Guatemala has an indigenous majority. Among the 

Guatemalan indigenas (Indians) five major ethno-linguistic groups and more than 

twenty different native languages have been identified, the majority descending 

from the Mayas.8' Another characteristic of private aid funding to Guatemala that 

is relevant for this study is that the amount of aid increased when it was stagnating 

in other Central American countries, as was demonstrated in the previous chapter. 

The reason for this increase was the resumption of peace talks between the armed 

opposition and the government and the emergence of a number of new associations 

in civil society. Particularly 'Indian' organisations, which had been most affected 

by military counter-insurgency operations, demonstrated remarkable growth in the 

early 1990s. It is therefore plausible to focus the Guatemalan case study on an 

Indian organisation that received substantial European private aid support. 

Various organisations working with indigenous communities were suggested by 

European agencies for the present research.88 The problem was that none of these 
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organisations explicitly performed an intermediary role for Indian organisations in 

civil society, although one of them did have an impressive record in this area: 

FUNDADESE. This local development NGO was chosen because its leaders played 

a key role in Indian organisations that participated in national civil society alliances. 

But also because it was considered by many private aid agencies as one of the most 

successful Indian NGOS in Guatemala, FUNDADESE 'S local development activities 

were praised, as well as its active role in opening up new political space for indigen

ous people during the Guatemalan democratic transition of the 1990s.89 

The case of F U N D A D E S E is however rather complex as it deals with a large 

number of Indian organisations that were either created or supported by its own 

leaders since the late 1980s. As all these organisations are in some way intercon

nected, an outsider could quickly get lost in the forest of abbreviations. The first 

part of this case study will therefore sketch a necessary overview of the recent revival 

of Indian organisations and coalitions. Furthermore, the case is far from transparent 

as FUNDADESE 'S leaders often played a key role in several other Indian 

organisations, as representatives of F U N D A D E S E or personally. Another difficulty 

is that the Guatemalan peace process (and the democratic transition it spurred) is 

not yet complete. Although the peace agreement was signed in December 1996, by 

the time of this writing many agreements still have to be implemented and the 

outcome of the peace process is therefore inconclusive. However, the complexity 

of this case study probably also underscores that an analysis of private aid funding 

aimed at civil society building seldom is linear, transparent or simple. 

Participation of Indian organisations in the Guatemalan peace process 

The current revival of Indian organisations in Guatemala has its origins in the 

1960s, when social and economic developments contributed to a transformation of 

the impoverished and marginalised indigenous communities.90 The Catholic 

Church gradually introduced fundamental reforms with its influential rural pro

gramme Acción Católica, challenging the traditional authority of the priest-shamans 

and the religious brotherhoods (cofradias). Schools were built, cooperatives were set 

up and political parties (in particular the Christian Democratic Party) entered the 

communities to participate in municipal elections.9' Gradually, a consciousness 

developed among indigenas that this new space offered by external actors could be 

used to demand better social and political conditions. A new generation of Indian 

leaders (often catechists trained by Acción Católica) was replacing the traditional 

elderly community leaders and started to mobilise indigenous communities, 

eventually leading to the formation of a national Indian peasant organisation: the 

Committee for Peasant Unity (cue) . 9 2 This new organisation emerged in the 

northern department El Quiche, a few years after the disappointing 1974 election 

results of the Christian Democrats. The c u e would increase its support in the 

highlands after the 1976 earthquake created a political vacuum in rural areas. This 

vacuum also was filled by right-wing us fundamentalist and Pentecostal sects that 

massively invaded indigenous communities after the earthquake (Perera 1993). 
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By the late 1970s, c u e had taken the lead in a broad, popular and predominantly 

Indian social movement which was quickly radicalising. Many c u e affiliates opted 

for revolutionary armed struggle, especially after the armed forces systematically 

started to kill Indian peasant leaders in the Alta Verapaz and in the Ixil and Ixcan 

areas (Carmack 1988).93 The massacre of 140 Indian peasants in Panzós (1978) 

generally is considered to be the start of the indigenous rebellion in the highlands.94 

The army j ustified the killings by saying they believed the Indian peasants were part 

of the guerrilla movement, although this was not (yet) the case.95 The selective 

military repression was in fact counter-productive: whilst death squads tried to 

eliminate radical indigenous leaders, revolutionary groups started to grow and 

incorporated new members from persecuted indigenous communities. A key 

moment in this process was the massacre of a cue- led delegation of nearly forty 

Indian peasants in the Spanish embassy in January 1980, who were protesting 

against the mounting repression in the Quiche department. The massacre made 

many indigenous communities decide to join with the guerrillas, creating a strong 

Indian-Ladino popular movement (Jonas 1991). 

Ongoing popular protest, a large strike of sugar cane workers and rapid growth 

of guerrilla-controlled areas was responded to by the military regime of Lucas 

Garcia with a counter-insurgency offensive in mid-1981 in order to defeat the 

revolutionary movement, which meanwhile had achieved unity in the U R N G . ' 6 

Falla (1994: 183) describes how the army seeded terror in the indigenous com

munities: 'a growing degree of violence was used in the abductions, killings, and 

selective massacres: disfigured corpses were dumped and bodies were hung from 

trees in an attempt to instil terror'. Although causing thousands of casualties, the 

campaign did not deter guerrilla resistance. General Rios Montt, who had replaced 

Lucas Garcia in the March 1982 coup, therefore decided to apply scorched earth 

tactics by physically eliminating indigenous communities in guerrilla-controlled 

areas. The purpose was to destroy the popular basis of the guerrilla movement and 

regain control over these areas. Jonas (1991: 149) even argues that the war was 'an 

assault by the Ladino state against the Indian population', as the military intended 

to destroy ethnic unity and Indian identity. Between 50,000 and 75,000 civilians 

were killed or disappeared in this genocide, which left 440 villages destroyed and 

nearly one million indigenas displaced, of which around 200,000 sought refuge in 

Mexico.97 In an effort to consolidate its control over the conflict zones, the army 

established 'model villages' in which special committees implemented development 

projects under military supervision. In these model villages, but also in hundreds 

of villages in the highlands, 'Civil Defence Patrols' (PAC'S) were established. These 

paramilitary organisations, in which during the mid-1980s up to one million 

civilians would participate, became a key instrument of the military for keeping 

control over rural indigenous communities and to counter guerrilla activity. 

Indian organisational structures appeared to be effectively destroyed by the large-

scale counter-insurgency campaign of the early 1980s. The URNG had not been 

eliminated, but was politically defeated and was pushed back to remote areas from 
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where it continued attacks on military targets.98 What was left of the c u e leader

ship was either underground or in exile, and c u e was not re-established until 1986. 

Although the process took more than a decade, Indian organisations were slowly 

rebuilt and would even become stronger and more diverse actors in civil society 

than before. This process of indigenous organisation building can be divided into 

three periods: (i) from 1984 to 1990, when human rights violations were 

emphasised, (ii) from 1990 to 1993, when the emphasis was on Indian rights, and 

(iii) from 1993 to 1996, when Indian organisations were actively incorporated into 

the peace process. 

The first period of rebuilding Indian organisations runs (almost) parallel to the 

new civilian government of President Cerezo (1986-1990). However, the first 

organisation serving as a national channel publicly denouncing disappearances and 

atrocities committed in indigenous communities had already emerged in 1984: the 

Mutual Support Group (GAM). This human rights organisation was formed by a 

group of relatives of disappeared, led by Nineth Montenegro, and would become 

one of the most active opposition groups in civil society during the 1980s. Although 

initially founded by Ladinos, it soon also incorporated Indian members. Other 

human rights organisations more dominated by indigents were set up after the 

Esquipulas agreement. The international attention generated by this Central 

American peace plan, and the call for a National Dialogue, provided new political 

openings for the Guatemalan opposition. Human rights organisations run by 

indigenas, such as CONAVIGUA (the organisation of Indian widows and orphans), 

CERJ (that rallied against civil patrols in the highlands) and C O N D E G (which tried 

to organise the internally displaced) made the international community aware of 

the genocide that had struck the Indian communities." And more important, that 

paramilitary violence was continuing under the Cerezo administration. Within the 

framework of the National Dialogue, these organisations started to coordinate their 

activities.'00 Until that time coordination around specific Indian issues had not 

existed publicly. 

The second phase of rebuilding Indian organisations started in 1990, when the 

first round of peace talks began in Oslo between the U R N G and the government. It 

was an election year and the presidency was won in the second round by conserva

tive candidate Jorge Serrano.101 Two new coalitions of Indian organisations were 

founded in this election year: Majawil Q y and C O M G . The first was an alliance 

formed during preparations for the Latin American counter-celebration of the fifth 

centennial of the 'discovery' (a campaign called '500 years of popular and Indian 

resistance') organised with several other Indian organisations from Latin America. 

A large international gathering of these groups was convened in Guatemala in 

October 1991 by the new coalition Majawil Q'ij, a joint effort of several Indian 

organisations including c u e , GAM, CONAVIGUA, C O N D E G , CERJ and thecPR's. '02 

The gradual shift of emphasis of these organisations from socio-economic demands 

and human rights issues in the 1980s to an ethnic discourse in the 1990s illustrated 

a fundamental shift to prioritise Indian demands. This was an obvious move to 



FOUR A I D CHAINS IN CENTRAL AMERICA 257 

prepare for input on Indian issues from civil society at the peace talks in Oslo. 

According to Bastos and Camus (1995) the 'popular Indian' organisations also were 

influenced by another current of Indian organisations emphasising and reaffirming 

their 'Maya identity'. This diverse set of organisations - including the Guatemalan 

Maya Language Academy (ALMG), the Maya education centre and publisher 

Cholsamaj, and several development NGOs, among them F U N D A D E S E - in 1990 

formed the other new Indian coalition: the Guatemalan Council of Maya 

Organisations ( C O M G ) . ' ° 3 These two coordinating bodies of Indian organisations, 

representing a 'popular Indian' current and one dedicated to Maya self-determin

ation, were the first signs of a dynamic process in which Indian organisations would 

become active players in Guatemalan civil society. 

COMG and its 'Mayanist' institutions stayed away from the October 1991 

gathering of Latin American Indian organisations in Quetzaltenango (which was 

hosted by Majawil Q'ij) as C O M G considered the event too dominated by Ladino 

organisations.104 However, progress in the peace talks forced the two coalitions to 

work together: point three of the negotiation agenda mentioned 'Indian rights and 

identity'. The organisations of C O M G feared that this issue would be decided by 

Ladino-composed delegations of the URN G and the government. Together with 

Majawil Q y a n d others, C O M G stated publicly that Indian organisations had the 

right to directly participate in the debates about this issue. In October 1992 they 

created a special section in the Coalition of Civil Sectors (esc) , the so-called Mesa 

Maya, to work out proposals on Indian issues and discuss them with the negotiating 

parties.,os The Mesa Maya thus became the first united civil society alliance of 

Indian organisations, in which the basis was laid for a unified proposal on the issue 

of'Indian rights and identity'.106 An additional impulse for concerted action by 

Indian organisations came in October 1992, when Rigoberta Menchii was granted 

the Nobel Peace Prize. By that time, however, the peace process had stagnated and 

even come to a deadlock, meaning that Indian organisations would be unable to 

discuss their proposals with the negotiating parties until after the talks resumed in 

1994. 

The incorporation of Indian organisations into the peace process characterises 

the third period of Indian organisation building, and starts in the aftermath of 

Serrano's autogolpe (self-staged coup) of 25 May 1993. With Serrano's forced 

resignation, the system of 'controlled democracy' that had reigned in Guatemala 

since Cerezo's election in 1985 was exhausted. A combination of economic crisis, 

widespread corruption and the inability to push the peace process further led to a 

temporary political crisis that would become a turning point in Guatemala's 

democratic transition. In the confusing days after the coup, in which Ramiro de 

León Carpio was elected by Congress to serve as a provisional president, Indian 

organisations convened a large meeting. The purpose of this Assembly of the Maya 

People, in which 86 Indian organisations were represented, was to guarantee their 

participation in the political process following the coup. They demanded a Maya 

representative in a new provisional government, and announced the formation of 
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a Permanent Maya Assembly (APM) to guarantee and monitor the effective incorp

oration of Indian organisations in the post-coup process. However, this effort to 

form a united coalition of Indian organisations failed as the 'popular Indian' 

organisations that were left over from the Mesa Maya took part in another alliance 

formed by civil society actors, the National Consensus Body ( I N C ) . Within the 

INC, the 'popular Indian' organisations constituted a new alliance: the Maya Unity 

and Consensus Body ( I U C M ) . The reason for not achieving a united coalition of 

Indian organisations apparently had to more do with frictions among leaders than 

with the content of the proposals (Bastos and Camus 1995). Others believed that 

the lack of unity was the result of an internal struggle between various tendencies 

of the URNG and those organisations (especially ALMG and C O M G ) that refused to 

follow URNG tactics at that time.107 But all Indian organisations were conscious of 

the need to coordinate efforts in order to exploit the new political circumstances in 

favour of indigenous incorporation into the peace process and the process of 

democratic transition. 

