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Abstract  
 

How do agrarian elites protect themselves from redistribution in urban democracies? 

Against a well-established theoretical tradition in comparative politics which holds that 

landowners’ interests are incompatible with democracy, this dissertation shows that agrarian 

elites can use democratic institutions to protect themselves from redistribution. I study 

landowners’ strategies for exerting political influence since re-democratization in three countries, 

Argentina, Brazil and Chile. My analysis identifies the conditions under which agrarian elites 

will participate in the electoral arena, and the factors that shape their electoral strategies.  

I argue that agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence are shaped by two factors: (1) the 

level of threat they perceive and (2) their level of intra-group fragmentation. First, the threat that 

democratic governments may implement redistributive policies that jeopardize the continuity of 

their business (e.g., agrarian reform) gives agrarian elites the incentives to organize in the 

electoral arena. Absent this threat, rural elites will not invest in electoral representation. Second, 

the way landowners organize their electoral participation is conditioned by their degree of 

fragmentation. Where landed elites are a cohesive group, they will engage in party-building. By 

contrast, where significant cleavages exist among agrarian elites, higher coordination costs will 

hinder party-building.  

My research draws on a range of qualitative and quantitative data gathered during a year of 

fieldwork in nine locations in the three countries. The main data source is a set of 158 in-depth 

interviews conducted with key actors, including leaders of producers’ associations, high-ranking 



iv 
 

public officials, and federal and state level legislators. I supplement this evidence with data from 

newspaper archives, business associations’ publications, legislative debates, and election and 

campaign contribution records.  

The dissertation makes two main theoretical contributions. First, it helps us understand why 

democracy may perpetuate inequality, by examining how economic elites organize in the 

electoral arena to block redistributive policies. Second, it shows that economic elites can achieve 

electoral representation in the absence of strong conservative parties. This is important because 

the representation of elite interests is crucial for democratic consolidation, but party-building has 

become increasingly more difficult in the contemporary context.  
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CHAPTER 1. Introduction: Agrarian Elites and Politics in Latin America 

 

1. Introduction 

In contemporary Latin America, four phenomena that social science predicts we should not 

see together coexist. First, agriculture is one of the main pillars of many countries’ economies. 

Second, countries are highly urbanized. Third, most countries are democracies. Fourth, 

inequality is extremely high. According to existing theories, inequality in Latin America should 

have fallen as democracies consolidated, especially when a large share of the assets of the rich 

are fixed; or an interruption of democracy should had taken place, as landowners’ wealth has 

greatly increased but their capacity to secure electoral representation through the coercion of the 

rural poor has diminished considerably. None of these, however, has happened. Democracy is 

stronger and more stable than ever before in the region at the same time that land inequality 

remains the highest in the world. This suggests that landowners have found new channels for 

protecting their interests under democracy.    

How do agrarian elites protect themselves from redistribution in urban democracies? The 

historical role of landed elites as obstacles to democratic consolidation in Latin America has 

been widely studied.1 However, four decades after the start of the third wave, the issue of how 

these elites have adapted to the new democratic context remains unexplored. The question of 

why these elites who were so resistant to democratization, and always ready to knock on the 

                                                            
1 See for example, Rueschemeyer et al. (1992), Paige (1999), Yashar (1997), Wood (2000), Mahoney (2002), 
Baland and Robinson (2008).  
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barracks doors each time they felt threatened, have mostly played by the democratic rulebook 

during the past three decades still needs to be answered.  

The established view is that democratic governments will try to redistribute wealth from the 

rich to the poor and that landowners, given the fixed nature of their assets, cannot escape 

increased taxation or expropriation and will therefore oppose democratization (Boix 2003; 

Acemoglu and Robinson 2006; Ansell and Samuels 2010). Recent analyses have called this 

conventional view into question by arguing that landowners’ interests may be better protected 

under democracy than autocracy as democracies offer institutional veto points to block 

redistribution that are absent in autocratic regimes (Albertus 2015, 2017). These studies analyze 

agrarian elites’ incentives to prefer democracy over autocracy but overlook the fact that these 

protection mechanisms democracies offer will only work when elites organize in the electoral 

arena to occupy those veto-power positions, which they often do not. In other words, 

democracies can protect economic elites only where they organize politically to exercise their 

veto power. In Argentina, for instance, agricultural producers’ efforts to stop onerous taxation 

during Cristina Fernández’s administrations (2007–2015) failed due to their lack of electoral 

representation.2 The questions of when and how landowners will organize in the electoral arena 

to make use of those institutional veto points to protect themselves from redistribution still need 

to be addressed.   

This dissertation presents a framework for understanding how agrarian elites manage to get 

electoral representation and influence policy-making in this new context of augmented economic 

power but diminished electoral control, as well as why these privileged minorities can gain 

                                                            
2 On Argentine producers’ lack of instrumental power see Fairfield (2011). 
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access to the electoral arena in some countries but not in others. Doing so requires answering two 

related albeit theoretically differentiated questions: (a) Under which conditions will informal 

access to public officials not be enough to guarantee economic elites their preferred policy 

outcomes? And (b) how do economic elites decide between different electoral strategies of 

political influence? 

A birds-eye view of Latin America shows there is great variation in how agrarian elites have 

adapted to this new context of diminished political power but increased economic weight. In 

some countries, such as Brazil, Chile, and El Salvador, landowners have been able to organize in 

the electoral arena despite the decline in rural population, running for office or financing partisan 

efforts. In other countries, such as Argentina, Bolivia, and Peru, they have remained outside the 

electoral arena, influencing politics through informal means such as lobbying or protests. 

The main argument of this dissertation is that agrarian elites' strategies of political influence 

are shaped by two factors: the level of threat they perceive and their level of fragmentation. First, 

the threat that democratic governments may implement redistributive policies that jeopardize the 

continuity of their business (e.g., agrarian reform) gives agrarian elites the incentives to organize 

in the electoral arena. Absent this threat, rural elites will not invest in electoral representation. As 

the analyzed cases show, the perception of an existential threat at the moment of democratic 

transition when parties were being (re)built and looking for constituencies was particularly 

crucial for the development of electoral strategies. Organizing in the electoral arena to respond to 

threats after this foundational moment, when linkages between interest groups and political 

parties had already consolidated, was harder for groups that had not built these linkages during 

the transition. Second, the way landowners organize their electoral participation will, in turn, be 

conditioned by their degree of fragmentation. Where landed elites are a cohesive group, they will 
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engage in party-building. In contrast, where significant cleavages exist among agrarian elites, 

higher coordination costs will hinder party-building. For instance, agreeing on a policy platform 

or developing a partisan structure will be harder for agrarian elites that have different economic 

preferences or are already invested in rival political machines. In these cases, landowners will 

prefer to support like-minded candidates individually, across partisan lines.  

Through the comparison of agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence in three Latin 

American countries, Argentina, Brazil and Chile, since the last democratic transition, this 

dissertation makes two main theoretical contributions. First, it demonstrates, contra 

redistributivist theories of democratization, that landowners can protect their interests under 

democracy by organizing in the electoral arena. In doing so, it helps us understand how 

democracies may perpetuate inequality. Second, by analyzing the different electoral strategies 

available to agrarian elites in democracies, this research shows that economic elites can gain 

electoral representation in the absence of strong conservative parties. This is relevant because 

previous literature has deemed conservative parties crucial for democratic consolidation,3 but 

party-building has become increasingly harder in the contemporary context where political 

fragmentation, electoral volatility and the dilution of partisan identities are on the rise across the 

developing world.4 

This introduction is organized as follows. The next section reviews existing literature on the 

relationship between agrarian elites and democracy. Section Three describes relevant structural 

                                                            
3 See Di Tella (1971), Rueschemeyer et al, (1992), Middlebrook (2000) and Ziblatt (2017). 

4 See for example, Mainwaring and Zoco (2007), Hicken and Kuhonta (2015), Lupu (2017), and Mainwaring 
(2018). 

 



 
5 

 

and political changes that took place in the region in the last few decades and analyses their 

impact on agrarian elites’ incentives and capacity to organize in the electoral arena. Section Four 

presents my research design, case selection strategy and sources of data. The last section outlines 

the main theoretical and empirical contributions of the dissertation and offers a roadmap of the 

remaining chapters.  

 

2. Landowners, democracy and redistribution 

At least since Max Weber, social scientists have seen landowners as obstacles to democracy. 

From the classical works of Gerschenkron (1943) and Moore (1966), who focused on 

landowners’ reliance on labor-repressive institutions, to more recent analyses emphasizing how 

the fixed nature of landowner’s assets makes them more vulnerable to expropriation (Boix 2003; 

Acemoglu and Robinson 2006; Ansell and Samuels 2010), the consensus has been that agrarian 

elites’ economic interests are incompatible with democracy, especially in highly unequal 

societies such as those of Latin America.  

In his classic study, Moore (1966) argues that democracy cannot prosper in societies in 

which agriculture depends on the non-market coercion of labor, and modernization has not yet 

debilitated large landowners’ political power. Because landowners depend on the state-backed 

coercion of peasants to guarantee the supply of a cheap labor force, they have strong incentives 

to oppose the opening of the political system. In this type of society, democracy threatens not 

only the basis of landowners’ capital accumulation but also their social status and political 

power. Until the democratic transitions of the third wave, Moore’s proposition about the 

undemocratic effects of labor-repressive agriculture resonated well with scholars studying Latin 
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American countries’ difficulties in establishing durable democracies.5 In their comprehensive 

study of democratic transitions in the region, Rueschemeyer et al. (1992) found that there were 

no cases of unrestricted male franchise in South America among the countries where agriculture 

was the crucial export sector and labor-repressive agriculture predominated. In contrast, 

countries such as Argentina and Uruguay, where agriculture was not labor-repressive, 

democratized relatively early.  

The most recent formulation of these theories on landowners’ undemocratic preferences 

looks at the relationship between democratization and land inequality (Boix 2003; Acemoglu and 

Robinson 2006; Ansell and Samuels 2010). Drawing on Meltzer and Richard’s (1981) influential 

model, these theories assume that democracies, where the median voter is poorer than in 

autocracies, will tend to redistribute more from the rich to the poor. Landowners should be easier 

targets than other business sectors for democratic governments looking to fund their 

redistributive agendas, because given the fixed nature of their main asset (land), landowners 

cannot escape increased taxation or expropriation. As a consequence, democratization will be 

more threatening to landowners than to other economic elites, and the higher land inequality is in 

a country, the higher landowners’ incentives to oppose democracy. In the words of Boix, “big 

landowners oppose democracy of necessity” (2003, 32). 

In light of these theories, it is not surprising that Latin American countries, where land 

inequality has been extremely high since colonial times, have struggled to consolidate 

democracy. Latin American landed elites not only opposed democratization where they felt it 

threatened their vital interests, they also actively undermined it when it was installed (O’Donnell 

                                                            
5 See fn. 1. 
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1973; Rueschemeyer et al. 1992). Agrarian elites were frequent partners of the military, other 

economic elites, and foreign capital in the coup coalitions against governments with 

redistributive agendas that included agrarian reform such as, for example, Venezuela in 1948, 

Guatemala in 1954, Honduras in 1963, Brazil in 1964, and Chile in 1973. 

The fact that democracy and extremely high levels of land inequality have coexisted in the 

region for the past three decades challenges predictions based on these redistributivist theories 

and on Latin America’s own history of democratic instability. Democratic governments’ 

unwillingness or incapacity to redistribute wealth from the agrarian elites to the urban poor 

masses suggests that landowners have found ways of protecting themselves from the 

redistributive pressures of democracy. Along this line, recent studies have found that economic 

elites may not necessarily oppose democratization if they can attenuate its distributive effects 

through the manipulation of political institutions (Snyder and Samuels 2004; Ziblatt 2008).6 For 

instance, Albertus’ (2015) analysis of all agrarian reform programs implemented in Latin 

America since 1930 reveals that autocracies enact redistributive reforms—i.e., those where the 

state expropriates lands from the rich and gives them to the poor—much more frequently than do 

democracies. He attributes this to the fact that democracies offer landowners institutional veto 

points to protect their property rights that are absent in autocracies, such as legislatures, the 

judiciary or bureaucracies in charge of agrarian reform (Albertus 2015, 2017; Albertus and Gay 

2017).  

                                                            
6 Ziblatt’s (2008) analysis of fraud in Germany during the first forty years after the enactment of universal male 
suffrage finds that in districts with higher land inequality the probability of the landed elite staffing local 
government positions in order to secure favorable electoral results was higher. In order to preserve their political 
dominance, landed elites tried to control local bureaucracies by infiltrating their people into key offices such as 
those of mayor, county commissioner and election officials.  
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While democracies create checks and balances to prevent expropriation, radical 

redistribution and abrupt changes in economic policies, these protection mechanisms would work 

only when elites organize to occupy and take advantage of those spaces of political power. In 

other words, democracy can only protect landed elites where they participate in electoral politics. 

This has been, however, overlooked by the existing literature, which focuses on economic elites’ 

incentives to prefer democratic regimes over autocratic ones due to differences in institutional 

features but neglects the question of how economic elites organize to make use of these 

institutional protection mechanisms. Under democracy, economic elites need to participate in the 

electoral arena to secure the representation of their interests. This can be done in different ways; 

through campaign contributions to parties or candidates, building their own parties, or running 

for office themselves.  

It is important to emphasize that organizing in the electoral arena to protect their interests 

was not an obvious choice for Latin American agrarian elites. Until then, Latin American 

countries had had brief or non-existent experiences with mass democracy and held an entrenched 

tradition of solving distributive conflicts by undemocratic means. What changed with the 

transitions of the third wave was that these undemocratic means were no longer an option. On 

the one hand, military governments’ disastrous management of the economy added to their 

terrible human right abuses during the dictatorships of the 1970s and 1980s led economic elites 

in many countries to question the military’s capacity to govern effectively and protect elites’ 

interests (Acuña 1995). On the other hand, international factors increased the costs of coups. The 

promotion of democracy became a high priority of US foreign policy while regional 

organizations such as OAS and MERCOSUR made democracy a requirement for joining 

(Hagopian and Mainwaring 2005). At the same time, due to changes within the military and in 
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civil–military relations, the armed forces were no longer ready allies for economic elites looking 

to destabilize democracy (Pion-Berlin 2001). As a consequence of all these domestic and 

international changes, agrarian elites were compelled to look for ways of protecting their 

interests within democracy. Moreover, as shown by the cases analyzed in the following, the 

effectiveness of these electoral strategies in protecting agrarian elites’ interests created new 

incentives to keep investing in them, rendering undemocratic means increasingly less attractive.  

Agrarian elites’ incentives to participate in the electoral arena should be higher than those of 

other business sectors given the fixed nature of their assets. Because agrarian elites cannot 

threaten governments with taking their business elsewhere, their capacity to exert structural 

power is limited,7 increasing the necessity of investing in electoral representation to protect their 

wealth from redistribution. At the same time, the electoral ambitions of economic elites face the 

obvious limitation of their minority status in society,8 which makes understanding how these 

elites manage to obtain popular support for their representatives all the more interesting. In 

countries with a large peasantry, agrarian elites in the past secured support for conservative 

parties through vote buying or through coercion of the rural poor, but this is less of an option in 

contemporary urban Latin America. The question of how agrarian elites organize in the electoral 

arena to defend their interests in contemporary democracies now that they are a “resource-rich, 

vote-poor” actor9 remains unanswered.  

  

                                                            
7 On structural and instrumental power see Lindblom (1977), Przeworski and Wallerstein (1988), Hacker and 
Pierson (2002), Fairfield (2011, 2015b).  

8 See Luna and Rovira Kaltwasser (2014).  

9 Ibid.  
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3. A changing context for agrarian elites: urbanization, the commodity boom and the 

left turn 

Three important structural and political transformations took place in Latin America during 

the last half of the twentieth and the first decade of the twenty-first century that affected agrarian 

elites’ incentives and capacity to organize politically. The first change was urbanization, which 

undermined agrarian elites’ capacity to mobilize the votes of the rural poor in favor of their 

political representatives. The second was an increase in the importance of agricultural exports as 

a source of foreign exchange and revenue for Latin American countries thanks to the commodity 

boom of the 2000s. The third change, from 1999 on, was the rise to power of left-wing parties 

with redistributive agendas, threatening agrarian elites’ interests in this, the region with the 

highest land inequality in the world. However, the fact that these governments relied on revenues 

from agriculture to fund their policy agendas created a tension between their ideological 

preferences for a more equal distribution of land and their fiscal needs.  

3.1. Structural Changes: Urbanization and the Commodity Boom 

Together with the social and political changes that led to the democratic transitions of the 

third wave, a series of major structural transformations during the last quarter of the twentieth 

century altered agrarian elites’ political and economic status in the region. On the one hand, the 

international demand for crop commodities and meat grew dramatically, driven by increased 

consumption in Asia, which led to a surge in international commodity prices (Figure 1.1). On the 

other hand, technological advances such as the introduction of high-yield grain varieties and 
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drought-resistant crops enabled an impressive increase in food production to meet this growing 

international demand.10  

 

Figure 1.1. Agricultural commodities international prices, 1986–2016 (2010=100) 

Source: CEPAL 

 

Latin American countries were well-suited to take advantage of this new international 

context given the region’s advantageous conditions for agriculture such as climate suitability and 

abundance of land. At the same time, the exhaustion of the import substitution industrialization 

model (ISI) that ended in the debt crisis of the early 1980s led policy-makers to focus on 

alternative growth models based on the region’s comparative advantages.11 The surge in 

commodity prices during the boom of the 2000s, which more than doubled in less than a decade 

                                                            
10 According to Martel et al.’s (2015, 31) estimates, thanks to technological changes, in 2012 Latin America was 
potentially able to produce thirty-five percent more agricultural output than in 1980 using the same amount of 
inputs. 

11 The ISI model discriminated against agriculture through exchange rate overvaluation, export taxes and direct 
market interventions targeted at keeping domestic food prices low.  
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(Figure 1.1),12 helped consolidate this new development paradigm based on the large-scale 

production of agricultural commodities for the international markets. Between 1980 and 2010 the 

area occupied by cropland in the region grew by thirty-five percent (Figure 1.3), turning many 

Latin American countries into world leaders in the production and export of agricultural 

commodities. Latin America’s exports of food and beverages tripled in value between 1995 and 

2015 (Figure 1.2) while in the same period the region’s share of global agricultural trade rose 

from eight to thirteen percent (Martel et al., 2015, 1). Brazil probably experienced the most 

dramatic transformation in this regard. In less than three decades, the country went from 

importing food in the 1980s to being one of the world’s top three exporters of soybeans, maize, 

poultry and beef in 2009.13  

 

Figure 1.2. Exports of food and beverages (Constant 2008 US$). Latin America, 1995–2015  

Source: Author’s calculations based on CEPAL and The World Bank 

                                                            
12 For instance, the international price of soybeans went from US$ 212 per metric ton in 2000 to US$ 523 in 2008; 
Maize prices grew from US$ 89 per metric ton in 2000 to US$ 223 in 2008. Source: The World Bank–Commodity 
Markets. https://www.worldbank.org/en/research/commodity-markets. Accessed February 5 2019.  

13 “The Miracle of the Cerrado,” The Economist, August 26, 2010.  
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However, this prodigious growth in the economic weight of agriculture brought with it the 

loss of some of the landowners’ old sources of political power. The rural population has been in 

steady decline in the region since the 1960s (Figure 1.3) and the expansion of agriculture did not 

reverse this trend, as new production techniques required less labor and replaced tenants with 

seasonal workers (Fearnside 2001; Roberts and Thanos 2003; Vergara-Camus and Kay 2017a).14 

While in the mid-1960s half of the Latin American population was rural, by 2008, in the heyday 

of the commodity boom, only 22 percent of the region’s inhabitants lived in rural areas (Figure 

1.3). The decline in peasant population together with the consolidation of democracy and the 

expansion of cash transfers to the rural poor undermined rural elites’ ability to mobilize votes 

through coercion or clientelism,15 leaving landowners without an electoral safeguard against the 

preferences of the urban majorities. As a consequence, agrarian elites had to find new ways to 

influence policy-making in the region as they became an electoral minority. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
14 Between 1980 and 2012, agricultural output per worker increased 82 percent in the region (Martel et al. 2015, 34). 

15 See Fried (2012), Weitz-Shapiro (2012), Sugiyama and Hunter (2013), Zucco (2013), Daïeff (2016), De la O 
(2018). 
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Figure 1.3. Evolution of the rural population and croplands. Latin America, 1965–2015 

Source: The World Bank and FAOSTAT Land Use domain 

 

3.2. Agrarian elites and the left 

The beginning of the twenty-first century saw another important change in the region, the 

resurgence of the partisan left.16 Many countries elected left-wing presidents who governed until 

the mid-2010s, when the trend started to reverse. The arrival to power of left-wing 

administrations in the region with the highest land inequality in the world (Vollrath 2007) was 

surely threatening to agrarian elites, especially when in some cases such as Lula da Silva in 

Brazil, Evo Morales in Bolivia, and Fernando Lugo in Paraguay, these left-wing presidents had 

promised to implement an agrarian reform during their campaigns and had the support of the 

peasant movement. However, once in power these leftist presidents refrained from changing the 

unequal structure of land ownership in their countries.17 

                                                            
16 See Castañeda (2006) and Levitsky and Roberts (2011).  

17 On this see, for example, McKay and Colque (2016), Vergara-Camus and Kay (2017b), Robles (2018). 
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The fact that Latin America’s left turn had no effect on land redistribution is quite puzzling. 

The region’s Gini coefficient for land is 0.79 and even higher if we look only at South America; 

0.85.18 The largest one percent of farms concentrate 51.2 percent of the agricultural land in Latin 

America today (Guereña 2016, 23). According to redistributivist theories of democratization, 

democratic governments in unequal societies should advance redistributive policies, especially 

when they can plunder wealthy sectors with immobile assets (Boix 2003; Acemoglu and 

Robinson 2006). The ideology of the presidents should also have favored agrarian reform,19 as 

they were affiliated with parties that had long criticized the unequal distribution of land in their 

countries and, in some cases, had ties to the small and landless peasantry. Even though Latin 

American countries reduced income inequality during the left turn, through the implementation 

of significant redistributive policies,20 agrarian reform was not one of them.21 As a consequence, 

while income inequality in the region fell considerably, the Income Gini dropped from 0.53 in 

2001 to 0.47 in 2016,22 land inequality remained unchanged.23  

                                                            
18 These figures are much higher than in any other region of the world. For instance, the land Gini coefficient is 0.57 
in Europe, 0.56 in Africa, and 0.55 in Asia (Guereña 2016, 21).  

19 Following partisan theories of policy-making, I assume that leftist governments distinguish themselves from right-
wing ones by the priority they assign to social fairness over economic efficiency, and by their willingness to curb 
investment returns in favor of redistribution. See Campello (2015). 

20 See Huber and Stephen (2012), Pribble (2013), and Garay (2016). 

21 This does not mean, however, that these left-wing administrations did nothing to improve the living conditions of 
the rural poor. In fact, rural poverty declined significantly in the region thanks to the expansion of conditional cash 
transfers. Most of these leftist governments also implemented several policies to support family producers, such as 
subsidized credit. The countries that experienced the greatest reductions in rural poverty between 2000 and 2012 
were Ecuador (49%), Brazil (44%) and Bolivia (34%) (Vergara-Camus and Kay 2017b).  

22 Source: CEPALSTAT http://estadisticas.cepal.org. Accessed January 23, 2019.  

23 See Gómez (2014) and Guereña (2016). 
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Not only did left-wing administrations not advance land redistribution, they did not even 

increase taxes on agrarian elites.24 This is particularly noteworthy considering that export taxes 

are easier to collect than other duties (Bates and Donald Lien 1985). Data from the Inter-

American Development Bank (IDB) shows that all South American countries except Argentina 

subsidized agriculture during the commodity boom instead of taxing it.25 In other words, 

governments on both the right and the left transferred money from consumers to producers in a 

period of rising international prices. For instance, between 2006 and 2009, yearly subsidies to 

agricultural producers amounted on average to 2.94 percent of the country’s GDP in Bolivia 

under the left-wing administration of Evo Morales, and to 2 percent of the GDP in Colombia 

under the right-wing administration of Álvaro Uribe.26 Notably, in Argentina, the only country 

where agrarian elites were taxed by left-wing administrations, the unequal distribution of land in 

the country was never questioned (Hora 2018).27 As a consequence of these friendly policies, 

agribusiness expanded dramatically during the left turn, especially in South America. From 2001 

to 2015, the area cultivated with soybeans almost doubled in Argentina, Brazil and Bolivia, 

almost tripled in Paraguay, and quadrupled in Uruguay.28 

                                                            
24 President Fernando Lugo (2008–2012) of Paraguay tried to introduce a tax on unprocessed grain exports but his 
proposal was quashed by Congress where legislators are landowners (Ezquerro-Cañete and Fogel 2017).  

25 IBD-Agrimonitor, Total Support Estimate (TSE). This indicator reflects and includes all effects of public policies 
that differentially affect the agricultural sector, from support for the sector (for example, subsidies) to penalties (for 
example, taxes). https://agrimonitor.iadb.org 

26 Ibid. 

27 As in the rest of South America, land inequality in Argentina is very high. The country land Gini Index is 0.83, 
close to the mean for South America, 0.85 Guereña (2016, 22).  

28 Source: FAOSTAT. http://www.fao.org/faostat. Accessed January 20, 2019.  
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We can think of various reasons why the left-wing administrations that governed Latin 

America during the commodity boom did not pursue a more equal distribution of land. First, the 

structural transformations described in the previous section meant that agrarian elites were no 

longer the backward, inefficient economic actor that leftist parties have impugned in the past. In 

the Latin America of the commodity boom, agricultural production was an important driver of 

economic growth and one of the main sources of foreign exchange, which created a tension 

between left-wing governments’ redistributive agenda and their fiscal needs. Second, high levels 

of urbanization in the region meant there was no longer a large constituency calling for agrarian 

reform. Consequently, governments prioritized redistributive polices oriented towards the urban 

poor.  

Although structural changes may have played a role in explaining why most left-wing 

administrations in Latin America did not plunder the agricultural sector to finance their 

redistributive agenda, a central claim of this dissertation is that agrarian elites’ capacity to 

organize politically to protect their interests is crucial in explaining this outcome. In fact, while 

structural explanations would predict agrarian elites’ political influence to be sizeable across 

Latin American countries, we see significant variation in landowners’ capacity to put forward 

their demands. For example, both Brazil and Argentina, two of the world’s biggest exporters of 

agricultural commodities, were governed by leftist parties with redistributive goals during the 

commodity boom of the 2000s. However, while Brazilian agricultural producers managed not 

only to avoid taxation but also to secure massive subsidies thanks to their representation in 

Congress (Chapter 3), Argentine elites’ lack of political connections left them defenseless to 

fight increasingly high taxation (Chapter 5). This quick comparison suggests that even if 

landowners’ structural power has increased throughout the region as agricultural exports have 
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become the pillars of many Latin American economies, agrarian elites’ capacity to translate this 

economic power into political influence varies. We still need to understand why actors with 

similar economic pull are better at lobbying their congresses in some countries than in others or 

why powerful landowners have not been able to build partisan linkages everywhere. This 

dissertation deals with such questions.  

 

4. Approach to causality, case selection and data 

The main purpose of this study is to explain the variation in agrarian elites’ strategies of 

political influence in contemporary Latin America. Specifically, this study aims at understanding 

when landowners will invest in electoral representation and why they deploy different electoral 

strategies. To this end, I compare three country cases since their last democratic transitions: 

Argentina since 1983, Brazil since 1985, and Chile since 1990. In the best comparative politics 

tradition, cross-country comparisons are combined with within-case longitudinal analyses of 

agrarian elites’ strategies over the last three decades.29 A comparative, small-N research design 

offers a series of advantages for the study of economic elites’ strategies as it allows us to focus 

on the causal mechanisms connecting each explanatory factor to landowners’ strategic 

decisions.30 Through careful process-tracing, I present an in-depth analysis of agrarian elites’ 

incentives to pursue a given strategy, the constraints put on them by the political context, and 

how each strategy is deployed and adapted over time.  

                                                            
29 See Slater and Ziblatt (2013). 

30 See George and Bennet (2005, ch. 10). 
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I focus my analysis on the democratic transition because I am interested in understanding 

how an actor that in the past appealed to undemocratic practices to protect its interests adapted its 

strategies to the new democratic context. Democratization opened the electoral arena as a 

relevant venue for interest groups to advance their policy preferences. In a context of great 

political fluidity and uncertainty, the strategic choices made by agrarian elites had a lasting 

impact on their ability to influence politics.  

4.1. Case Selection 

Following Slater and Ziblatt’s (2013) recommendations, I selected cases that both represent 

the whole range of variation in the dependent variable and maximize control over alternative 

explanations in order to be able to generate causal inferences that can be generalized to a broader 

set of cases. The three analyzed cases are representative of the variation in agrarian elites’ 

electoral strategies found in the larger case universe. Argentina is a case where agrarian elites 

have not organized in the electoral arena, influencing politics through informal means such as 

direct contact with public officials, and protests. Both Brazil and Chile are cases of electoral 

participation by agrarian elites but through different channels. In Chile, landowners have built a 

conservative party to represent their interests. In Brazil, the electoral strategy has been non-

partisan.  