It took another year before one united coalition of Indian organisations would 

be established that would directly influence the peace negotiations. This delay was 

caused by efforts of newly-appointed President De León Carpio to change the 

framework for negotiations.108 But in January 1994 the two parties finally reached 

an agreement in Mexico on a framework for peace talks, in which the UN would 

serve as moderator.109 It was also agreed that representatives of Guatemalan civil 

society would not be admitted to participate directly in the talks (despite demands 

by various societal sectors) but that a newly created Civil Society Assembly (ASC) 

would perform a consultative role, with two important functions. On the one hand, 

the ASC was invited to present its own proposals on six 'substantive' issues."0 On 

the other hand, the ASC was assigned the task of endorsing the agreements made by 

the government and the URNG. Chaired by Catholic Bishop Quezada, the ASC was 

composed of all major civil society sectors that had been active in previous talks, 

except for the representatives of the business sector (CACIF) . " 1 

Indian organisations realised that they had to close their ranks in order to achieve 

the best possible outcome on the issues that most affected them: the refugees and 

the displaced, and most of all the agreement on 'Indian rights and identity'. With 

this in mind, all the existing alliances of Indian organisations met in early 1994 to 

prepare their proposals on these important issues. Present were the ALMG (which 

was actually more an academic institution than an alliance) and C O M G , plus the 

two new alliances that had arisen after the political crisis of 1993, APM and I U C M . 

Although differences existed over the priority of demands they should put forward, 

particularly on the issue of Indian autonomy, an agreement was reached. The four 

alliances also decided to form a new organisation to coordinate their work in the 

'Maya sector' of the ASC: the Coalition of Organisations of the Maya People of 

Guatemala (COPMAGUA) , established in May 1994, one week before the ASC was 

officially installed by Bishop Quezada. COPMAGUA would become one of the most 

important players in the ASC during 1994 and 1995 because it managed to get the 
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best possible agreement on Indian rights approved by the two parties, COPMAGUA'S 

composition changed in late 1994, when the APM stepped out and two new alliances 

(TukumAmam and UPMAG) entered the new coalition of Indian alliances."2 All 

these alliances together represented over a hundred (national, local, sectoral and 

multisectoral) Indian organisations. Within five years not only had the number of 

Indian organisations reached a record but also the level of unity had never been as 

advanced as with the formation of COPMAGUA. One of the key actors in bringing 

about this level of coordination among Indian organisations was F U N D A D E S E . 

Emergence and activities of FUNDADESE 

In the slowly depolarising political climate after the installation of the Cerezo 

government, several small relief organisations were formed in the highlands to give 

assistance to indigenous communities affected by the counter-insurgency war. 

Some of these organisations were related to North American evangelical churches, 

others were development NGOs set up by Indian leaders. One of them was F U N D A 

DESE, founded in 1985 in Chichicastenango, in the southern part of the Quiche 

department. In the 1970s a dense network of organisations, committees and 

cooperatives existed in this area (mainly stimulated by the activities of Acción 

Católica) which developed into a broad opposition movement against the authori

tarian regimes and the armed forces. Many Indian communities joined the ranks 

of the guerrilla movement in the early 1980s. As a result, repression was brutal and 

counter-insurgency activities destroyed most of the existing organisational struc

tures. It was an area in which the Civil Defence Patrols (PAC'S) were combative and 

actively frustrated the work of human rights organisations, FUNDADESE 'S goal was 

to counter the influence of these PAC'S by contributing to a revival of community 

organisation structures. 

Initially, F U N D A D E S E organised relief projects for orphans, widows and other 

victims of the counter-insurgency campaign."3 With primary health care it tried to 

gain the confidence of communities 'in which repression had left an illness called 

fear' (Carrera 1994: 39). Only after community councils began to trust their work 

did F U N D A D E S E start up new projects on collective enterprises, cultural promotion 

and organisation building. The idea was to rebuild the social fabric in the commu

nities by strengthening new civil structures and pushing back the influence of the 

PAC'S. F U N D A D E S E wanted to revalue Indian identity and revive cultural values as 

a means of counterpoising the military domination in these communities. It 

stimulated the formation of sectoral and community councils, in order to integrate 

these into intercommunal councils that in turn served as consultative entities for 

FUNDADESE'S policies. A longer term purpose was that this association of commu

nity councils would present their development needs to the local municipality for 

financial support. In other words, in the long run the municipality would take over 

FUNDADESE'S role as a supplier of funding. 

Due to private foreign aid support, F U N D A D E S E grew quickly and expanded its 

activities in the late 1980s from southern Quiche to the Sololâ and Totonicapän 
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areas. New activities were started on infrastructure, education and agriculture. In 

1989 FUNDADESE inaugurated Pop Wuj in Chimaltenango, a Maya education 

centre for technicians in integrated community development. The foundation 

gradually decentralised its activities and opened a third office in 1993 in Quetzalte-

nango to assist the displaced and returning refugees in the departments of Quetzal-

tenango, San Marcos and Retalhuleu. The executive board of F U N D A D E S E was 

formed by three of its founders: Israel Sequén (director of Pop Wuj m Chimalte

nango), Alberto Mazariegos (director of the Quetzaltenango office) and Maria 

Riquiac (director of the central office in Chichicastenango). These three founders 

and their three offices would form the core of F U N D A D E S E . 

This decentralisation was partly the result of different priorities held by the three 

directors concerning the activities that F U N D A D E S E should pursue at a national 

level. Since the late 1980s the foundation was active in two national networks: the 

Council of Maya Organisations, C O M G , and the national N G O coalition C O I N D E . 

This dual membership reflected the identity that F U N D A D E S E had developed from 

the beginning: being a 'Mayan' development N G O while simultaneously acting as 

an association of indigenous communities that through F U N D A D E S E became 

(founding) members of C O M G . Alberto Mazariegos soon became one of the leading 

figures in C O M G , where he advocated closer collaboration with the 'popular Indian' 

organisations of Majawil Q'ij in which F U N D A D E S E indirectly participated as part 

of C O I N D E . Mazariegos also actively participated in the Mesa Maya in 1992, when 

the document on 'Indian rights and identity' was edited. He soon became publicly 

known as one of the national Maya leaders advocating a pluri-ethnic solution to the 

controversy over the position of the Indian population. In early 1994, Bishop 

Quezada invited Mazariegos - together with Rosalina Tuyuc and Juan Leon"4 - to 

form the 'Maya sector' in the ASC in which COPMAGUA would draft the position 

paper on Indian rights and identity as input for the peace talks. Shortly before 

COPMAGUA was formed, Mazariegos left C O M G because he was increasingly 

criticised for advocating positions too closely associated with the U R N G . " 5 As most 

members of C O M G wanted to stay politically independent, Mazariegos formed 

Tukum Amam, a new alliance of Indian organisations active in the south-western 

part of the highlands (where F U N D A D E S E had set up a new office in 1993). 

Although a formal member of COPMAGUA only in early 1995, Tukum Amam would 

serve as Mazariegos's constituency, legitimising his leading role in COPMAGUA and 

in the ASC."6 

On account of its other two directors, F U N D A D E S E also was present in other 

national alliances. Maria Riquiac initially participated as a delegate of C O M G in the 

Maya sector of the ASC and later in 1994 in the N G O sector through C O I N D E . 1 ' 7 

Israel Sequén was active since the early 1990s in several human rights groups, and 

founded the Mayan human rights commission Wuqub'Noj, which was a member 

of C O M G but also part of the human rights sector of the ASC." S FUNDADESE'S 

education centre Pop Wuj (directed by Sequén) was represented in the ASC as one 

of the research centres and as part of ALMG. In addition to that, Mazariegos was a 
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member of the organisational committee of the ASC. As a result, due to the presence 

of its leaders, F U N D A D E S E gradually became one of the most active players inside 

the ASC as it had representatives in a variety of societal sectors. The complexity of 

this network of relationships is illustrated in Figure 6.1. 

The active participation of F U N D A D E S E and other Indian organisations in 

various sectors of the ASC was obviously meant to get COPMAGUA'S position paper 

approved on 'Indian rights and identity'. After a lively and emotional debate, and 

intensive lobbying by Indian leaders, the ASC finally reached consensus on the key 

points proposed by COPMAGUA: recognition of Guatemala as a pluri-ethnic and 

pluri-lingual nation, the need to restructure the state and guarantee equitable 
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relations in a new political system and the recognition of a number of Indian 

rights."9 Rejected were more radical points on the restitution of expropriated 

communal lands and the demand for political autonomy. The conciliatory role of 

Bishop Quezada as a chair of the ASC and the efforts by Indian leaders such as 

Mazariegos to reach a consensus were fundamental to getting one of the most 

critical issues in the peace process approved by the ASC. I 2 ° The next step was to get 

the agreement endorsed by the URN G and the government. However, the peace 

talks were stagnating as a result of strong negative reactions from within civil society 

against the agreement on the Truth Commission.121 The fear was that the Indian 

rights agreement also would be compromised at the negotiation table, leading to a 

vague and superficial document, COPMAGUA kept insisting that it wanted to 

participate at the negotiation table and that Indian organisations were to verify the 

agreement. To put pressure on the two parties, a number of massive public marches 

were organised in October and November 1994 by COPMAGUA members, including 

the FUNDADESE-led Tukum Amam in Quetzaltenango. The URNG commanders, 

disturbed by the negative reactions from civil society, announced in December that 

from now on they would accept the consensus documents of the ASC without 

modifications. In reaction, the Catholic Church decided to withdraw Bishop 

Quezada as chair of the ASC, afraid that it would be identified with URNG pos

itions.122 The prominent role of the ASC was seriously reduced by Quezada's 

departure, but the Indian organisations knew that 'their document' had been saved. 

After strong international pressure, by the UN and the paises amigos, peace talks 

were resumed in March 1995, although the government refused COPMAGUA'S 

participation at the negotiation table.123 The process had to be speeded up as 

campaigns were gradually starting for the November 1995 presidential elections. 

Finally, at the end of March the two parties reached an agreement on the Indian 

rights issue, in which the basic proposals of the ASC consensus document were 

included. Alberto Mazariegos and Rosalina Tuyuc were invited as representatives 

of COPMAGUA to witness the formal signing of the agreement. In a special assem

bly, COPMAGUA discussed the outcome with its members and finally endorsed it 

as 'a first important step that opened the door' (Bastos and Camus 1995: 84). Many 

issues still had to be worked out in detail, for which the agreement proposed to 

establish special commissions (comisionesparitarias)'m which Indian organisations 

would actively participate under UN supervision. In this follow-up stage F U N D A -

DESE also performed an active role, as Tukum Amam was elected to take part in six 

of the eight working groups preparing positions for these commissions.124 With the 

agreement on Indian rights approved, Mazariegos used his position in the ASC to 

prepare for the upcoming elections of November 1995. In the framework of the new 

progressive political alliance organised to take part in these elections, the Demo

cratic Front for a New Guatemala ( F D N G ) , various Indian alliances participated as 

part of the Maya front N'ukuj Ajpop.1^ Mazariegos was one of the founders of this 

front and a member of the political council of the F D N G , which nominated Indian 

leader Juan León as a candidate for vice-president. The FDNG successfully attracted 
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voters from the Indian communities and managed to get six deputies elected to 

Congress, among them Indian leaders Rosalina Tuyuc (CONAVIGUA) and Manuela 

Alvarado from Quetzaltenango, a member of Tukum Amam and trained by 

FUNDADESE'S education centre Pop Wuj. 

In 1996, after the presidential elections, FUNDADESE 'S activities in the ASC were 

scaled down. The Indian rights issue had been resolved and the new government 

of President Alvaro Arzii promised that the final peace agreement was only a matter 

of time. Maria Riquiac had already concluded her activities in the ASC in early 1995 

as the office in Chichicastenango required her presence to continue coordinating 

the programme, which (after the successful elections) now also included building 

and maintaining municipal power structures. Sequén and Mazariegos both left the 

ASC in 1996, although they remained active in the preparatory work for the 

comisiones paritarias. Mazariegos's priority had shifted from creating national 

political space for Indian organisations to assuring financial support for a new 

regional coalition of NGOs working in the south-western part of the highlands: the 

Movimiento Tznk Kim-pop.116 Directed by Mazariegos, this coalition counted 

eighteen local NGOS, among them F U N D A D E S E . Its purpose was to contribute to 

strengthening civil society by supporting and coordinating local and regional 

development projects aimed at building up local Indian organisations. As a leader 

of Tukum Amam, Mazariegos participated in several follow-up commissions for the 

implementation of the Indian rights agreement. He also continued to advocate for 

the active participation of Indian organisations in the political arena as part of his 

activities in N'ukuj Ajpop. Gradually he handed over his responsibilities lor 

FUNDADESE'S Quetzaltenango office to others, although he stayed on as a member 

of the foundation's executive board. 