Country cases were chosen so as to discard alternative explanatory factors while holding 

certain background conditions constant. In terms of similarities, Argentina, Brazil, and Chile are 

among the most developed, industrialized and urbanized countries in Latin America. In addition, 

the three countries share a common history of military authoritarian governments in the 1970s 

that enjoyed the support of agrarian elites, transitions to democracy in the 1980s, and left-wing 

governments in the 2000s. Moreover, the three countries have presidential systems of 
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government that grant the executive considerable legislative power (Mainwaring and Shugart 

2003; Samuels and Shugart 2003).  

Despite these similarities, the three countries present significant variation in other 

characteristics allowing me to discard these characteristics as alternative explanatory factors. 

First, the three countries are leading exporters of agricultural products, oilseeds and grains in the 

case of Argentina and Brazil, and fruits in the case of Chile. However, the economic weight of 

agriculture is quite different for each country. Agricultural products (foodstuffs, vegetable 

products and animal products) comprise 55 percent of total exports in Argentina, 36 percent in 

Brazil, and 28 percent in Chile.31 This variation does not, however, map onto the variation in 

agrarian elites’ political influence or capacity to organize in the electoral arena. Argentina, the 

case where structural accounts of business power would predict agrarian elites to wield the 

greatest political influence is actually where agrarian elites have failed to organize in the 

electoral arena and where governments have implemented the policies most harmful to 

producers. Moreover, despite a considerable difference in the importance of agriculture for the 

economy of their countries, producers have been able to organize in the electoral arena in both 

Brazil and Chile. 

The three countries also differ in the degree of institutionalization and fragmentation of their 

party systems at the time of democratic transition, and in their electoral rules. Before the 1973 

military coup, Chile had had a stable democracy for forty-one years while both Argentina and 

Brazil experienced recurrent military coups during that period. Despite this, landowners were 

able to organize in the electoral arena in both Chile, where a previous strong democratic tradition 

                                                            
31 Data for 2016. Source: MIT Observatory of Economic Complexity. https://atlas.media.mit.edu 
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existed, and in Brazil where it was much weaker. Party-system fragmentation at the time of 

transition varies across the three cases but does not correctly predict observed outcomes. The 

effective number of legislative parties in Chile in 1989, the country where landowners invested 

in party-building, was considerably higher (4.9) than in Brazil (3.1) in 1985 where agrarian elites 

chose a multi-party strategy.32 The three countries have different rules to elect Congress. 

Argentina and Brazil use proportional representation, but with open lists in Brazil and closed 

lists in Argentina. Until 2015 Chile had its unique “binomial” system.33 What the three systems 

have in common, however, is overrepresentation of rural areas (Snyder and Samuels 2004). A 

comparison of the three cases suggests that electoral rules cannot be the only factor explaining 

variation in agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence, as landowners organized in the 

electoral arena in both Brazil and Chile despite very different electoral rules. Moreover, the 

within-case analysis of Argentina, where agrarian elites changed strategies after the 2008 

conflict, highlights the inadequacy of electoral rules as an explanatory factor, given that they 

remained unchanged through the analyzed period. Table 1.1 summarizes the case selection 

criteria.  

 

 

 

 

                                                            
32 Gallagher (2018).  

33 A two-member district in which the most-voted list had to receive at least double the vote of the second list in 
order to win a second seat. For more details see Chapter 4. 
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Table 1.1. Case selection 

 Argentina Brazil Chile 

Before 2008 2008–2015 

Independent Variables     

Perceived threat Low High High High 

Rural elite fragmentation High High Low 

Alternative Explanations    
Agricultural Products as % of 
exports 
 

55.1 36.4 28.1 

ENPP at the transition 2.7 (1983) 3.1 (1985) 4.9 (1989) 

Previous democratic experience Weak Weak Strong 

Controls    
World Bank Income Group 
 

High income Upper middle income High income 

% of rural population 
(1990/2017) 
 

13/8.3 26.1/13.7 16.7/12.5 

Overrepresentation of rural 
districts34 
 

Yes Yes Yes 

Presidential legislative powers35
 Extensive Extensive Extensive 

Rural elites supported military 
coups 

Yes Yes Yes 

Sources: MIT Observatory of Economic Complexity, Gallagher (2018), The World Bank–
World Development Indicators. 

 

This multi-level, longitudinal research design involving cross-country and within-country 

comparisons across time allows me to discard the influence of alternative national-level 

explanatory factors that could be driving observed outcomes. First, I compare the three cases 

during the democratic transition to show how differences in the level of threat explain agrarian 

                                                            
34 Based on Snyder and Samuels (2004). 

35 Based on presidents’ formal constitutional powers. In the three countries, presidents have veto, decree and 
exclusive introduction powers. See Mainwaring and Shugart (2003) and Samuels and Shugart (2003).  
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elites’ decisions about whether or not to enter the electoral arena. Whereas Brazilian and Chilean 

landowners feared they could be a target of the new governments’ redistributive policies, 

Argentine producers did not face an equivalent threat, and consequently refrained from investing 

in electoral representation. Second, the within-case analysis of Argentina enables me to show—

while controlling for national-level alternative explanations—how increased levels of threat in 

2008 led landowners to enter the electoral arena. Third, I compare the two cases of high threat, 

Chile and Brazil, during the transition to identify the factors that led landowners in these two 

countries to choose different electoral strategies. In Chile, agrarian elites were politically 

cohesive, which helped them (re)build a party to protect their interests in the new democracy. In 

Brazil, in contrast, agrarian elites’ political rivalry at the local level hampered the building of a 

national party to represent agrarian interests; Brazilian landowners built their own multi-party 

congressional caucus instead. Lastly, comparing post-2008 Argentina to post-1986 Brazil 

enables me to identify the causes of landowners’ success in Brazil, since Argentine landowners 

tried to imitate the Brazilians’ electoral strategy but ultimately failed. 

4.2. Data 

This study is based on fieldwork carried out in nine locations in three countries, Argentina 

(Buenos Aires and Rosario), Brazil (Brasília, Cuiabá, Curitiba and São Paulo) and Chile 

(Santiago, Temuco and Valparaiso) over the course of 10 months between 2013 and 2017. I draw 

on a range of data, including newspaper archives, business associations’ publications, legislative 

records, electoral records, campaign contribution records, an original survey of members of a 

non-profit organization charged with monitoring Congress in Argentina, and in-depth interviews 

with key actors such as leaders from producers’ associations, high-ranking public officials, 

federal and state-level legislators and specialized journalists.  
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Semi-structured in-depth interviews are the main source of data for this study. In total, I 

conducted 158 interviews with elite informants in the three countries. When studying elite actors, 

in-depth interviews are an irreplaceable source of information as they allow us to “recover 

otherwise unobservable behavior and decisions”36 surrounding producers’ and politicians’ 

strategic choices. Informants were selected as per their involvement in the development of 

agricultural producers’ strategies of political participation. Relying on newspaper records, 

legislative records and secondary sources, key actors were identified in each country. I also 

asked my subjects for referrals in order to check if I had correctly identified all key actors in each 

case and to help me chose which cities to visit aside from country capitals.  

Targeted subjects were: past and current leaders from the main national and local-level 

producers’ associations, former and current ministers of agriculture, national and state-level 

legislators with an agricultural background or from districts where agribusiness is an important 

source of revenue, and party members with connections to the sector. In Argentina, I interviewed 

fourteen leaders from the six main federal agricultural associations —Argentine Rural Society 

(SRA), Argentine Rural Confederations (CRA), Agrarian Federation of Argentina (FAA), 

Confederation of Agricultural Cooperatives (CONINAGRO), Argentine Association of No-Till 

Producers (AAPRESID) and Argentine Association of Regional Consortiums of Agricultural 

Experimentation (AACREA), fifteen leaders from subnational-level and product-specific 

associations, ten producers involved in the 2008 protests, and three of the eleven ‘agrodiputados’ 

elected in 2009, among other key informants. In Brazil, I interviewed nine leaders from the three 

main federal agricultural associations—National Confederation of Agriculture (CNA), Brazilian 

                                                            
36 Beckmann and Hall (2013, 196). 
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Rural Society (SRB) and Brazilian Organization of Cooperatives (OCB), nine leaders from 

subnational-level and product-specific associations, three former ministers of agriculture, and 

twenty core members of the agrarian caucus, among other key informants. Lastly, in Chile I 

interviewed five leaders from the main national association—National Society of Agriculture 

(SNA), nine leaders from subnational and product-specific associations and three former 

ministers of agriculture, among other key informants.  

In my experience, these informants generally served as open and reliable sources of 

information. It was my impression they had few incentives to distort facts to a foreign academic. 

Even in Argentina, which is my home country, the fact that my research was academic, 

sponsored by a foreign university and going to be published in English, gave informants enough 

assurance to share with me information that they might not have provided to the national press or 

local researchers.  

Analysis of historical newspaper articles and producers’ associations’ publications are also a 

key source of data for this study as they allowed me to cross-check evidence from my interviews. 

I argue that perceived threats at the time of democratic transition explain producers’ decisions to 

organize in the electoral arena. By analyzing these historical primary sources, I gained access to 

what producers’ associations where doing and saying at the time of transition and how they 

positioned themselves in the new democratic context to then compare that information to what 

my interviewees remembered thirty years after. In Argentina, I analyzed the annual reports of the 

Buenos Aires Grain Exchange between 1982 and 1989, and newspaper articles between 1982 

and 1985. In Brazil, I reviewed every newspaper article under the labels “agrarian reform,” 

“CNA” and “UDR” between 1980 and 2017 in the archives of the library of the Brazilian 
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Congress.37 In Chile, I read every editorial by the SNA president that appeared in El Campesino, 

a monthly magazine published by SNA from 1987 to 2016. Through the analysis of these 

historical sources, I measured perceived threat, and identified salient policy issues in each 

country.  

Lastly, I had the opportunity to run a small web survey of producers in Argentina with the 

help of a local NGO called “Barbechando.” Barbechando is a civil society organization funded 

by producers in the aftermath of the 2008 conflict to monitor and lobby Congress. Members of 

this association are more politically involved than the median Argentine producer. In that sense, 

they constitute a “least likely case” for my prediction that Argentine producers will retreat from 

electoral politics after the perceived level of threat went down with the election of a friendly 

government in 2015. I administered a web survey using Barbechando’s donor database. Of the 

52 donors, 23 responded to the survey, a response rate of 44%, which is very high for elite 

surveys. Questions in the survey were modeled after the interview questionnaire applied to other 

producers individually, so that the answers could be comparable.  

 

5. Roadmap and contributions 

This study is organized as follows. The next chapter presents a theory of how agrarian elites 

choose between different strategies of political influence. First, I describe the strategies of 

political influence available to agrarian elites in democracy—non-electoral, party-building and 

candidate-centered—and discuss the trade-offs they entail in terms of costs and reliability. I then 

                                                            
37 This archive reviews seven national newspapers: Folha de São Paulo, O Estado de São Paulo, Jornal do Brasil, 
Jornal da Tarde, Jornal de Brasilia, Correio Brasiliense, and O Globo.   
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develop the argument. I argue that agrarian elites’ choice to enter the electoral arena is 

conditioned by the policy threats they face. When agrarian elites face an existential threat—a 

policy that jeopardizes the continuity of their business—their incentives to enter the electoral 

arena to protect themselves will rise. Absent this kind of threat, agrarian elites will prefer non-

electoral strategies of political influence which, although less likely to secure policy influence, 

are much cheaper than electoral ones. The type of electoral strategy agrarian elites will pursue is, 

in turn, shaped by their level of fragmentation. Internal cleavages within the agrarian elites, 

which can have diverse origins in each case, i.e., regional or political, will increase the 

coordination and opportunity costs of party-building, rendering the strategy unviable. Under 

conditions of high fragmentation, agrarian elites will prefer to invest in a candidate-centered 

electoral strategy, which requires less coordination among different factions within the group. 

Chapters 3 through 5 draw on the analytical framework outline in Chapter 2 to explain why 

agrarian elites entered the electoral arena in Brazil and Chile but not in Argentina during these 

countries’ respective democratic transitions. I show how agrarian elites invested in electoral 

representation where they feared democratic governments would implement policies that 

jeopardized the continuity of their business. By contrast, where agrarian elites did not believe the 

democratic transition presented an existential threat, they preferred to influence policy-making 

through non-electoral channels. I further show how levels of intra-group fragmentation 

conditioned the type of electoral strategy agrarian elites pursued. Each chapter also discusses 

how the two main competing explanations—electoral rules and the relevance of Congress as a 

policy-making arena—do not adequately account for the observed variation in agrarian elites’ 

strategies of political influence.  
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Chapter 3 analyzes a novel electoral strategy by which landowners have successfully 

blocked redistributive policies in democratic Brazil: a multi-party congressional caucus. I show 

how the threat of radical agrarian reform during the democratic transition in 1985 prompted 

landowners to engage in electoral politics, even though, given their high political fragmentation, 

building a party was too costly. Brazilian agrarian elites thus designed an alternative 

coordination device that enabled them to influence federal policy and at the same time preserve 

their local political autonomy. Evidence from the analysis of campaign contributions by 

agribusiness shows that agrarian elites support candidates across the partisan spectrum who share 

their policy preferences. Once in office, AC members work together to advance or obstruct bills 

of interest to the agrarian sector. Producers’ associations subsidize AC members’ work in 

Congress, providing technical assistance. AC members vote according to the orientation of the 

caucus—even when it is at odds with their party leader’s recommendations—on issues of 

relevance to the sector. The study of Brazil’s Agrarian Caucus as a channel to influence policy-

making by agrarian elites makes an important contribution to the comparative politics literature 

by showing how economic elites can obtain electoral representation in democracies even in 

systems where conservative parties are weak and fragmented.  

 Chapter 4 examines party-building by agrarian elites in Chile since the last democratic 

transition in 1989.  I present evidence of how agrarian elites in Chile are a core constituency of 

the parties of the right, Renovación Nacional (RN) and Unión Demócrata Independiente (UDI), 

supporting them with financial, ideological and human resources. Agrarian elites entered the 

electoral arena in Chile because they felt threatened by the democratic transition. This perception 

was based not on the center-left policy agenda during the transition but on agrarian elites’ 

previous experience with democracy, where governments of the center-left and left had 
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implemented an extensive agrarian reform. I present evidence of how the memory of agrarian 

reform shaped agrarian elites’ perceptions towards the parties of the Concertación in particular, 

and the distributive dangers of democracy in general, leading them to believe they needed to 

organize in the electoral arena to protect their interests in the new democracy. The Chilean case 

illustrates how low levels of intra-group fragmentation help party-building. At the time of 

transition, agrarian elites shared a common economic and political interest: the continuity of the 

neoliberal economic model installed during the military regime. Therefore, unlike the Brazilian 

case analyzed in Chapter 3, where political fragmentation among the rural elites hindered party-

building, landowners’ political cohesion in Chile lowered the coordination costs of a partisan 

strategy. 

Chapter 5 analyses the Argentine case, where agrarian elites have not invested in electoral 

representation. Since the democratic transition in 1983 and up to 2008, Argentine landowners 

influenced politics through informal personal contact with high-ranking government officials 

and, when lobbying failed, protests. I present evidence of how, in the absence of an existential 

threat, agricultural producers had no incentives to invest in electoral representation during the 

democratic transition. This, in turn, left them defenseless against the hostile policies of the 

center-left FPV administration (2003–2015). In 2008, agricultural producers switched strategies 

and entered the electoral arena to confront the confiscatory policies of the FPV. Agrarian elites 

sponsored the candidacies of a dozen leaders of producers’ associations for Congress in the 2009 

mid-terms. However, this electoral incursion was short-lived. Argentine agrarian elites retreated 

from the electoral arena when the existential threat dissipated in 2015 with the election of a 

friendly center-right administration. The case of Argentina illustrates two important theoretical 

contributions of this dissertation. First, it shows that an existential threat is a necessary condition 



 
30 

 

for electoral investments by agrarian elites. Argentine agricultural producers had endured 

unfavorable policies for decades. However, it was only after an existential threat appeared in the 

form of confiscatory taxes in 2008 that they invested in electoral representation. Second, the 

failure of Argentine agrarian elites to influence sectoral policy during the FPV administration 

shows the unreliability of non-electoral strategies. Because non-electoral strategies rely on a 

group’s capacity to access the state, they can become useless for fighting the policies of a hostile 

administration.  

Chapter 6 summarizes the main findings of this study, discusses the scope conditions of the 

theoretical framework, and further extends the analysis of agrarian elites’ strategies of political 

influence to the cases of Bolivia and El Salvador. I discuss the main theoretical implications of 

this study for the field of comparative politics, in particular on the issues of economic elites’ 

political representation, democracy, and inequality.  
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CHAPTER 2. A Theory of Agrarian Elites’ Political Participation 

 

1. Introduction 

The main argument of this dissertation is that agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence 

are shaped by two factors: (a) the level of threat they perceive and (b) their level of intra-group 

fragmentation. First, the threat that democratic governments may implement redistributive 

policies (e.g., agrarian reform) gives agrarian elites the incentives to organize in the electoral 

arena. Absent this threat, rural elites will not invest in electoral representation. As the empirical 

chapters show, the perception of an existential threat at the moment of democratic transition 

when parties were being (re)built and looking for constituencies, was particularly key to the 

development of electoral strategies. Organizing in the electoral arena to respond to threats after 

this foundational moment, when linkages between interest groups and political parties were 

consolidated, was harder for groups that did not built those linkages during the transition. 

Second, the way landowners organize their electoral participation, in turn, is conditioned by their 

degree of fragmentation. Where landed elites are a cohesive group, they will engage in party-

building. In contrast, where significant cleavages exist among agrarian elites, higher coordination 

costs will hinder party-building. In these cases, landowners will prefer to support like-minded 

candidates individually, across partisan lines.  

This chapter is organized as follows. The next section defines the subject of study, agrarian 

elites, and introduces a sectoral approach to the study of economic elites’ interests. Next, I 

present the dependent variable, agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence, its dimensions 

and categories. Section 4 introduces the main explanatory factors, perceived policy threat and 

agrarian elites’ fragmentation, as well as the mechanisms through which they shape the outcome 
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of interest. Section 5 discusses and discards alternative explanations. Section 6 summarizes the 

main theoretical points of the chapter.  

 

2. Defining agrarian elites and agrarian elites’ interests 

I approach the study of agrarian elites’ interests from a sectoral perspective. Within this 

framework, economic elites are understood as a class composed of those individuals whose 

principal asset is capital or land, and which is divided among different sectors with specific, 

sometimes competing, interests. Here, sectors are broadly defined by output, and individual firms 

and businesspeople within a sector are assumed to share some common interests. I recognize this 

is a problematic assumption given that firms also have their own particularistic interests and that 

in terms of policies they will prefer those that favor them over competitors within the sector. 

However, as argued below, there are theoretical and empirical reasons to believe that firms can 

also have (and collectively support) common goals within their sector (Frieden 1991). My 

empirical focus is on agriculture, but I expect my theory to extend to other economic sectors that 

share relevant characteristics with agriculture such as low asset mobility, low labor intensity and 

export-oriented production.  

When I talk about agricultural producers, I am referring indistinctively to producers of crops 

or fruits as well as to cattle ranchers.38 Within the universe of agriculture, my object of analysis 

is medium and large producers. I choose to focus on producers rather than brokers or exporters 

for two reasons. First, because producers are typically citizens of their countries, and therefore 

legally allowed to participate directly in electoral politics, whereas exporters tend to be big 

                                                            
38 Productores agropecuarios in Spanish or produtores agropecuários in Portuguese.   
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multinational companies (Turzi 2010; Freytes and O’Farrell 2017; Lapegna 2017). Second, my 

fieldwork indicates that producers are by far the most involved in sectoral associations and 

institutionalized channels of political influence while big multinational exporting companies 

prefer informal channels of direct access to the executive. I exclude from my analysis small 

subsistence farmers, often referred to in the region as “agricultores familiares” (family farmers) 

because, in the three analyzed countries, this group has its own associations and the state directs 

differentiated policies towards them. However, large farmers will frequently coordinate their 

actions with small farmers to boost their mobilization capacity and reframe unwanted policies as 

detrimental to the most vulnerable producers. The objects of this study; medium, large, and very 

large farmers, constitute 42.2 percent of farms in Argentina,39 9.1 percent in Brazil40 and 41.6 

percent in Chile,41 and control 97.2 percent, 78.8 percent, and 98.9 percent of the agricultural 

land respectively in the three countries.42  

Because I study agricultural producers’ strategies of political influence from a sectoral 

perspective, I will concentrate my analysis on landowners’ strategies to influence policy 

outcomes in broad policy areas that affect the sector as a whole—although not necessarily 

evenly.  I have identified three such policy areas: agrarian reform and land titling, agricultural 

products’ export taxes, and environmental regulations. What these policies have in common is 

that they all represent, in different ways, a potential threat to producers’ income and asset value 

                                                            
39 INDEC- Censo Nacional Agropecuario 2002. Farms of more than 100 hectares.  

40 IBGE – Censo Agropecuário 2006. Farms of more than 100 hectares.  

41 ODEPA- VII Censo Nacional Agropecuario y Forestal 2007. Farms of 10 basic irrigation hectares or more.  

42 In Argentina the median farm size is between 50 and 100 hectares and the average property size is 588 hectares 
(INDEC 2002). In Brazil, the median farm size is between 10 and 20 hectares and the average property size is 51.3 
hectares (IBGE 2006). In Chile, the median farm size is between 5 and 10 basic irrigation hectares and the average 
property size is 51 basic irrigation hectares (ODEPA 2007). 



 
34 

 

and agricultural producers should therefore share a common interest in influencing their design 

or blocking them altogether.43   

Agriculture is without a doubt a diverse economic activity. Production characteristics and 

requirements vary greatly across crops, but for all producers, regardless of what type of crop they 

harvest or whether they sell it in the domestic or international market, their main factor of 

production is land, even if they do not own it. Thus, policies pertaining to land use, such as 

agrarian reform initiatives or environmental regulations, affect them as a sector. For instance, 

while ranchers could avoid the effects of price controls on beef by switching to soy growing, 

stricter environmental regulations over land use will likely affect both activities in similar ways.  

The same applies to taxes on land and to exports—most of agricultural production in the 

analyzed countries is for export. Fieldwork confirmed the existence of sectoral interests. My 

interviews with leaders of the Agrarian Caucus in Brazil, as well as sectoral business 

associations in the three countries, revealed they all prioritized working on policies that affect 

agricultural producers as a whole—regardless of their size and crop—and can therefore draw 

support across the sector.  

Moreover, because one of the main themes of this dissertation is understanding when 

agricultural producers will enter the electoral arena to influence policy outcomes, I should focus 

on policies that can be influenced both through non-electoral and electoral channels. This is the 

case of these broad-range regulations which are usually designed and discussed in Congress, as 

opposed to more particularistic ministerial or agency resolutions which fall outside the realm of 

                                                            
43 I am not assuming that agricultural producers will act together all the time, just that for certain policies that 
present a collective threat they might develop a collective electoral strategy.  For instance, agricultural producers of 
different sub-sectors may act together on issues related to property rights and at the same time have different 
strategies to lobby for crop-specific subsidies.  
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electoral politics. In the three countries studied here, important legislation in at least some of 

these three policy areas has been passed, triggering an organized reaction from the sector. I do 

not expect these policies to affect every agricultural producer in the same way or to 

automatically trigger a political reaction from every single one of them. I am only assuming that 

all producers in the sector will be impacted to some extent and that this will give producers 

incentives to mobilize collectively; whether or not they will actually mobilize is an empirical 

question.  

 

3. Agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence 

Political influence is understood as a group’s capacity to bring policy closer towards their 

ideal point. This influence can take different forms such as the promotion of new polices 

(regulations or legislation) in line with the group’s interests, or the modification or veto of 

policies contrary to its preferences. Agricultural producers are assumed to be rational actors and 

as such they will prefer policies that protect their property rights and maximize their income. As 

we will see in the case studies, the rationality assumption does not, however, preclude actors 

from making mistakes as their calculations might be based on limited information or biased 

perceptions.44  

Strategies are defined as the best means to a desired end. What constitutes a best means is 

conditioned by the environment, other actors and their expected behavior, available information, 

and power disparities between actors (Frieden 1999, 45).  Each strategy yields specific payoffs 

that are a function of the expected influence to be gained and costs to be incurred (Kalyvas 1996, 

                                                            
44 See, for example, Kahneman et al. (1982), Rasmusen (2007). 
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26–27). I assume agrarian elites’ end is to influence sectoral policy outcomes. Therefore, 

agrarian elites will choose strategies that maximize their chances of influencing a given sectoral 

policy at a lower cost. Strategies of political influence are not mutually exclusive and agrarian 

elites may combine them in different ways. For instance, in Chile agrarian elites combine party-

building with lobbying. While legislators in the center-right coalition represent agrarian elites’ 

stances during policy debates within Congress, leaders of producers’ associations frequently 

appear in the media, trying to build public support for those stances. However, because agrarian 

elites’ resources are finite, they cannot pursue all strategies at the same time and they must 

choose which ones to prioritize.  

Strategies will be evaluated in terms of their costs and their reliability. Costs include 

monetary expenses, time outlays, coordination efforts, and opportunity costs. Strategies are 

reliable when they are consistently dependable in achievement. In other words, a strategy is 

reliable when its degree of effectiveness is stable. Effectiveness refers to the probability of 

securing the preferred policy position from relevant policy-makers. Strategies that give 

agricultural producers a greater chance of getting policy-makers to favor their preferences over 

those of other groups are more effective. Stability means the degree to which a given strategy’s 

effectiveness varies across policies and/or administrations. Stable strategies will secure favorable 

outcomes across multiple policy realms and administrations of diverse ideological orientation. 

There is a trade-off between strategies’ cost, on the one hand, and their reliability, on the other. 

More reliable strategies are typically costlier than less reliable ones. How much landowners will 

be willing to invest in influencing a given policy will be determined by the expected negative 
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impact of an unfavorable policy design on sectoral interests.45 For instance, under these 

assumptions, landowners will be willing to invest more resources in influencing agrarian reform 

regulations, which could end in the expropriation of their farms, than in influencing regulations 

on the usage of pesticides, which may increase the costs of production but do not challenge 

property rights. Put in another way, the greater the threat an unfavorable policy design may 

present to landowners’ interests, the more they will be willing to invest in a strategy that could 

secure them a favorable policy outcome.  

3.1. Electoral versus non-electoral strategies 

The literature on business power identifies two main sources of economic elites’ political 

influence in democracies; structural and instrumental power. Structural power derives from the 

uncoordinated profit-maximizing economic decisions of business. Unwanted policies may 

generate market-based incentives for firms to reduce investment or production, which, in turn, 

will put pressure on policy-makers to repeal the policy in question (Lindblom 1977; Hacker and 

Pierson 2002; Fairfield 2011). Instrumental power, in contrast, requires economic elites to 

organize political action (Hacker and Pierson 2002; Fairfield 2011). This organization can take 

multiple forms (Fairfield 2015a). Business may lobby politicians, contribute to their campaigns, 

build linkages to parties or informal ties to policy-makers, run business candidates for office, or 

insert people from their ranks into relevant policy-making positions; or, when none of these will 

work, business may organize lockouts and public demonstrations (Fairfield 2011). This 

                                                            
45 Here I follow political economy analyses of policy-making in assuming firms will invest more in trying to 
influence policies the more specific their assets are and the more such policies affect these assets. (See Frieden 
1991:19-22). 
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dissertation is concerned with explaining how economic elites adjudicate among these multiple 

sources of instrumental power or strategies of political influence.  

These different strategies of political influence can be classified into two broad categories: 

electoral or non-electoral, according to the channel through which the interest group tries to 

secure a policy position from politicians. Under non-electoral strategies, the group aims at 

persuading policy-makers to support its policy position. Lobbying, bribes, and protests are 

examples of non-electoral strategies. With electoral strategies, in contrast, the group attempts to 

influence policy-making through the election of candidates who already share its policy 

preferences. Party-building, running for office and financing like-minded individual candidates 

are examples of electoral strategies. Whereas under electoral strategies the group will try to 

influence electoral outcomes, so that like-minded politician would be elected to key policy-

making positions, under non-electoral strategies the group will work with whomever is in power. 

3.1.1. Non-electoral strategies 

I conceptualize non-electoral strategies as the default option, as business everywhere will 

try to establish relationships with public officials who have decision power over the policies that 

affect their assets. When non-electoral strategies are prevalent, a given interest group channels 

its demands through direct, personal, informal contact with high-ranking government officials 

such as the president, governors, ministers or legislators. In this type of strategy, the group 

relates to the government, irrespectively of which party controls it, and it may offer campaign 

contributions, bribes, or technical assistance to policymakers across the partisan spectrum to 

achieve favorable policy outcomes.46 Frequently, informal relations between business and the 

                                                            
46 Although professionalized lobbying, campaign contributions and personal contact with policy-makers are 
theoretically differentiated practices, empirically they tend to go together. Thus, I treat them as equivalent. 
Moreover, analysts of the US Congress have shown that business mostly lobby legislators they have contributed to 
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government are facilitated by social or family ties between political and economic elites. In 

addition, it is not uncommon for governments to recruit top-level officials to staff or hold office 

in sectoral agencies from the same business sector, making informal contact between policy-

makers and businesspeople easier. For instance, in the analyzed countries, ministers of 

agriculture often have a past as leaders of their national agricultural associations.  

Protests are another type of non-electoral strategy, as they aim at influencing people in 

office. Here protests are understood as the flip side of informal access and as an indicator of its 

ineffectiveness. Protests are frequently described as the weapon of the weak, as those with the 

capacity of influencing policies from within the policy-making process do not need to oppose 

their implementation. Therefore, rural elites will engage in protests when their other strategies of 

political influence fail. For instance, the center-left administration of Cristina Fernández de 

Kirchner (2007–2015) in Argentina had shut all channels of access to the state for agrarian elites. 

Therefore, when this government raised export taxes in 2008, agricultural producers, who could 

not dissuade policy-makers from implementing this policy change, had to launch massive 

protests to repeal it. As the case of the Argentine farm wars illustrates, protests are a strategy of 

last resort. Protests will only take place when informal access fails.  

One of the main questions this study tries to answer is when this default strategy of non-

electoral involvement will not be the prevalent one or why economic elites will decide to invest 

in costlier strategies that imply playing in the electoral arena. It is important to emphasize that 

organizing in the electoral arena to protect their interests was not an obvious choice for Latin 

                                                            
(Ansolabehere et al. 2003). In most Latin American countries, professionalized lobbying is not regulated by law. 
Therefore, empirically all contacts between business and politicians—even when they resemble the practices of 
professionalized lobbyists in Washington—are informal. 
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American economic elites at the last democratic transition. These were countries characterized 

by brief or non-existent previous experiences with mass democracy, and an entrenched tradition 

of solving distributive conflicts by undemocratic means. Hence, the necessity of explaining 

under which conditions economic elites decided to pursue representation in the electoral arena.  

Electoral strategies are costlier than non-electoral strategies. First and foremost, in order to 

be effective, electoral strategies require winning elections. This means identifying and capturing 

an electoral base which, in turn, entails spending great amounts of money and time.  Moreover, 

electoral strategies typically require more intra-group coordination and personal involvement 

from members of the group than do non-electoral ones. For instance, while lobbying might 

require some coordination in terms of agreeing on a common message and dividing up tasks (for 

example, members of a national group may decide that each will lobby their state 

representatives), building a party also requires recruiting activists and candidates, selecting 

authorities, building a territorial presence, and campaigning, among other collective and time-

consuming activities. 

 Despite their higher costs, electoral strategies may be preferable to non-electoral ones 

because they can be more reliable, as they guarantee the group direct access to the policy-making 

process. There are two features that make electoral strategies more reliable than non-electoral 

ones. On the one hand, the effectiveness of non-electoral strategies, such as lobbying or informal 

personal contact with policy-makers, is subject to the capacity of the group to access a given 

administration, which ultimately depends on that administration’s willingness to work with the 

group. This makes non-electoral strategies unstable because if an administration comes to power 

that for ideological reasons, for example, does not want to be associated with the group, the 

group would be left without means to access the policy-making process. This was the case for 
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agrarian elites in some countries of Latin America during the left turn. In Argentina, for example, 

agrarian elites had enjoyed great access to sectoral agencies during the center-right 

administration of Carlos Menem (1989–1999), who implemented market-oriented reforms in the 

country. In contrast, during the administrations of the center-left FPV (Frente Para la Victoria) 

(2003–2015) public officials had no ties to the agrarian elite and their ideological views were 

opposite to those of most agricultural producers’ associations. As a consequence, and given their 

lack of investment in electoral representation, producers were defenseless against the hostile 

policies implemented by the FPV.47  

On the other hand, electoral strategies are more reliable than non-electoral ones because they 

ameliorate the principal–agent problem inherent to any relationship between policy-makers and 

interest groups. Campaign contributions entail an intertemporal exchange where interest groups 

give politicians money today in exchange for the promise of future influence. However, 

politicians—whose ultimate goal is to remain in office—may at times have interests conflicting 

with those of their contributors while no contemporaneous enforcement mechanisms for the 

contract between them exist. If the politicians do not comply, contributors can only punish them 

in future elections (McCarty and Rothenberg 1996). Even then, because of the information 

asymmetry between policy-demanders and policy-makers, it may be difficult for interest groups 

to evaluate whether or not politicians are advancing their interests, as the success of policy 

initiatives depends on bargaining processes that are hidden from the public eye and legislators 

are exposed to competing pressures from different constituencies (McCarty and Rothenberg 

1996; Hall 1998; Dixit, Grossman, and Helpman 1997). Moreover, a given interest group is 

                                                            
47 See Chapter 5 and Fairfield (2011).  
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rarely the only one lobbying, meaning there is always a chance it will be outbid by another 

group.48 In a context where the interests of agrarian elites may clash with those of the median 

voter (i.e., the urban poor)—for instance, over price controls on staple foods—lobbying might be 

too expensive or ineffective,49 as legislators may face pressure from their constituents to vote 

against landowners’ interests. In his analysis of corporate regulation, Culpepper (2010) finds that 

when the public salience of an issue is high, business influence is lower because lawmakers will 

be inclined to vote according to their voters’ preferences. In these cases, only legislators from 

right-wing parties with organic links to business will vote according to business preferences and 

contrary to public opinion.  Therefore, when stakes are too high, interest groups may prefer to 

invest in strategies aimed at selecting like-minded policy-makers—even when these strategies 

are more expensive than those seeking to persuade incumbents—in order to build a more reliable 

source of influence. In other words, by helping to elect into office politicians that already share 

their policy preferences, interest groups ameliorate the principal–agent problem. Even more, in 

the cases where a member of the group is elected into office, the problem may disappear as the 

principal becomes the agent.50  

Figure 2.1 illustrates the logic of agrarian elites’ strategic decisions. Given two strategies, A 

and B, each a different function of costs and probability of influence, landowners will choose 

one based on how important it is for them to influence a given policy outcome. Strategy A 

                                                            
48 Grossman and Helpman (2001) characterize the situation where several interest groups vie to influence the same 
policy as one of “common agency.” Policy-makers act as the common agent of the different groups and will decide 
on a policy outcome that maximizes the contributions they have received from these groups without hurting their 
constituents. Therefore, policy outcomes are not uniquely determined in such situations.  

49 Smith (2000) shows that American business only won legislative battles of high public salience when public 
opinion aligned with their interests. Similarly, Hansen (1991) found that farm groups obtained better access to 
Congress at times when they were electorally important.  

50 On this see Szakonyi (2016).  
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(lobbying) has a much flatter slope than B (party-building) which means that initially A is 

cheaper, but also that after a certain threshold, investing more in A will not yield higher levels of 

influence given the principal–agent problem inherent to lobbying. Therefore, when stakes are 

high enough, landowners will be willing to choose strategy B, which can yield higher 

probabilities of influencing a policy outcome than strategy A, although at much higher costs. In 

other words, in cases when failing to influence a policy design presents a high risk to 

landowners, they will be willing to pay the extra cost of choosing B, (C(B) − C(A)), given B’s 

higher probability of success (I(B) > I(A)).  

 

Figure 2.1. The logic of agrarian elites’ strategic decisions. Costs and probability of 
influence 

 

3.1.2. Electoral strategies: Parties or candidates 

Electoral strategies may be partisan or candidate-centered. Under party-building, a group 

builds linkages to a party that it identifies as representing its interests. These linkages can be 
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built to a pre-existing party or to a party in formation, as long as the group in question is part of 

that party’s core constituency. “A party’s core constituencies are those sectors of society that are 

most important to its political agenda and resources. Their importance lies not necessarily in the 

number of votes they represent, but in their influence on the party’s agenda and capacity for 

political action. A party’s core constituencies shape its identity; they are necessary to its 

existence” (Gibson 1992, 15).51  

Interest groups control valuable political resources that they can offer to parties in exchange 

for access to the policy-making process. Interest groups can affect a party’s or candidate’s 

electoral prospects by mobilizing voters, financing electoral campaigns, and/or disrupting 

economic activity or policy implementation (Jacobs 2008; Allern and Bale 2012; Rasmussen and 

Lindeboom 2013). Thus, politicians have strong incentives to pay attention to interest groups’ 

preferences when these groups are part of their party’s core constituency. Moreover, linkages 

between parties and interest groups create a bias towards the selection of candidates and leaders 

who share allied groups’ worldviews, further reinforcing the ideological congruence between 

politicians of that party and interest groups (Jacobs 2008, 204; Allern and Bale 2012). 

This is a group-centric view of parties where “parties are best understood as coalitions of 

interest groups and activists seeking to capture and use government for their particular goals” 

(Bawn et al. 2012, 571). The main goal of the party is the advancement of a policy agenda that is 

dictated by the groups that support the party. This view is compatible with theories of 

conservative party-building that emphasized the segmented character of these parties’ linkages 

                                                            
51 See also Fairfield (2015a).  
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which are programmatic to their core constituency (business, upper classes) and clientelistic to 

other groups in society whose support is needed to win elections (Luna 2014; Thachil 2014). 

When agricultural producers are the core constituency of a party, they not only vote for the 

party but also contribute to it with economic, ideological or human resources (Gibson 1996, 10). 

When the party-building strategy is the prevalent one, agricultural producers are loyal to an 

identifiable party independently of whether it or the opposition is in government, and channel 

their policy preferences through it. Producers systematically contribute more to the campaigns of 

candidates in that party, independently of the candidate’s background or likelihood of winning. 

Another indicator of partisan linkages is the programmatic convergence between a party’s policy 

position and producers’ preferences. For instance, agrarian elites in Chile are a core constituency 

of the center-right party Renovación Nacional. Agrarian elites’ networks in rural areas, 

especially in the south of the country, were key for the foundation of the party during the 

transition to democracy. Today, landowners identify RN as their party and RN politicians as their 

representatives. There is close correspondence between producers’ associations’ policy demands 

and RN agrarian policy platform, and both RN administrations (2010–2014 & 2018–) have 

recruited high-ranking officials for sectoral agencies from the ranks of agrarian elites’ 

associations.  

Under candidate-centered electoral strategies, the group supports individual candidates 

whom it identifies as sharing its interests, independently of their partisan affiliation. These 

candidates may be members of the group—which can be interpreted as a clear signal they share 

the group’s policy preferences—or politicians who identify with the group’s interests. The key 

difference between party-building and candidate-centered strategies from the point of view of the 

interest group is that under candidate-centered strategies, the candidate’s partisan affiliation does 
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not signal her policy preferences with regards to the issues the group cares about. When the 

candidate-centered strategy is the prevalent one, no single party exists which the group in 

question can identify as representing its interests.  This strategy will be distinguishable from 

party-building when politicians supported by a given interest group that got into office under 

ideologically diverse party labels pursue the same policies, and legislators’ votes on issues key to 

the sector are explained more often by group interests than by party discipline. For instance, 

Brazil’s Agrarian Caucus is composed of legislators from many different parties, who are in both 

the governing coalition and the opposition, but vote together on issues related to their sectoral 

interest, such as deforestation regulations or rural workers’ pensions. Moreover, agricultural 

producers’ associations promote and finance the work of legislators tied to the sector even when 

that means supporting politicians from multiple parties. Sectoral interests trump partisan identity 

for both legislators and producers. When the candidate-centered strategy prevails, agricultural 

producers will contribute systematically more to candidates identified with the sector, 

independently of their partisan affiliation.  

The candidate-centered strategy typically results in the formation of multi-party legislative 

caucuses, since influencing the treatment of a bill necessitates the coordinated efforts of more 

than one representative. Congressional caucuses are voluntary, organized, stable associations of 

legislators who seek to influence policy-making. Caucuses are informal in the sense that they are 

not recognized in chamber rules, but they have a permanent staff and an internal structure with 

designated leaders, and typically work on more than one piece of legislation at a time (Hammond 

2001). Therefore, even when the candidate-centered strategy requires less coordination than 

party-building during the election process, it still needs some coordination once representatives 

start working in Congress, in order to increase their effectiveness in influencing legislation. 
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However, given that under the candidate-centered strategy, legislators supported by a group are 

frequently members of that group, one may expect that legislators’ common interests will 

facilitate their working together on issues relevant to the sector. It is important to clarify that the 

candidate-centered strategy conceptualized here is different from the phenomenon of 

businesspeople individually deciding to run for office to gain particularistic benefits for their 

firms, such as the strategy studied by Gehlbach et al. (2010) and Szakonyi (2018) in post-Soviet 

Russia. The candidate-centered strategy is a collective strategy aiming at defending sectoral 

interests. Members of the rural caucus win elections with the support of the agribusiness 

community and once in office, advance not only their own interests but also those of the sector as 

a whole. 

Table 2.1. Party-building vs candidate-centered strategies. Main characteristics 

 Party-building Candidate-centered 
Producers collectively 
identify with Party Individual candidates 

Candidates selected by Party Sectoral associations 

Campaign contributions 
from the sector 

Correlated with partisan 
identity 

Correlated with 
candidates’ background  

Legislators’ votes 
determined by Party affiliation 

Interest group/caucus 
affiliation 

 

3.1.3. Party-building vs. candidate-centered strategies: Costs and advantages 

Political parties are the most common channel of electoral representation for interest groups 

in democracies. Parties aggregate demands from social groups and transform them into policy 

proposals, fulfilling an essential mediating function in modern democracies.  In addition, parties 

solve key collective action and social choice problems for both voters and politicians (Aldrich 

1995). They enable legislators to organize their work in Congress, pass bills and avoid endless 

cycling. Parties not only orient legislators’ work, they also help voters decide for whom to vote. 
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Party labels convey information about politicians’ stances on issues relevant to citizens. For all 

these reasons, political scientists cannot conceive of modern democracy without partisan 

organizations. As Hale (2006) points out, there is a prevalent idea in the literature that because 

these collective and social choice problems are unavoidable, parties will inevitably form. 

“Parties, like gases, [expand] to fill an institutional void due to the benefits they bring politicians 

and voters” (Hale 2006, 8).  

In this tradition, conservative parties are thought to be the main instrument of economic 

elites’ protection under democracy. When in power, electorally strong conservative parties 

guarantee economic elites access to policy-makers and the state apparatus (Di Tella 1971; 

Rueschemeyer et al. 1992). In this capacity, conservative parties are, according to this view, key 

for democratic consolidation, as economic elites will tolerate democratization only when they 

feel they have a chance at influencing present or future policies (Middlebrook 2000; Ziblatt 

2017).  Likewise, economic elites’ support and resources are key to the formation and survival of 

conservative parties (Gibson 1996; Loxton 2014).  

However, party-building is the costlier of the strategies analyzed here as it requires a higher 

level of intra-group coordination than the other alternatives. As classic and more recent analyses 

of party-building show, parties require heavy investments in money, time, and labor with highly 

uncertain payoffs, especially at the beginning (Panebianco 1988; Aldrich 1995; Kalyvas 1998; 

Levitsky et al. 2016). For economic elites, the task is even harder, as parties representing their 

interests face a structural constraint, especially in highly unequal societies, where wealthy voters 

are a small fraction of the electorate (Gibson 1996; Thachil 2014; Luna and Rovira Kaltwasser 

2014). In the past, landed elites in Latin America solved this “vote-poor, resource-rich” problem 

with rural clientelism, mobilizing the votes of the peasants living on their lands in support of 
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conservative parties. However, urbanization and social policy expansion have limited this option. 

As a consequence, building a party to represent their interests in contemporary Latin America 

requires that agrarian elites develop new electoral strategies to appeal to a broader constituency 

(i.e., the urban poor).52 Unsurprisingly, successful cases of party-building by agrarian elites, or 

economic elites in general, in contemporary Latin America are scant. For instance, a study by 

Loxton (2014, 24) finds that between 1978 and 2000 as few as eleven new conservative parties 

were formed, of which only five were electorally successful.53  

Given the high coordination costs that party-building entails, many scholars see it as a 

strategy of last resort (Panebianco 1988; Kalyvas 1996). In the words of Kalyvas (1998, 297) 

297), “the creation of mass organizations is in itself an expensive, painstakingly slow, and 

arduous undertaking, usually chosen only when other options are unavailable.” According to this 

author, interest groups will engage in party-building when the organizational costs are lower than 

the costs of losing political influence, and no alternative action, such as electoral alliances with 

sympathetic politicians or undemocratic means of influence (i.e., military coups), is available. 

Similarly to my argument, the costs to a group of losing political influence are determined in 

Kalyvas’ (1996) model by the severity of the threat it confronts. In the cases analyzed by 

Kalyvas (1996) the Church mobilized electorally where anticlerical attacks by liberal 

administrations severely curtailed its power and privileged access to the state, constituting what I 

call an existential threat.  

                                                            
52 On how conservative parties may develop segmented electoral strategies that allow them to represent the interest 
of economic elites while mobilizing the votes of the poor, see Luna (2014) for the case of UDI in Chile and Thachil 
(2016) for the case of the BJP in India.  

53 He defines as successful cases of party-building those parties that won at least ten percent of the vote in five or 
more consecutive national legislative elections (Loxton 2014, 21).  
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Political parties are “bureaucracies requiring organizational continuity and hierarchical 

stability” (Panebianco 1988, 10). Building a party entails the development of a bureaucratic 

organization with territorial presence across multiple districts, recruiting thousands of activists 

and candidates, and selecting national, regional and local leaders. Parties as organizations 

acquire a life of their own, independent of the groups that built them (Gibson 1996, 19). 

Therefore, for an interest group, building this bureaucratic organization entails a loss in its 

autonomy as it creates a parallel and independent power structure (Panebianco 1988; Kalyvas 

1996),54 which explains why for these authors, members of a group will only agree to engage in 

party-building when the need for electoral organization is great and other means are not 

available. Party-building implies the amalgamation of heterogeneous political groups 

(Panebianco 1988, 50) who must agree on a power-sharing scheme. Therefore, party-building 

will be costlier for interest groups with deep cleavages among them. From the point of view of 

individual politicians or interest groups who must put their economic or mobilizational resources 

at the service of building a new independent organization, there are opportunity costs associated 

with party-building. For instance, an issue of great importance for an interest group maybe 

neglected in the party agenda if it is of less importance to a more powerful group within the 

party, or local bosses may have to put their clientelist machines to the service of a state-level 

politician they would rather not support. By contrast, when individuals or interest groups 

investing in party-building do not have competing interests among them, the preferences of a 

                                                            
54 In the words of Panebianco (1988, 54), “In order to survive, an organization must, from the very start, distribute 
selective incentives to some of its members (prestigious positions, ‘internal’ career possibilities) and this leads to the 
development or organizational interests. A procedure must be set up for selecting and recruiting leaders for the 
various organizational levels.”  
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given group within the party and those of party leaders at a given time will be similar. In this 

fashion, cohesion among party-builders lowers coordination opportunity costs.  

Gaining electoral representation through individual politicians in Congress may be a 

preferable alternative when building an electorally successful conservative party is too costly for 

interest groups. Since under the candidate-centered strategy the group utilizes already-existing 

organizations to obtain representation instead of trying to build new ones, this strategy is less 

costly than party-building. Even when members of the group would be individually investing 

equivalent sums of money to finance candidacies under either arrangement, the candidate-

centered strategy does not require all members to agree first, on the decision to create a new 

organization and then on the characteristics and administration of that organization. Therefore, 

the candidate-centered strategy is cheaper than party-building because it is less time-consuming 

and requires less intra-group coordination. In addition, the candidate-centered strategy will be 

cheaper in terms of opportunity costs for individual politicians or factions within the group who 

will retain control over their resources and decisions on how to use them. For instance, under the 

candidate-centered strategy, local bosses do not need to coordinate with state-level or national-

level party leaders as to which candidate to mobilize votes for in their municipality.  

In the short run, a candidate-centered strategy may seem to be a more efficient way of 

gaining electoral representation than party-building. However, such a strategy carries trade-offs. 

On the one hand, although it requires less intra-group coordination than party-building, it may 

entail higher economic costs for individuals running for office who, in the case of economic 

elites, must neglect their very profitable businesses and marshal private resources to help them 
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run their campaigns.55 For instance, a study of the sources of campaign financing of 

congressional candidates in Brazil shows that a significant share of campaign expenses are 

covered by candidates themselves (B. F. da Silva and Cervi 2017). Moreover, the more a 

candidate invests in her own campaign, the higher her chances of winning. Elected candidates 

spent almost three times more from their own pockets than did non-elected ones (B. F. da Silva 

and Cervi 2017). Thus, only groups whose individual members possess enough money and time 

to devote to their own political campaigns may successfully deploy the candidate-centered 

strategy. On the other hand, because they entail less coordination, candidate-centered strategies 

are a faster way of gaining political influence than party-building. However, party-building may 

be a more stable strategy in the long run, across different policies. It should be easier to 

coordinate positions in the legislature for a party with a strong label than for individual 

legislators in different parties. While members of an ideologically strong party are expected to 

always vote with their party, individual legislators’ commitments to an interest group may vary 

from issue to issue. For instance, representatives in the Evangelical caucus may have the same 

preferences as pious voters in terms of social issues but differ in their economic policy 

preferences.  

Candidate-centered strategies, moreover, are only feasible in systems with undisciplined, 

ideologically loose parties, where legislators have autonomy vis-à-vis their party leaders and can 

stray from party lines without being expelled (Carey and Shugart 1995). In fact, this is the case 

in the two countries where businesspeople have most clearly invested in individual 

                                                            
55 For example, Brazilian senator and former Minister of Agriculture Blairo Maggi (2016–2018), at the time he ran 
for Congress, was the biggest soybean producer in the country, and one of the biggest in the world. 



 
53 

 

representatives in Congress, Brazil and Russia.56 In countries with more ideologically cohesive 

and disciplined parties, in which leaders can punish legislators for defecting, candidate-centered 

strategies will likely fail because legislators have less autonomy to vote according to the 

preferences of their financers and against the party line. Similarly, because in most countries 

only parties can contest in elections, interest groups deploying the candidate-centered strategy 

still need party organizations to run their candidates. In other words, even when caucuses may 

substitute for parties in the legislative arena, they cannot completely replace parties in the 

electoral arena.57 Parties are gatekeepers to political power. Therefore, interest groups still need 

to build some kind of linkage to the parties in which they run their candidates. Depending on the 

degree of institutionalization of the party structure, party leaders may have more or less control 

over who runs under their label. Interest groups will strike different deals in each case. Groups 

that can offer more monetary resources or candidates with greater electoral appeal may be more 

attractive to party leaders which, in turn, will ease their way into the party lists.  

Figure 2.2 summarizes each strategy trade-off in terms of costs, reliability and stability. As 

we can see, non-electoral strategies, such as lobbying, are cheaper but also less reliable than 

electoral ones. As a consequence, all else being equal, the risk of failing to influence a given 

policy is higher when the group deploys a non-electoral strategy than an electoral one and 

therefore the likelihood the group will prefer an electoral strategy rises with the importance they 

confer on the policy in question. Party-building is the costliest of the strategies and the most 

stable. Because parties as organizations have interests and goals independent of the groups that 

                                                            
56 On Russia, see Hale (2006), Gehlbach et al. (2010) and Szakonyi (2016, 2018).  

57 Panebianco  (1988, 6) argues that parties, like any organization, should be defined by the specific activity that 
only they can perform, which in the case of political parties is competing for votes.  
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support them, party-building may be less effective than the candidate-centered strategy, 

especially when the candidate is a member of the group. Even though the candidate-centered 

strategy is less stable than party-building, it would be preferable for fragmented groups because 

of its lower opportunity and coordination costs.  

 

Figure 2.2. Strategic trade-offs 

 

4. The argument 

Why do agrarian elites decide to participate in the electoral arena in some countries but not 

in others? And when they do, why do landowners choose different strategies to pursue political 

representation? The main argument of this dissertation is that agrarian elites’ decision to enter 

the electoral arena is explained by the level of threat they perceive, while the type of electoral 

strategy landowners will pursue is conditioned by their level of intra-group fragmentation. 

Perceptions of threat during the democratic transition are particularly relevant for the later 

development of agrarian elites’ electoral strategies. Democratic transitions are times of 
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exceptional fluidity where parties are being (re)organized and new political alliances formed, 

opening up an opportunity for interest groups to enter the electoral arena, building linkages to 

parties or politicians. After the first few elections, these linkages will consolidate and building 

new parties or new linkages to pre-existing parties will become much harder for newcomers into 

the electoral arena.  

In this section, I present each of the variables and develop the logic of the argument. First, I 

define the variables and specify the mechanisms through which they operate. Then I describe 

each variable indicator and measure them in each of the three analyzed cases. Figure 2.3 

summarizes the logic of the argument. 
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Figure 2.3. Agricultural producers’ strategic choices 
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4.1. Perceived policy threat and electoral investments  

4.1.1. Definition and mechanisms 

I argue that landowners will invest in an electoral strategy when confronted with an 

existential threat. In spite of a common environment of uncertainty, democratic transitions did 

not present the same level of threat to agrarian elites throughout the region. In order to establish 

whether or not policy threats were high enough for agricultural producers to trigger their 

involvement in electoral politics, I look at the existence of policy proposals that contested or 

severely restricted landowners’ property rights; which is what I define as an existential threat. 

Failing to influence such policies will jeopardize agrarian elites’ survival as a class. Therefore, 

when confronted with an existential threat, landowners will look for more reliable, if costlier, 

sources of political influence.  

The basic intuition is that individuals will be more willing to put aside particularistic 

interests and engage in collective action when faced with a severe threat to their way of life. Put 

simply, common threats create unified interests. Landowners are more vulnerable to 

redistributive threats than other elite groups because their principal asset is immobile and 

therefore they cannot escape threatening policies, which should lower their threshold for 

collective action. Land redistribution is the greatest threat to agrarian elites because agrarian 

reform threatens their survival as a class. While urban workers may demand better wages, they 

do not usually demand expropriation of the factory; redistributive demands from poor peasants, 

in contrast, are about agrarian elites’ source of income, wealth, social status, and in some cases 

political power, making agrarian reform the ultimate threat to landowners’ interests. In addition, 

rural violence; e.g., land invasions, may materialize this threat at the individual level, as 

producers see that the farm next door is being occupied, increasing individual producers’ 
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incentives to invest in an electoral strategy. Aside from agrarian reform, other policies that may 

present threats to landowners’ property rights are environmental regulations that restrict land or 

water use, demarcation of indigenous peoples’ lands, and tax schemes with confiscatory rates. 

For instance, several South American countries have enacted deforestation regulations that forbid 

landowners to clear their farms for agriculture in protected areas, severely restricting their 

property rights (Fernández Milmanda and Garay 2019). Because these type of policy threats 

affect all landowners independently of their size or crop, it should be easier for landowners to 

organize a collective response to them. These policies would be more threatening when groups 

demanding them are politically mobilized or have organic ties to the party in government.58  

It is important to clarify that mine is not a functional argument. I only argue that a rising 

threat to their status in society may trigger collective political action by economic elites. High 

levels of threat to their property rights will increase their incentives to invest in an electoral 

strategy, but that strategy may not be effective or the right one, or the elites may fail to 

coordinate on an electoral strategy altogether. In other words, I argue that existential threats are 

necessary conditions for electoral organization, but not sufficient.59  

That threat will be an incentive to overcome collective action problems is a common 

assumption in political science literature. For instance, Frieden (1991) argues that Latin 

American governments’ developmental policies during the 1970s and 1980s were shaped by the 

level of class conflict. In countries where business feared that socialist parties could win office in 

the future, they united to demand protection for property rights and the creation of a strong, 

                                                            
58 In her study of democratic transitions, Bellin (2000) finds that capitalists will fear democratization, and oppose it 
where the poor are organized and mobilized behind a redistributive agenda.  

59 See Slater (2010, 13).  
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independent private sector. In countries where such a threat was not present, in contrast, each 

economic sector lobbied for particularistic benefits. More generally, classic political science 

literature has identified this type of existential threat to the economic elite behind the formation 

of conservative parties (Duverger 1964; Huntington 1968),60 elites’ support of fascism (Linz 

1976; Cardoza 1983), and state building (Slater 2010), among other important outcomes.  

4.1.2. Measurement 

Measuring threat is not straightforward because threats always have a subjective component. 

What constitutes a threat depends on human perception and perceptions are always subject to 

bias. For the purpose of our analysis, policies will constitute existential threats to the agrarian 

elites when landowners believe that (1) their implementation will jeopardize the continuity of 

their business, and (2) their implementation is likely. Landowners’ perceptions about a given 

government policy agenda and the likelihood it will be implemented may be founded on the 

ideology of the party in government, on that party’s ties to specific social groups or its past 

policies, on the levels of social mobilization around an issue, or on agrarian elites’ previous 

experiences with democracy. 