Private foreign aid to FUNDADESE 

The initial activities of F U N D A D E S E were financed with resources from the health 

ministry and with support from other NGOs such as CAPS and IDESAC. Contacts 

with several international agencies in 1987 resulted in small donations from the 

Spanish IEPALA, the Inter-American Foundation and oxFAM-America (who 

financed the community development programme until 1990). Meanwhile, three 

European aid agencies decided in 1989 to support the new education centre Pop 

Wuj'm Chimaltenango: N O V I B , Brot für die Weltznà oxFAM-Belgium. In the same 

year, the Danish Ibis and the Spanish C I P I E expressed interest in financing the 

Chichicastenango programme. Particularly the support from Ibis, starting in 1990, 

meant a considerable enlargement in the community development programmes.'2 

Two years later, NOVIB decided to finance a similar programme, which would triple 

the amount of communities serviced by the foundation. Ibis and NOVIB would 

become FUNDADESE 'S main funders by contributing to a rapid expansion of its 

community development programme in the 1990s.128 Both agencies highly valued 

FUNDADESE'S strategy of strengthening the process of community organisation by 

supporting locally identified development needs. Ibis originally would have 
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preferred to support a local Indian membership organisation, but these were still 

hard to find in 1989. Moreover, it considered FUNDADESE 'S hybrid structure 

(between a service-delivery NGO and a community-based organisation) an attractive 

alternative.'29 FUNDADESE 'S active participation in several Indian networks, such 

as COMG, confirmed perceptions by Ibis and NOVIB that it was linked to key 

national efforts to strengthen Indian participation in civil society.'30 However, 

surprisingly little coordination existed between the two main donors of FUNDA-

DESE. 

N O V I B , also a funder of C O M G , was approached by F U N D A D E S E director 

Mazariegos in early 1994 to see whether it would be willing to support his activities 

in the ASC. Mazariegos by that time had left C O M G and was building up his new 

Indian alliance Tukum Amam. A few months earlier he also had started 'his' new 

office in Quetzaltenango, although funds were still channelled through the central 

office in Chichicastenango. Mazariegos asked NOVIB to finance the consolidation 

of COPMAGUA in the ASC, and in particular to facilitate the incorporation of 

Tukum Amam into COPMAGUA. The request was approved, as Mazariegos repre

sented an important NOVIB partner and had proven to be a key person in contrib

uting to unity among the Indian alliances within the ASC. By supporting Mazarie-

gos's activities in the ASC, NOVIB also hoped to get a better undersranding of 

discussions and alliances within the complex and rapidly changing network of 

Indian organisations.'3' An additional reason for supporting the request was that 

NOVIB considered active participation of NGOs and popular organisations in the 

ASC crucial for the peace process.'32 Although NOVIB was aware that Mazariegos's 

activities in the ASC were not directly related to FUNDADESE 'S local work, the legal 

structure of the foundation was used to channel support for his work to Tukum 

Amam for two years.'33 These financial resources enabled Mazariegos to operate 

independently from C O M G , but also from the other F U N D A D E S E directors. 

Achievements of FUNDADESE 

The previous analysis suggests that FUNDADESE 'S achievements should be exam

ined at the two levels on which it contributed to incorporating indigenas into civil 

society. At a local level the central office in Chichicastenango focused on supporting 

Indian communities by rebuilding Indian organisational structures. These activ

ities, which have been running for over a decade, are rather well documented and 

have been examined by several external evaluations.'34 The other level is F U N D A D E 

SE'S active role in national civil society coalitions, in particular its role in C O P M A 

GUA which participated in the ASC. These efforts spurred the approval of the Indian 

Rights and Identity Agreement as part of the peace process. Because this work has 

not yet been evaluated, most attention of the fieldwork was concentrated on these 

macro activities. Although both areas of activities are narrowly linked from a 

political perspective, they were funded separately by private aid agencies and I 

therefore would prefer to examine them one by one. 

The main goal of FUNDADESE 'S community work in Chichicastenango was to 
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rebuild local organisational structures and 'community consensus', all destroyed 

during the early 1980s. The method used was the implementation of health and 

socio-economic projects to tackle the extreme poverty in the area, actively steered 

by local community groups, F U N D A D E S E had to walk on eggs, as local commu

nities were reluctant to become involved in any organisational activity of a political 

nature: this had in the recent past been synonymous with guerrilla activity (H0Jrup 

Jensen 1995: 8). This is not to say these indigenous communities had no 

organisational structure, on the contrary,'35 but existing organisations often had 

fractured the communities and made villagers reluctant to get involved in joint 

community activities.'36 Many had even turned away from the Catholic Church 

(which had been associated with the guerrilla movement since the late 1970s) and 

become members of evangelical sects as a means of physical protection, F U N D A -

DESE'S strategy was to work initially with existing comités pro-mejoramiento, 

identifying members willing to set up new committees around particular projects.'3 

In this way it tried to neutralise the interference of sects and PAC'S in community 

development. These new committees were coordinated by a community council 

which would form the new organisational basis of the community; linkages 

between several communi t ies were based on similar project activities 

(intercommunity councils). Their leaders were trained by F U N D A D E S E to solicit 

their project funding in the long run directly from the municipality. In short, the 

programme aimed to improve the capacity of communities for self-management 

and planning, and to increase their negotiation capacity vis-à-vis the municipality. 

What did F U N D A D E S E achieve with this local empowerment model? The 

statistical outputs were impressive: working over a decade in more than twenty 

communities (in three different municipalities) resulted in the formation of about 

fifty local project committees, six community councils and five intercommunity 

councils (on health, culture, trade, agriculture and infrastructural improvement).'3S 

Local project committees, which presented their development priorities to F U N D A 

DESE, generally most valued support in the area of infrastructural improvements 

(water and electricity), small credits for agriculture and support to improve trade 

conditions. Organisational and cultural projects scored rather low, which is 

understandable given the widespread poverty in these communities. However, the 

project outcome was not that community councils were strengthening cohesion in 

the communities. Participation of project beneficiaries decreased soon after projects 

had been approved, as most beneficiaries considered participation in community 

councils as a condition to get funding (Cabrera and Camposeco 1996). 

Consequently, new community organisation structures were not very sustainable 

as they depended entirely on financial input from and institutional decisions by 

FUNDADESE. The long-term purpose, to make the communities self-sufficient by 

increasing their negotiation capacity with municipalities, thus was far too ambi

tious. 

Evaluation missions identified several problems inherent in FUNDADESE'S 

approach. One was poor integration of projects and educational activities, which 
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were not only badly attended but also of low quality. Another problem was that 

FUNDADESE often imposed a new organisational model in communities without 

respecting traditional organisation structures or cultural patterns. A lack of involve

ment of target groups in the design phase of projects and a priority for working 

with young leaders (and disregarding the traditional importance of the elderly in 

Maya communities) generated various conflicts. Furthermore, FUNDADESE'spolicy 

of increasing women's participation in community organisations had not been very 

successful: men dominated all newly established organisations and projects were 

reproducing traditional roles for women, rather than challenging their subordinated 

position. Despite this fundamental critique, an Ibis evaluation pointed at the 

positive outcomes: communities slowly were getting reorganised, were starting to 

recuperate their ethnic identity, and new leadership was emerging. However, it was 

not clear to what extent external aid had contributed to these achievements, or 

whether this would have happened anyway. Given the severe conditions, spectacu

lar results could not be expected in the short run, according to Ibis. But in the 

longer run the model was expected to contribute to integrated collaboration among 

popular organisations, NGOS and local governments, which was considered to be 

an important basis for future reconciliation (Bye et al 1995: 35). 

While FUNDADESE 'S achievements at the local level were not (yet) very tangible, 

at the national level it managed to achieve at least three visible results. First of all, 

FUNDADESE (and more particularly Mazariegos and Sequén) from the late 1980s 

stimulated the formation of new Indian organisations. It started of course with 

FUNDADESE itself, followed by the foundation (together with other 'Mayanist' 

organisations) of the national Maya coalition C O M G . Meanwhile, although only 

visible after 1992, F U N D A D E S E actively contributed to the formation of new Indian 

organisations in the south-western highlands, such as the human rights organisation 

Wuqub Wö/and the Indian peasant organisation Consejo Campesino Kabawil. Both 

became members of Tukum Amam, where F U N D A D E S E played an active role as 

provider of technical and financial support, but also as a channel for access to 

foreign aid agencies. This facilitating role as intermediary between local Indian 

organisations and international aid agencies could be played thanks to FUNDA

DESE'S reputation derived from its community development work in the Chichicas-

tenango area.139 

A second achievement of F U N D A D E S E at the national level was its contribution 

to the unity among Indian organisations. Mazariegos had been a strong advocate 

for unity among Indian organisations and NGOS, blaming its lack on the mentality 

of divisiveness within Ladino culture.140 Mazariegos played an active role in trying 

to establish a temporary alliance between the 'popular Indian' organisations of 

Majawil Q'ij (later I U C M ) and the 'Mayanist' coalitions C O M G and ALMG. AS a 

leader of C O M G , he managed to get the two currents united in 1992 within the Mesa 

Maya, a forum in which for the first time a broad spectrum of Indian organisations 

discussed the key issues of a future peace agreement on Indian rights and identity. 

The MesaMayalost its momentum when the 'Mayanist' organisations felt too little 
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attention was given by the popular Indian organisations of Majawil Q'ij to three 

fundamental issues: the explicit recognition of a Maya people, the right to educa

tion in Maya languages and the issue of autonomy. After Serrano's coup of May 

1993 (the so-called serranazo), Mazariegos again tried to get the two groups united 

into a temporary alliance in order to maximise the influence of Indian organisations 

on the peace process. Although he initially failed in this effort (and was forced to 

leave C O M G in late 1993) he did play a key role in founding COPMAGUA, in which 

all major Indian alliances finally worked together. This temporary unity was crucial 

in achieving the best possible result during the discussions about the Indian rights 

agreement in the ASC. 

The third achievement of FUN DAD ES E at a national level was the active role it 

played in the preparation and approval of the peace agreement on Indian rights and 

identity. Even if it can be argued that F U N D A D E S E as a development NGO did not 

have a high profile in the ASC, its influence was illustrated by the active participa

tion of Mazariegos, Sequén and Riquiac in several sectors of the ASC. Mazariegos 

was, beyond doubt, the most prominent of the three, as he was the leading repre

sentative of COPMAGUA in the ASC. His attitude was important, as he took an 

intermediate position between the two extremes within COPMAGUA. Most sectors 

active in the ASC confirmed that Mazariegos had been one of the key persons in the 

adoption of the consensus document on the issue of Indian rights, which was 

probably the most controversial issue of the entire peace process.14' That the final 

peace agreement on Indian rights was not essentially different horn the ASC 

position paper was a clear political victory for COPMAGUA and its constituent 

organisations. Of course, a favourable political context and national and inter

national pressure also contributed to the approval of the agreement on Indian 

rights, which had been the most difficult and complex step during Guatemala's 

democratic transition. Moreover, the agreement generated the sense that the peace 

process was entering its last stage (Aguilera et al. 1996). 

An additional achievement was the incorporation of several representatives of 

Indian organisations into the political arena after the 1995 elections. However, it 

could hardly be characterised as an achievement of F U N D A D E S E itself: rather it was 

a personal accomplishment of Mazariegos, who actively supported the participation 

of Indian organisations in the electoral alliance of the F D N G as part ofN'ukujAjpop 

in June 1995. Other members of COPMAGUA (COMG and ALMG) rejected this 

political alliance and feared that it would affect the independent position ot 

COPMAGUA in the follow-up to the Indian rights agreement. But Mazariegos and 

his colleagues in N'ukuj Ajpop believed that the opportunity for Indian 

organisations to participate in political decisions had to be utilised, especially 

because they lacked any experience in this area (Bastos and Camus 1995). The effort 

was successful: the F D N G won six deputy seats and was broadly supported by Indian 

communities of the highlands, despite low voter participation. '42 After the elections, 

it was clear that Mazariegos gradually had withdrawn from F U N D A D E S E , which in 

fact had been a stepping stone for him to get involved in the national Indian 
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alliances and to direct a new NGO coalition in Quetzaltenango. 

What did all these achievements of FUN DADESE and its leaders contribute to the 

strength of Guatemalan civil society? At the local level, with the community 

organisation programme in Chichicastenango, it is still too early to determine 

whether one can speak of a process of sustainable change regarding demilitarisation 

of civil society. The influence of the PAC'S certainly decreased, but this was also the 

case in other parts of the country. Neither did the organisational model that was 

promoted function as it was intended: instead of empowering the communities by 

supporting the formation of community councils, evidence suggests that the 

communities were in fact disempowered and that the locus of empowerment was 

with FUNDADESE. This could not have been the intention of the donor agencies. 

But at the regional and the national levels, FUNDADESE 'S activities (which served 

to stimulate Indian organising and coordination) no doubt contributed to the 

increased participation of indigences in civil society. 

An important characteristic of F U N D A D E S E , and in particular of Alberto 

Mazariegos, has been the commitment to a long-term vision of recovering 'Maya 

identity'. On the basis ofthat vision, FUNDADESE 'S leaders carefully analysed the 

various stages in which Guatemalan civil society provided new political openings 

for Indian organising, F U N D A D E S E reacted adequately in order to occupy these new 

political spaces, or perhaps more accurately: to occupy every possible space. 

Consequently, the evolution of FUNDADESE 'S activities runs virtually parallel to the 

periods of Indian organisation building mentioned above. In the first period of the 

1980s F U N D A D E S E focused exclusively on rebuilding Indian organisations at the 

local level in an area deeply affected by counter-insurgency warfare. As soon as the 

political climate eased in the early 1990s, when the second period started with the 

emergence of national Indian alliances, F U N D A D E S E was one of the active founders 

of COMG. This organisation strongly influenced the discussion on 'Indian rights 

and identity' within the Mesa Maya. In the third period, after Serrano's coup and 

the resumption of peace talks, FUNDADESE'S leaders were active at several levels and 

in different sectors of the ASC to achieve the best possible agreement on Indian 

rights, followed by efforts to incorporate Indian organisations into the political 

arena. 