 Since human perceptions are not directly observable, I follow Slater’s (2010, 13) deductive 

approach to measuring threat by identifying policy proposals that should pose serious 

redistributive threats to agrarian elites and by evaluating their likelihood of being approved. As 

stated earlier, agrarian reform represents the highest policy threat to landowners, but other 

policies will also be considered, such as stringent environmental regulations or confiscatory tax 

schemes. I evaluate the policy platforms of the two top contenders in each presidential election 

                                                            
60 For studies focused on Latin America see Loxton (2014) and Roberts (2014). 
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since the last democratic transition, paying special attention to the first three post-transition 

elections.61 In order to measure the probability of implementation of the policy in question I will 

look at (a) whether the main contenders (candidates and parties) have a history of support for the 

policy or if they have implemented the policy in the past, (b) whether the main contenders 

(candidates and parties) have linkages to actors or groups that support the policy, and (c) whether 

the party proposing the policy has a significant share of seats in Congress or controls relevant 

positions of power in the executive branch. In addition, to measure the subjective dimension of 

threat, I rely on my interviews with leaders of agricultural producers’ associations and the 

analysis of their public statements in newspapers and landowners’ association publications 

around election time and around the introduction of (what according to my classification should 

constitute) threatening policy proposals. I will analyze these to evaluate how threatening to their 

interests agrarian elites thought each of these candidates and policies were and contrast this 

subjective measure with my objective classification of the policies’ threat potential. In my 

analysis, existential threat is a dichotomous variable. I measure whether or not landowners 

believed a given administration was implementing, or was likely to implement, policies that 

could jeopardize the continuity of their business.  

This is a path-dependent argument in the sense that the strategic choices agrarian elites 

made at the democratic transition conditioned their future options for political organization.62 

Democratic transitions were moments of exceptional political fluidity. After many years of 

proscription, parties were reorganizing and new actors entering the political scene. In this 

                                                            
61 Argentina: 1983, 1989 and 1995; Brazil 1985/6, 1990 and 1994; Chile 1989, 1993 and 1999. 

62 For the concept of path dependence followed in this study see Pierson (2000, 2004) and Thelen (2003). For a 
general review on the different ways the literature has conceptualized path dependence see Mahoney and Schensul 
(2006). 
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context, interest groups could offer parties economic resources (Gibson 1996; Allern and Bale 

2012; Luna 2014) as well as the organizational capacity to mobilize voters (Kalyvas 1996; Allern 

and Bale 2012; Ziblatt 2017). Following O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986) and Gibson (1996), I 

see the transitional elections as “founding” events that created  new expectations by interest 

groups about the viability of different political strategies available to them. The linkages that 

parties and interest groups built in these transitional years set in motion self-reinforcing 

processes that shaped the structure of their future choices (Panebianco 1988; Kalyvas 1996).63  

I do not claim that interest groups’ strategies of political influence are locked in, but I do 

argue that switching strategies became harder for groups with the passing of time, especially for 

groups that did not invest in electoral strategies during the transition and attempted to enter the 

electoral arena later down the path. Because linkages between interest groups and political 

parties take time to consolidate, groups that felt threatened during the transition and hence 

invested in an electoral strategy had an advantage in influencing policy-making when threats 

appeared later on. In contrast, groups that had not invested in building such linkages during the 

transition had a harder time finding political allies to block unwanted policies after this time of 

exceptional political fluidity had passed. Similarly, building a new party after the first 

foundational elections became much harder. Parties that were able to build an electoral base and 

durable links to certain constituencies early on had a great electoral advantage over newcomers.  

Moreover, there are sunk costs to electoral strategies which may explain why later down the path 

interest groups may prefer to continue investing in them even when they are no longer optimal. 

For instance, investments in party-building, in terms of time, resources and coordination efforts 

                                                            
63 On self-reinforcing mechanisms, see Pierson (2000).  
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are much higher at the beginning when the party is starting to compete in the electoral arena than 

later when the party structure, label and electoral base have been consolidated.  

Democratic transitions were moments of uncertainty for economic elites with regards to the 

level of access they would enjoy in the new regime and the degree to which new democratic 

governments would pursue policy agendas in favor of or contrary to their interests. Previous 

experience with democracy affected how agricultural producers perceived the political context 

they were in and which actors they considered available for alliances at the time of democratic 

transition. “Upper groups’ perceptions of prospective threat under a future democratic regime are 

shaped by retrospective considerations of how mass politics looked before” (Slater 2010, 48). In 

the same way, previous experiences of agrarian reform or rural unrest shaped how much of a 

threat agrarian elites perceived a democratic transition to present to their property rights. I expect 

producers to fear democratization more in countries where their property rights were challenged 

by past democratic regimes than in those where they were not. For instance, in Brazil and Chile, 

two cases where producers pursued an electoral strategy, agricultural elites experienced high 

levels of threat to (and actual attacks on) their property rights during previous democratic 

regimes. In fact, these threats were among the triggers of the military coups against the 

governments of Goulart in Brazil (1964) and Allende in Chile (1973). In contrast, in Argentina, 

where agricultural producers stuck to informal channels of political influence following 

democratization, previous democratic governments had never challenged agrarian elites’ 

property rights (Lattuada 1988; Hora 2018).64 As a result, in Argentina, unlike in Brazil and 

                                                            
64 See Lattuada (1988, 89–93) for some historical examples of how proposals containing any degree of threat to the 
property rights of the landed elite were systematically ignored by the Argentine Congress regardless of which party 
was in government. A clear example is the unproductive land expropriation proposals presented by Peronist (PJ) 
legislators during Juan Peron’s second government (1949–1955)—which both supporters and detractors agree were 
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Chile, democracy and the threat of land redistribution were not associated in producers’ 

experience.   

Agrarian elites did not experience an existential threat during the democratic transition in 

Argentina. As a consequence, they did not invest in an electoral strategy of political participation 

which, in turn, left them defenseless to fight the harmful policies of the Fernández de Kirchner 

administration (2007–2015). When this government raised export taxes to confiscatory levels,65 

agrarian elites had no access to the policy-making arena and the best outcome they could obtain 

after four months of massive protests was to repeal the increase, but not the tax itself (see 

Chapter 5).  

By contrast, agrarian elites in both Brazil and Chile felt threatened by the democratic 

transition. In Brazil, the transitional government of Sarney (1985–1990) started implementing an 

agrarian reform plan shortly after taking office at the same time that landless peasants were 

mobilizing to demand land redistribution. In Chile, the center-left government of Aylwin (1990–

1994) did not advance any policies that could represent an existential threat to agrarian elites’ 

interests. However, the coming to power of the Christian Democrats, the party that had 

implemented agrarian reform and encouraged the unionization of rural workers in the 1960s, 

made agrarian elites wary of what democracy might bring. Because agrarian elites did not trust 

                                                            
hostile to landowners—that were never included in the congressional agenda, despite the PJ’s absolute majority in 
both chambers. 

65 In March 2018, the Cristina Fernández de Kirchner administration implemented a new system for taxing 
agricultural exports which established rates that varied according to fluctuations in international prices. Agrarian 
elites considered the new variable rate confiscatory as it could reach values as high as 95 percent if international 
prices raised over US $600/ton. For more details see Chapter 5 and Fairfield (2011).  
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the Christian Democrats, they invested in securing political representation in Congress to block 

potential policy threats from the center-left administration of Aylwin.  

4.2. Fragmentation and the costs of electoral strategies 

4.2.1. Definition and mechanisms 

Parties are the main vehicles of political representation in modern democracies, as they 

aggregate groups’ demands and transform them into policy. However, party-building is not 

always feasible. Parties are organizations that compete for votes. As a consequence, aside from 

the economic, symbolic and human resources it entails, party-building also requires high levels 

of intra-group coordination. On the one hand, like any organization, a party needs a bureaucratic 

structure. Members of the founding group must agree upon a power-sharing scheme, as they 

appoint party officials and select party leaders. On the other hand, because parties’ main 

objective is to win elections, party-building entails the development of a territorial organization 

and a clear party brand. In order to do this, party founders need to recruit activists and 

candidates, decide who is going to run for what office in which district, and design a policy 

platform. All these decisions, like any institution-building process, crystallize power 

relationships among party founders, distributing resources and incentives.  As a consequence, 

party-building may tilt the balance of power in favor of some faction within the founding group 

to the detriment of some other faction (Kalyvas 1996); developing a partisan organization will 

thus be more difficult if there are strong divides within the group. 

 Divisions within an interest group hinder party-building because they increase coordination 

costs. If strong divides exist within a group, all the agreements and negotiations that developing 

a partisan organization entails, such as selecting candidates and party leaders, will be harder to 

bring about. Moreover, from the point of view of individual politicians or interest groups who 
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must put their economic or mobilizational resources at the service of building a new independent 

organization (the party), there are opportunity costs associated with party-building. For instance, 

local bosses may lose control over their clientelist machines, or the campaign strategy devised by 

party leaders at the state level may be detrimental to local bosses’ own electoral chances at the 

municipal level. As the costs of party-building increase, other strategies with similar probability 

of influence but lower coordination costs will become better options for the group. The case of 

Brazil analyzed in Chapter 3 illustrates this dynamic where agrarian elites were invested in rival 

political machines at the local level, and party-building therefore entailed very high opportunity 

costs for them. Because landowners, who were local political bosses, did not want to sacrifice 

their political bulwarks on the altar of party-building, they opted for a non-partisan, candidate-

centered strategy.  

Within the logic of my argument, the variable fragmentation gains relevance only in cases of 

high threat. Only when an existential threat exists will the payoffs of investing in an electoral 

strategy offset its costs. When there is no such threat, agrarian elites will remain outside the 

electoral arena, independently of their level of fragmentation. Under conditions of high threat, 

the existence of cleavages among agrarian elites will make it more difficult to organize collective 

action, increasing the opportunity and organizational costs of party-building. When divisions 

within the group are entrenched, the coordination costs of party-building will become too high 

and members of the group will look for alternative ways of obtaining electoral representation. 

Table 2.2 illustrates how the two main explanatory factors, existential threat and fragmentation, 

interact to produce the three expected outcomes.  
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Table 2.2. Explanatory factors and expected outcomes 

  Existential Threat 

 Yes No 
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Party-Building 
Non-Electoral 

High Electoral: 
Candidate-Centered 

 

One might question whether the level of intra-group fragmentation is explained by previous 

threats. According to this logic, existential threats should help overcome intra-group divisions as 

they create incentives to act collectively against a common enemy, and the greater the threat, the 

greater the incentives to unify. Following this line of argument, groups appear unified today 

because they faced a threat in the past. However, the empirical evidence indicates that although 

threat and fragmentation interact to determine agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence, the 

intensity of the threat does not explain the level of fragmentation. The existence of cleavages is 

independent of threat, and affects how interest groups react to threatening events. Cleavages 

determine how difficult it would be for the group to organize collective action to confront 

threatening policies. For instance, in both of the cases analyzed here where agrarian elites 

pursued electoral strategies, Brazil and Chile, high levels of threat triggered electoral 

investments. However, the seriousness of the threat does not correlate with the type of electoral 

strategy pursued. During the democratic transition, threats to agrarian elites’ interests were 

higher in Brazil than in Chile, but party-building was only possible in the latter. In Brazil, the 



 
67 

 

actual implementation of an agrarian reform by the transitional government of Sarney (1985–

1990) and a Constitutional Assembly where agrarian reform was one of the main subjects to be 

discussed were not enough for agrarian elites to overcome their political divisions and engage in 

party-building. In Chile, by contrast, agrarian elites contributed to the organization of a party 

during the democratic transition, even though the level of threat was not as high as in Brazil. In 

Chile, party-building was facilitated by the lack of divisions among the agrarian elites.  

4.2.2. Measurement 

Sources of intra-group fragmentation vary. Cleavages within a group may have regional, 

ethnic, economic, political, or religious origins. For instance, in his study of conservative party 

formation in late nineteenth and early twentieth-century Europe, Ziblatt (2017, 48) finds that 

traditional elites were able to build parties to represent their interests only where they were not 

divided along confessional lines. Similarly, Gibson (1996) argues that in the oligarchic period in 

Latin America (the second half of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century), 

conservative parties were formed only in those countries where rural oligarchies had common 

economic interests across regions. Where this was not the case, regional divisions hindered the 

development of national conservative parties.  

Fragmentation may take two values, low and high. I measure the level of agrarian elites’ 

fragmentation through secondary literature. I rely on sociological, historical and anthropological 

studies of agrarian elites in the three countries to identify salient cleavages or divisions among 

landowners that could translate into differentiated political interests. These cleavages may have 

different origins in each country. Agrarian elites in the three analyzed countries were 

homogeneous in religious and ethnic terms at the time of democratic transition. Therefore, I 
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focus on regional and political differences as potential sources of division within the agrarian 

elites.  

There are several indicators of regional differences among the agrarian elites. Regional 

differences are relevant here when they translate into competing economic interests and, as a 

result, rival policy preferences. For instance, I measure the heterogeneity of agricultural 

production across the territory. Where rural elites harvest the same crops for the same markets, I 

expect them to have compatible economic interests. By contrast, where agrarian elites in one 

region produce for the domestic market while others export their production, their policy 

preferences will likely be at odds. The existence of multiple national-level landowners’ 

associations as opposed to one peak association is another indicator of agrarian elites’ 

fragmentation. I assume that multiple associations will not be created to demand the exact same 

policies. Therefore, where more than one association claims to represent the interests of 

agricultural producers in a given country, I interpret this as producers having diverse economic 

interests.  

I define political fragmentation as the degree to which agrarian elites compete between each 

other for the control of local politics. I measure this by considering whether, at the time of 

democratic transition, agrarian elites were local political bosses in rural areas. Did agrarian elites 

control clientelistic machines? Were these machines part of the same state-level structure or were 

agrarian elites connected to rival political machines? Did agrarian elites compete among each 

other for the control of local politics or were local politics not competitive? According to these 

indicators, agrarian elites will be politically fragmented where they have competing previous 

political investments. Although controlling clientelistic machines is an advantage in electoral 
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politics, where these machines belong to political rivals, it will be costlier to integrate them into 

the same partisan structure.  

In both Argentina and Brazil, agrarian elites were fragmented when their perception of 

threat raised and they decided to enter the electoral arena. Throughout Argentine history, the 

competing economic interests of rural elites in the prosperous export-oriented Pampas, which 

favored liberalism, and those of the under-developed interior, which depended on state protection 

to survive, hindered the formation of a national conservative party (Gibson 1996; Morresi 2015). 

As a consequence of these regional and economic cleavages, rural producers developed multiple 

partisan identities although no formal linkages between parties and agrarian elites were ever 

built. Therefore, when an existential threat appeared in 2008, Argentine agrarian elites had no 

clear partisan allies to turn to. To defend their interests in the electoral arena, landowners 

developed a candidate-centered strategy, running their candidates under multiple party labels. In 

Brazil, entrenched political (although not partisan) divisions at the state and local level existed 

among the agrarian elite at the time of democratic transition. In rural municipalities, landowners 

had historically competed among each other for the control of local politics through personal, 

often family-based clientelistic machines that they connected to different parties or factions 

within the same party (Gross 1973; Hagopian 1996; Mainwaring 1999; Ames 2001). These 

political rivalries obstructed the formation of a party to represent agrarian interests during the 

democratic transition, as rural elites refused to give up their local bulwarks of power.  

Chilean economic elites have historically been much more cohesive than their Argentine or 

Brazilian counterparts (Kurtz 2013). Since the nineteenth century, agricultural interests have 

been tied to those of other sectors such as mining, industry, or commerce as prominent families 

typically owned assets in all of them (Zeitlin and Ratcliff 1988; Kurtz 2013). Until the first half 
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of the twentieth century, landownership was a gateway to parliamentary politics. Thus, 

landowners historically were a significant proportion of elite-based parties such as the 

Conservatives and Liberals (Remmer 1984; Zeitlin and Ratcliff 1988).66 While the traumatic 

experience of agrarian reform during the 1960s terminated political linkages between agrarian 

elites and the Christian Democrats, the process of modernization and liberalization of agriculture 

during the military dictatorship (1973–1989) reoriented production towards the cultivation of 

fruit for the international market, homogenizing the political and economic interests of agrarian 

elites even more. As a consequence, at the time of democratic transition, there were no economic 

or political cleavages among the agrarian elites that would preclude party-building. Moreover, 

agrarian elites shared with other economic sectors a preference for continuity of the political and 

economic model installed during the dictatorship. Similarities in the political and economic 

interests of different sectors of the economic elite lowered the opportunity and coordination costs 

of party-building. Therefore, landowners joined other economic elites and conservative 

politicians in the foundation of Renovación Nacional.67 Table 2.3 shows the values that both 

independent variables, existential threat and fragmentation, and the dependent variable, strategy 

of political influence, take in each of the analyzed national-level cases.  

Table 2.3. Explanatory factors, observed outcomes and cases 

  Existential Threat 

 Yes No 

                                                            
66 In 1966, Liberals and Conservatives merged, creating the National Party (PN).  

67 Which later split into two parties, Renovación Nacional (RN) and Unión Demócrata Independiente (UDI).  
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5. Alternative explanations 

There are two main competing explanatory factors for agrarian elites’ strategies of political 

influence: electoral rules and the relevance of Congress as a policy-making arena. In this section 

I discuss why none of these institutional factors can adequately explain the observed variation in 

(a) when agrarian elites will decide to enter the electoral arena to protect their interests, or (b) the 

type of electoral strategy agrarian elites deployed in each case.  

5.1. Electoral rules 

The literature on how electoral rules affect politicians’ and voters’ incentives is vast. Since 

Duverger’s (1964) seminal work, political scientists have extensively explored how electoral 

rules determine the number of parties in a party system by shaping how politicians campaign, 

what type of electoral alliances they pursue, and how voters decide whom to vote for.68 

However, the effects of electoral rules on the outcome of interest of this dissertation—i.e., how 

interest groups organize to influence policy-making—has been much less explored.69  

Party system fragmentation does not automatically predict agrarian elites’ electoral strategies. 

The question of how agrarian elites (or economic elites in general) organize to influence policy-

making is analytically different from that of how many conservative parties there are in a party 

                                                            
68 See, for example, Taagepera and Shugart (1991), Carey and Shugart (1995),  Cox (1997), Amorim Neto and Cox 
(1997), Lijphart (1999). 

69 Exceptions are Freytes’ (2015) work on agrarian elites in Argentina and Brazil, and Farrer’s (2018) analysis of 
environmental groups in developed countries.  
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system. For instance, we could have a bipartisan system with one center-left party and one 

conservative party. Agrarian elites may support both of them, one of them or neither. Put 

differently, in a system where conservatives are fragmented, agrarian elites could still support 

just one of those conservative parties or in systems with just one conservative party agrarian 

elites may hedge their bets between conservatives and non-conservatives. The research question 

this dissertation aims at answering is how agrarian elites organize their support of parties or 

candidates in a given system, not what explains that party system configuration.  

Interest groups’ decisions on how to organize their political representation, although not the 

main factor explaining party-system fragmentation, do have an impact on the supply side of 

party systems. Interest groups’ decisions on how to organize political representation are in part 

determined by the party system, by the availability of potential political allies, and by how they 

are structured. At the same time, the existence of conservative parties is also a product of elite 

groups’ decisions to create and/or support those parties. As developed in Section 3.2, these 

decisions are conditioned by elites’ level of fragmentation. In Latin America, land ownership has 

historically been a source of political power and social status. As a consequence, there is overlap 

in some countries, especially in the regions of the interior, between the agrarian elites and the 

political elites. Put differently, it is not the case that agrarian elites will support a conservative 

party where a strong conservative party exists and that they would deploy another strategy where 

there is no such party, but rather that the existence of such a party or parties is in part determined 

by agrarian elites’ strategic choice to support the building of a conservative party (or parties). In 

that sense, the existence of a conservative party (or parties) in a system is partially endogenous to 

agrarian elites’ decisions to invest in their formation. This is more so during democratic 

transitions when parties are being formed and interest groups have greater chances to integrate 
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with parties and shape their agendas and the selection of their candidates. One of the questions 

this dissertation aims at answering is when agrarian elites will choose to support the creation of 

such parties.  

According to the existing literature, there are three main ways in which electoral rules may 

shape landowners’ political strategies: (a) by influencing the chances of both agrarian parties 

and/or candidates of winning a seat through overrepresentation of rural areas or by allowing 

candidates to target exclusively rural constituencies; (b) by conditioning how parties structure 

themselves to compete in elections, making them more or less open to outsider candidates; and 

(c) by affecting the levels of internal party discipline and party system fragmentation, shaping 

coalitional dynamics within legislatures and conditioning the leverage small parties and 

individual legislators can have vis-à-vis the executive. I discuss each of these mechanisms next. 

Electoral rules are constant at the country level and did not change in the studied countries 

during the period of analysis. Thus, if electoral rules were the main factor explaining interest 

groups’ strategic choices, we should see every group in a country pursuing the same strategy of 

political influence, and we would not observe similar groups deploying the same strategy across 

countries with different electoral rules. In addition, agrarian elites’ strategies should not change 

during the period under analysis. Evidence from the analyzed cases, however, reveals both that 

agrarian elites pursued similar strategies of political influence in countries with very different 

electoral rules, and that the strategies landowners deployed during the democratic transition were 

different from what other interest groups were doing in the same countries at that time. 

Moreover, in the Argentine case agrarian elites changed strategies even when electoral rules did 

not change.  
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According to institutional explanations, electoral rules should predict where agrarian elites 

enter the electoral arena because agrarian candidates or agrarian parties’ chances of winning a 

seat are shaped by district boundaries, district magnitude, and apportionment rules. Variation in 

these factors, however, fails to correctly predict observed variation in agrarian elites’ strategies 

in Argentina, Brazil and Chile. First, although authoritarian governments in the three analyzed 

countries modified apportionment rules just before the transition to increase the representation of 

rural conservative districts in future elections (Snyder and Samuels 2004), agrarian elites did not 

enter the electoral arena in all three countries during the transition. Second, proportional 

representation combined with high district magnitude lowers the threshold for smaller groups to 

access the political system, as it reduces the psychological incentives for strategic voting 

(Amorim Neto and Cox 1997; Cox 1997). Argentina and Brazil both have such systems, but 

agrarian elites have successfully organized in the electoral arena only in Brazil. Agrarian elites’ 

levels of perceived threat do a better job at predicting when they will enter the electoral arena in 

each of the analyzed cases.  

Electoral rules also fail to predict differences in the type of electoral strategy pursued by 

agrarian elites. Both Brazil’s system of open-list proportional representation (OLPR) combined 

with high district magnitude and Chile’s binomial system create incentives for candidate-

centered politics (Carey and Shugart 1995). Apportionment rules under the binomial system, 

where a list will only win both seats if it more than doubles the votes received by the second 

most-voted list, usually result in the election of one candidate from each of the two most-voted 

lists. Therefore, competition in Chilean legislative elections is more intense between running 

mates than between candidates across lists. However, agrarian elites pursued a candidate-

centered strategy only in Brazil while they built a party in Chile. Even when the binomial system 
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virtually guaranteed a seat for the right in each district, creating a huge incentive for conservative 

political elites in Chile to build a party, electoral rules per se cannot explain why agrarian elites 

supported that party instead of hedging their bets. Differences in agrarian elites’ levels of 

political fragmentation do a better job at predicting these outcomes.  

Differences between the incentives created by Argentina’s closed-list proportional 

representation system (CLPR) and Brazil’s OLPR have been proposed as the cause of Argentine 

producers’ failure to organize in the electoral arena (Freytes 2015). According to this approach, 

OLPR in Brazil favors weak, ideologically loose parties and candidate-centered elections (Carey 

and Shugart 1995) which in turn facilitates interest groups infiltrating party lists (Ames 2001). In 

Argentina, in contrast, CLPR gives party leaders great control over nominations, making it 

harder for interest groups to win a place in the ballot. The problem with this account is that even 

when electoral rules make Brazilian parties easier to infiltrate than Argentine parties, it cannot 

explain why other interest groups have not followed agricultural producers’ candidate-centered 

strategy in Brazil. The writing of a new constitution during the democratic transition was of great 

importance for many interest groups. However, while agrarian elites invested in a multi-party 

caucus to advance their interests in the 1987–1988 Constituent Assembly, industrialists invested 

in a non-electoral strategy, creating two new lobbying associations, PNBE (National Grassroots 

Business Association) and UBE (Brazilian Union of Entrepreneurs),70 while labor invested in the 

building of a new party, the Workers Party (PT). In the same vein, accounts based on electoral 

rules also cannot explain why other interest groups, such as labor unions, have been successful in 

penetrating party structures in Argentina while agrarian elites have failed. Lastly, if landowners 

                                                            
70 On this see Dreifuss (1989) and Schneider (1997, 2004).  
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in Argentina had only considered the incentives created by electoral rules, they would have 

entered the electoral arena through party-building, as PR in combination with high district 

magnitude increases the electoral chances of small new parties while closed lists make existing 

parties harder to infiltrate. However, when the level of threat raised after the 2008 conflict, 

agrarian elites (unsuccessfully) deployed the multi-party infiltration strategy given their high 

political fragmentation. Table 2.4 summarizes electoral rules predictions and observed outcomes 

with regards to agrarian elites’ decisions to enter the electoral arena and which type of electoral 

strategy to pursue.  

Table 2.4. Electoral rules and agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence. Predictions 
and observed outcomes 

 Argentina Brazil Chile 

Incentives to enter the 
electoral arena 

YES 

- Overrepresentation of rural 
districts. 

- PR & high M lower 
thresholds to enter the 
electoral system. 

YES 

- Overrepresentation of rural 
districts. 

- PR & high M lower 
thresholds to enter the 
electoral system. 

YES 

- Overrepresentation of rural 
districts. 

- Binomial guarantees the 
right electoral success.  

Entered the electoral 
arena during the 

democratic transition? 
NO YES YES 

Incentives for a 
candidate-centered or 

partisan electoral 
strategy 

PARTISAN 

- CLPR makes infiltrating 
parties harder.  

- CLPR & high M create 
incentives to campaign on a 
partisan platform. 

- PR & high M increase the 
electoral chances of small 
new parties. 

MIXED 

- OLPR makes infiltrating 
parties easier.  

- OLPR & high M create 
incentives to cultivate a 
personal reputation.  

- PR & high M increase the 
electoral chances of small 
new parties. 
 

CANDIDATE-CENTERED 

- M=2 creates incentives to 
cultivate a personal 
reputation. 

- Binomial “rule to double” 
exacerbates competition 
between running mates.  

Electoral strategy 
deployed 

CANDIDATE-CENTERED(a) CANDIDATE-CENTERED PARTISAN 

 
(a) Between 2009 and 2013.  
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The overlap between agrarian elites and political elites raises the question about the 

endogeneity of electoral rules with respect to agrarian elites’ political interests which in turn are 

shaped by their degree of fragmentation. This dynamic is clearer in the case of Brazil. Electoral 

rules, like any institution, reflect the preferences of those who design them (North 1990, 16). In 

Brazil, OLPR institutionalized traditional political elites’ preferences for loose parties in which 

they could attend to local interests with limited interference from national party leaders 

(Mainwaring 1999, 75). As will be analyzed in more detail in Chapter 3, agrarian elites in Brazil 

were still a relevant political actor in rural municipalities during and after the democratic 

transition (Hagopian 1996). Agrarian elites competed among themselves for control of rural 

municipalities through clientelistic networks that were most often family-based (Hagopian 1996, 

19). Agrarian elites’ political fragmentation predates the consolidation of the post-1979 multi-

party system. Even when the military dictatorship imposed a bipartisan system (1965–1979) 

agrarian elites were still divided among different factions of the pro-government ARENA (Jenks 

1979; Kinzo 1988; Grinberg 2009). Political elites’ (among them agrarian elites’) preference for 

a fragmented party system where they could maintain control over their electoral bulwarks and 

preserve their local political autonomy explains why attempts during the 1987–1988 Constituent 

Assembly to replace OLPR by a German-style mixed-district system,  as well as proposals to 

increase party leaders’ control over legislators failed (Mainwaring 1999, 258; Ames 2001, 30).  

5.2. The relevance of Congress as a policy-making arena 

Differences in the relevance of Congress as a policy-making arena are another alternative 

explanation for the variation in agricultural producers’ strategies of political influence. Investing 

in an electoral strategy would only make sense where legislatures are a relevant arena for policy 

debate and design. Where most policies are decided by the executive, interest groups should 
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focus on lobbying relevant agencies. In the three analyzed countries, presidents have similarly 

extensive formal legislative powers (Mainwaring and Shugart 2003; Samuels and Shugart 2003) 

(Table 2.5). In Argentina, Brazil and Chile, presidents can veto bills passed by Congress and 

they can introduce new legislation through decree (avoiding legislative debate). In addition, 

presidents in Brazil and Chile have exclusive powers to introduce legislation in certain areas. All 

these give presidents in the three countries great control over the policy agenda. However, this 

has not discouraged agrarian elites in Brazil and Chile from investing in electoral representation. 

Moreover, even when agrarian elites in Brazil have penetrated sectoral agencies; e.g., the 

Ministry of Agriculture, they have continued to invest in building representation in Congress (see 

Chapter 3).  

Table 2.5. Presidential constitutional legislative powers. Argentina, Brazil and Chile 

 Argentina Brazil Chile 

Veto  Yes Yes Yes 

Decree Yes Yes Yes 

Exclusive introduction No Yes Yes 

Source: Mainwaring and Shugart (2003) 

The formal legislative powers of the executive are not, however, the only factor shaping the 

relevance of Congress as a policy-making arena. As developed by Mainwaring and Shugart 

(2003), the partisan powers of the president, defined as the share of seats in Congress held by the 

president’s party and the president’s ability to manage their own party, also shape presidents’ 

control over the policy agenda. On this, the three analyzed countries differ. Argentine presidents 

have stronger partisan powers than Brazilian or Chilean presidents. Since the democratic 

transition, in both Brazil and Chile, the party of the president has never held a majority in both 
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chambers,71 while in Argentina presidents have held a legislative majority in the Lower Chamber 

during twenty-four of the thirty-six years since the democratic transition.72 

  In countries where the partisan powers of the president are lower, individual legislators’ 

leverage vis-à-vis the executive is higher. Legislators can use this leverage to obtain policy 

favors from the executive. In this context, becoming a legislator has potentially high rates of 

return for businesses whose profitability depends in part on government regulations, increasing 

their incentives to enter the electoral arena (Schneider 2013, 144). Freytes (2015) cites 

differences in coalitional dynamics within Congress due to high party-system fragmentation in 

Brazil and low fragmentation in Argentina as one of the reasons explaining why landowners 

have been able to successfully organize a congressional caucus in Brazil but not in Argentina. 

 I argue that even when the leverage that individual legislators have vis-à-vis the executive 

may affect the effectiveness of candidate-centered strategies, this does not determine interest 

groups’ decision to invest in an electoral strategy. For instance, Brazil’s high party-system 

fragmentation requires presidents to build oversized and ideologically disconnected multi-

partisan legislative coalitions in order to govern (Power 2010). This indeed increases individual 

legislators bargaining power, augmenting the relevance of Congress as a policy-making arena. 

However, it also raises interest groups’ incentives to elect representatives to Congress as well as 

to lobby legislators. In fact, if we look at how different interest groups in Brazil have organized 

to influence policy-making in the legislative arena we will see that while agrarian elites have 

                                                            
71 In Brazil since 1990. In Chile the second Bachelet administration (2014–2018) was the exception. 

72 1988–1999, 1998–1999, 2001, 2010–2011, 2016–2019. 
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invested in electing their own legislators to build a multi-party caucus, industrialists have 

preferred to lobby legislators (Diniz and Boschi 2004; Mancuso 2004). Put differently, the 

relevance of Congress as a policy-making arena will increase interest groups’ incentives to 

influence the legislative branch but it will not determine how they organize to exert that 

influence. Similarly, in Argentina, coalitional dynamics would indicate that in order to make a 

difference in Congress an interest group needs to engage in party-building—i.e., develop organic 

ties with a major party the way unions did with Peronism. However, this is not what agrarian 

elites did when they entered the electoral arena in 2009. Agrarian elites’ candidate-centered 

strategy failed in Argentina because legislators’ dependence on party-leaders limited 

agrodiputados’ capacity to advance sectoral interests, while low party fragmentation diluted 

individual legislators’ leverage vis-à-vis the executive. Thus, even when the relevance of 

Congress as a policy-making arena did not determine Argentine agrarian elites’ strategic choice, 

it did limit the strategy’s effectiveness.  

Despite their limited capacity to explain agrarian elites’ strategic choices, institutional factors 

do play a role in shaping feedback effects and reinforcing mechanisms behind the continuity of 

political influence strategies down the path. As the case of Brazil shows (see Chapter 3), rising 

party-system fragmentation augmented the power of multi-party caucuses in the Brazilian 

Congress which, in turn, increased agrarian elites’ incentives to keep investing in a candidate-

centered strategy. High fragmentation made building legislative coalitions vital for Brazilian 

presidents, increasing small parties’ expectations of extracting concessions from the executive 

which, in turn, encouraged further party-system fragmentation.  
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6. Conclusion 

In this chapter I presented a theory to explain agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence. 

I argue that agrarian elites’ choice to enter the electoral arena is conditioned by the policy threats 

they face. When agrarian elites are faced by an existential threat—a policy that jeopardizes the 

continuity of their business—their incentives to enter the electoral arena to protect themselves 

will rise. Absent this kind of threat, agrarian elites will prefer non-electoral strategies of political 

influence which, although less likely to secure policy influence, are much cheaper than electoral 

ones.  The type of electoral strategy agrarian elites will pursue, in turn, is shaped by their level of 

fragmentation. Internal cleavages within the agrarian elites, which can have diverse origins in 

each case, will increase the coordination and opportunity costs of party-building, rendering the 

strategy unviable. Under conditions of high fragmentation, agrarian elites will prefer to invest in 

a candidate-centered electoral strategy, which requires less coordination among different factions 

within the group in terms of developing a territorial structure or deciding on candidatures, and 

allows them to preserve their local political autonomy. In addition, I discuss here the two main 

alternative explanations for agricultural producers’ strategies of political influence; electoral 

rules and the relevance of Congress as a policy-making arena. I show how, although both factors 

may play a role in agrarian elites’ strategic calculations, they fail to explain landowners’ strategic 

choices. Institutional arguments based on electoral rules and the relevance of Congress cannot 

explain why agrarian elites entered the electoral arena in some countries and not in others, nor 

they can account for the differences in electoral strategies chosen in each case. 
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CHAPTER 3. Brazil: Landowners in Congress 

 

1. Introduction 

In this chapter, I examine a novel electoral strategy through which agrarian elites have been 

able to secure political representation in democratic Brazil: a multi-party congressional caucus 

known as the Bancada Ruralista. The Bancada Ruralista (henceforth the Agrarian Caucus; AC) 

is not only the most powerful interest group in the Brazilian Congress but also one of the best 

organized groups of landowners in the world. Since its formation during the 1987–1988 

Constituent Assembly, the AC has not only been instrumental to the advancement of agrarian 

interests in the Brazilian Congress but also a key player in bargaining on non-agrarian issues 

such as the impeachment of President Dilma Rousseff in 2016. The power of Brazil’s Agrarian 

Caucus is evident in the number of seats it controls in the lower chamber, its voting discipline, 

and its technical resources, which are superior to those of most Brazilian parties.  

The Agrarian Caucus is the result of a non-partisan candidate-centered strategy by agrarian 

elites. In this chapter I present evidence of how AC members are elected with the financial and 

logistical support of producers’ associations and agribusiness. Agrarian elites support candidates 

across the partisan spectrum that share their policy preferences. Once in office, AC members 

work together to advance or obstruct bills of interest to the agrarian sector. Producers’ 

associations subsidize AC members’ work in Congress, providing technical assistance. AC 

members vote according to the orientation of the caucus—even when it is at odds with their party 

leader’s recommendations—on issues of relevance to the sector.  

This chapter argues that Brazilian landowners decided to organize in the electoral arena 

during the democratic transition because they felt threatened. The writing of a new constitution 
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in an environment of unprecedented social mobilization and political support for land 

redistribution led agrarian elites to believe their property rights were in jeopardy. In order to 

protect their interest in the Constituent Assembly, landed elites organized to elect legislators 

from their ranks. Failing to influence the design of agrarian reform legislation would entail a 

high cost for agrarian elites. As developed in Chapter 2, non-electoral strategies were not suitable 

in this setting. In a context where social and political support for agrarian reform was widespread 

and most parties did not have a unified stance towards the issue, lobbying was unreliable. An 

electoral strategy, in contrast, would secure legislators’ policy position on agrarian reform by 

electing like-minded politicians to Congress.  

Why did Brazilian agrarian elites not build a party to represent their interests? I argue that 

Brazilian agrarian elites’ decision to pursue a non-partisan electoral strategy is explained by their 

high political fragmentation. Unlike agrarian elites in Chile who had congruent economic and 

political interests and common ties to the same political machine during the democratic 

transition, in Brazil landowners had competing political interests. In rural municipalities, 

agrarian elites controlled rival clientelistic political machines connected to different parties or 

factions at the state and national level. For agrarian elites, coordinating in building a party to 

represent their interests in Congress would have meant losing control over their political 

bulwarks. As developed in Chapter 2, these high opportunity costs of coordination hindered 

party-building in Brazil. For a fragmented agrarian elite, a candidate-centered strategy was 

preferable because it allowed them to influence policy-making at the national level without 

ceding political autonomy at the local level. 

The study of Brazil’s Agrarian Caucus as a vehicle for the electoral representation of 

agrarian elites’ interest makes an important contribution to the comparative politics literature by 
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calling into question the idea that conservative parties are a necessary condition for democratic 

consolidation (cf. Di Tella 1971; Rueschemeyer, Huber, and Stephens 1992; Ziblatt 2017). The 

Agrarian Caucus shows that conservative parties are not the only channel through which 

economic elites can influence policy outcomes in democracies. Brazilian landowners have 

organized in the electoral arena through a different channel, showing that economic elites can 

have stakes in democratic continuity even in systems where conservative parties are weak and 

fragmented.  

This chapter is organized as follows. The next section describes the outcome of interest: 

Brazil’s Agrarian Caucus. Section Three provides a historical background on Brazilian 

agriculture and landowners’ corporatist organizations. Section Four develops the argument. First, 

I show how the perception of an existential threat during the democratic transition led agrarian 

elites in Brazil to invest in electoral representation. Then I examine how high political 

fragmentation within agrarian elites hindered party-building. Section Five studies the continuity 

of the candidate-centered strategy into the contemporary period. I first describe how continuous 

high levels of threat during a two-decade period and the effectiveness of the multi-party caucus 

in defending agrarian interests in Congress created incentives for agrarian elites to continue 

investing in a non-partisan electoral strategy. Then I present evidence on how Brazilian 

agribusiness continue to invest in this non-partisan strategy of electoral representation through an 

analysis of the campaign contributions of the country’s largest agribusiness firms for the 2006, 

2010 and 2014 legislative elections. Section Six discusses the theoretical relevance of the multi-

party caucus as a party substitute, as well as the feasibility of this type of political influence 

strategy being replicated by other groups, and in different institutional contexts. In section seven, 

I discuss the two main competing explanations for Brazilian agrarian elites’ decision to invest in 
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a non-partisan electoral strategy: electoral rules and the relevance of Congress as a policy-

making arena. Section Eight concludes.  

 

2. The Agrarian Caucus as a candidate-centered electoral strategy 

The Agrarian Caucus is today the strongest caucus in the Brazilian Congress both in terms 

of size and voting discipline. Congressional caucuses are voluntary, organized, stable 

associations of legislators that seek to influence policy-making (Hammond 2001). Caucuses are 

informal in the sense that they are not recognized in chamber rules, but they have a permanent 

staff and an internal structure with designated leaders, and typically work on more than one piece 

of legislation at a time (Hammond 2001). Caucuses can be intra-party, like the Congressional 

Hispanic Caucus of Democratic legislators of Hispanic descent in the US, or multi-party, like the 

All-Party Parliamentary Group on Christianity in the UK.  

Caucuses form to help legislators advance policy goals that cut across partisan and territorial 

lines. Caucuses offer an alternative way for legislators to coordinate on issues that formal 

groupings, such as parties or committees, fail to address adequately. Caucuses assist members of 

Congress in achieving career as well as policy goals (Hammond 2001). Caucuses gather 

information on specific issues, helping legislators develop expertise and draft bills. Legislators 

whose constituencies have strong preferences on certain issues can signal commitment to those 

issues by joining specific caucuses, gaining visibility as advocates of those issues. 

Caucuses are common in parliaments around the world but one characteristic sets the 

Brazilian AC apart: legislators in it belong to the group they represent. While members of the 

Rural Caucus in the US represent districts where agriculture is a main economic activity, they are 
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not farmers themselves. In contrast, most AC members in Brazil are agricultural producers. The 

Agrarian Caucus is a case of self-representation by agrarian elites. During the 2015–2019 period, 

95 percent of AC members were agricultural producers themselves or came from a landowning 

family. Frequently, legislators in the AC start their political careers as leaders of local producers’ 

associations. In this fashion, the AC rather than an American-style congressional caucus 

functions as an interest group within the Brazilian Congress.  

The Agrarian Caucus is the result of a candidate-centered electoral strategy by agrarian 

elites. Brazilian producers, individually and through their corporatist associations, contribute 

financial and logistical resources to the campaigns of, and mobilize voters for, candidates within 

their ranks. This is a non-partisan electoral strategy because agrarian elites support candidates 

from the sector independently of their partisan affiliation. During the 2015–2019 period, 

members of the agrarian caucus came from seventeen different parties, both in the governing and 

opposition legislative coalitions (See Section 5.2).  

The Agrarian Caucus also stands out from other caucuses in the Brazilian Congress. On 

paper, the Brazilian Congress is crowded with non-partisan groupings.73 There are dozens of 

issue-specific legislative fronts or blocs in the Lower Chamber but only a few are actually active. 

None of these groups is as large or as well organized as the Agrarian Caucus. While most groups 

become active only when a bill specific to their interests is being debated, members of the AC 

meet weekly to discuss the legislative agenda and adopt a policy position even on issues not 

directly related to agriculture. The AC is also one of the oldest caucuses in the Brazilian 

Congress, active since the Constituent Assembly of 1987–1988. Since its formation, the AC has 

                                                            
73 On the importance of non-partisan groupings in the Brazilian congress, see Testa (2017). 
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secured an important and growing share of congressional seats, equivalent to between 14 and 30 

percent of the Lower Chamber (Figure 3.1).74 During the 2015–2019 period, the Agrarian 

Caucus had 155 members,75 more than twice that of the largest party in the Lower Chamber. The 

large number of seats the group controls in the Lower Chamber has made the AC a relevant 

player in the legislative bargaining of many issues, not limited to agrarian interests.  

 

Figure 3. 1. Number of AC members per legislative period. Lower Chamber, 1995–2019 

 Source: INESC (2007) and Transparência Brasil76 

 

 Another feature that contributes to the strength of the Agrarian Caucus is the fact that it has 

representatives from every region of the country. Figure 3.2 shows the correlation between the 

                                                            
74 The drop in membership in the 1999–2003 and 2003–2007 periods is probably related to the growth of the PT and 
shrinking of the PFL/DEM, the party with the most Ruralistas at that time.  

75 According to Transparência Brasil (https://www.transparencia.org.br/). They classify every legislator who 
earns agricultural rent as a potential member of the AC. However, not all landowners actively participate in the 
Agrarian Caucus, while some AC members do not own land. Thus, I count only those legislators that actively 
participate in the AC as members, which is why my numbers for the 2015–2019 period, which I use for the 
empirical analysis in Section 5, are lower. 

76 Numbers are approximate. INESC and Transparência Brasil both classify every legislator who earns agricultural 
rent as a potential member of the AC. Here I use their data instead of my own, which only counts active AC 
members (defined as those who are mentioned in AC internal documents), because their data covers a longer period 
of time than mine.  
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economic weight of agriculture in each Brazilian state and the percentage of that state’s 

representatives who are affiliated with the Agrarian Caucus for the 2015–2019 period. As we can 

see, all but two states have representatives in the AC. States in the center-west and south where 

the agricultural share of GDP is larger are the ones that have the largest share of their 

representatives in the AC.  

Figure 3.2. State representatives in AC and economic weight of agriculture, 2015–2019 

Source: Author, with data from IBGE and Câmara dos Deputados  
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3. Agriculture and politics in Brazil: Historical background 

3.1. The conservative modernization of the countryside (1965–2002) 

The military government that ruled Brazil between 1964 and 1985 implemented an 

ambitious development plan centered on industrialization. However, the military also believed 

that in order for the industrialization plan to succeed the Brazilian countryside needed to 

modernize. Increasing agricultural productivity was key to feeding industrial workers and 

generating the foreign exchange earnings needed to import supplies for the developing 

industries. The military government implemented a series of policies during the 1960s and 1970s 

that resulted in an unequal modernization of the countryside. While the export-producing sectors 

experienced a spectacular process of expansion, incorporating new production technologies, 

producers for the domestic market, mostly small and medium-sized farmers, stagnated. Between 

1965 and 1977, agricultural production for export grew substantially at an average annual rate of 

22 percent (Baer 2014, 281). Soybean expansion was particularly impressive: between 1970 and 

1989 the area under cultivation grew by 767.8 percent while its production increased by 1231.1 

percent (Baer 2014, 289).   

The modernization of agriculture also had a political purpose: to halt rural unrest. Besides 

repressing peasants’ organizations, the military established a new legal framework for agrarian 

reform, the Estatuto da Terra (ET). The ET laid the bases for an agrarian reform that would, if 

implemented, have resulted in a fair redistribution of rural land, fulfilling the land’s social 

purpose. In Brazil, the Constitution of 1946 subordinated private property rights to social 

interests. At the same time, the military regime approved a constitutional amendment allowing 

the state to compensate expropriated landowners with state bonds rather than cash, which made 

land reform implementation much more feasible by greatly reducing its fiscal cost. Due to ample 
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resistance from the elites whose political support the military needed, agrarian reform did not 

advance during the dictatorship. However, the ET provided a legal basis for an extensive 

program of land redistribution that could be implemented under more propitious political 

circumstances.  

Three policies implemented by the military were key for the impressive expansion of 

agriculture in the 1960s and 1970s. The first was the creation of a research agency dedicated to 

human capital and technology development in the sector, EMBRAPA.77 The second was a policy 

of highly subsidized credit benefiting mostly large export-oriented producers. This policy was in 

place until the mid-1980s when the fiscal crisis made it unsustainable. Interest rates on 

agricultural loans were substantially below the rate of inflation. From 1975 to 1982, the annual 

subsidy through credit to the agricultural sector averaged 14.7 percent of the value of agricultural 

production (Helfand 1999, 7). However, only 11 percent of these loans were allocated to small 

producers (Baer 2014, 298). Moreover, while export-oriented producers benefited from 

subsidized credit, producers for the domestic market were hurt by price controls. The third policy 

was a program of colonization of the Amazon and the center-west savannah as a substitute for 

agrarian reform. Through infrastructure development and credit, the government incentivized 

settlements in frontier areas. EMBRAPA development of new crop varieties suitable for arid 

soils was key to the expansion of agriculture in these new colonized areas. Combined, the 

northern and center-west regions of the country experienced a 47.3 percent increase in the 

amount of cultivated land during the 1970s (Ondetti 2008, 63).  

                                                            
77 Empresa Brasileira de Pesquisa Agropecuária (Brazilian Corporation for Agricultural Research). 
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The end of ISI policies that had discriminated against agriculture for many decades gave 

new impulse to export-oriented producers. The Collor administration (1990–1992) launched a 

broad program of economic liberalization and deregulation that the Cardoso administration 

(1994–2002) continued and deepened. The role of the state in agricultural markets was 

substantially reduced. Restrictions on exports, taxes, and price controls were eliminated as well 

as tariff and non-tariff protections for agricultural products. From the early 1990s on, Brazilian 

agriculture was increasingly exposed to international competition, which forced producers to 

modernize. Agribusiness growth continued and accelerated in the 2000s, driven by the increase 

in international commodity prices. As a result of all these changes, Brazilian agriculture was 

radically transformed. It was no longer the backward, unproductive, state-dependent sector of the 

early 1960s. By the end of the 1990s, agribusiness was one of the most dynamic and modern 

sectors of the Brazilian economy. Between 1990 and 2017, agriculture’s contribution to Brazil’s 

GDP tripled (Figure 3.3).  By 2003, Brazil was the world’s second largest producer of soybeans, 

the third largest producer of corn, and the largest producer of coffee, sugar, alcohol and fruit 

juice. Brazil's share of world agricultural exports grew from 2.34 percent in 1990 to 3.34 percent 

in 2002 (Baer 2014, 302). 
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Figure 3.3. Agriculture added value (Constant 2010 US$). Brazil, 1965–201778 

Source: The World Bank79 

The modernization of the countryside and the expansion of export-oriented agriculture had 

negative consequences for the peasantry. The abundance of cheap credit facilitated the 

mechanization of production which in turn, together with the growth of less labor-intensive 

commercial crops, led to the expulsion of permanent resident laborers from large latifundia. 

Between 1985 and 1996, employment in agriculture decreased by 23 percent while total 

agricultural output rose by 30 percent (Baer 2014, 303). In addition, the rise of land prices 

undermined small producers’ access to farmland. As a consequence of these changes, millions of 

people emigrated from the countryside to the peripheries of the main urban areas. The share of 

the country’s rural population decreased from 49 percent in 1965, to 30 percent in 1985, and 

furtherto 22.4 percent in 1995 (Figure 3.4). At the same time, the area under cultivation 

expanded from 20.4 percent of the country’s total area in 1965 to 27.6 percent in 1985, and to 

32.6 percent in 2005 (Figure 3.4).  

                                                            
78 Includes forestry and fishing. 

79 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NV.AGR.TOTL.ZS. Accessed April 2019. 
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Figure 3.4. Cultivated area and rural population. Brazil, 1960–2015 

Source: The World Bank80 

 

Land inequality, historically very high, also worsened as a consequence of the 

modernization process. From 1960 to 1996, the share of agricultural land in farms with 100 

hectares or less shrunk from 23 percent to 19.9 percent. At the same time, the percentage of 

agricultural land in farms with 1,000 hectares or more grew from 43.5 to 45.1 (Table 3.1). 

Peasant living conditions also worsened. Rural poverty grew while the gap between rural and 

urban wages widened. In 1988, 53.1 percent of the rural population lived below the poverty line; 

the average per capita income of an agriculture household was only 31 percent of the average per 

capita income of an urban household (Baer 2014, 298).  

 

 

                                                            
80 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.RUR.TOTL.ZS. Accessed April 2019. 
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Table 3.1. Percentage of land held by small and large farms, and land Gini Index. Brazil, 
1960–1996 

 <100 ha > 1,000 ha Gini Index 

1960 23 43.5 0.842 

1975 21.3 42.9 0.855 

1985 21.2 43.7 0.858 

1995/6 19.9 45.1 0.857 

Source: Author’s calculations based on IBGE Agrarian Census 

3.2. Agrarian elites and politics before the third wave 

Throughout Brazilian history, land ownership has been a source of political power. During 

the Old Republic (1889–1930), Brazilian local politics was dominated by coroneis.81 Coroneis 

were local bosses who delivered the votes of their clients to state-level and national-level 

politicians who, in exchange, gave the coroneis liberty to rule their bailiwicks as they pleased. At 

the local level, the coroneis controlled access to jobs in the public administration, as well as the 

provision of welfare and justice. In this fashion, the coroneis were intermediaries linking voters 

to parties and to the state. Coroneis were usually landlords who mobilized the votes of the 

peasants living on their lands. Although most peasants were illiterate and therefore could not 

vote, fraud was a recurrent practice (Love 1970, 10).  

The irruption of urban workers as a relevant political actor and the secular drop in rural 

population undermined the bases of coronelismo, and by the 1960s the system had collapsed in 

most states. However, patron–client relations continued to dominate politics in the interior of the 

country. When the rural electorate shrunk, local bosses used the control of public appointments 

to capture the urban vote (Hagopian 1996). During the military regime, rural bosses continued 

                                                            
81 The description of colonelismo in this paragraph is based on Leal (1948).  
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using their clientelistic machines to secure support for the official party. As a consequence, at the 

time of the transition, most parties were little more than the patronage machines of regional 

oligarchies (Hagopian 1990). In rural areas, landed elites controlled these machines.  

3.3. Agrarian elites’ corporatist organizations 

Agrarian elites in Brazil are organized in multiple associations. Parallel to the official 

corporatist structure are many non-state-sanctioned organizations, which can be both sector-wide 

and product specific. Four of these associations played an important role in the political 

organization of agrarian elites during the democratic transition.  

The first is the National Confederation of Agriculture (CNA), founded in 1951. The CNA 

belongs to the official corporatist structure and receives compulsory contributions from every 

agricultural producer in the country. Agricultural producers are organized at the local level in 

unions that form state-level federations, and these federations make up the CNA. Today the CNA 

claims to represent five million rural producers organized into 2,000 local rural unions and 

twenty-seven state federations.82  

The second association is the Brazilian Organization of Cooperatives (OCB) founded in 

1969. Also a state-sanctioned organization, the OCB receives contributions from every 

cooperative in the country. Cooperatives are also organized in state-level federations that form 

the OCB. Within the OCB agricultural cooperatives are strong actors, especially in the south of 

the country where cooperatives are an important source of employment and state GDP. Today, 

the OCB claims to represent some 1,500 agricultural cooperatives with one million producers.83  

                                                            
82 https://www.cnabrasil.org.br/cna/quem-somos-cna 

83  Author’s interview with Fabiola Motta, OCB director of government relations, Brasília, March 27, 2017.  
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The third association is the Brazilian Rural Society (SRB). The SRB is not part of the 

corporatist structure and therefore receives no compulsory contributions from its members. 

Founded in 1919, the SRB is the oldest of the four associations described here. The association 

represents mostly producers in the state of São Paulo. Although not a strong actor today, the SRB 

was very active politically during the democratic transition and participated in the founding of 

the Agrarian Caucus.  

Lastly, the Rural Democratic Union (UDR) is a non-state-sanctioned association of mostly 

large ranchers from the states of Goiás, Paraná and São Paulo, that emerged in 1985 as a reaction 

against President Sarney’s agrarian reform plan. Of the producers’ associations, the UDR was 

the most radical and militant opponent of agrarian reform. The UDR expanded throughout the 

country very quickly and was very active during the democratic transition, especially in the 

Constituent Assembly. However, the association was dismantled in 1993.  

4. Explanatory factors: High perceived threat and high fragmentation 

The main argument of this dissertation is that agrarian elites will enter the electoral arena 

when facing an existential threat, and that the type of electoral strategy they will pursue will be 

conditioned by their level of intra-group fragmentation. In this section, I first present evidence of 

how the threat of agrarian reform prompted agrarian elites in Brazil to organize in the electoral 

arena during the democratic transition. Then I show how agrarian elites’ high level of political 

fragmentation hindered party-building in Brazil. Lastly, I describe how agrarian elites, through 

their associations, deployed the candidate-centered strategy. 

4.1. Policy threat and the birth of the Agrarian Caucus 

Agrarian elites in Brazil entered the electoral arena during the democratic transition because 

they felt threatened. As we have seen in Chapter 2, in a context where failing to influence policy-
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making could have been very costly for agrarian elites, non-electoral strategies became 

unsuitable given their lower reliability vis-à-vis electoral ones. A radical agrarian reform was 

going to be discussed during the Constituent Assembly. Legislators’ electoral incentives to 

support agrarian reform were strong, lowering agrarian elites’ chances of persuading legislators 

against the reform through lobbying. Therefore, agrarian elites needed to make sure that 

legislators who would oppose agrarian reform out of principle (or self-interest) have seats in the 

Constituent Assembly. In order to accomplish this, they needed to organize in the electoral arena.   

Agrarian elites had several reasons to feel threatened during Brazil’s democratic transition. 

First, the status quo regarding agrarian reform was unfavorable to landowners’ interests because 

under the ET and the 1946 constitution, property rights were subordinated to the “social interest.” 

Accordingly, the state could expropriate holdings that were not fulfilling “their social function” 

and compensate owners with state bonds.84 In 1985, only 14 percent of farmland was under 

production (Baer 2014, 289) which means that the great majority of large farms were subject to 

expropriation under the prevailing legal framework. During the military regime, it was never in 

the government’s interest to implement the ET, so landowners were safe. However, it was unclear 

what a new democratic government would do, especially given that social mobilization demanding 

agrarian reform was mounting.  

Social and political support for agrarian reform ran high in Brazil during the democratic 

transition. Land inequality was very high and poverty in rural areas was pervasive. In 1985, fewer 

than one percent of landowners owned 44 percent of Brazilian land while 53 percent of farms 

occupied less than three percent of the land and 2.6 million rural workers lacked land or land titles 

                                                            
84 Unlike compensations in cash, bonds entailed a deferred payment and their future value was uncertain.  
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(Lapp 2004, 120). At the time, the poverty rate among agricultural workers was 72.7 percent 

(Ondetti 2008, 64).  

Growing unrest in the countryside accompanied the process of political opening. Peasants 

had been involved in struggles over land across the country since the late 1970s. In 1975, a group 

of progressive priests and nuns created the Pastoral Land Commission (CPT in Portuguese) with 

the explicit goal of helping peasants to organize politically. Building on these initial 

organizational efforts, the powerful Movimento Sem Terra (MST) was formed in the early 

1980s.85 The grassroots organizational work of the CPT in the countryside was key to the 

emergence of the MST, helping to turn isolated outbursts of local protest into a large and 

sustained social movement (Ondetti 2008). Moreover, the sCatholic Church’s support of the 

agrarian reform struggle increased the movement’s social legitimacy. Rural conflict multiplied 

across the country in the early years of the democratic regime. Between 1985 and 1988, the CPT 

recorded more than 700 conflicts per year. 86 These conflicts were both defensive attempts by 

squatters or resident farmworkers to avoid expulsion by landowners or speculators as well as 

offensive initiatives meant to pressure the authorities for land reform. Landowners met 

organization by the peasants with outright violence. Murders in the countryside related to rural 

conflict increased greatly. Between 1970 and 1988, the average number of peasants murdered 

annually multiplied six-fold (Figure 3.5).  

                                                            
85 On the MST history since its formation until the early 2000s, see Ondetti (2008). 

86 Conflicts related to land, rural labor and agrarian policy.  
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Figure 3.5. Peasants murdered per year. Brazil, 1970–1988 

Source: Author, based on CPT and Ondetti (2008, 87). 