Together with other 'Mayan' NGOS, working closely but tacitly with opposition-

related popular organisations, F U N D A D E S E contributed to strengthening civil 

society, but also to opening up political society for the excluded indigenous 

majority of Guatemala. This process lasted a little over a decade and was of course 

also influenced by the favourable political climate in Central America after 1990. 

The peace process was carefully exploited to guarantee that this newly conquered 

space would lead to constitutional reforms and the acceptance of a series of Indian 

rights that were to prevent marginalisation of indigenas in the future. As the 

agreement states: 'every issue directly concerning indigenous peoples requires their 

active involvement, and the current agreement wants to create, broaden and 

strengthen structures, conditions, opportunities and guarantees for participation 
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by indigenous peoples, fully respecting their identity and the exercise of their rights' 

(COPMAGUA 1995: 1). This affirmed that Indian organisations would be actively 

incorporated in decision-making, thus ensuring that the proposed changes could 

not be reversed. The Guatemalan agreement on Indian rights and identity therefore 

was, as a top UN official commented, 'of transcendental importance and unique in 

the world'.143 

FUNDADESE in the aid chain 

The 'secret' of FUNDADESE 'S success at the national level was in the first place based 

on the way it used its status as a local development N G O to legitimise its national 

role as an Indian membership organisation, F U N D A D E S E was a 'launching pad' for 

Indian leaders such as Mazariegos to acquire key positions in Indian organisations 

operating at a national level. From the moment Mazariegos became active in 

COMG, he began to co-found an amazing number of new Indian organisations. In 

all of them, he occupied a central position, which made him a spider in the rapidly 

expanding social web of Indian organisations. In addition to that, he (together with 

the other two F U N D A D E S E leaders Sequén and Riquiac) was well aware that unity 

was a precondition for achieving results for Indian organisations in the peace 

process. Thus, working towards consensus on polarised positions in the 'Maya 

sector' without compromising an explicit Maya focus was critical to his successful 

work in the AS C. 

The question could be raised why Mazariegos needed F U N D A D E S E at all after he 

had acquired his leading position in COPMAGUA. The answer is that he was well 

aware that the conquest of political space lor Indian organisations had to be 

combined with concrete actions to improve the well-being of indigenous com

munities (Bastos and Camus 1993: 192). This had been the method in Chichi-

castenango, and it was later applied to the communities attended by the Quetzal-

tenango office. But Mazariegos had learned from the Chichicastenango experience, 

in which competition with other local Indian NGOs (such as C O I N D I ) had 

weakened FUNDADESE 'S performance. This competition was not only a result ot 

political rivalry, but also an attempt to get access to foreign aid resources. This is 

why he established Tzuk Kim-pop, the N G O coalition in the south-western high

lands. In this area political rivalry was minimal and various local development NGOS 

worked together in a complementary way, presenting integrated proposals to 

private aid agencies. Popular organisations that were formed or strengthened with 

Tzuk Kim-pop's community development projects were in turn linked to the 

national level through the network of Tukum Amam. In this fashion, Mazariegos 

used his political prestige to increase private aid flows to indigenous communities, 

and his contacts with donors to stimulate the formation of new Indian 

organisations that would in turn strengthen his own political platform. 

Although this 'stepping stone' tactic created a vast number of Indian 

organisations in a short period, it also had negative sides. Linkages between national 

alliances and local Indian organisations, for example, were not very well developed. 
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Communication between the national and local levels during the negotiations over 

the Indian rights agreement generally had a one-way and top-down character. The 

communities supported by the Chichicastenango office were informed about the 

ongoing negotiations, but provided no input. Although most member organisations 

of Tukum Amam in Quetzaltenango had discussed the ASC consensus documents 

(gatherings for which F U N D A D E S E had provided the funding) feedback on the final 

peace agreement sometimes took considerable time.'44 All the Indian organisations 

forming Tukum Amam still were very young and lacked strong internal structures 

to keep their leaders accountable. Consequently, discussions at the level of the ASC 

between national alliances about the peace process took place in a relatively small 

and elitist environment, in which little time or priority existed for consultations 

with the local organisations that these networks represented. This point can be 

refuted, however, by arguing that it is unfair to expect such consultations consider

ing the short time frame of the negotiations and the embryonic stage of Indian 

organising. 

The key weakness of F U N D A D E S E was in fact its organisational structure. In the 

Chichicastenango area it maintained an ambiguous image as a hybrid between a 

local development NGO and a membership organisation. This was apparent in the 

existence of two assemblies functioning parallel to each other. One assembly was 

basically formed by executive board members, who decided on FUNDADESE'S 

priorities and policies. The other was composed of members of the intercommunity 

councils, who were elected by the communities. The second assembly had no legal 

basis, and only functioned as an advisory board to FUNDADESE 'S directors. 

Although the intention was that members of the 'community' assembly would 

become part of the executive board of the foundation, this did not happen in 

practice. One reason was that these council members often did not represent the 

communities, but only the projects supported by F U N D A D E S E . Another reason was 

that the gradual 'decentralisation' of F U N D A D E S E into three autonomously 

functioning offices with different development goals made the formation of a 

membership organisation highly problematic (Cabrera and Camposeco 1996). The 

biggest problem was that the three directors were unable to agree on common 

priorities while maintaining an (unworkable) organisational structure that was only 

kept up to please funders. Mazariegos's preference to work at the national level and 

Riquiac's priority to continue the community development activities were in fact 

no longer compatible. This explains Mazariegos's gradual retreat to other 

organisations (such as Tzuk Kim-pop). The fracturing of F U N D A D E S E into three 

separate organisations would only be a matter of time. 

NOviB and Ibis both proposed F U N D A D E S E as a case study for the present 

research as it was considered to be one of their most successful partners in 

Guatemala. However, independent studies and evaluations suggested that the 

community development programme in Chichicastenango suffered from several 

deficiencies:'45 low beneficiary participation in project design, too many activities 

for the communities, overworked (and often unqualified) staff, absence of a gender 
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focus, lack of educational activities, poor administrative systems for the revolving 

funds and worst of all: a method of organisation building that contributed to the 

disempowerment of the communities. Given this rather negative assessment of the 

community development programme, the question could be raised why N O VI B and 

Ibis were so positive about F U N D A D E S E . Part of the answer is that the local 

consultants, who were supposed to monitor the programme and give advice, hardly 

visited the communities, so that desk officers of the agencies had to rely on the 

(overly positive) biannual reports submitted by FUNDADESE. 1 4 6 But this explan

ation is not completely satisfactory, as these desk officers should have known the 

critical content of the independent evaluation studies. More likely, the agencies 

gave FUNDADESE the benefit of the doubt, as it had to work under difficult 

political conditions (Bye et al. 1995: 35). In addition, their assessment of the 

community development programme might have been put off track by F U N D A -

DESE'S successful activities at the national level.147 Only in 1996 did both agencies 

realise that F U N D A D E S E had been unable to handle the rapid increase of external 

funding.148 

The erroneous perception by both agencies of the quality of FUNDADESE 'S 

community organisation programme illustrates that NOVIB and / t ó performed a 

rather passive donor role in their aid chains. This should be taken into account 

when the contribution of NOVIB to FUNDADESE 'S national work is assessed. 

Although allocated to F U N D A D E S E as an institution, it was clear that NOVIB'S 

support for the ASC activities was handled personally by Mazariegos. NOVIB was 

aware that this was caused by the gradual decentralisation of F U N D A D E S E from one 

to three separate and autonomously operating offices, of which only the oldest in 

Chichicastenango had legal status. Mazariegos's 'chameleonic behaviour' due to his 

responsibility for several organisations at the same time, often added to the 

confusion.'49 Notwithstanding his multiple hats, Mazariegos enjoyed confidence 

among funders, and NOVIB knew that they were actually financing the formation 

of the new Maya alliance Tukum Amam, albeit formulated as a F U N D A D E S E 

project. But this was not contrary to NOVIB'S objectives, one of which was to 

strengthen Indian participation and unity in the ASC. From that perspective NOVIB 

directly or indirectly had supported all the tendencies that were present in C O P M A -

GUA, the national coalition of Indian alliances.1'0 

The ASC played a temporary role in political society during the peace negoti

ations as it actually functioned as a parallel parliament.'5' Virtually all organisations 

participating in the ASC were dependent on support from private aid agencies. The 

same was true for Indian organisations, who would not have been able to partici

pate at the national level without private foreign aid.'52 Without this support many 

alliances in the ASC would not have been able to meet, to travel and to elaborate 

proposals. It is therefore likely that NOVIB'S support to Mazariegos added to the 

unity of COPMAGUA, and thus indirectly contributed to the successful adoption of 

the Indian rights agreement. However, N O V I B also contributed to the formation 

of umbrella organisations with poor organisational capacity below the level of their 
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national leaders. Another downside to NOVIB'S support for Mazariegos's work in 

TukumAmamwas that it accelerated the internal fracturing of F U N D A D E S E , as the 

need to achieve consensus over priorities was inhibited by the availability of foreign 

funding. Closer monitoring by NOVIB would have revealed that the national 

activities of F U N D A D E S E were virtually delinked from their local activities. By not 

actively promoting the incorporation of the FUNDADESE-supported indigenous 

communities into the macro-activities of COPMAGUA, a chance was missed to 

reverse the disempowering impact of the community development work which was 

also funded by N O V I B . It is surprising, given their priority for linking micro-level 

community development with macro-level policy advocacy, that both NOVIB and 

Ibis paid so little attention to making use of this unique opportunity in the case of 

F U N D A D E S E . 1 5 3 

Assessing FUNDADESE's civil society building performance 

Not only for funders but also for me the case of F U N D A D E S E turned out to be 

rather complex. It actually deserves even more detailed treatment than what is 

possible in the framework of the present study, as F U N D A D E S E represents a good 

example of a newly emerging type of Indian development NGO in Latin America. 

In contrast to the other case studies, I will first make an assessment of the role of 

FU N DADESE in civil society building, before examining its organisational capacities. 

The Guatemalan peace negotiations that started in 1990 stimulated the process 

of démocratisation, which had entered a stage of early transition with the inaug

uration of a civilian government in 1986. The gradual incorporation of Gtiatemalan 

indigenas'into civil society and the formation of multisectoral alliances (such as the 

e s c in 1992) suggested a step towards mid-transition. However, the return to 

military campaigns in the countryside in 1993, followed by Serrano's autogolpe 

represented a temporary setback in this promising process. With the resumption of 

peace talks in January 1994 and the installation of the ASC as a forum for discussion 

among civil society sectors, the mid-transition phase started, leading to the final 

peace agreement in December 1996. It was in this period that FUNDADESE, 

together with other Indian organisations, gave a decisive push to the peace process 

by demanding recognition of Indian rights and formal incorporation of the 

indigenous majority into Guatemalan civil society. 

The main goal of private aid agencies supporting F U N D A D E S E was to contribute 

to this process of incorporating marginalised indigenous communities and groups 

into civil society, in particular those groups and communities in the highlands that 

were disarticulated by the counter-insurgency campaigns ol the early 1980s. Two 

intervention strategies were used to achieve this goal: rebuilding the organisational 

capacity of indigenous communities by supporting self-identified development 

needs, and strengthening unity among national alliances of Indian organisations in 

order to guarantee their participation in the discussions about the agreement on 

Indian rights. The complexity of the F U N D A D E S E case is that these intervention 

strategies were delinked from one another, both by funders and by F U N D A D E S E 



FOUR A I D CHAINS IN CENTRAL AMERICA 273 

itself, and thus have to be examined separately. The outcome of the community 

organisation programme, which received most of the private aid funding, generally 

was disappointing. Recent evaluations have even suggested negative consequences 

ofFUNDADESE's intervention model, which contributed to disarticulating commu

nal structures. The impact of private aid on strengthening civil society at the local 

level thus turned out to be rather negative.'54 

The policy impact of the activities by individual F U N D A D E S E leaders at the 

national level, through a variety of national coalitions - initially C O M G and 

COINDE, later C O N A D E H G U A and Tukum Amam - was more successful. Particu

larly Mazariegos and Sequén tried to achieve unity among the variety of Indian 

alliances assembled in COPMAGUA, which served as an intermediary coalition for 

Indian organisations in the peace process. However, the adoption of the Indian 

rights agreement was only an indirect achievement of F U N D A D E S E . Thanks to his 

position as director of F U N D A D E S E , Mazariegos was able to enter the leadership ol 

COMG and participate in the Mesa Maya, which provided him with the credits to 

apply for external funding that would enable him to set up Tukum Amam in 1994 

after his political conflict in C O M G . Besides strengthening the 'sectoral' alliance of 

Indian organisations (in COPMAGUA) , Mazariegos also managed to open up 

intermediary channels in political society by promoting the participation of Indian 

candidates (as part of the Maya front N'ukuj Ajpop) in the F D N G . This progressive 

political party acted as a new alliance of societal sectors in political society and will 

possibly become one of the key pillars of a future political alliance of the left-wing 

opposition together with the U R N G . In other words, indirectly F U N D A D E S E and 

their hinders contributed to opening up space in political society that had been 

blocked for four decades. 