 

The alliance of opposition parties that came to power in 1985 had committed to agrarian 

reform, as many of its members saw land inequality as the basis for other social inequalities in 

Brazil. Many Brazilian politicians at the time considered the high concentration of land 

ownership in the countryside and the allocation of the best land for producing export 

commodities as the key causes of growing poverty on the outskirts of the main urban areas 

(Martínez-Lara 1996, 41).  As a presidential candidate, Tancredo Neves of the PMDB had 

promised a broad-ranging agrarian reform program through the application of the ET, and after 

his election, he appointed a long-time supporter of the cause, Nelson Ribeiro, to the key position 

of Minister of Agrarian Reform. After Tancredo’s death, President Sarney—who had been a 

member of the pro-military party for his entire career until his defection to the opposition in 

1984—put his reform plans in motion. In a gesture that shocked agrarian elites, Sarney unveiled 

his Plano Nacional de Reforma Agrária (PNRA) during a national meeting of rural workers in 

March 1985 (Helfand 1999, 31). Sarney’s ambitious PNRA promised to resettle 1.4 million 

landless families in his five-year presidential term. However, intense pressure from agrarian 
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elites led Sarney’s administration first to delay the implementation of PNRA and then to 

significantly limit its scope. Ultimately, the PNRA specified that productive lands, even 

latifundia, were not subject to expropriation and that expropriation was a solution of last resort 

where agreement was not possible (Baltar 1990). 

The writing of a new constitution, however, opened a new window of opportunity for pro-

agrarian reform interests to advance their cause. Agrarian reform figured prominently in the 

agenda of the 1987–1988 Constituent Assembly. For Brazilian landowners, two issues to be 

defined in the new constitution were central. First, agrarian elites, along with the rest of the 

business community, wanted to redefine private property to decouple it from its “social 

purpose,” a proviso that allowed unproductive land to be expropriated. Second, producers 

wanted a constitutional article on agrarian reform to state explicitly that productive farms could 

not be expropriated, regardless of their size (Dreifuss 1989, 53). 

The problem for landowners was that given the consensus on the necessity of agrarian 

reform that existed among the main political actors, including many right-wing politicians, 

potential allies were very hard to identify on a partisan basis. The enfranchisement of 

illiterates—disproportionately the rural poor—moreover, added a new dimension of concern for 

agrarian elites who feared that politicians trying to win over those new votes in national and 

state-level elections might be tempted to support land redistribution (Lapp 2004). Illiterates 

represented around 25 percent of the Brazilian population at the time, or more than 18 million 

people.87 A survey of legislators conducted during the Constituent Assembly88 showed that only 

                                                            
87 According to Brazil’s Institute of Statistics, IBGE. https://www.ibge.gov.br/ 

88 Although the survey was conducted among legislators elected to the Constituent Assembly and therefore postdates 
the 1986 elections, the results are still representative of the uncertainty producers faced at the time because they 
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four percent of legislators fully rejected the idea of a land reform, while most (66 percent) 

supported restricting redistribution to non-productive farms (Table 3.2). This was the case also of 

the great majority of legislators in parties of the right. Support for land reform restricted to non-

productive land ran as high as 90 percent among PDS representatives and 80 percent within the 

PFL. Crucially, 35 percent of PMDB legislators, the largest party in the Constituent Assembly 

with 53 percent of the seats, supported a radical redistribution of land (i.e., including productive 

landholdings) that would “change the structure of landholdings in the country and correct social 

injustice” (Martins Rodrigues 1987 cited in Martínez-Lara 1996, 74).89 

 

Table 3.2. Stance towards agrarian reform by parties in the Constituent Assembly. 
(Percentage of legislators) 

Party Total 
rejection 

Limited to 
non-

productive 
holdings 

Radical 

PMDB 3 62 35 

PFL 7 83 10 

PDS 10 90 - 

PDT 4 46 50 

PTB 6 94 - 

PT/PC/PSB - 4 96 

PL/PDC - 100 - 

Total 4 66 30 

Source: Martínez-Lara  (1996, 74) 

                                                            
show that even after producers had secured the election of a significant number of like-minded politicians, the great 
majority of the Assembly still supported agrarian reform.  

89 The question was: With regards to agrarian reform, with which of the following sentences do you agree the most? 
(a) Instead of agrarian reform entailing the distribution of land, the government should stimulate and protect farmers 
and rural producers; (b) A land reform is necessary but the distribution of land should be limited to nonproductive 
properties; (c) A radical land reform is necessary in order to change the structure or rural landowning in Brazil and 
to correct social injustice. Lapp (2004, n. 52) 
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As argued in Chapter 2, non-electoral strategies of political influence were not suitable in 

this scenario where the stakes were very high for agrarian elites. Lobbying was too risky in a 

context where legislators’ electoral incentives to support agrarian reform were strong. Agrarian 

elites needed to secure the presence of legislators in the Constituent Assembly who would not 

cede to electoral incentives or popular pressure in support of agrarian reform. The safest way of 

doing this was to help politicians among their ranks get elected to Congress. Agricultural 

producers had two assets to help bring their people into politics, their class organizations and 

their ties to local political machines. The words of the then president of the SRB are illustrative 

of how the threat of a radical agrarian reform was decisive for rural producers’ electoral 

mobilization:  

We might have been the only business sector […] that truly understood what the 
Constituent Assembly was about. Other sectors or social groups [...] did not have a notion 
of what the Constituent Assembly meant at the time. I am not saying that we were better 
prepared for it. The thing is that we were a target, we felt that all we had, all that agricultural 
producers had built in the last two or three generations, was in jeopardy, we felt it all could 
disappear. In a situation like that you are much more willing to build a resistance, a political 
movement to prevent that from happening. […] I believe that was what mobilized our base, 
producers in the interior […] because it was all or nothing. […] I believe that is why we 
organized, we recognized the gravity of the situation and that is why we mobilized before 
the elections to elect a big enough group of legislators that could defend our interests in 
Brasília.90 

 

4.2. Brazilian elites’ political fragmentation and the high costs of party building 

Why did actors with the political, economic, and organizational resources to build a national 

political party not decide to do so and instead opt for a candidate-centered strategy? Consider the 

options faced by UDR founder and current Governor of Goiás Ronaldo Caiado. Born to a family 

of large agricultural producers and one of the most important political dynasties of the state of 

                                                            
90 Author’s interview with Flávio Teles de Menezes, São Paulo, May 9, 2017. Emphasis added.  
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Goiás,91 Caiado had the political connections and economic resources to build a political party 

and run for Congress in 1986. Instead, he used his resources to connect with other influential 

producers throughout the country and build the UDR. But rather than register the UDR as a 

political party, Caiado used the UDR’s national structure—which at the time was more extensive 

than many parties—as well as producer federations and cooperatives to identify, finance, and 

mobilize votes for like-minded candidates running under diverse party labels.92  

I argue that agrarian elites shunned the party-building strategy because they were politically 

fragmented at the local level. By political fragmentation I mean that agrarian elites controlled 

rival political machines that competed for local power. Brazilian politics at the time of the 

democratic transition was regional, personalistic and clientelist (Hagopian 1996; Mainwaring 

1999). Political elites competed with each other for control of local politics through clientelistic 

networks that were most often family-based (Hagopian 1996, 19). Thus, partisan divides at the 

time reflected personal or family rivalries more than ideological divisions. In rural areas, local 

bosses were frequently large landowners.  

As argued in Chapter 2, this political fragmentation increased the coordination and 

opportunity costs of party-building for Brazilian landowners. For agrarian elites whose power 

was based on local clientelistic political machines, party-building would have meant 

surrendering their local sources of power. For instance, building a national party would have 

entailed coordinating among local bosses on candidacies for local and state-level offices, putting 

                                                            
91 The political roots of the Caiado family go back to 1860, with the Governor’s great-great-grandfather being the first 
to occupy public office (Gonçalves Costa 2012, 112). 

92 Author’s interviews with Caiado (Brasília, March 22, 2017), Teles de Menezes, and Roberto Rodrigues (São 
Paulo, May 5, 2017), presidents of UDR, SRB and OCB, respectively, at the time of the Constituent Assembly. 
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their clientelistic networks at the service of former political rivals. By contrast, agrarian elites 

and their political allies at the state level were interested in a coordination strategy that would 

allow them to elect enough representatives to block radical agrarian reform attempts, yet at the 

same time preserve their autonomy to compete in local politics.93 By opting for the candidate-

centered strategy, local elites could keep their partisan structures for themselves, choose their 

favorite candidates, and mobilize their clientelist networks to get these candidates elected. By 

building a multi-party caucus, agrarian elites across districts could coordinate to influence 

national-level policies without having to coordinate with rival agrarian elites within their 

districts. 

Agrarian elites’ political fragmentation was not a product of electoral rules. Landowners 

belonged to rival factions even under the bipartisan system imposed by the military government 

between 1965 and 1979. During this period, it was a common practice for agrarian elites to 

infiltrate the ranks of both the government and the opposition party to maximize their political 

influence. For instance, in 1979, 14.3 percent of ARENA senators and 12 percent of MDB 

senators were landowners (Fleischer 1988, 124–29). More importantly, competition among 

factions, particularly within ARENA, was so fierce that the military government—attending to a 

demand by local politicians and against its own will—had to modify electoral rules to allow 

parties to run multiple candidates for first-past-the-post elections (mayors and senators) (Jenks 

1979; Kinzo 1988; Power 2000; Grinberg 2009). Like a multi-party caucus, the sublegendas 

system, in place between 1966 and 1979, was a way of accommodating various groups within a 

                                                            
93 On Brazilian political elites’ preference for personalistic, local electoral channels and how this has negatively 
affected party system institutionalization in the country, see Mainwaring (1999).  
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national-level organization (ARENA) and at the same time allowing politicians to maintain their 

rivalries at the state and local level. As an ARENA legislator at the time explained,  

The reconciliation of electoral and partisan interests of the remnants of previously 
adversarial organizations was the most difficult problem faced by the [military] government. 
How to put them together in the same boat, and particularly, how to choose from among 
them the candidates for the next legislative elections?94  

 

Gross’s (1973) study of factionalism in local politics in rural Brazil describes a scene 

common in the northeast before the democratic transition that offers a good illustration of the 

concept of political fragmentation utilized here and how it may hinder party-building. In 

Victoria, a rural town in the state of Bahia, two political dynasties, both with ties to agriculture, 

had competed for local power for decades. Electoral competition in the town centered around 

two ARENA factions, one supported by the Rocha family, who were ranchers, and the other 

supported by the Morais family, who cultivated sisal. When the military government pressured 

ARENA to field just one candidate for mayor in 1972, the other faction ordered its clientele to 

leave their ballots blank. One thousand blank ballots were cast out of a total of 3,000 in that 

election (Gross 1973, 138).  

 Factional divides did not recede during the military government but continued into the 

transition. Describing political alignments during the 1986 elections in the northeast, Lapp 

(2004, 140) notes that in Rio Grande do Norte four political families controlled six parties, 

meaning that in some cases the same family owned more than one party. In the same vein, Lula, 

then a young candidate to the governorship of São Paulo, said in 1982, “PDS and PMDB are 

flour from the same sack (…) This is even more visible when we go to the interior of São Paulo 

                                                            
94 Mem de Sá cited in Kinzo (1988, 18). Emphasis added.  
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and see the landowner candidate from the PDS running against the landowner candidate from the 

PMDB.”95  

4.3. The candidate-centered strategy in action 

4.3.1. Producers’ associations and mobilization of the rural vote during the 1986 elections 

The threat of a new legal framework allowing for a radical redistribution of land prompted 

agrarian elites in Brazil to organize in the electoral arena, but political rivalries between them at 

the local level hampered party-building. Therefore, Brazilian agrarian elites opted for a non-

partisan, candidate-centered electoral strategy. In order to elect a sufficient number of legislators 

across the country to block agrarian reform in the Constituent Assembly, producer federations, 

local UDR branches, and agricultural cooperatives began to identify, finance, and mobilize votes 

for candidates sharing their policy preferences, effectively becoming, as UDR national leader 

Ronaldo Caiado put it, political brokers for these candidates.96  

Among landowners’ organizations, UDR was the most active in the implementation of the 

candidate-centered electoral strategy and its nation-wide structure was key to the success of this 

strategy. The UDR quickly expanded across Brazil; by the end of 1986 it already had fifty-five 

local offices in fourteen states and approximately 50,000 members.97 As Map 3.2 shows, there is 

a geographical correlation between the location of UDR local offices and the areas where rural 

conflict was most intense at the time. During the 1986 electoral campaign,  the UDR organized 

                                                            
95 Cited in Lapp (2004, 139). 

96 The Brazilian expression is “cabos eleitorais”, brokers who mobilize support for a given politician at the local 
level, organizing rallies, distributing goods, and mobilizing voters on election day. “UDR leiloa mil cabeças de gado 
e arrecada fundos para campanha,” Folha de São Paulo, September 26, 1986.   

97 “UDR vai apoiar 40 candidatos à Constituinte,” Folha de São Paulo, September 25, 1986 and “UDR revelará 
nomes de todos os candidatos que apóia”, Jornal do Brasil, November 1, 1986. 
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several cattle auctions (location shown on Figure 3.6) to raise funds for approximately forty 

candidates from multiple parties including the PMDB, PTB, PFL, PDS, PDC and PL.98 These 

auctions were major political events whose purpose was not only to raise funds but also to 

introduce candidates to potential voters (Payne 2000). In addition, the UDR printed a list of all 

the candidates it supported and distributed it among its members.99 The UDR president at the 

time explains the kind of work that the UDR and other producers’ associations did to get their 

people into the Constituent Assembly: 

Each local leader from the associations identified a representative, a candidate in that region 
and he would campaign for that person in his municipality. He [the local leader] had the 
responsibility to use his time and prestige to defend that candidate and win votes for him. In 
that we were successful, and we continue to be successful, and now that practice is much 
more widespread.  

 
How did you know whom to support? 

 
It was a local decision, there is no way to decide that from Brasília […]. We talked to the 
person; “look, we are going to support you, so you are our representative for federal 
legislator,” something like that. It could be a member of the local producers’ union, or the 
federation, or a cooperative, sometimes it will be a local politician that identified himself 
with the sector.100 
 

                                                            
98 “A UDR quer eleger 51% dos constituintes,” Jornal da Tarde, June 19, 1986; “UDR vai apoiar 40 candidatos à 
Constituinte,” Folha de São Paulo, September 25, 1986; “UDR leiloa mil cabeças de gado e arrecada fundos para 
campanha,” Folha de São Paulo, September 26, 1986; Correio Braziliense, March 3, 1988. 

99 “UDR revelará nomes de todos os candidatos que apóia,” Jornal do Brasil, November 1, 1986. 

100 Author’s interview with Caiado. Emphasis added.  
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Figure 3.6. UDR territorial organization as of June 1986101 

Source: Veja, June 18, 1986 

The candidate-centered strategy was not partisan. Associations supported the campaigns of 

like-minded candidates belonging to many different parties. What was relevant for agrarian elites 

when choosing whom to support was not their partisan affiliation but their identification with 

sectoral interests. The statements of two UDR leaders to the press at that time illustrate the non-

partisan character of agrarian elites’ electoral strategy: 

We are going to ask our affiliates to give financial support to the candidates chosen by 
our class (…) We do not support any party (…) We support candidates because we 
need representatives inside Congress to turn to when our class is in trouble.102 

 
 

                                                            
101 Translation from Portuguese: map title: “UDR’s herd”; map legend: 100 UDR members/ 100 livestock auctioned/ 
UDR local offices/ main conflict areas.  

102 Roosevelt dos Santos, Folha de SP, September 25, 1986. Emphasis added. 
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If someone identifies with our ideas, we invest in those people, we make candidates 
out of them, we win elections and we build our political base. Partisan identities are 
not relevant.103  
 

The work of the sectoral associations in the 1986 campaign paid off and agricultural 

producers ended up being the best self-represented interest group in the Constituent Assembly. 

The number of landowners in Congress more than doubled with respect to the previous 

legislative period. Sixteen percent of the members of the Constituent Assembly (91 legislators) 

were agricultural producers, while rural workers had no direct representation (Fleischer 1988, 

32–33). All parties had agricultural producers in their ranks, except, unsurprisingly, those on the 

extreme left, but most of the producers were in PMDB and PFL, the largest parties in the 

assembly (Table 3.3). Many of these legislators were leaders of producers’ associations. The 

UDR alone elected twenty-four legislators from its ranks in six different parties (Table 3.3).104 

The offensive against agrarian reform within the Constituent Assembly was led by Allyson 

Paulinelli, a PFL legislator from Minas Gerais and president of the CNA; Roberto Cardoso 

Alves, a PMDB legislator from São Paulo and leader of the SRB; and Arnaldo Rosa Prata, a 

PMDB legislator from Minas Gerais and leader of the ranchers’ association. 

 

 

 

                                                            
103 Ronaldo Caiado, Jornal do Brasil, April 27, 1988. Emphasis added.  

104 “Na aliança com Centrão, a força na Constituinte,” Correio Braziliense, March 3, 1988.  
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Table 3.3. Number of legislators who were agricultural producers or UDR leaders in the 
Constituent Assembly, by party 

 Total legislators Agricultural 
producers 

 

UDR local 
leaders 

PMDB 298 54 6 
PFL 133 18 11 
PDS 38 6 2 
PDT 26 3 - 
PTB 19 5 2 
PL 7 1 1 
PDC 6 4 2 
Total 527 91 24 

Source: Author’s calculations based on Fleischer (1988) and Correio Braziliense, March 3, 
1988 

 

4.3.2. The fight against agrarian reform in the Constituent Assembly 

The strong presence of agrarian elites in Congress was not, however, enough to guarantee 

them veto power over agrarian reform attempts. The reporter of the Agrarian Reform Sub-

Committee, the legislator in charge of drafting the constitutional chapter on land reform, was not 

sympathetic to producers' interests. Oswaldo Lima Filho, who had been Minister of Agriculture 

under the left-wing administration of Goulart (1961–1964), drafted a bill that established more 

stringent social obligations for landowners, payment of expropriated property in bonds according 

to the value declared for taxes, immediate possession of targeted land by the state, and a fixed 

limit on the number of hectares that could be owned by any one person.  

Agrarian elites developed a two-pronged strategy in order to defeat this unfavorable draft. 

First, they worked with their own legislators to draft and push forward an alternative proposal for 

the new constitutional section on agrarian reform and agricultural policy. Second, producers 

organized an extensive lobbying campaign to pressure undecided legislators and even those not 

sympathetic to their position from within and outside of Congress. The UDR and the associations 

in the Frente Ampla de Agropecuaria (under the leadership of CNA, OCB and SRB) coordinated 
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numerous demonstrations,105 mobilizing thousands of producers at the times that crucial votes 

were scheduled (Payne 2000). As rural workers associations, leftist parties and the Church were 

mobilizing to pressure legislators into supporting agrarian reform, the mobilization capacity of 

the UDR throughout the country counterbalanced this pressure, showing legislators that those 

voting in favor of agricultural producers' interests could count on producers’ support in their 

home districts.106 With municipal elections approaching in 1988, the UDR and other rural 

organizations mobilized local politicians to pressure their federal legislators, highlighting the 

connection between their votes on the agrarian reform chapter and the performance of their local 

allies in the upcoming elections (Dreifuss 1989).  

The Brazilian agrarian elites’ strategy to block radical agrarian reform from both within and 

outside the Constituent Assembly worked. Lima Filho’s draft was replaced by one introduced by 

Rosa Prata, the Minas Gerais legislator who was also the leader of the ranchers’ association. 

Crucially, landowners’ representatives introduced a new article stating that productive farms, 

independently of their size, could not be expropriated. Under the previous legislation, which 

subordinated property rights to the fulfillment of a social function, productive latifundia were 

susceptible to expropriation (Baltar 1990; Payne 1995; Martínez-Lara 1996). Therefore, 

compared to the status quo under the military-sanctioned ET, the new democratic constitution 

made expropriation of land by the state more difficult. Moreover, key issues regarding agrarian 

reform were not specified in the new constitution and were left to be regulated by ordinary 

legislation. The new constitution did not define what constituted productive property. The actual 

                                                            
105 The Frente Ampla was born as an organization to coordinate the work of all the official sector associations 
(approximately 40 between product associations and agriculture federations and excluding UDR whose radical 
methods they did not approve) around the Constituent Assembly. 

106 Jornal do Brasil, April 27, 1988; Jornal da Tarde, September 7,1988 
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procedure to be followed during expropriations (rito sumário) was also left unspecified. Until 

these crucial concepts were defined, no expropriation could be carried out. Therefore, failing to 

define these key issues during the Constituent Assembly effectively resulted in a five-year 

moratorium on the agrarian reform process, as the Congress passed such legislation only in 1993 

(Lapp 2004, 152). The success of agrarian elites is even more evident when compared to the 

performance of other business sectors that were not able to prevent unfriendly legislation and 

suffered significant defeats such as the restrictions on foreign capital in the health and mining 

sectors and the nationalization of telecoms (Dreifuss 1989, 244–47; Schneider 1997).  

 

5. Landowners continuing investment in a multi-partisan strategy 

Three decades after the threat of expropriation was defeated in the Constituent Assembly, 

why would Brazilian landowners continue to invest in the Agrarian Caucus? This section studies 

the continuity of the candidate-centered strategy into the contemporary period. I first describe the 

incentives for agrarian elites to remain organized in a multi-party caucus. One of these was that 

continuously high levels of threat for two decades helped consolidate the AC, as landowners saw 

the need to continue investing in electoral representation. Another incentive was that the internal 

rules of the Brazilian Lower Chamber and growing party system fragmentation created 

advantages for multi-partisan groups within Congress. I then present evidence of agribusiness 

and producers’ associations continuing financial and logistical support for a candidate-centered 

non-partisan strategy. I show that agribusiness firms systematically contribute more to the 

electoral campaigns of legislators who are AC members than to the campaigns of those that are 

not, and that these contributions are dispersed across the ideological spectrum. I also describe 

how, once in Congress, these landowner–legislators from multiple parties receive logistical, 
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technical, and informational resources from agribusiness and producers’ associations to help 

coordinate their legislative work.  

5.1. Continuously high levels of threat up to the mid-2000s 

Notwithstanding the success of agrarian elites in the Constituent Assembly, the threat of 

agrarian reform did not disappear completely. On the one hand, Congress had still to define 

which farms could be subject to expropriation as well as the expropriation procedure per se. 

These were make-or-break issues for the implementation of a redistributive agrarian reform. On 

the other hand, rural unrest and social mobilization to demand agrarian reform continued to grow 

along with the rise of the MST. As Figure 3.7 shows, the number of land invasions continued to 

rise in the first decade after the transition, spiking in 1996–1998, and remained very high during 

the next decade with an average of 389 invasions per year between 1998 and 2008. Moreover, in 

every presidential election between 1989 and 2002, one of the two main contenders was Lula da 

Silva of the leftwing PT, a party with organic links to the MST. In fact, after a few years of 

relative calm, rural unrest spiked again following the election of Lula in 2002 (Figure 3.7) as the 

MST mobilized to pressure the new leftwing president into fulfilling his campaign promises on 

agrarian reform (Ondetti 2008). Therefore, continuing high levels of threat during the first two 

decades of democracy gave rural producers every incentive to remain in Congress. By the time 

the threat started to recede, after Lula’s administration had made it clear it would not implement 

a redistributive agrarian reform, the AC had had enough time to consolidate as a highly effective 

representative of agrarian interests in Congress. The AC’s past legislative victories together with 

its growing bargaining power within Congress created new incentives for agrarian elites to 

continue investing in this strategy to represent their interests in other policy areas beyond 

agrarian reform, such as environmental regulations.  
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Figure 3.7. Number of land occupations per year. Brazil, 1987–2017 

Source: Author, based on CPT 

 

5.2. Multi-partisanship as an advantage 

While continuously high levels of threat during the first two decades of democracy created 

incentives for agrarian elites to remain organized in the electoral arena, the advantages associated 

with being a multi-party group generated reinforcing mechanisms for the candidate-centered 

strategy. On the one hand, the multi-party character of the AC, born out of necessity, proved to 

be a formidable advantage in the Brazilian context where high party fragmentation and the 

internal rules of Congress confer party leaders great power. This in turn has created new 

incentives for landowners to remain politically fragmented, as having people in more parties 

increases their sources of bargaining power, reinforcing the multi-party strategy. On the other 

hand, the AC’s early and continuing success in representing landowners’ interests in Congress 

has given Brazilian agrarian elites incentives to persist in supporting the political careers of 

landowner-legislators.  

Parliaments are typically organized along partisan lines and the Brazilian Congress is no 

exception.  Leadership and agenda-setting positions as well as committee composition are 
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distributed according to partisan affiliations, giving party leaders great power. Therefore, 

investing in a multi-party strategy gives a group the opportunity to occupy more positions of 

power in Congress than if it were organized in a single party. For instance, in the Brazilian 

Congress,  the Board of Leaders (Colégio de Líderes in Portuguese), on which each party leader 

has a seat, decides the legislative agenda (Figueiredo and Limongi 2007).107 While a party can 

have only one representative on this crucial body, a multi-party caucus could potentially have as 

many representatives on the Board of Leaders as the number of different parties in which it has 

members. In fact, 40 percent of the members of the AC in the 2015–2019 period occupied a 

leadership position (president or vice-president) in their party and eleven were presidents of their 

parties, meaning that Ruralistas at the time controlled eleven seats out of twenty-two on the 

Board of Leaders (Table 3.4). Crucially, the PMDB and the PP, two of the largest parties in 

Congress, have been under the leadership of a Ruralista almost every year since 1999.108 

Controlling these leadership positions has enabled Ruralistas to influence the legislative agenda, 

choose friendly reporters for relevant bills, and secure AC presence on the committees most 

important to them, such as Agriculture and Environment. Since 1995, in all but three years, the 

presidency of the Agrarian Committee has been occupied by an AC member.109 Holding the 

Committee presidency is critical because the presidents control the agenda and can advance or 

stall discussion on bills according to their interests.  

                                                            
107 Partisan affiliations are so determinant for the internal organization of Congress that Power (2010, 28) talks of a 
“rules-induced partyarchy” in the Brazilian Lower House. 

108 Paulet Piedra (2013) and author’s calculations.  

109 Idem.  
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Table 3.4. AC members in each party. Lower Chamber, 2015–2019 

   Party # AC 
members 

AC as % of 
Party 

    Party leader 
 is AC? 

MDB 25 49 Yes 

PP 13 26.5 Yes 

PSDB 12 24.5 No 

PR 11 27.5 Yes 

PSD 11 28.9 Yes 

PSB 10 38.5 Yes 

DEM 8 18.6 Yes 

PDT 6 31.6 Yes 

PTB 6 37.5 Yes 

SD 6 54.5 Yes 

PHS 3 75 Yes 

PRB 3 14.3 Yes 

PPS 1 12.5 No 

PSC 1 11 No 

PSL 1 12.5 No 

PODE 1 20 No 

PV 1 33.3 No 

TOTAL 119 29.3   

Source: Author’s calculations 

In fragmented party systems, investing in a multi-party strategy may also increase an interest 

group’s bargaining power vis-à-vis the executive, as presidents typically rely on legislators 

outside their party to pass legislation. When a group controls seats in many different parties, it 

becomes an attractive potential ally for executives who lack a legislative majority. Extremely 

high fragmentation in the Brazilian Congress diminishes the legislative power of the president at 

the same time that it increases that of multi-party groups, as presidents need to build 
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ideologically disconnected multi-partisan legislative coalitions in order to pass legislation (Power 

2010). Since 1990, the party of the president has never controlled more than 20 percent of the 

seats in the Lower Chamber while the AC has controlled between 14 and 23 percent (Figure 3.8). 

This has made the AC an appealing partner for presidents of any ideological orientation, giving 

the caucus substantial leverage over the executive. AC power in the lower chamber has been 

further increased by the fact that many party leaders are AC members. This means that the AC 

controls not only the votes of its members but also the votes of legislators in the parties led by a 

Ruralista. Controlling the leadership of the PMDB has been especially important in this regard 

for the AC, as this party has been a key player in every government coalition since 1995. As 

Table 3.5 shows, the AC formed between 15.2 and 27.9 percent of the governing coalition of all 

presidents from the second administration of Fernando Henrique Cardoso (FHC) (1998–2002) up 

to the presidency of Michel Temer (2016–2018). Its weight has been equally important in 

governments on the center-left and center-right. In exchange for their support, AC leaders have 

obtained cabinet positions and policy concessions.  
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Table 3.5. Presidential legislative coalitions and the AC. Lower Chamber, 1995–2017 

President Presidents’ 
Party share 

Coalition share BR share BR as % of 
presidential 

coalition 
 

Fernando H. Cardoso 
(1999–2002) 

PSDB 
19.3% 
(99) 

PSDB, PMDB, PTB, PFL, PPB, 
PPS 

79.1% 
(406) 

 

17.3% 
(89) 

21.2% 
(86) 

Lula da Silva 
(2003–2006) 

PT 
17.7% 
(91) 

PT, PL, PMDB,a PSB, PDT,b PTB, 
PC do B, PP,c PPS,b PVb 

66.67% 
(342) 

 

14.2% 
(73) 

15.2% 
(52) 

Lula da Silva 
(2007–2010) 

PT 
15.6% 
(80) 

PT, PMDB, PP, PR, PSB, PDT, 
PTB, PC do B, PV, PRB 

70.2% 
(360) 

 

22.6% 
(116) 

18.9% 
(68) 

Dilma Rousseff 
(2011–2014) 

PT 
17.1% 
(88) 

PT, PMDB, PP, PR, PTB, PDT, 
PSC, PSB, PMN, PRB, PTdoB 

67.4% 
(345) 

 

22.8% 
(117) 

22.6% 
(78) 

Dilma Rousseff 
(2014–August 2016) 

PT 
13.6% 
(70) 

PT, PMDB,d PP, PR, PDT, PSD, 
PRB, PROS, PCdoB 

59.3% 
(304) 

 

23.2% 
(119) 

22.7% 
(69) 

Michel Temer 
(August 2016–2018) 

PMDB 
12.7% 
(65) 

PMDB, PSDB, PP, PR, PSD, DEM, 
PRB, PTB, SD, PSC, PPS, PROS, 
AVANTE, PATRI, LIVRES, PRP 

68.4% 
(351) 

 

 
23.2% 
(119) 

 
27.9% 
(98) 

Source: Author’s calculations based on TSE, Vigna (2001), Figuereido & Limongi (2007), 
Paulet Piedra (2013), Petri (2013) 

a Joins in 2004. 

b Leaves in 2005. 

c Joins in 2005. 

d Leaves in 2016 
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Figure 3.8. Percentage of seats controlled by the president’s party vs. the AC. Lower 
Chamber, 1999–2002 

Source: Calculated by author 

 

The Ruralistas’ powerful position within Congress has given them veto power over the 

composition of key sectoral government agencies, such as the Ministry of Agriculture. Even 

presidents from the PT, a party with organic ties to the landless peasant movement, selected their 

Ministers of Agriculture from AC ranks. During the administrations of Lula Da Silva and Dilma 

Rousseff, five out of the six Ministers of Agriculture that were legislators when appointed were 

affiliated with the AC.110 For instance, Lula’s first Minister of Agriculture was Roberto 

Rodrigues (2003–2006), who as president of the OCB led the legislative opposition to agrarian 

reform during the Constituent Assembly,111 while President Rousseff appointed Kátia Abreu 

(2015–2016), a former president of CNA and one of the historic leaders of the AC. Controlling 

                                                            
110 Reinhold Stephanes (2007–2010), Wagner Rossi (2010–2011), Antônio Andrade (2013–2014), Neri Geller 
(2014), and Kátia Abreu (2014–2016).  