The participation of local members in the activities of the national alliances was 

low or absent: negotiations took place in the capital and, at best, final results were 

reported to member organisations. However, the legitimacy of COPMAGUA was 

never publicly questioned by any of the parties, nor by the organisations active in 

the ASC. Although representatives from the organisations composing COPMAGUA 

were elected by their constituent members, below the level of national leaders little 

capacity and structure existed to make them accountable to the local communities 

that they represented. Of course, most Indian organisations had emerged only a few 

years earlier and were still in a process of building this capacity. But F U N D A D E S E 

seldom managed to integrate these local and national initiatives, which could have 

been an opportunity to bridge that gap. Mazariegos and other Indian leaders spoke 

on behalf of communities that were barely organised, and represented Indian 

organisations with a handful of members. Furthermore, the low participation of 

women in the leadership of Indian organisations was remarkable given the active 

participation of women's organisations inside the ASC. Private aid flows after 1993 

stimulated the formation of new Indian organisations, including Tukum Amam, 

but their top-heavy structure revealed a lack of downward accountability.'11 

The sustainability of F U N D A D E S E and its community organisation programme, 
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considered as an outcome of private aid interventions, turned out to be rather weak. 

The empowerment of the communities actually followed the pattern of the aid 

chain: private aid flows were channelled by F U N D A D E S E to the communities on the 

condition that they organised community councils. This pattern strengthened 

FUNDADESE'S influence in the communities, without strengthening the commu

nities vis-à-vis the municipalities. As long as aid flows continued, communities had 

no reason to actively search for funding from local governments. A reduction of aid 

flows to the communities would probably have destroyed the community councils, 

which left funders with no other choice than to continue funding the programmes 

and demand better integration of these councils with existing power structures in 

the communities. Only if the councils in the future were truly assimilated by the 

communities, would prospects be generated for getting municipal funding. The 

sustainability of national activities was better, not only because of the temporary 

character of the peace talks, but also because the amount of aid involved was 

relatively low. A new organisation, Tukum Amam, was set up with this temporary 

funding and would continue to acquire resources from Mazariegos's multiple 

activities in other Indian organisations. The case of F U N D A D E S E seems to confirm 

what was found in other case studies as well: modest and temporary funding based 

on detailed (political) analysis by funders generally generates better results in 

strengthening civil society than large amounts of funding, especially if serious 

monitoring is neglected. 

6.4 Strengthening civil society from a regional level: ASOCODE 

The fourth case study is not limited to one country, but covers the entire Central 

American region. It focuses on one of the strongest regional civil society networks 

that appeared in the early 1990s: the Central American Association of Small and 

Medium Agricultural Producers, A S O C O D E . Founded in 1991, this regional 

coalition of national peasant organisations quickly impressed Central American 

governments and international organisations with its direct and innovative 

approach to pursuing alternative economic strategies for the Central American 

region, A S O C O D E proposed to restructure the agricultural sector in post-war 

Central America, arguing that peace would not be sustainable as long as widespread 

poverty persisted in rural areas, ASOCODE'S leaders soon managed to negotiate 

directly with the ministers of agriculture, and were even invited to the summits of 

the Central American presidents, ASOCODE'S performance stimulated the forma

tion of other regional civil society networks, eventually leading to a regional 

coalition of Central American civil society networks in 1994, the Civil Initiative for 

Central American Integration ( ic ic ) . Private foreign aid played a key role in this 

development, as will be shown in the following case study. 
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Roots of regional coordination among peasant organisations 

The timing of the establishment of A S O C O D E (the early 1990s) needs some explan

ation: why was this Central American network of peasant organisations not estab

lished earlier, for example in the aftermath of the Esquipulas agreement?156 After all, 

it was in 1988 that similar regional coalitions were set up for labour unions ( C O C E N -

TRA) and development NGOS ( C C O D ) . One reason is that campesinos constitute a 

very heterogeneous sector: they include landless peasants as well as landholding 

agricultural entrepreneurs producing export crops. '57 Another reason is that some 

organisations had tried since 1988 to establish a regional coalition, but were faced 

with several obstacles.158 By the early 1990s, a concurrence of at least five develop

ments created new opportunities for regional coordination among peasant 

organisations: the end of the civil wars, re-emergence of a regional integration 

perspective, a new generation of peasant leaders, the end of the Sandinista revo

lution and new priorities of private foreign aid agencies. 

As the rural population had been seriously affected by the civil wars of the 1980s, 

the regional peace process created new opportunities for peasant unity. Military 

repression had been strongest in rural areas and Central American campesinos often 

had confronted one another, for example during the Nicaraguan contra war 

(Bendana 1991; Van Heijningen 1994). Many peasant organisations had been 

organically linked to guerrilla movements, which made them dependent upon the 

priorities of (often vertically organised) political parties. This changed with the 

regional peace process unfolding in the early 1990s. Still, peasants were facing 

serious problems of economic survival generated by stagnating economies and 

structural adjustment programmes. Rural areas were afflicted by poverty rates often 

exceeding seventy percent: unemployment was widespread and there were few 

prospects for improvement in a sector that employed half of the Central American 

population. Liberalisation of markets had increased cheap agricultural imports and 

facilitated a rise in transnational agro-export capital. This tendency threatened the 

existence of small farmers, especially while cheap credit programmes and price 

subsidies were being cut by governments. Peasant leaders from various Central 

American countries increasingly realised that they were confronted with similar 

problems, and that better coordination was a precondition for survival of the 

campesino sector (Arias and Rodriguez 1994). 

The emergence of A S O C O D E also was a response to a new regional governmental 

policy agenda that became visible after the 'political watershed' in Central America 

of 1989-90. At the Antigua summit in June 1990, with the Chamorro government 

installed in Nicaragua and peace talks underway in El Salvador and Guatemala, it 

was clear that the emphasis of the agenda had shifted from political to economic 

issues. But even more important, the presidents were no longer divided on political 

issues and agreed to renew Central American regional integration, creating new 

regional institutions as was explained in Chapter 4. The presidents announced a 

'broad process of consultation between governments and societal sectors' to enable 

them to take a leading role in regional decision-making. Peasant organisations 
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realised that they had been absent at these tegional fora and reacted suspiciously to 

this shift in attitude. As one representative remarked: 'the appeal for concertación 

[...] is no more than a tactical concession to enable them to continue with structural 

adjustment and trade liberalisation' (Campos 1994: 28-29). 

The rise of a new generation of peasant leaders was another element that spurred 

the foundation of A S O C O D E . Contrary to older generations, these young leaders 

had been to school or were trained in numerous 'popular education' courses offered 

by churches and NGOS. Some of them even had academic degrees.'59 Furthermore, 

this generation was politically formed amidst the Central American crisis. They 

witnessed how peasant organisations had been abused by political parties and by the 

contras and how clientelistic relationships had weakened their organisations. The 

new generation also was better informed about the political situation in the rest of 

Central America, due to bettet communication and regular international travel. 

These leaders were accustomed to an urban culture with its negative perceptions of 

the traditional peasantry: they wanted to turn that image around, and considered 

campesinos as 'small agricultural producers'.'60 Edelman (1995) labelled them 

'peasant intellectuals', although it is probably more correct to speak of a new 

generation of 'modern peasant leaders', supported by a new generation of young 

intellectuals committed to working closely together with peasant organisations. 

The new generation of peasant leaders and their technical advisers were in the 

majority composed of Nicaraguans and Costa Ricans. The latter already had 

struggled for several years against structural adjustment programmes, which only 

recently had been started in neighbouring countries.'6 ' The Nicaraguans took the 

lead as they had the strongest peasant union (UNAG) of the region. With its 

international network of contacts, UNAG often served as a meeting point for other 

Central American peasant organisations. In 1989 UNAG became president of the 

regional association of agrarian cooperatives C C C - C A , among other things to 

prevent political isolation of the Sandinista government (Blokland 1992). However, 

soon after the electoral defeat of the Sandinistas, UNAG loosened its ties with the 

FSLN. The greater autonomy from political parties that the Costa Rican and 

Nicaraguan peasant organisations had was a key element in the formation of 

A S O C O D E . ' 6 ' The end of the Sandinista revolution, in which internationalism was 

subordinated to the party, thus gave room for new forms of regional cooperation 

between peasant organisations. 

A final factor stimulating the foundation of A S O C O D E was the availability of 

funding from private foreign aid agencies. Two issues are important here. One was 

a growing reluctance within peasant organisations to depend financially on local 

NGOS and their international contacts.'63 Related to this was the success of the 

Central American Coalition of Development Organisations ( C C O D ) in getting 

access to private foreign aid, while acting simultaneously as a representative of 

Central American civil society sectors at international fora. Some European 

agencies offered financial support for initiatives aimed at better regional 

coordination of national sectoral associations, as was analysed in Chapter 5, and 
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were particularly interested in directly funding 'popular movements', instead of 

going indirectly through intermediary NGOS. 

ASOCODE'S gradual birth started in the margin of a seminar on food security in 

November 1990, in which peasant leaders participated from Panama, Nicaragua, 

Costa Rica, Honduras and El Salvador. The seminars were part of a European 

Community-sponsored programme on food security, organised by the Panamanian 

research institute CADESCA. 1 6 4 The timing was significant, as the Central American 

governments were preparing their future agricultural policies for the region. A 

commission was formed to prepare a regional peasant conference in July 1991 and, 

in the meantime, to search for foreign aid to finance the founding process (ASO-

CODE 1991b).165 The commission was coordinated by leaders from the Costa Rican 

farmers' association Justiciay Desarrollo. In April 1991 a document was produced to 

highlight priority issues of the future regional association: production, trade, credit, 

agro-industry and agrarian reform. This so-called 'productive strategy' urged the 

presidents to 'democratise the Central American economies' as a fundamental 

condition for peace and equitable socio-economic development. The document 

warned in a sharp and dramatic tone that if current policies were not fundamentally 

adapted, the campesino sector as a key producer of basic grains was going to 

disappear.166 The document was sent to the Council of Central American Ministers 

of Agriculture (CORECA) and to the seven Central American presidents. The latter, 

in their summit of July 1991, surprisingly adopted a resolution which welcomed the 

new initiative and promised to study its proposals. Even before it was formally 

founded, A S O C O D E had been recognised by the Central American governments as 

the legitimate representative of the campesino sector. 

Although the establishment of a regional coalition had been a slow and gradual 

process, developments accelerated in 1991: in December A S O C O D E was formally 

launched.167 For the first time in Central America's history, a regional concertación 

of peasant organisations was established after an agreement was reached about the 

key issues of the 'productive strategy'. All major peasant organisations from Central 

America, including Belize, were present at the founding congress in Managua.'6*" 

However, the Guatemalan delegation was divided about its membership in 

ASOCODE, and only started to participate actively in 1993.l69 A Regional Commis

sion was elected, consisting of two peasant leaders trom each Central American 

country. This commission would function as a coordinating body for the national 

associations, which each kept their own national autonomy, thereby making clear 

that A S O C O D E was formally not a federation. The Regional Commission acted as 

a meeting space (mesa de encuentro) on a two-year mandate of the congress. The 

commission was chaired by Wilson Campos, a young and charismatic peasant 

leader from Costa Rica, and supported by a small team of technical advisors for 

policy-making and lobbying activities. The six (later seven) national peasant 

associations were considered to be the 'building blocks' of the new coalition where 

final decisions were taken by consensus. This organisational structure reflected the 

fear of national member organisations that A S O C O D E would convert itself into a 
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powerful bureaucracy, speaking on behalf of five million campesinos.'70 

ASOCODE'S central goal was to 'democratise the Central American economies' 

by improving the economic and political conditions for small and medium-size 

agricultural producers. According to the statutes this was a fundamental condition 

to securing peace in the region and to facilitate a just socio-economic development 

(ASOCODE 1991b). For this purpose, specific proposals on credit, access to land, 

commercialisation and sustainable land use were elaborated to lobby national and 

international decision-making bodies. The driving idea behind this emphasis on 

proposals was the slogan no hay protesta sin propuesta: it is useless to protest at 

political levels without offering alternative proposals. A natural target for these 

proposals was the ministries of agriculture and their regional council (CORECA), 

with whom A S O C O D E managed to convene regular meetings. Another target was 

the biannual summit of Central American presidents, in which political and 

economic integration was one of the central topics of discussion. But A S O C O D E also 

wanted to confront the international community with the devastating impact of 

neoliberal economic policies on the vulnerable position of the Central American 

rural population. For that purpose A S O C O D E delegations lobbied the European 

Union, European governments, the Inter-American Development Bank ( I D B ) , the 

World Bank and a wide variety of non-governmental development agencies and 

farmers' unions outside Central America.171 Apart from political support for 

ASOCODE'S 'productive strategy', these delegations also requested financial suppott 

to develop training and research activities and to convene regular meetings of 

affiliated organisations. 