111 Rodrigues was one of the founders of Frente Ampla Parlamentaria. See fn. 33. 
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the Ministry of Agriculture is especially important for agrarian elites in Brazil because it has veto 

power over the definition of productivity indexes that establish the thresholds for expropriations. 

Only unproductive land can be expropriated in Brazil but indexes of productivity date back to the 

1970s when agriculture was much less productive than it is today. The Ministry of Agriculture 

has blocked updates to the productivity index effectively restricting the set of farms that are 

susceptible to expropriation (Sauer and Mészáros 2017, 403). 

Ruralistas have also taken advantage of their legislative power to extract important policy 

concessions from the government. Among the clearest examples are the series of debt rollovers 

that the BR obtained for large landowners during the governments of both Cardoso and Lula in 

exchange for their support of Cardoso’s social security reform and Lula’s credit subsidies for 

small farmers (Paulet Piedra 2013), as well as the crucial modifications to the New Forest Code 

bill that Ruralistas won in exchange for their support of the Rousseff administration’s World 

Cup preparations (Petry 2013). As the then vice-president of the AC in the Senate explained to 

me, the caucus can use its leverage to push the government to back down from policies opposed 

by the sector: 

When the government says, ‘this is a priority for me,’ and at the same time, the caucus 
is having trouble advancing a policy like that one, we say ‘if you help us with this, we will 
vote with you.’ That’s the only time you have bargaining power […]. Even if you are a 
legislator in the governing coalition, at that moment you do not have a party, your party is 
the sector. […] In the case of the farm equipment registry law,112 the government only 
backed off because the caucus threatened to override a veto from the president and that 
could have been terrible for the government. The government was frightened, [and said] 
‘do not override and we will send a decree terminating the registry.’113 

 

                                                            
112 Emplacamento agrícola in Portuguese. 

113 Author’s interview with Senator Ana Amelia, Brasília, August 10, 2015. Emphasis added.  
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AC bargaining power resides in controlling multiple votes across partisan lines, but this can 

only be effective if Ruralistas are willing to disobey their party leaders’ recommendations and 

vote with the AC, or if Ruralista leaders can get the rest of their party to vote with them. I 

calculated the Rice Index for the five roll call votes on the bill most relevant to landowners’ 

interests discussed in the Brazilian Congress during the last decade: the New Forest Code. 114 

The final version of the New Forest Code, regulating land clearings in the country, was discussed 

in the lower chamber between 2011 and 2012. Although it ended with a new law closer to 

agrarian elites’ interests, the debate in Congress was long and contentious, lasting more than a 

decade since first introduction of the original bill in 1999, as Ruralista interests met with strong 

opposition from environmental groups. 

The Rice Index measures the degree to which members of a party vote together.115 It ranges 

from 1 (all members vote together) to 0 (half the members vote one way and half the other). As 

we can see in Table 3.6, on average AC members voted on the New Forest Code more 

cohesively than most parties, except for, surprisingly, the PMDB, a party that usually exhibits 

lower levels of cohesion.116 This is probably explained by the fact that the PMDB president at 

the time was an AC member who worked actively to get party members behind the caucus 

position on the matter.117 Moreover, on this issue of great relevance to agricultural producers, the 

AC had higher levels of cohesion than parties that are usually more cohesive, such as the PSDB, 

PTB, and even the PT which has historically exhibited higher levels of discipline than any other 

                                                            
114 For details on what each of these five votes entailed and the results of the votes, see Appendix B.  

115 𝐴𝐼   
| |

 

116 The average Rice index for the PMDB between 1988 and 2006 was 0.72 (Figueiredo and Limongi 2007, 170). 

117 Author's interview with legislative consultant Rodrigo Dolabella, Brasilia, July 22, 2015. 
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Brazilian party.118 The data show that most parties were divided on this environmental issue, 

while the AC was able to get most of its members behind its position.  

Table 3.6 Party Rice Index and number of members casting a vote. Forest Code votes. AC 
vs. main parties. Lower Chamber, 2011–2012 

 AC 
 

DEM PDT PMDB PP PR PSB PSD PSDB PTB PT 

Req. 
7573/2010119 

1 
(94) 
 

1 
(36) 

0.82 
(22) 

1 
(63) 

1 
(33) 

1 
(31) 

0.83 
(24) 

- 0.95 
(43) 

1 
(15) 

1 
(77) 

Amdt. 
186120 

1 
(106) 
 

1 
(38) 

0.55 
(27) 

1 
(74) 

1 
(39) 

0.88 
(33) 

0.8 
(30) 

- 0.92 
(49) 

1 
(21) 

0.12 
(80) 

Amdt. 
164121 

0.8 
(101) 
 

0.89 
(37) 

0.33 
(27) 

0.97 
(73) 

0.35 
(34) 

0 
(32) 

0.52 
(29) 

- 0.84 
(49) 

0.5 
(20) 

0.97 
(79) 

Sub. 
Senate122 

0.94 
(101) 
 

0.85 
(26) 

0.42 
(24) 

0.92 
(74) 

0.54 
(35) 

0.85 
(26) 

0.28 
(25) 

0.63 
(43) 

0.08 
(48) 

0.87 
(15) 

0.97 
(79) 

ART 62123 0.88 
(86) 
 

0.78 
(18) 

0 
(24) 

0.94 
(64) 

0.36 
(28) 

0.79 
(29) 

0.63 
(27) 

0.66 
(41) 

0.08 
(39) 

0.86 
(14) 

0.94 
(71) 

Average 0.92 
 

0.9 0.42 0.96 0.65 0.7 0.61 0.64 0.57 0.85 0.8 

Source: Calculated by author. 

Interview evidence supports the claim that the AC is more influential than parties in 

directing members’ votes. Ten out of the twelve AC leaders I interviewed, when asked with 

whom they vote on issues related to the sector—their party or the AC—stated that they vote with 

the caucus. Tellingly, the ones who did not say they vote with the AC said they vote according to 

their personal convictions or their constituency interests, but none of them said they would 

follow the party whip if it opposed the AC. Moreover, six AC members said that when there is 

                                                            
118 Between 1988 and 2006 the average Rice index values for the PSDB, PDT and PT were 0.78, 0.85 and 0.97 
respectively (Figueiredo and Limongi 2007, 170). 

119 Urgency requirement to vote on the bill in the next legislative session. For more details, see Appendix B.  

120 Vote to keep Amendment 186. For more details, see Appendix B.  

121 Vote to keep Amendment 164. For more details, see Appendix B.  

122 Vote to keep Senate modifications. For more details, see Appendix B.  

123 Vote to keep Article 62. For more details, see Appendix B.  
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dissent, they usually try to persuade their party to vote with the caucus.  In this sense, the AC 

does not replace partisan organizations but works through them, colonizing partisan spaces of 

power to extend its influence within Congress. The testimony of one of AC’s more active 

members is illustrative of this relationship between the caucus and political parties.  

When the issue is in the interest of agriculture, we follow the Agrarian Caucus, 
independent of our party. When the issue is not related to agriculture, if we still have an 
interest, we take a position as a caucus and if the caucus has no interest, we follow our 
party. However, in the cases when our party has a position different from the AC, we try to 
persuade the party to vote with us; we don’t always succeed, but when we have strong 
arguments, we do. The truth is that when the AC takes a position, in order to know if the 
issue is going to pass, people count the votes in the caucus, everybody wants to know how 
the Agrarian Caucus is going to vote, that’s the position that matters, because today, the 
caucus is bigger than the parties.124 

 

5.3. Landowners’ support for a multi-party electoral strategy in the contemporary period 

The AC’s great bargaining power resides in its capacity to control many legislators’ votes 

across the partisan spectrum. Cultivating legislators’ loyalty, in turn requires a continuous 

investment from agrarian elites in supporting AC members. In this fashion, the AC works as a 

commitment device between legislators and producers. Legislators commit to defending agrarian 

interests in Congress while producers commit to financing AC members’ campaigns and 

legislative work. In this section, I present evidence of landowners' investment in this multi-party 

strategy of political representation during the contemporary period.  

A crucial step in the institutionalization of the AC as a party substitute has been the creation 

of the Instituto Pensar Agro (IPA). This think tank was created by the initiative of producers’ 

associations from the frontier state of Mato Grosso,125 one of the deforestation hotspots in the 

                                                            
124 Author’s interview with Valdir Colatto, Brasília, August 5, 2015. Emphasis added.  

125 On the organizational strength of Mato Grosso associations, see Richardson (2012).  
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country, to coordinate the work of the AC and producers’ associations during the debate on the 

new Forest Code in 2011. The IPA is a vehicle for associations to subsidize AC’s work in 

Congress. Brazilian law forbids corporations and interest groups but not NGOs from financing 

individual legislators or parliamentary groups’ legislative work. Thus, associations contribute to 

IPA so that the Instituto can provide the space, infrastructure and technical assistance for the AC 

to operate. The IPA rents the house where BR weekly meetings take place—the same building 

where the soybean growers’ association has its Brasília headquarters—and pays the salary of the 

consultants who draft the bills AC legislators will later promote. Today 42 associations 

contribute to the IPA from every region of the country, representing products as varied as 

soybeans, cotton, corn, sugarcane, coffee, beef, poultry, pork, forestry products, agrochemicals, 

vegetable oil, and seeds. The IPA is also supported by the producers’ federations of the states of 

Mato Grosso, Paraná and São Paulo, and the OCB.126   

At the IPA, legislators meet with their core constituency, receive technical assistance in 

analyzing and drafting bills, and exchange ideas with their colleagues, all functions usually 

fulfilled by parties. When a bill affecting the sector is introduced in Congress, IPA consultants 

analyze it and send their report to the contributing sectoral associations for them to take a 

position. Then the position of IPA members on the bill is presented to AC legislators, who devise 

a strategy and divide tasks among them to guarantee that the IPA’s position will be well 

defended in Congress. In this way, Ruralistas work to make sure they are represented on all the 

congressional committees that will analyze the bill, and they have the responsibility of 

persuading their parties to vote with the caucus.  

                                                            
126 Author’s interviews with Fábio Meirelles Filho, president of IPA (2016–2018), Brasília, July 4, 2017 and João 
Henrique Hummel, IPA executive director, Brasília, July 28, 2015 and March 14, 2017.  
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Agrarian elites’ support of the political careers of AC members has also been crucial in 

creating incentives for legislators to join the BR and remain loyal to it. I analyzed the campaign 

contributions of the 53 largest agribusiness firms operating in Brazil during the 2006, 2010 and 

2014 legislative elections and compared the probabilities of receiving a contribution between 

members and non-members of the Agrarian Caucus.127 To the best of my knowledge, this is the 

first systematic analysis of agribusiness campaign contributions. The media and existing 

literature assume that agribusiness finances the campaigns of AC members, but this has only 

been partially tested empirically.128 The multi-partisan strategy entails supporting politicians 

close to agrarian interests independently of their partisan affiliation. Membership in the AC is a 

credible signal that a candidate’s policy preferences will be aligned with those of landowners. 

Therefore, I expected this analysis to show (1) that contributions are dispersed across the partisan 

spectrum and (2) that members of the AC systematically receive more campaign contributions 

than non-members.129  

As expected, contributions are dispersed across the partisan spectrum. Candidates for 

Congress from a total of seventeen different parties received money from the firms under study 

(Figure 3.9). It is important to highlight that this is not a product of the high fragmentation of 

parties in Brazil. If that were the case, we would see contributions going only to candidates 

                                                            
127 Firms were identified from the annual rankings of two specialized magazines, Exame (2012, 2013, 2014) and 
Valor Economico (2013, 2014). I selected the firms that appeared multiple years (more than one year) among the 50 
largest in terms of sales. The list includes private firms in the sugar cane, meatpacking, grain processing, seed, and 
agrochemical businesses as well as producers’ cooperatives in the coffee, sugar cane and orange juice sectors. For a 
complete list of firms, see Appendix C.  

128 Previous analyses looked at fewer elections and only a subset of AC members (Da Cruz 2015; Freytes 2015).  

129 Data on BR membership comes from Congress records, Transparência Brasil (https://www.transparencia.org.br/) 
and INESC (2007). Campaign contributions data comes from Brazil’s Electoral Court, TSE. I searched the TSE 
database for contributions using each firm name and fiscal identification number (CNPJ). When firms had multiple 
names and/or CNPJ, contributions under all of them were looked for. 
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running on conservative party tickets. To the contrary, the largest share of contributions (47 

percent) went to center parties while parties on the left and right received similar shares of the 

total contributions (Figure 3.9). This evidence supports the prediction that partisan affiliation is 

not a relevant criterion for Brazilian agribusiness when selecting candidates to support.  

 

Figure 3.9. Percentage of money contributed by the biggest agro-firms per party. Brazil, 
2006, 2010 & 2014 congressional elections 

Source: Author’s calculation based on TSE data. 
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Figure 3.10. Percentage of money contributed by the biggest agro-firms received per 
party’s ideology. Brazil, 2006, 2010 & 2014 congressional elections130 

Source: Author’s calculation based on TSE data. 

 

As expected, AC membership strongly predicts the probability of receiving a contribution 

from agribusiness. For the subset of winning candidates, the correlation between being a member 

of the Agrarian Caucus and receiving a contribution from the largest agro-firms is statistically 

significant for all three elections (p <.001).131 Table 3.7 reports results of an independent t-test 

for each legislative election. AC members had statistically significant (p <.01) higher 

probabilities of receiving a contribution from the largest agro-firms in all the elections under 

study. For instance, in the 2010 election, legislators in the AC had a 27 percent probability of 

receiving a contribution from one of the main agro-firms, while for those that did not belong to 

the AC the probability was much lower, five percent.132 

                                                            
130 Classified as follows: Left: PT, PSB, PPS, Pc do B; Center-Left: SD, PV, PDT; Center: PMDB, PR, PSDB; 
Center-Right: PTB, PT do B; Right: PSL, PSD, PP, PEN, DEM, PSC.  

131 2006 r=0.21, 2010 r=0.32, 2016 r=0.22.  

132 The results are similar for differences in amount of contributions received, except for the year 2006 when the 
results are not statistically significant (p=.2) 
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Table 3.7. Probability of receiving a contribution from main agro-firms by AC 
membership. Elected deputy candidates. Brazil, 2006, 2010 & 2014 elections 

 Probability of receiving a contribution from main 

agro-firms 

     AC member         Non-AC member 

2006    8%                                           0.5% 

t = 2.9  df= 120  p=.005 

2010 27%                                            5% 

t = 5.3  df=132  p=.000 

2014 15%                                           3% 

t = 2.7  df=186  p=.007 

Source: Source: Authors’ calculation based on TSE  

 

These findings are supported by qualitative evidence from my interviews with AC members 

and leaders of producers’ associations. Of the twenty-six politicians associated with agriculture 

that I interviewed, fourteen said they received campaign donations from agribusiness. Moreover, 

four out of the eleven association leaders who were asked what producers do to help candidates 

close to the sector get elected mentioned donating money to campaigns. The interviews also 

revealed that producers support the candidacies of politicians close to the sector by organizing 

meetings, publicizing their legislative work in favor of agriculture, and mobilizing voters. In 

some cases, this support is more significant than the support they receive from their own parties. 

For instance, one of the leaders of the Agrarian Caucus explained, “I survive in politics more 

thanks to rural producers than because of my party; my party does not give me as much support 

as cooperatives and producers do.”133  Fifteen out of the twenty-six politicians stated they 

received this type of support from local producers’ associations, cooperatives or individual 

producers in their districts. Nine out of the eleven association leaders who were asked about how 

                                                            
133 Author’s interview with Colatto.  
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they might help candidates confirmed this. Here again, partisanship was not mentioned as a 

determining factor. All the leaders from producers’ associations who were asked the question 

said that they supported politicians who work for the sector independently of their party.134 

These words of the president of the CNA are illustrative of how producers’ associations work for 

the candidacies of politicians they identify as friendly to the sector independently of partisan 

affiliation.  

I’m from the state of Bahia, we have a newsletter we send to all the local associations. 
Last election I wrote: ‘These are the legislators who, independent of their party, are 
committed to our class.’  I did not say producers should vote for them, I only said they 
were committed to our class; the decision to vote for that legislator, from PMDB, PR, PPB, 
belongs to each producer […] One could interpret that I was pushing producers to vote for 
them, but that’s not it… We had a broad variety and one from the PT was even elected.135 

 

 

6. The Agrarian Caucus as a party substitute 

The passage of legislation in Congress requires the coordination of actors across many 

districts. The existing literature sees parties as the main aggregation device organizing work 

within legislatures (Aldrich 1995; Cox 1997; Hicken 2009). The case of the Brazilian Agrarian 

Caucus, however, shows that there are alternative coordination devices in systems where parties 

are weak and un-institutionalized. Agrarian elites in Brazil have been able to influence 

legislation key to their interests by electing legislators of different partisan affiliations to office, 

and then coordinating their work in Congress through a multi-party caucus.  

                                                            
134 Although some of them recognized that it is less likely that some parties on the extreme left, such as for example 
PC do B, will have legislators willing to work with them. 

135 Author’s interview with João Martins Jr, Brasília, July 24, 2015. Emphasis added.  
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I argue that the Agrarian Caucus functions as a party substitute (Hale 2006). Party 

substitutes are alternative coordination devices that fulfill some tasks normally associated with 

parties—such as providing material and human resources for campaigns or a distinctive brand or 

mobilizing voters on election day—where party-building is deemed too costly. Examples of 

party substitutes include a wide range of organizations such as big financial–industrial groups in 

post-communist Russia running the congressional campaigns of their CEOs to secure influence 

over regulatory policy, or the National Rifle Association (NRA) in the US supporting the 

political careers of legislators opposing gun control (Hale 2006, 19).  

Multi-party caucuses can work as party substitutes for groups that are politically fragmented. 

Agrarian elites in Brazil have been able to influence national-level policy despite their political 

fragmentation. As argued in Section 4.2, landowners’ political fragmentation at the local level 

hindered party-building by increasing the opportunity costs of joining a national organization. In 

this context, where coordinating to build a national political party threatened politicians’ control 

over their local strongholds, the multi-party caucus offered an alternative coordination device 

that did not imply that agrarian elites lose their local political autonomy. The multi-party caucus 

allowed agrarian elites to coordinate across districts to block or advance legislation of interest to 

them without necessarily coordinating within districts. For this reason, caucuses may be a good 

alternative aggregation device for groups that are politically divided at the district level but have 

common broad policy interests.   

Brazilian agrarian elites’ non-partisan strategy, however, seems harder to replicate in other 

institutional contexts or for groups with fewer economic and mobilizational resources. On the 

one hand, building a multi-party caucus seems less feasible in systems where party leaders have 

greater control over backbenchers and transgressions of party discipline are punished, as 
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illustrated by the failed attempt of Argentine landowners to build their own Bancada Ruralista in 

the aftermath of the 2008 conflict over export taxes (See Chapter 5). Argentine producers 

decided to imitate their Brazilian counterparts and successfully ran their representatives for 

Congress. However, once elected, these deputies could not advance their sector’s agenda but had 

to follow partisan lines or risk ostracism, as provincial party leaders in Argentina control 

backbenchers’ political careers (Jones et al. 2002).  

On the other hand, not all interest groups are as well suited as landowners to claim loyalty 

from legislators, even in favorable institutional contexts. The strength of the AC resides in its 

capacity to control the votes of its members. Members of the AC vote to defend and advance 

agricultural interests because agrarian elites finance their campaigns, mobilize voters to support 

them, and subsidize their legislative work. Not many interest groups have both economic and 

mobilizational resources as extensive as those of the agrarian elites. Evangelicals, who have also 

formed a powerful caucus in the Brazilian Congress, may be another case. Other business sectors 

that are more geographically concentrated, such as industrialists, may have equivalent economic 

resources but lack the nation-wide grassroots structure of agricultural producers, while other 

groups with mobilizational capacity, such as labor unions, may not have as many financial 

resources. Consider the example of environmental groups in Brazil. There is an Environmental 

Caucus supported by environmental NGOs in the Brazilian Congress, but it is much weaker than 

the AC. The limited capacity of environmental groups to finance political careers makes it 

difficult for legislators to dedicate as much time to environmental issues as AC members can 

dedicate to agrarian issues. Consequently, environmentalists have lost most of their legislative 

battles against the Ruralistas.  
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7. Alternative explanations 

There are two main competing explanations for Brazilian agrarian elites’ investment in a 

non-partisan electoral strategy: electoral rules that make it easier for interest groups to infiltrate 

parties, and individual legislators’ high leverage vis-à-vis the executive which increases the 

relevance of Congress as a policy-making arena. In this section I discuss why these institutional 

factors cannot adequately explain both (a) why agrarian elites in Brazil decided to enter the 

electoral arena to protect their interests as opposed to lobbying, and (b) why agrarian elites chose 

a non-partisan candidate-centered electoral strategy instead of party-building.  

7.1. Electoral rules 

Explanations emphasizing electoral rules argue that OLPR in combination with high district 

magnitude in Brazil create incentives for interest groups to deploy a candidate-centered strategy 

because (a) they make parties easier to infiltrate by outsiders, as parties need many candidates 

and party leaders have little control over who runs under their label; and (b) they allow 

candidates to target narrow constituencies.136 The problem with this account is that even if it is 

true that electoral rules make Brazilian parties easy to infiltrate, the rules alone cannot explain 

why other interest groups have not followed the candidate-centered strategy innovated by 

agricultural producers. The writing of a new constitution during the democratic transition was of 

great relevance for many interest groups. However, while agrarian elites invested in a multi-party 

caucus to advance their interests in the 1987–1988 Constituent Assembly, labor invested in the 

building of a new party, the Workers Party (PT), and industrialists invested in a non-electoral 

strategy, creating two new lobbying associations, the PNBE (National Grassroots Business 

                                                            
136 See, for example Lamounier and Meneguello (1986), Mainwaring (1991, 1995, 1999), Ames (1995, 2001), 
Power (2000), and Schneider (2013).  
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Association) and the UBE (Brazilian Union of Entrepreneurs) (Dreifuss 1989; Schneider 1997, 

2004). Even when some industrialists were elected to Congress, they did not act collectively as 

representatives of their sector (Schneider 1997, 107) the way that the landowners in the Agrarian 

Caucus did. No industry caucus for advancing the interests of industrialists was formed during 

the Constituent Assembly or subsequently. Similarly, no construction caucus was formed even 

when the then president of the construction firms’ association was elected to Congress in 1986 

(Dreifuss 1989, 103). Schneider (1997, 117) cites a leader from the construction firms’ 

association lamenting how despite the generous campaign contributions that many firms in the 

sector made to legislators, the sector lacked political representation in Congress. No party or 

caucus advanced the interest of construction firms.  

Differences in electoral rules cannot explain why landowners invested in an electoral 

strategy of political influence to protect their interests during the writing of the new constitution 

while industrialists preferred a non-electoral one, because electoral rules do not vary by sector. 

Industrialists and landowners have the same organizational incentives created by the electoral 

rules. Differences in the level of threat perceived by each of these sectors during the democratic 

transition can, in fact, better account for the difference in strategy of political influence chosen. 

As argued in Chapter 2, the perception of an existential threat is a necessary condition for 

collective political action. Agrarian elites in Brazil organized in the electoral arena during the 

democratic transition because of the agrarian reform threat. However, there was no such 

existential threat for industrialists. Even when important issues were being discussed, such as 

workers’ rights, regulations over foreign capital or the implementation of a new tax on big 

fortunes, none of these policies entailed the expropriation of industrial assets. Therefore, 

industrialists had fewer incentives to organize in the electoral arena during the democratic 
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transition than landowners.137  Because the stakes were lower for industrialists than for agrarian 

elites during the constituent assembly, industrialists preferred to invest in a cheaper non-electoral 

strategy even when the chances of success were lower than under an electoral strategy.  

The overlap between agrarian elites and political elites in Brazil, moreover, raises the 

question about whether electoral rules are endogenous to the political interests of agrarian elites, 

which, in turn, are shaped by their degree of fragmentation. Throughout Brazilian democratic 

history, politicians have consistently chosen electoral rules that are inimical to party-building 

(Mainwaring 1991, 1999; Power 2000). OLPR, in place since 1947, institutionalized traditional 

political elites’ (among them agrarian elites’) preferences for loose parties in which they could 

attend to local interests with limited interference from national party leaders (Mainwaring 1999, 

75). Agrarian elites in Brazil were still a relevant political actor in rural municipalities during and 

after the democratic transition (Hagopian 1996). Political elites’ (among them agrarian elites’) 

preference for loose party structures, that allowed them to maintain control over their electoral 

bulwarks and preserve their local political autonomy, explains why attempts during the 1987–

1988 Constituent Assembly to replace OLPR with a German-style mixed-district system  as well 

as proposals to increase party leaders’ control over legislators failed (Mainwaring 1999, 258; 

Ames 2001, 30). It is likely that the choice of agrarian elites for a candidate-centered electoral 

strategy as well as for electoral rules that undermine party-building are both a consequence of a 

politically fragmented elite that seeks to preserve its local autonomy.  

                                                            
137 Analogously to my argument, Schneider (2004) attributes the historical weakness of Brazilian industrialists’ 
political organization to the lack of sustained challenges from labor, the left or the state, such as the ones 
experienced by Chilean business in the 1960s and 1970s. According to his analysis, acute policy threats are key in 
triggering business organization in encompassing associations.  
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7.2. The relevance of Congress as a policy-making arena 

Brazil’s high level of party-system fragmentation requires presidents to build oversized 

legislative coalitions among ideologically non-contiguous parties in order to govern (Power 

2010). This fragmentation indeed increases individual legislators bargaining power vis-à-vis the 

executive, augmenting the relevance of Congress as a policy-making arena. The relatively high 

bargaining power of members of Congress in Brazil, however, raises the incentives of interest 

groups to elect representatives to Congress as well as to lobby legislators. 

Incentives to lobby legislators in Brazil should be high, given that, as the specialized 

literature has emphasized, OLPR in combination with high district magnitude hinders electoral 

accountability (Mainwaring 1991; Ames 2001, 1995; Ames and Power 2007).138 Given that each 

state is just one large electoral district with many representatives it is hard for voters to identify 

who their representative is and to keep track of their legislative work. Therefore, candidates can 

get into Congress promising voters one thing and then, once in office, pursue policies that benefit 

the interest groups that financed their campaigns. Brazil’s electoral system allows legislators to 

distribute particularistic goods to voters while delivering policy favors to interest groups. For 

instance, voters may not care if a legislator supports credit rollovers for agribusiness as long as 

she secures a health clinic for the town. 

Why do Brazilian agribusiness invest in an electoral strategy when, as developed in Chapter 

2, lobbying is cheaper? One could argue that there are extra payoffs to being in Congress, as 

legislators can secure particularistic benefits for their firms.139 However, the type of policies the 

                                                            
138 In fact, this is Lapp’s (2004, chap. 5) explanation of why no agrarian reform was implemented in Brazil during 
the democratic transition despite the enfranchisement of the rural poor. 

139 As Szakonyi (2018) shows for the Russian case. 
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Agrarian Caucus works on are policies that benefit the agricultural sector in general, not just 

legislators’ farms. Moreover, these potential particularistic gains from legislative office should 

lure businessmen from other sectors into Congress as well. However, if we look at how different 

interest groups in Brazil have organized to influence policy-making in the legislative arena we 

will see that while agrarian elites have invested in electing their own legislators to build a multi-

party caucus, industrialists have preferred to lobby legislators (Diniz and Boschi 2004; Mancuso 

2004). In sum, the relevance of Congress as a policy-making arena will increase interest groups’ 

incentives to influence the legislative branch but it will not determine how they organize to exert 

that influence. Interest groups need an extra incentive to choose an electoral strategy of political 

influence. I argue that high levels of threat provide that incentive by increasing the risks of 

lobbying. 