Private foreign aid to ASOCODE 

Close relationships were developed with private aid agencies from the very begin

ning. Although the national member associations would have been able to finance 

the foundation of A S O C O D E , it was decided in early 1991 first to search for 'fresh' 

foreign funding.'72 The provisional regional commission, led by Wilson Campos, 

approached various private aid agencies to request financial support for the 

foundation of the new regional body. Most agencies reacted positively and were 

enthusiastic that the initiative for more coordination was taken by peasant 

organisations themselves, and not by intermediary NGOS. ' 7 3 They were also 

charmed by ASOCODE'S priority for sustainable agricultural land use and its 

determination to request participation in the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. 

Within a few months the necessary us$ 110,000 for the first year was covered by 

half a dozen agencies, of which the largest part was granted by the Dutch agencies 

Hivos and ICCO.174 Most of this budget was meant to finance travel and 

organisation costs for national and regional meetings, and to cover the expenses for 

a small secretariat in Costa Rica. 

At the founding congress the newly-elected regional coordinator, Wilson 

Campos, straightforwardly criticised foreign aid agencies for funding peasant 

organisations indirectly through intermediary NGOs. Thissupport in many cases had 
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not benefited peasants, 'but only the great number of NGOS who used our name' 

(ASOCODE 1991b: 22). He called for a restructuring of foreign aid flows directly to 

the popular sectors of Central America.175 With (private) foreign aid to Nicaragua 

and Costa Rica declining, this was a risky move. However, more private aid agencies 

did show interest in funding the regional coalition and even the EC promised to 

consider financial support.176 This positive response to ASOCODE'S foundation 

demonstrated that private aid agencies had high expectations of the new coalition 

even though ASOCODE'S only achievement up to that point had been to bring all the 

major Central American peasant organisations together into one alliance. Neverthe

less, several agencies had doubts about the creation of a supranational coordinating 

body of peasant organisations, which they feared could lead to more verticalist 

structures and less attention for coordination at the micro level.177 

The generous support from private aid agencies overwhelmed A S O C O D E . The 

Regional Commission was pleased with the positive reactions from what they called 

la cooperation internacional solidaria, but they also realised that an uncontrolled 

influx of resources could eventually damage the fragile peasant unity. To prevent 

this, A S O C O D E decided to convene a meeting with private aid agencies, delegations 

from national associations and their technical advisors to discuss a general frame

work in which foreign aid would be more adequately attuned to the process of 

regional coordination (ASOCODE 1993a). This was in fact a unique initiative, as the 

scarce efforts towards donor coordination always had been initiated by donors and 

not by recipients. The meeting was postponed several times as A S O C O D E first had 

to draft its own long-term policy programme, for which consultations with all the 

national associations took considerable time. Two problems arose during these 

consultations. The first was that the national associations wanted to utilise the new 

contacts with private aid agencies to secure funding for their own organisations. 

They were reluctant to delegate this task to the Regional Commission, as it would 

then acquire enormous power by monopolising relationships with the agencies. It 

was decided that the Regional Commission would first secure funding for the 

regional process, and that national delegations in addition could raise funding to 

strengthen their national associations. The other problem was that the increasing 

influx of aid resources (nearly us$ 200,000 in 1992) could no longer be handled by 

the Regional Commission. Financial administration and reporting to funders were 

neglected, creating organisational chaos and frustrations with donor agencies.' 8 1 o 

improve this problematic situation, an executive director was appointed with a 

small staff to coordinate financial administration at a new office in Nicaragua.1"9 

Private aid agencies present at ASOCODE'S first conference on development aid 

in 1993 expressed concerns about the future development of the association.'80 Was 

ASOCODE really a mesa de concertation or was it transforming itself into a new 

supranational organisation with separate projects, a luxury office and a steadily 

growing budget? The fear was expressed that aid resources were directed too much 

at strengthening an 'elitist leadership', instead of strengthening local member 

organisations.'8' The general message from the agencies was that A S O C O D E was to 
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actively make its coordination structure self-financing in the long run. Moreover, 

they preferred to support local organisations directly instead of supporting the 

national coordinating bodies, which eventually could lead to a more democratic 

structure. Although most of these critical comments were formally accepted, the 

practice turned out to be different. The problem was that the instancias nationales 

wanted to receive a share of ASOCODE'S expanding aid resources: they considered 

themselves as the building blocks of the regional coalition.182 Contrary to what the 

agencies had requested, it was decided that sixty percent of ASOCODE'S income 

would be divided over the national associations (ASOCODE 1993d: 88). In other 

words, the initial agreement to finance the regional coordination structure with 

payments from the member associations was completely turned around: ASOCODE 

had become a chicken with golden eggs.'8' 

The Dutch private aid agency H I V O S , which was ASOCODE'S main funder, 

obviously was concerned about this development. The absence of self-financing 

measures made A S O C O D E highly dependent on foreign aid resources. With aid 

flows to Central America declining in the mid-1990s, cuts in ASOCODE'S high level 

of aid income could possibly affect its longer term existence.'84 H I V O S considered 

the lack of internal accountability and transparency of the Regional Commission 

to be a direct result of these 'inverted' aid flows to the national associations, as this 

had provoked a lack of ownership: A S O C O D E was not 'owned' by its members. This 

problem was however not seriously taken on as ASOCODE'S income was growing 

steadily and its convincing public image attracted new agencies that were eager to 

give support. Trips to Europe and North America by members of the Regional 

Commission generated new contacts and additional cooperation agreements with 

private and governmental aid agencies.'85 The budget would rise to us$ 1.5 million 

in 1996 to finance large regional training programmes which lacked (according to 

several funders) clear strategic priorities, H I V O S was worried about this enotmous 

increase and feared that it obstructed the search for self-financing measures, HIVOS 

also realised that it had become useless to demand this, or even to threaten cutting 

support, as it would have been quickly replaced by other new donors who were all 

eager to support the successful regional peasant coalition. 

Achievements of ASOCODE 

In its short period of existence, A S O C O D E was quite successful in consolidating a 

united tegional alliance for the campesino sector Its formation had been hampered 

by a variety of adverse political conditions and by the diversity of the campesino 

sector itself. A key condition for establishing a tegional coalition was the existence 

of well-functioning coordinating bodies at the national levels. Except for Honduras 

( C O C O C H ) and El Salvador (ADC) this national unity had been absent in most 

Central American countries, generally as a result of political differences or due to 

fragmentation of civil society. The need for coordinated negotiation with the 

government encouraged the development in Costa Rica of a unified national 

association (CNA) , which was formed in May 1991. As a direct result of ASOCODE'S 
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foundation, new national alliances emerged in Panama (APEMEP) and in 1992 in 

Guatemala ( C O N A M P R O ) . The latter was not based on a genuine nationwide 

representation of small farmers' organisations, which became clear when two major 

organisations left C O N A M P R O as a result of internal political friction within the 

Guatemalan opposition. In Nicaragua and Belize, where unity was absent, national 

coordinating bodies were represented by major farmers'organisations.'86 ASOCODE 

considered the national associations to be essential pillars of the regional coalition, 

although it also was believed that better regional coordination would actually 

reinforce these instancias nacionales. The process of building unity thus was a top-

down exercise, from regional to national level, with several problematic implica

tions as will be seen later. 

Apart from political differences, peasant unity also was hampered by the 

enormous diversity within the campesino sector, A S O C O D E unified a variety of social 

segments (from landless peasants and small cooperative workers to medium-sized 

agricultural producers) but also organisations with different historical and cultural 

backgrounds. The founders of A S O C O D E realised that the key to its success would 

be the search for commonalties, as the articulation of dissimilarities had been the 

main source of fragmentation in the past. A key condition for unity therefore was 

to work together on the basis of concertación and to develop joint alternatives, rather 

than creating unity from confrontation with a common enemy. The other key 

condition was to establish an inclusive and transparent regional coordinating body, 

in which the traditional gap between leaders and grassroots would be seriously 

tackled (Roman 1994). Although A S O C O D E did not represent the entire organised 

campesino sector, it certainly incorporated the vast majority of peasant organisations 

in Central America. It was therefore understandable that the Central American 

presidents recognised the legitimate role of A S O C O D E as an intermediary alliance 

for organised small agricultural producers in the region. But what was actually 

achieved by A S O C O D E during these top-level contacts with governments? 

ASOCODE targeted the Central American governments at three levels: the 

Regional Council of Agricultural Ministers (CORECA); the biannual summits of 

Central American presidents; and the consultative group of the Central American 

Integration System (SICA). Initially, lobbying efforts were aimed at influencing the 

agricultural ministers who were preparing new regional agricultural policies. These 

plans reflected the overall shift toward neoliberal policies with an emphasis on 

modernising agro-exports and with little attention for agricultural production 

oriented at the internal market. In meetings with the ministers A S O C O D E strongly 

criticised free trade agreements that were affecting regional food security, as this 

had stimulated extraregional imports of cheap basic grains. The ministers were 

surprised by ASOCODE'S well-prepared arguments and diplomatically responded 

that they would carefully analyse their proposals. However, in practice the regular 

meetings with the ministers did not lead to any change in agricultural policies. 

Only at national levels, particularly in Nicaragua and Costa Rica, did regional 

pressure speed up negotiations between the national associations and the minis-
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tries of agriculture. But at a regional level it was clear that the ministers were not 

willing to negotiate: meetings were cancelled or delegated to less influential vice-

ministers. As coordinator Wilson Campos remarked: 'it turned out to be easier 

to meet with the presidents than with their ministers of agriculture' (ASOCODE 

1995b: 21). 

An explicit result was achieved at the 12 Presidential Summit in Panama 

(December 1992) at which Wilson Campos was invited to address the presidents. 

The invitation was the result of several months of lobbying to influence the new 

agricultural policy framework that was on the agenda of the summit. Together with 

the associations of coffee producers U P R O C A F E and the cooperative movement 

ccc-CA, A S O C O D E and its technical advisors had prepared a joint package of 

proposals to improve the conditions of small agricultural producers.'87 After 

detailed review of governmental policies and consultations with lower ranking 

officials, A S O C O D E decided to request the establishment of a special regional credit 

fund to improve conditions for agro-industrial development and the internal trade 

of small agricultural producers. The proposal was accepted and almost thoroughly 

integrated into the final declaration of the presidential summit. Although the fund 

was never established, the example illustrates that ASOCODE'S policy advocacy 

methods were rather sophisticated.'88 They were based on presenting well-prepared 

proposals in the name of a broad constituency to meetings where rhetoric generally 

predominated. By opening up political channels for negotiation and dialogue that 

had been closed in the past, A S O C O D E also generated jealousy and adverse reactions. 

For example, the conservative Honduran President Callejas in early 1993 tried to set 

up a counter force to A S O C O D E by founding a similar regional network of peasant 

organisations, albeit smaller and more friendly to neoliberal policies. The obvious 

intention was to frustrate the recent unity of peasant organisations at the regional 

level. But soon after its foundation, COCICA (as it was called) and the handful of 

right-wing peasant groups that it had organised appeared to be no threat to 

ASOCODE'S unity. 

Another level on which A S O C O D E tried to gain influence was the new framework 

for regional integration. This Central American Integration System (SICA) was 

created by six Central American countries to revive the Central American common 

market that had fallen apart during the crisis of the late 1970s.,89 SICA was modelled 

according to the European Community and had created a Consultative Committee 

for civil society sectors operating at a regional level.'90 It was in this committee that 

A S O C O D E confronted its major opponent: F E D E P R I C A P , the powerful regional 

association for private enterprise and considered to be the most important ally of 

the Central American presidents for the implementation of structural adjustment 

policies. Although discussions in the Consultative Committee were merely on 

procedures, A S O C O D E considered its membership as a 'strategic political space' for 

involving civil society in decision-making on regional integration. Together with 

several other regional networks a coordinating body was created in late 1993 

composed of regional associations of various sectors. This Civil Initiative for 



FOUR A I D CHAINS IN CENTRAL AMERICA 283 

Central American Integration ( ic ic) was considered to be a 'voice of the voiceless' 

in Central America, and was invited to several international fora. The coordination 

of IC1 c was soon delegated toASOCODE,with mixed results as will be analysed later 

on. But the fact that it managed to get a wide variety of civil society sectors united 

to demand participation in the process of regional integration certainly was a major 

achievement of A S O C O D E . 

Another achievement of A S O C O D E was its recognition by crucial international 

players in the region: the European Union, U N D P , FAO, rhe Organisation of 

American States (OAS), A I D , I D B , the World Bank and several national govern

ments. Contacts with some of these actors were established during several inter

national trips of A S O C O D E delegations.19' Frequent meetings with ambassadors in 

the tegion and Wilson Campos' appearance at a UNDP-sponsored international 

conference inTegucigalpa (October 1994) further boosted A S O C O D E'S international 

profile.192 Efforts by A S O C O D E - I C I C , supported by European private aid agencies, 

to demand participation of civil society sectors in the annual ministerial conference 

between Europe and Central America (the San José Dialogue) were seriously 

discussed. To improve relations with these important international actors A S O C O D E 

organised another conference on development aid in February 1995. On this 

occasion Campos urged the international financial agencies to increase direct 

participation of excluded civil society sectors in the preparation and implementa

tion of development aid policies. The EU ambassador even openly criticised 

neoliberal policies and their devastating impact on small agricultural producers 

(ASOCODE 1995a). The participants generally supported ASOCODE'S demand to 

increase consultations and dialogue with popular sectors about foreign aid policies 

towards the region. Within five years, A S O C O D E managed to open doors that only 

had been open for a privileged sector in the region. The obvious challenge was to 

use this newly conquered space. 

The positive spirit that characterised ASOCODE'S approach of looking for 

constructive dialogue instead of confrontation, combined with the presentation of 

concrete proposals, facilitated access to the holders of power. Mass media, minis

ters, presidents, ambassadors, international organisations and others were impressed 

by ASOCODE and particularly by the convincing performance of Wilson Campos. 

One of ASOCODE'S central demands was to request participation of politically 

excluded and impoverished rural workers in decision-making about economic 

development policies, aid allocation and regional integration projects. As a result, 

ASOCODE'S leaders were invited to speak at high-level summits, negotiated with 

ministers and participated in consultations. What was the impact of ASOCODE'S 

activities on the strength of civil society, and did they really manage to influence or 

change policies? 

There is no doubt that A S O C O D E strengthened civil society by creating new 

intermediary channels at the national and regional level, and by encouraging 

excluded sectors to effectively use these channels for defining the socio-economic 

and political framework of post-war Central America, ASOCODE'S dynamic 
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conquest of'political space' for dialogue and negotiation has not been equalled by 

any other (regional) organisation in Central America's recent past except maybe by 

the federation of private enterprise F E D E P R I C A P . ' 9 3 Other regional netwotks that 

had been established earlier than A S O C O D E - such as the regional network of 

development NGOS ( C C O D ) or the trade union network COCENTRA - had not 

achieved a tiny fraction of what A S O C O D E was able to realise in a relatively short 

period of time. It is therefore not exaggerated to assume that A S O C O D E was one of 

the most important intermediary alliances of civil society to have emerged in 

Central America since the early 1990s. It created previously non-existing channels 

to transmit widespread concerns about the undemocratic character of the existing 

political system (and the destructive economic policies it pursued) without com

pletely rejecting that system. In other words, it performed a temporary intermediary 

role in political societies that were not functioning properly either at the regional 

level (the Central American parliament), or at the various national levels. 

A closer examination of ASOCODE'S achievements shows that political pressure 

and lobbying were targeted one level higher than where it eventually had to be 

effective. By addressing the presidents at their regional summits, they harvested 

results in theit national negotiations with agricultural ministers. To pressure theit 

presidents to adapt economic policies, they turned to international organisations 

such as the European Union or UN D P . This 'roundabout-policy' was not deliberate, 

but a result of ASOCODE'S policy of maximising the employment of external 

contacts. It was in fact similar to the way in which some of the national associations 

of A S O C O D E had been formed, that is, in a top-down direction. The existence of 

a regional coalition thus gave an impulse to the creation of national coordinating 

bodies, A S O C O D E functioned both as a shield for protection and as a supranational 

pressure group.'94 For example, in its contacts with foreign governments ASOCODE 

made a plea for more pressure on the Guatemalan government to respect human 

rights and initiate peace negotiations.'95 Meanwhile, Guatemala's President Ramiro 

de León Carpio was invited to inaugurate ASOCODE'S second Congress in Decem

ber 1993 in order to increase the legitimacy of Guatemalan peasant organisations 

associated with A S O C O D E . The latter, however, were not allowed to openly criticise 

their president for his clumsy human rights record.'9 

The political space conquered by A S O C O D E thus was carefully handled and used 

to 'reshape official rhetoric' as Edelman (1995: 31) calls it. The strategy of construct

ive lobbying was effective enough to prevent marginalisation, and it proved to be 

contagious as the establishment of i c i c showed. The formation of i c i c had been 

a follow-up to collaborative lobbying work between A S O C O D E and several regional 

networks of labour unions to influence decision-making at presidential summits.'97 

They realised that a broader forum for regional civil society networks would have 

more impact on the presidents and their discussions on tegional integration than 

the lobbying work of individual sectoral associations. In 1994 eight regionally 

organised sectoral associations founded i c i c ; it included labout unions, peasant 

organisations, federations of small and medium enterprise, development NGOS and 
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federations of community organisations.'98 A S O C O D E became the coordinating 

entity of i c i c , as it had built up experience in this area and provided the largest 

constituency, plus it contributed most of i c ic ' s resources for the first year.'99 

The creation of I C I C was an ambitious and unique step taken to confront the 

neoliberal agenda of the Central American governments, which had been heavily 

pushed by the federation of private enterprise (organised in F E D E P R I C A P ) and 

which was reluctant to admit ICIC into the committees of SiCA where the future 

regional integration system was discussed, FEDEPRICAP therefore formed its own 

network of regional civil society associations (CACI) as it was afraid of losing control 

of SICA'S Consultative Committee.100 IC IC on the other hand maintained that 

'popular' civil society sectors had been excluded in the regional integration process 

and deserved to have a voice since political parties had lost their legitimacy201 In 

practice, the complex composition of ICIC meant that it needed time to consolidate 

as a regional coalition representing 'popular' civil society sectors. This was however, 

as one document admits, a 'slow and difficult process' ( ICIC 1996a). A major 

problem was that I C I C did not have national associations (the key to ASOCODE'S 

regional structure) making the feedback to member organisations rather complex. 

At its second assembly in August 1996, ICIC slowly started to consolidate, and 

ASOCODE was re-elected to lead the coordinating committee. 

Despite opening up new intermediary channels between state and civil society 

and opening doors that had been closed in the past, at least in the short run 

ASOCODE did not really manage to change governmental policies. Although it was 

unrealistic to expect quick results, concerns were raised in early 1994 within 

ASOCODE'S ranks about the viability of the strategy of constructive dialogue.20' 

Some leaders feared that A S O C O D E was being co-opted by the Central American 

presidents. They rather wanted to organise street marches and land occupations to 

put pressure on their governments. This was effectively done in October 1994, 

when peasant organisations simultaneously mobilised their members during a one-

day protest throughout the region. But it was rather a manifestation of strength 

than a return to confrontational strategies, although a minority did advocate for 

the activist approach.203 It was also evident that the process of internal consolida

tion of A S O C O D E had been neglected due to its emphasis on lobbying and building 

up external contacts; A S O C O D E had become a huge head with a tiny body. From 

mid-1994 onwards, A S O C O D E therefore paid more attention to its internal struc-

tute, which also affected ICIC in which it played a leading role, ASOCODE'S leaders 

realised that policy changes would take time and that building internal capacity and 

strengthening the national associations was needed to prevent the young coalition 

from falling apart, A S O C O D E had shown that campesinoshad lost their fear to talk 

to those in power. However, Campos warned that success would depend on the 

capacity to strengthen both the organisation and its proposals, for 'those who are 

in power do not respect us if we do not show our strength' (ASOCODE 1994b: 7). 
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ASOCODE in the aid chain 

The emergence of A S O C O D E as one of the most important regional civil society 

networks of the 1990s was in the first place a result of favourable political condi

tions. The end of civil wars, the shift from a political to an economic agenda, the 

emphasis on regional integration policies and the (albeit rhetorical) call from 

governments to increase participation of societal actors all were fertile ground for 

ASOCODE'S encouraging performance. At least three other factors distinguished 

A S O C O D E from other regional networks. The first was its capacity to develop a fresh 

and sharp discourse based on minimal consensus {concertación) among the varied 

peasant organisations in the region. It was a discourse distinct from the politicised 

discourse of the 1980s, for it was critical of existing (progressive) political parties and 

their instrumentalist NGOS. But also because it was constructive and innovative. A 

second factor was the capacity of A S O C O D E to occupy the new political space that 

it was offered by prioritising networking and lobbying work as part of a so-called 

estrategia de incidencia.10"* A third key factor that undoubtedly boosted ASOCODE'S 

profile was the charismatic and sometimes brilliant leadership of Wilson Campos. 

This young and energetic Costa Rican peasant leader possessed the skills to unite 

and motivate ASOCODE'S rank and file, and at the same time to speak the diplo

matic language of governmental officials. As one peasant leader commented, 

'probably seventy percent of ASOCODE'S success is the product of Wilson Campos, 

the rest was done by others'.105 

As other case studies show, dependence on charismatic leaders is risky. After 

his re-election for a second term as a regional coordinator in December 1993, 

Campos was increasingly criticised by some colleagues for monopolising external 

contacts and not properly informing other members of the Regional Commission. 

Eventually this would generate a serious internal crisis and in 1995 Campos was 

accused of misusing ASOCODE'S funds for personal ends.206 The crisis articulated 

two serious weaknesses of ASOCODE'S internal structure: the lack of 'strategic 

accountability' (see Chapter 2), and a declining ability to respond to the high 

expectations raised in the first few years. Not only was the head bigger than the 

body (the constituency), the head was also in disorder. Although the structure of 

the national associations (mesas nacionales) as building blocks of the regional 

coalition certainly was innovative, it only worked when these national pillars were 

really controlled by their member organisations. Some national associations did not 

work properly and lacked active participation and feedback from their members; 

their representatives in the Regional Commission were, as a result, not kept 

accountable by the members they represented.207 But this was also a product of the 

regional diversity that was intrinsic to a regional coalition containing several 

national thrusts. 

Due to its emphasis on external relations and its top-down development, 

A S O C O D E was often equated with the regional part of its organisational structure, 

and less with its national components (Candanedo and Madrigal 1994). Moreover, 

lack of harmony and capacity inside the Regional Commission put too much 



FOUR A I D CHAINS IN CENTRAL AMERICA 287 

weight on the role of coordinator Campos, who became overwhelmed by his 

international agenda. Campos admitted that the emphasis on external relations had 

slowed down the internal process of building a strong and transparent regional 

coalition. Others argued that A S O C O D E simply took up too many issues without 

setting priorities.208 This was also one of the main concerns of the aid agencies 

financing A S O C O D E . 

Private aid agencies were crucial in the early phase of ASOCODE'S development. 

Although A S O C O D E initially feared that agencies would prefer to finance a regional 

peasant coalition by going through the channels of Central American NGOS, they 

soon learned that many European private aid agencies in fact shared ASOCODE'S 

concerns about the problems associated with this route. Another fear, that agencies 

would impose their priorities upon A S O C O D E , also turned out to be a non-issue. 

Over the years, an open dialogue appeared to be possible with agency representa

tives, which was highly valued on both sides.209 Although most funders took on a 

passive role as providers of aid, agencies such as Ibis and H I V O S were fairly active. 

Hivos stressed the need to actively increase the participation of women in A S O C O 

DE, to improve its administrative operations and to strengthen the national 

associations. The 1994 evaluation, also sponsored by H I V O S , served as a learning 

experience rather than a tool for control: most recommendations were incorporated 

in the following years. / t ó performed a different role, but also was one of the most 

active funders. Ibis contributed to improving the lobbying capacity of A S O C O D E by 

offering technical support and actively linking up several Central American regional 

coalitions with European lobbying networks. Although Ibis was cautious about 

providing large-scale funding to A S O C O D E , it could not prevent expectations being 

raised about getting access to foreign resources. This was often at the expense of 

viable and self-sufficient networks being built up.210 An evaluation even concluded 

that weaknesses in the regional structures were very much a reflection of Ibis's way 

of working; in other words, these weaknesses appeared to be donor-driven (Morales 

and Cranshaw 1997). 

Looking at its diversified funding base, it is reasonable to conclude that ASO

CODE became the Central American 'darling' of international private aid agencies 

in the early 1990s. Some even argued that A S O C O D E wasa. product of international 

aid.2" Wilson Campos rejected this suggestion, as he was convinced that both 

ASOCODE and i c i c would have been established anyway. But he admitted that 

ASOCODE became very dependent upon private aid, which in turn generated the 

impression (also internally) that the process of regional peasant unity would have 

been impossible without foreign aid resources.212 Of all the case studies presented 

in this study, A S O C O D E therefore is probably the clearest example of the 'private aid 

paradox': private foreign aid facilitated the emergence of influential intermediary 

actors in civil society, but simultaneously created new problems that obstructed 

their organisational development. 

One element of this private aid paradox is the outright rejection of local inter

mediary NGOS by A S O C O D E , while actually becoming an intermediary NGO itself. 
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In the first year after its foundation, Wilson Campos on several occasions criticised 

the role played by Central American NGOs in the 1980s.2" His critique contained 

three elements: (i) NGOS had acted as 'representatives' of the campesino sector, 

without properly consulting it, (ii) NGOS had monopolised relations with private 

foreign aid agencies (preventing direct funding to peasant organisations) and (iii) 

NGOS with their dispersed projects lacked a coherent and common strategy. 

Implicitly, Campos criticised the regional ConcertaciónofNGOs ( C C O D ) which was 

heavily financed by (predominantly Dutch) private aid agencies. Ironically, CCOD 

assisted ASOCODE in establishing contacts with these agencies, which soon decided 

positively about their support. Private aid agencies increasingly preferred to work 

directly with membership organisations, as was analysed in Chapter 5, as long as 

they had enough capacity to administer (large-scale) funding. Although it was soon 

clear that A S O C O D E did not have this capacity (the regional office only started to 

work well after mid-1993), foreign aid increased rapidly. As a result, ASOCODE 

quickly managed to isolate local NGOS from aid resources directed at peasant 

organisations, while creating its own bureaucracy that was barely controlled by the 

member organisations, AS O CO D E 'S critique of N G O S (bureaucracy, inefficiency, lack 

of internal democracy, monopolising relations with funders) eventually came back 

like a boomerang, this time from its own members (Candanedo and Madrigal 

1994)-
Although ASOCODE'S establishment apparently was not donor-driven, some of 

its priorities definitely were. Another element of the private aid paradox is that these 

priorities were assumed, while in reality they were actually generating considerable 

internal tension, H I V O S , lor example, prioritised two issues: active incorporation 

of women and a focus on sustainable agriculture. The last issue figured in early 

A S O C O D E documents, but was soon relegated to the backseat.214 Others funders, 

especially after the celebrations surrounding the fifth centennial of the 'discovery', 

requested more clarity about the participation of Indian peasants in ASOCODE'S 

ranks. But this issue also did not reach the stage of critical internal debate, possibly 

as a result of existing cultural prejudices.21' The main donor-driven issue therefore 

was the gender balance within A S O C O D E . Variotis private agencies funding 

A S O C O D E were concerned about the absence of serious efforts to incorporate 

women into the regional coordination process.2'6 Despite the establishment of a 

women's commission and several meetings of peasant women within A S O C O D E , it 

was clear that a majority of members maintained a macbista position. Proposals to 

incorporate women into the national and regional coordinating bodies provoked 

strong resistance, except from Nicaragua, Costa Rica and Honduras who were 

already accustomed to this practice. The agencies felt that gender balance was too 

much seen as a 'problem' (la problemâtica de la mujer), and therefore artificially 

dealt with. Wilson Campos very much welcomed this 'critical dialogue' with private 

aid agencies, particularly on gender, as long as these issues were not imposed upon 

A S O C O D E . 2 ' 7 The position of women active in ASOCODE'S member organisations 

was eventually strengthened, partly as a result of pressure from the agencies.2 An 
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indication was that in 1996 five national associations elected a female representative 

to the 14-person Regional Commission, which had been exclusively dominated by 

men between 1991 and 1994.211; 

A further element of the paradox is that private foreign aid to A S O C O D E in

creased rapidly at a time that it was actually least needed, creating a situation of 

'overfunding' with all its negative consequences. In several documents A S O C O D E 

acknowledged that one of its major achievements had been to secure financial 

support from international aid agencies.120 Foreign funding to A S O C O D E quickly 

increased from 1993 onwards, when its international profile skyrocketed and suc

cesses were achieved in opening up new political space for dialogue. Budgets were 

adapted and new activities were proposed to respond to the offers from private aid 

agencies.22' In other words, financial support created new needs that had been 

absent prior to these offers, A S O C O D E initially aimed at financing only the estab

lishment of a regional structure, but due to foreign aid income it soon was able to 

also finance the national associations.222 As was shown earlier, this redistribution 

of funds became increasingly more important and strengthened the top-down 

structure of A S O C O D E . This had repercussions for the participation of lower-level 

member associations, who saw no need to contribute fees to A S O C O D E and 

increasingly felt that it was not 'their project' (Candanedo and Madrigal 1994:148). 

This had, in turn, a negative effect on the accountability of the Regional Commis

sion and of the national associations. Or to put it differently: the large influx of 

foreign aid negatively affected ASOCODE'S 'ownership' and its accountability to its 

members. 

A last element of the paradox is closely related to the issue of overfunding, that 

is, the demand on A S O C O D E to search for alternative methods of income gener

ation, eventually leading to self-sufficiency. The paradoxical point is that agencies 

which threatened to withdraw if self-sufficiency was not considered seriously never 

did so, as they knew that other funders would simply replace them. To put it more 

bluntly: private aid agencies would be acting against their own interests if they 

stopped funding a project that was achieving results and generating international 

recognition.223 Within ASOCODE'S ranks dependency on foreign aid was a concern 

from the very beginning, although not equally shared by all national associations. 

Particularly the Costa Ricans, who had more experience with collective farming 

aimed at generating income for an entire group, made the point that A S O C O D E had 

to decrease its dependence on external aid and that more effort had to be made to 

incorporate self-financing measures.224 But with steady external aid support, the 

majority of ASOCODE'S leaders did not consider this to be a high priority (Canda

nedo and Madrigal 1994). ASOCODE'S main funder HIVOS hoped that the regional 

coalition would invest more time in looking for alternative sources of income as 

long as resources were still abundant. But HIVOS also admitted that only a decrease 

in international aid to the region, expected for the late 1990s, would force A S O C O D E 

to scale down its ambitions and to increase its self-sufficiency.22' 
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Assessing ASOCODE 's civil society building performance 

Although ASOCODE'S case might be exceptional compared to other regional civil 

society networks, it clearly illustrates how private foreign aid can affect an 

organisation's internal dynamics. Although differences exist among the Central 

American regional networks, in general there has been poor linkage between 

regional networks and their local member associations. Morales and Cranshaw 

(1997) argue that the regional networks were seldom a product of local needs, as 

they pursued an (additional) agenda which was often not the agenda of their 

member organisations. The participation and accountability of national members 

within ASOCODE'S regional structure was poor and it was clear that improvements 

in this area would take time, A S O C O D E was formed as a leadership of leaders (la 

cupula de cupulas) and was often not known to the campesinos at the grassroots that 

it was supposedly representing, i c i c was even one level higher, as it was a regional 

coalition of regional coalitions. Not surprisingly, ASOCODE'S legitimacy was 

sometimes questioned. Not by the Central American presidents - who were 

accustomed to the absence of genuine consultations with their citizens - but by 

local farmers' organisations in countries where national coordination among 

campesinos was weakest, and by several private aid agencies. Starting in 1994, 

A S O C O D E therefore prioritised strengthening the national associations and increas

ing their accountability. A positive indication of improved participation was the 

election of female representatives to ASOCODE'S Regional Commission in 1996. But 

despite this (for Central American standards remarkable) improvement, it was clear 

that it would take a long-term effort for A S O C O D E to really be owned by its 

members. A transition from dependence on external aid to dependence on contri

butions from member associations could be a way to confront this problem. 

Financial sustainability of A S O C O D E had been an issue in its early years, but was 

deprioritised when access to external aid appeared to be more than easy. A minority 

position considered this dependence on foreign aid to be rather risky and it seems 

that this position has grown, in part as a result of donor pressure to look for 

alternative financial resources. According to A S O C O D E , alternative financing could 

come from three different sources: self-run productive enterprises, official aid agen

cies or Central American governments. The second option is not a real alternative 

to current private aid flows, as official aid from bilateral agencies or from multilat

eral agencies such as the I D B and the EU would not solve ASOCODE'S dependency 

on foreign aid. On the contrary, the larger amounts of resources involved and their 

closer affiliation with the dominant development model that A S O C O D E has been 

criticising hardly could be considered an alternative. Neither is support to be 

expected from Central American governments, despite their promises at presiden

tial summits. This implies that ASOCODE'S only realistic alternative lies with 

production-related income-generation, possibly combined with the introduction 

of member contributions. This transition will take time to evolve, as it implies, as 

Campos observed, a 'change of mentality from receiving to generating funds'.126 As 

long as private aid flows to A S O C O D E continue to grow at the rate of the last few 
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years, such a transition will become more difficult. This is even more so because the 

recent past has demonstrated that private aid agencies (despite arguing the opposite) 

are intrinsically unable to push for alternative income-generation methods. 

Therefore, initiatives to improve self-sufficiency have to come from A S O C O D E itself, 

in order to eliminate aid dependency and to survive as a crucial societal actor 

beyond the 1990s. 

As for its intermediary function, A S O C O D E probably performed better than any 

of the organisations described in the other case studies presented in this chapter. It 

managed to play intermediary roles for several constituencies at several levels. First 

of all, A S O C O D E opened a channel for dialogue with the Central American govern

ments in the name of organised (1.5 million), but also non-organised (an estimated 

4 million) campesinos, a channel that was also recognised by the governments and 

by the international community. The diversity within the campesino sector and the 

internal divisions generated by civil wars make the achievements of A S O C O D E 

especially relevant. Second, it contributed to either establishing or strengthening the 

intermediary roles of national associations vis-à-vis their governments, many of 

which had been reluctantto negotiate previously with peasant organisations.227 And 

third, A S O C O D E was the major force behind the establishment of ICIC, the first 

regional coalition of societal actors that ever existed in Central America.228 In all 

these alliances, A S O C O D E stressed the need to maintain autonomy from political 

parties, local development NGOs, governments and international organisations. The 

new channels also were used by A S O C O D E to target international organisations, 

either in alliance with extraregional farmers' organisations or with other Central 

American civil society networks, A S O C O D E thus also opened political space within 

'global civil society', although it is still premature to assess the impact of these 

activities. 

Improving the policy impact of A S O C O D E will be a key test for its future 

existence. Although the organisation has received official recognition from the 

presidents (as well as several unfulfilled promises) A S O C O D E has not yet managed 

to force fundamental policy changes upon the Central American governments. 

Again, it would not be fair to expect this from a coalition that is still in its early 

childhood. But concrete results will be needed to prevent A S O C O D E being ques

tioned by its members, possibly resulting in internal cleavages as were sometimes 

visible in the 1994-95 period. One lesson to be drawn from the early years is that it 

is necessary to elaborate more on specific peasant-related proposals and to develop 

alternative market-oriented methods. Previous demands too much echoed rhetoric 

and calls for participation, without being specific about its implementation. It 

could even be argued that calls for participation were merely ways to get access to 

foreign aid resources. The newly-elected Regional Commission in 1996 therefore 

decided to prioritise economic issues: access to land and credit, and improving 

production and trade conditions. This implied that the political agenda would 

become less prominent, which will probably decrease ASOCODE'S profile as an 

intermediary alliance in the years ahead. But given ASOCODE'S central role in i c i c , 



2 9 2 T H E P O L I T I C S O F C I V I L S O C I E T Y B U I L D I N G 

its large constituency in the region and its wide international network of contacts, 

there is no doubt that it will continue to be the leading regional actor representing 

popular demands from civil society in Central America. 

6.5 Learning from private aid chain dynamics 

The civil society building performance of four Central American organisations was 

assessed according to the methodological framework developed in the first part of 

this book. By taking into account specific context variables and analysing the 

achievements of these organisations as a product of particular aid chain dynamics, 

it was hoped to get a better undemanding of the ways in which private aid agencies 

have contributed to civil society building in Central America. The case studies 

highlight the rich variety of methods aimed at strengthening civil society and 

fostering alliances that have eventually contributed to opening up political society. 

For instance, all organisations proved to be rather effective in challenging trad

itional authoritarian rule by giving a voice to the excluded, and demonstrated the 

capacity to play an intermediary role by articulating demands from civil society at 

crucial moments during democratic transition. This role was generally performed 

temporarily and was particularly effective during early stages of democratic 

transition when space in political society still had to be opened up. The organ

isations in Guatemala and El Salvador also spurred (indirectly) the entrance of new 

opposition parties into political society during mid-transition, although they 

sometimes paid a price by compromising their autonomy vis-à-vis these parties 

( C P D N ) . The Honduran C O D E H remained strictly autonomous and decided not to 

compromise its position, but because of this it lost the political momentum needed 

to open up the bipartisan political system. The case of A S O C O D E underlined how 

membership organisations managed to take over the lead from development NGOs 

in the process of opening up negotiation space with the Central American presi

dents at the regional level. But upon closer examination a number of weaknesses of 

these organisations become apparent, especially regarding internal organisation, 

downward accountability and longer term sustainability. 

Private aid support was crucial for all four organisations to finance their 

organisational expenses and to expand the scale of their activities. Several 

organisations even argued that their success would have been negatively affected if 

this support had been absent. However, a closer examination shows that private aid 

support often increased after success was achieved. Moreover, weak internal 

accountability measures and prospects for financial sustainability were generally 

made worse by the absence of membership contributions, for which private aid 

actually functioned as a substitute. But it would be incorrect to simply attribute the 

weaknesses of these organisations to the influx of private foreign aid, because 

organisational capacities, adverse political circumstances or the quality of leadership 

are factors beyond the control of donors. Along the same lines, it would be a harsh 
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simplification to explain the achievements of these organisations as a product of 

private aid interventions. The case studies actually show that it is imprecise to speak 

of the 'performance of aid recipients' or to focus on the 'performance of (private) 

aid agencies'. If achievements of local organisations are judged in relation to foreign 

aid contributions it is probably more accurate to focus on 'aid chain performance', 

in which all actors involved in a particular aid chain contribute collectively to the 

outcome or the impact of an aid intervention. This has enormous methodological 

implications, as it would become inaccurate to evaluate only selected actors in the 

aid chain, which is the current practice. It implies that the 'upper actors' in the aid 

chain (official donors and private aid agencies, which are generally excluded in aid 

performance assessments) also will become subject to evaluation. New assessment 

criteria have to be developed for these multiple units of analysis, in addition to new 

planning and monitoring systems at all levels of the aid chain. This certainly is a 

complex and costly undertaking, but it can open new avenues for aid evaluation: 

it can encourage participatory evaluation methods among all actors in the aid chain 

aimed at learning from past experience, which eventually will be beneficial for 

improving the quality of aid interventions. 