 

 8. Conclusion 

This chapter analyzes a novel electoral strategy by which landowners have successfully 

blocked redistributive policies in democratic Brazil: a multi-party congressional caucus. I 

demonstrate that Brazil’s AC is the result of agrarian elites’ collective efforts to build a channel 

of electoral representation to protect their interests under democracy in a context of high political 

fragmentation. As stated by the theory presented in Chapter 2, the threat of radical agrarian 

reform during the democratic transition prompted landowners to engage in electoral politics, 

even though, given their high political fragmentation, building a party was too costly. Brazilian 

agrarian elites thus designed an alternative coordination device that enabled them to influence 

federal policy and at the same time preserve their local autonomy.  
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The Agrarian Caucus is the result of a non-partisan candidate-centered strategy by agrarian 

elites. In this chapter I have presented evidence of how agrarian elites finance the campaigns, 

mobilize voters in support, and subsidize the legislative work of like-minded legislators. The 

analysis of agribusiness campaign contributions shows that agrarian elites support the political 

careers of other landowners independently of their partisan affiliation. Once in office, members 

of the Agrarian Caucus work together to advance or obstruct bills of interest to the agrarian 

sector. When their party’s orientation on issues of relevance to the sector is at odds with that of 

the caucus, AC members will break with party discipline and vote with the caucus.  

 The Agrarian Caucus functions as a party substitute for politically fragmented agrarian 

elites. Political fragmentation at the local level hindered party-building by agrarian elites in 

Brazil. Unlike their counterparts in Chile who had congruent economic and political interests and 

common ties to the same political machine during the democratic transition, in Brazil landowners 

controlled rival clientelistic political machines connected to different parties or party factions at 

the state and national levels. As a consequence, coordinating to build a party to represent their 

interests in Congress was too costly for Brazilian agrarian elites. Building a multi-party 

congressional caucus, by contrast, allowed them to influence policy-making at the national level 

without ceding political autonomy at the local level. 

The endurance, increasing sophistication, and growing power of the Agrarian Caucus within 

the Brazilian Congress highlights the importance of differentiating between the factors that 

conditioned agrarian elites’ strategic decisions at the democratic transition, and reinforcing 

mechanisms that explain the continuity of those choices over time. While continuously high 

levels of threat created incentives for agrarian elites to remain organized in the electoral arena, 

the advantages associated with being a multi-party group generated reinforcing mechanisms for 
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the candidate-centered strategy. This defining characteristic of the Agrarian Caucus, born out of 

necessity, has proven to be a formidable advantage in the Brazilian context where high party 

system fragmentation and internal rules of Congress give party leaders great power, subsequently 

generating greater buy-in among the agrarian elite.  
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CHAPTER 4. Chile: Agrarian Elites and the Rebuilding of the Partisan Right  

 

1. Introduction 

This chapter analyzes party-building by agrarian elites in Chile since the last democratic 

transition of 1989. Landowners in Chile invest in partisan representation as an insurance policy 

against the redistributive pressures of democracy. Agrarian elites in Chile are a core constituency 

of the parties of the right, Renovación Nacional (RN) and Unión Demócrata Independiente 

(UDI). Core constituencies support a party by contributing financial, ideological and/or human 

resources. Moreover, a party’s policy positions should reflect the preferences of its core 

constituencies. In this chapter, I present evidence of landowners’ financial support of the partisan 

right, of their identification with the legislators of the right, and of the programmatic 

convergence between agrarian elites’ preferences and the policy positions of RN and UDI. 

Existing analyses of campaign contributions show that the candidates of the center-right alliance 

received significantly more campaign contributions from businesspeople than did the candidates 

of the center-left in Chile. My interviews indicate that agricultural producers contribute only to 

candidates of the center-right. I also find a systematic difference between the center-left 

administration of the Concertación and the governments of the center-right alliance in terms of 

recruitment to high-level executive positions in sectoral agencies.  

This chapter argues that agrarian elites in Chile decided to invest in an electoral strategy of 

political influence at the time of the democratic transition because they feared a government of 

the center-left would endanger their property rights. I present evidence of how this perception of 

threat was based on landowners’ previous experience with democracy, when their farms were 

expropriated. As developed in Chapter 2, high perceived levels of threat increased agrarian 
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elites’ incentives to invest in an electoral strategy since non-electoral strategies appeared 

unreliable in the environment of high uncertainty that surrounded the democratic transition. 

Agrarian elites doubted the Concertación’s willingness to continue with the neoliberal model 

installed by the authoritarian regime. In addition, they feared that lobbying strategies would be 

ineffective to influence the policy agenda of the center-left as previous Christian Democratic and 

Socialist governments had cut off landowners’ informal access to the state. Thus, anticipating a 

Concertación victory in the presidential elections after Pinochet’s defeat in the 1988 referendum, 

Chilean agrarian elites joined conservative politicians in the (re)building of the partisan right to 

secure representation of their interests in Congress.  

Why were agrarian elites in Chile able to build a party when their Brazilian counterparts 

failed? The building of a conservative party to represent conservative interests in Chile was 

facilitated by the low fragmentation of the economic elite, which decreased party-building 

coordination costs, and the incentives created by an electoral system that augmented the electoral 

chances of the right while punishing fragmentation. Chilean economic elites have historically 

been highly cohesive, sharing strong social and family ties as well as common economic 

interests. The structural transformation of Chile during the military government (1973–1990) 

further reinforced this cohesion by giving economic elites a common policy agenda: the 

continuation of the free market economy model into the democratic era. Moreover, unlike Brazil 

where landowners controlled rival political machines in rural areas, in Chile landowners lacked 

competing prior political investments and therefore had nothing to lose in joining a new partisan 

structure. The binomial electoral system guaranteed the partisan right a strong representation in 

Congress but only if they competed in a unified front. This, in turn, increased economic elites’ 

incentives to support a single party that could function as a veto player against the reformist 
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agenda of the Concertación. After the military government was defeated in the 1988 plebiscite, 

economic elites, landowners among them, supported conservative politicians in the building of 

Renovación Nacional.  When this party split in two—RN and UDI— landowners stayed with RN 

due to previous linkages to its political leaders. Due to their subsequent electoral growth, UDI 

has controlled more seats in Congress than RN since 2001, and after many years of the two 

parties working in alliance, landowners extended their support to UDI as well. 

This chapter is organized as follows. The next section reviews the role of landowners as 

political actors in Chile before the last democratic transition. Section 3 develops the argument. 

First, I show how the memory of agrarian reform during the governments of Frei Montalva and 

Allende made elites feel threatened by a potential Concertación victory, leading them to organize 

in the electoral arena. Then, I show how agrarian elites’ low fragmentation, both in terms of 

economic and political interests, as well as the incentives created by the new electoral system 

designed during the military regime facilitated the building of a conservative party. In Section 4, 

I first present evidence of landowners’ investment in the partisan right in terms of financial, 

ideological, and human resources; and then I analyze the case of Aylwin’s tax reform to show 

how the partisan strategy of political influence works. I present evidence of how agrarian elites 

were able to introduce important modifications during the design of the law through the work of 

RN legislators. Section 5 discusses the two main competing explanations for Chilean agrarian 

elites’ decision to pursue a partisan strategy of political influence: electoral rules and the 

relevance of Congress as a policy-making arena. Section 6 concludes. 
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2. Agriculture and politics in Chile: Historical background 

2.1. Agrarian elites’ corporatist organizations 

The National Society of Agriculture (SNA) is the main and oldest organization of 

agricultural producers in Chile. It was the first business association to be founded in the country, 

in 1838, and represents medium and large producers across Chile. However, the interests of large 

producers in the fertile central valley have historically been hegemonic within the SNA.  

The Federation of Fruit Producers (FEDEFRUTA) is the other main agriculture corporatist 

association in contemporary Chile. It was founded by fruit producers in 1985 to advance their 

specific technical and policy demands. The Federation groups individual producers as well as 

regional associations and today represents around 24,000 producers across the country.140 

FEDEFRUTA is affiliated with the SNA and there is much overlap among their leadership. The 

two associations share the same policy preferences (i.e., a flexible labor market, free trade, and 

minimum state intervention in the economy, except over the exchange rate) and frequently work 

together on policy proposals.  

2.2. Agrarian elites before 1973: Legislative power in a restricted democracy 

Before the 1973 coup, Chile stood out among Latin American countries for its political 

stability. While most countries in the region suffered recurrent military interventions throughout 

the twentieth century, the Chilean democratic regime was uninterrupted from 1932 to 1973. The 

secret of Chilean political stability lay, however, in the limited character of its democracy 

(Wright 1981; P. Silva 1987; Correa 2005).   

                                                            
140 Author’s interview with Juan Carlos Sepúlveda, CEO of FEDEDRUTA. Santiago, September 26, 2016. 
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Until the mid-1960s, Chilean landowners enjoyed extended access to the policy-making 

process through their representatives in Congress and through informal relations with high-

ranking government officials. Landowners were well-represented in the Chilean Congress thanks 

to their capacity to control the votes of the rural poor living on their lands through the inquilinaje 

system.141 Until the 1960s rural workers were the largest category within the labor force. 

According to Wright (1981, 53), landowners had direct control over an agricultural labor force of 

some 40,000 workers and exercised considerable influence over some 150,000 small holders 

who looked to them for credit and seasonal employment. In a context of restricted democracy 

where less than ten percent of the population participated in elections (Bethell 1993, 93),142 the 

votes of the rural poor controlled by landowners amounted to a significant share of the electorate. 

In fact, Baland and Robinson’s (2008) analysis of the 1957 parliamentary election shows that the 

proportion of inquilinos in a municipality was highly correlated with the share of votes for right-

wing parties. Even when most peasants were illiterate and therefore could not vote according to 

the electoral law, in practice, landlords deployed several gimmicks to circumvent this restriction 

(A. Valenzuela 1977, 207).143 Until 1958, when a reform of the voting system put an end to 

fraudulent practices in the countryside, control over the peasant vote in addition to the 

overrepresentation of rural districts in Congress gave landowners disproportionate political 

power in relation to their economic weight. Moreover, many politicians in the Conservative, 

                                                            
141 Inquilinaje was a rural labor system inherited from the colonial period in which peasants were allowed to live on 
their patron’s land in exchange for their labor. All members of the family had to work for the patron. Landowners 
controlled the rule of law and the police within their latifundia.  

142 Until the expansion of the electorate in 1952, the exclusion of women and illiterates (approximately 25 percent of 
the population) reduced the electorate to some 20 percent of the population. Among those eligible to vote, fewer 
than half usually registered (Bethell 1993, 93).  

143 In her vivid portrait of Chilean elites, Stabili (2003) reports testimonies of these practices in the countryside.  
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Liberal, and Radical parties were landowners themselves (Remmer 1984; Zeitlin and Ratcliff 

1988). Their political strength, in turn, gave agrarian elites the ability to neutralize any policy 

attempting to modify property or power relations in rural areas. As Wright (1981, 80) puts it, 

through their representatives in Congress and their contacts in the executive, landowners made 

sure that reformist policies towards the countryside “contained a maximum of good intentions 

and a minimum of teeth.” Thus, while economic elites in other Latin American countries had to 

summon the military each time democratic governments threatened their interests, Chilean 

agrarian elites did not need to: they had Congress.  

Chilean landowners’ capacity to influence policy-making was, however, tied to the electoral 

success of the partisan right. Consequently, Chilean elites’ commitment to democracy started to 

fade with the landslide victory of the Christian Democrats in 1965, who swept the right out of 

Congress, leaving the agrarian elites without partisan representation (Wright 1981; Correa 2005). 

In what was the worst performance of the partisan right in Chilean history until then, 

Conservative and Liberals elected only nine out of 147 deputies to the lower chamber, losing 36 

seats. Only one of the deputies elected in 1965 was a member of SNA (Carrière 1980, 65). Their 

legislative majority allowed Christian Democrats to advance two policies that the landed elites 

had fought off for decades: unionization of rural workers and agrarian reform, both sanctioned in 

1967.  

The triumph of the Christian Democrats in 1964 and the Socialists in 1970 not only left 

agrarian elites without effective representation in Congress, it also cut off their informal access 

to the executive. Until then, the SNA had had close ties, by virtue of family and class, with 

cabinet members—who were often SNA members themselves—in all administrations (Carrière 

1980). Moreover, it was frequently the case that the ministry of agriculture was a former leader 
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of the SNA.144 By contrast, no cabinet members in the Frei Montalva (1964–1970) or Allende 

(1970–1973) governments were members of SNA, and the association’s ties to officials in these 

administrations were very tenuous (Carrière 1980, 60). This added to the loss of their 

representations in Congress, seriously diminishing landowners’ capacity to influence Christian 

Democrat policies towards the sector, namely agrarian reform and rural labor regulations. When 

Salvador Allende’s government accelerated and radicalized the implementation of these reforms, 

the agrarian elites lost all interest in the continuity of democracy. They mobilized to destabilize 

Allende’s government and wholeheartedly supported Pinochet’s September 1973 military coup. 

 

3. Explanatory factors: High perceived threat and low fragmentation 

The main argument of this dissertation is that agrarian elites will enter the electoral arena 

when facing an existential threat, and the type of electoral strategy they will pursue will be 

conditioned by their level of intra-group fragmentation. In this section, first, I present evidence 

of how fear that a government of the center-left Concertación would implement policies that 

jeopardized the continuity of their business prompted Chilean agrarian elites to organize in the 

electoral arena during the democratic transition. Then, I show how low levels of political 

fragmentation within the agrarian elite lowered the costs of party building in Chile. Lastly, I 

describe how agrarian elites in Chile supported the (re)building of the partisan right during the 

democratic transition.  

                                                            
144 Between the creation of the ministry in 1924 and 1940, SNA directors occupied the office 35 percent of the time 
(Wright 1981, 90).  
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3.1.  High perceived threat during the transition: The trauma of agrarian reform 

Agrarian elites in Chile decided to enter the electoral arena during the democratic transition 

because they felt threatened by the prospects of a new center-left administration. Based on their 

previous experience during the governments of Frei Montalva and Allende, who implemented 

agrarian reform through expropriation, landowners in Chile believed that a new administration 

by the Christian Democrats and Socialists would equally advance policies against their interests. 

As argued in Chapter 2, due to their lower reliability, non-electoral strategies of political 

influence were not suitable in this context where failing to influence policy-making could have 

deleterious consequences for agrarian elites. Moreover, agrarian elites had reasons to believe the 

chances of influencing the Concertación’s policy agenda through lobbying were slim. In the 

past, agrarian elites’ attempts to influence the policy agenda of the parties in the center-left 

coalition through lobbying had failed. Likewise, during the democratic transition, agrarian elites’ 

ties to politicians in the Concertación were thin. In this unfavorable context, landowners needed 

a strategy that—unlike lobbying, which entails persuading legislators who may or may not be 

sympathetic to agrarian interests—could secure the election of like-minded policy-makers.   

Scholars studying the Chilean democratic transition have highlighted the power of the 

military to shape its terms (Haggard and Kaufman 1995), especially the institutional safeguards 

the military built into the 1980 constitution to avoid drastic policy swings (Garretón 2003). In 

addition, the popularity of the authoritarian regime and its neoliberal economic model among the 

business community led Concertación leaders to emphasize their attachment to the market 

economy during the 1989 campaign in the hope of winning entrepreneurs’ trust (Haggard and 

Kaufman 1995).  
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Despite all this, however, my fieldwork shows that landowners felt highly threatened by the 

democratic transition. The origin of that perception of threat was the 1965–1973 agrarian reform 

process, a traumatic experience that crucially shaped landowners’ perceptions towards the 

center-left. In consonance with previous studies of Chilean business elites during the transition 

years,145 I found that the fact that since the political parties making up the Concertación were the 

same parties that had implemented agrarian reform in the previous democratic period, agrarian 

elites believed that their property rights would be in danger if these parties came back into 

power. In that sense, the Chilean case highlights the subjective dimension of the explanatory 

factor threat. In contrast to the Brazilian case analyzed in Chapter 3, where agrarian elites’ 

investment in an electoral strategy was triggered by the actual implementation of expropriating 

policies, in Chile agrarian elites’ past experience with democracy biased their calculations about 

the likelihood that a center-left administration would attack their property rights. Fear that the 

parties that had implemented agrarian reform in the past could advance similar redistributive 

policies in the new democratic era pushed agrarian elites to invest in parliamentary 

representation even when no such policies were part of the actual policy agenda of the 

Concertación. Agrarian elites believed that a strong presence of the right in Congress could act 

as an insurance policy against any redistributive attempts by the center-left.  

In this section, I present evidence of how high levels of perceived threat during the 

democratic transition in Chile triggered agrarian elites’ investment in an electoral strategy of 

political influence. I show how this perception of threat originated not only, or mainly, in the 

policy agenda of the first democratic government but also in agrarian elites’ past experience with 

administrations of the center-left and left. Before analyzing how the memory of agrarian reform 

                                                            
145 See, for example, Frieden (1991), Bartell (1995), Rehren (1995).  
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shaped agrarian elites’ perceptions towards the parties of the Concertación in particular and the 

distributive dangers of democracy in general, I describe the radical agrarian reform process 

implemented in the country between 1965 and 1973.   

3.1.1 Agrarian reform in Chile 1965–1973 

The agrarian reform implemented in Chile by the Frei Montalva and Allende administrations 

was the most radical ever implemented by a democratic government in the history of the region. 

Chilean agrarian reform stands out from other similar experiences in Latin America for its extent 

and redistributive character. In less than ten years, all large estates in the country, productive or 

unproductive, were eliminated. Between 1965 and 1973 nearly 67 percent of the country’s 

agricultural land was expropriated (Garrido et al. 1988, 175), amounting to ten million hectares 

(Table 4.1). In contrast to other initiatives in the region where state-owned land was distributed 

or where landowners subject to expropriation were compensated,146 Chilean landowners had 

their lands expropriated without any monetary compensation—although they were allowed to 

keep 80 hectares.147 The properties were divided and given to their former workers. 

 The process of agrarian reform formally started in 1962 during the Alessandri 

administration (1958−1964) when, in line with the recommendations of the Alliance for 

Progress, a law authorizing the expropriation of unproductive farms was promulgated and an 

agency charged with implementing agrarian reform (the Agrarian Reform Corporation; CORA in 

                                                            
146 For instance,  during the agrarian reform process in Colombia in the 1960s, half of the lands affected were public, 
and private owners were compensated at market value, 10 percent in cash and the rest in bonds (Lynch 1993; Lapp 
2004). Similarly, in Brazil, only one-third of the land distributed through agrarian reform between 1985 and 2005 
came from the expropriation of private holdings; the rest was public land owned by federal or state governments 
(Ondetti 2008: 229). Moreover, most expropriated private holdings were underutilized lands located far from 
economic centers, which in many cases their owners were happy to sell given the government’s generous 
compensation (Pereira 2003). 

147 Equivalent to a mid-size farm.  



 
149 

 

Spanish) as well as another providing technical assistance to small peasants (the Institute of 

Agrarian Development; INDAP in Spanish) were created. At the time, agrarian reform was seen 

as a modernizing tool that would both increase the low productivity of the Chilean agricultural 

sector—which had not produced enough food to feed the country’s growing population since the 

1940s,148 as well as prevent the radicalization of the peasantry by improving their extremely poor 

living conditions (Correa 2005). Diminishing land inequality in the country was not, however, 

among President Alessandri’s priorities. The extent of the reform during his administration was 

very limited, which is why Alessandri’s agrarian reform is remembered as the “flowerpot 

reform.”149 Only 358,000 hectares were expropriated, with no real impact on the country’s land 

tenure structure. By 1965, latifundia in the Central Valley—the most fertile land in the country—

still occupied more than half (55.3 percent) of arable land while small holdings, which made up 

82 percent of the farms, occupied only 9.7 percent of the land (Bethell 1993, 152). Nevertheless, 

the institutions created by Allesandri, CORA and INDAP would play crucial roles in the 

expansion of agrarian reform during the Frei Montalva and Allende administrations.   

It was during the Christian Democrats’ administration that the process of agrarian reform 

started to take shape. Frei Montalva promulgated a new agrarian reform law in 1967 and a 

constitutional amendment facilitating expropriation.  After this amendment, the Constitution no 

longer guaranteed the inviolability of private property while compensation in cash to owners of 

expropriated estates was abolished (Garrido et al., 1988, 131). As a consequence, agrarian reform 

                                                            
148 While between 1935 and 1939 agriculture had an annual commercial surplus of 11.8 US$ million, the sector’s 
annual commercial deficit was 67.8 US$ million between 1953 and 1957 (Correa 2005, 236). By 1965, the costs of 
food imports were equivalent to 22.2 percent of the value of non-agricultural exports (Bethell 1993, 137). 

149 “Reforma del macetero” in Spanish.  
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accelerated considerably and during Frei Montalva’s administration around 3.6 million hectares 

were expropriated, amounting to 15.1 percent of the country’s total area.   

Table 4.1 Expropriated land. Chile, 1965−1973 

Year Number of 
Farms 

Total Area 
(Ha) 

1965 99 539,723 

1966 265 525,171 

1967 217 284,889 

1968 223 655,867 

1969 314 868,848 

1970 297 1,218,349 

1971 1,374 2,028,599 

1972 2,189 3,099,246 

1973 831 835,208 

Total 5,809 10,055,900 

Source: Garrido et al. (1988, 174) 

Another crucial step in transforming power relations in the countryside was the 

promulgation of the peasant unionization law in 1967. This law allowed for the organization of 

rural workers, something the landowners had fought for decades. Thanks to this change in 

legislation, rural unions grew from 32 in 1965 to over 400 in 1969 with more than 100,000 

unionized peasants (Table 4.2). Numerous rural co-operatives and peasant committees were also 

created. By 1970, 18 percent of rural workers were unionized (A. Valenzuela 1978, 30), an 

impressive number taking into account that five years before that percentage was practically 

zero. The unionization law empowered peasants who had had endured poor living conditions and 

repression for decades. Unionized workers started organizing strikes demanding better wages 

and working conditions, as well as land invasions to pressure the government to speed up 

agrarian reform. The number of strikes skyrocketed from only thirteen in 1963 to almost 700 in 
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1967 (Table 4.2). Land invasions also multiplied towards the end of the Frei administration. 

Thus, the peasant unionization law disrupted the power relations that had held sway over rural 

life until then. Together with their lands, agrarian elites also lost the capacity to control the 

peasants working for them. The Christian Democrats took from agrarian elites not only their 

source of income but also their base of political power and social status.    

Under the legal framework passed by the Christian Democrats, Allende accelerated and 

radicalized the agrarian reform process. In his first year in office, Allende seized over 1,300 

farms, 300 more than the total number expropriated during the Frei administration (A. 

Valenzuela 1978, 53) (Table 4.1). In just three years, his government expropriated 6.6 million 

hectares, virtually all remaining large estates, in a context of increasing violence. Peasant 

unionization continued and accelerated during the government of Salvador Allende while rural 

unrest escalated to unprecedented proportions. By 1973, peasant unions had grown to 870 with 

some 230,000 members (Table 4.2). In the first year of Allende’s government the number of 

occupied farms increased threefold, reaching a record high of 1,278 (Table 4.2).  
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Table 4.2. Unions, strikes and land invasions in the countryside. Chile, 1963–1973 

Year Number of 
Unions 

Unionized 
Peasants 

Strikes Land 
Invasions 

1963 22 1,500 13 0 

1964 24 1,658 45 0 

1965 32 2,118 142 13 

1966 201 10,417 586 18 

1967 211 42,474 693 9 

1968 371 78,419 648 26 

1969 421 104,666 1,127 148 

1970 510 114,112 1,580 456 

1971 632 127,782 1,054 1,278 

1972 709 136,527 796 307a 

1973 870 229,836 316b n.a 

Source: Garrido et al. (1988, 106)  
a Up to March 1972 

b Up to September 1973 
 

The radicalization of the agrarian reform process and growing unrest in the countryside, 

added to the fact that landed elites had no access to the Allende administration, led agrarian elites 

to pursue non-democratic means to protect their interests. Through their corporatist association, 

SNA, landowners played a leading role in business destabilization efforts against the government 

of the Unidad Popular. Landowners actively participated in the business strikes organized 

against Allende in 1972 and 1973. Moreover, through their radio station, which had a vast 

audience in rural areas across the country, SNA leaders encouraged the military to intervene and 

put an end to Allende’s socialist experiment (P. Silva 1992).  

Soon after assuming office, the military government implemented a series of counter-reform 

measures putting an end to both agrarian reform and the unionization of rural workers. Thirty-

five percent of the land expropriated during the agrarian reform process was returned to its 
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former owners. Another 16 percent was auctioned off while 34 percent was distributed to 

peasants.150  However, due to lack of access to credit and technical assistance, around 60 percent 

of these peasants ended up selling their plots of land to larger producers (Bethell 1993, 184), 

which favored a re-concentration of landownership in the countryside. At the same time that the 

agrarian reform was being dismantled, the military intervened rural unions. Persecuted, union 

leaders were also forbidden from owning agrarian reform lands. Peasant unionization dropped 

drastically from 38.1 percent in 1971 to 7.1 percent in 1985. Similarly, the number of strikes 

plummeted from a record of 1,054 in 1971 to only one in 1985, and even after the return to 

democracy, there were only nine strikes in 1992 (Kurtz 1999, 285). Thanks to the dismantling of 

rural unions, which curtailed peasants’ capacity to bargain collectively or to ensure even the 

most basic workers rights, and the disciplining effects of growing unemployment,151 Chilean 

landowners were able to benefit from a cheap, docile labor force.  

3.1.2. The agrarian reform trauma and the decision to invest in electoral representation 

As can be inferred from the description in the previous subsection, the agrarian reform was a 

very traumatic event for agrarian elites in Chile and one that, as I learned from my fieldwork in 

the country, continues informing their political views today, fifty years later.  Six out of the 

thirteen leaders of producers’ associations, and two out of the five legislators who are also farm 

producers whom I interviewed brought up the subject of the agrarian reform of the 1960s and 

1970s without prompting. As a former president of FEDEFRUTA put it, “the agrarian reform is 

a thorn that every agricultural producer carries inside themself and our skins are really thin, 

                                                            
150 Agrarian reform records retrieved from http://www.indap.gob.cl/reforma-agraria. The rest of the 
expropriated land was transferred to the state. 

151 Unemployment grew from 5.7 percent in 1970 to 16.5 percent in 1975 and to more than 30 percent in 1982 
(Bethell 1993, 186).  
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anything related to it immediately hurts.”152 Along the same lines, Luis Mayol, ministry of 

agriculture under Sebastián Piñera and former SNA president told me, “What the agrarian reform 

does is to remind everybody in the [agricultural] sector that these things do happen, that they 

may happen.”153 These views were shared by many of my interviewees. Five of the thirteen 

leaders of producers’ associations, and two of the five producers-legislators that I interviewed 

referred to the agrarian reform as a “traumatic event.” Another example of how the agrarian 

reform is still vividly remembered today by Chilean landowners as a tragedy is the full-page 

letter that the SNA published in the Sunday edition of El Mercurio—the largest and oldest 

newspaper in the country—in July 2017, on the fiftieth anniversary of the agrarian reform, 

lamenting the government celebration of the event. In the letter, the SNA president described the 

agrarian reform as “one of the most traumatic events in Chilean history, causing death, 

destruction and scarcity” and “the first step leading to the breakdown of the rule of law and, 

eventually, democracy in Chile.”154 Seeing the distress with which agrarian elites remember the 

agrarian reform fifty years later, even after four Concertación administrations that have been 

very respectful of property rights, it should not be surprising that landowners at the time felt 

threatened by the democratic transition and a prospective electoral victory by the center-left.   

Agrarian elites’ perception of threat rose when the military government announced a 

plebiscite on the authoritarian regime to be held in October 1988. A government defeat in the 

plebiscite would lead to free and competitive elections being held, opening up the possibility of a 

victory by the center-left. Economic elites feared that if the opposition to Pinochet won the 

                                                            
152 Author’s interview with Juan Carolus Brown, Santiago, October 4, 2016.  

153 Author’s interview, Santiago, October 20, 2016.  

154 A copy of the letter is available in Appendix D. 
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presidency, a return to a situation similar to the one that led to the 1973 coup might be possible 

(Rehren 1995, 12).  A survey of small and medium entrepreneurs in Santiago conducted by CEP 

(Centro de Estudios Políticos y Sociales), one of Chile’s most prestigious think tanks, in 

September 1987 showed that 42.8 percent of respondents believed it was likely that an agrarian 

reform would be implemented if the parties opposing Pinochet won the 1989 elections. Bartell 

(1995, 64) observed deep uncertainty and concern about the preservation of property rights in his 

conversations with Chilean business leaders before the 1988 plebiscite and after the 

Concertación victory in 1989. According to the author, and similarly to what I observed in my 

interviews almost thirty years later, “collective memories of agrarian reform policies and price 

controls during the last Christian Democratic regime, and especially during the economically 

‘chaotic’ years of the Allende regime, were much more vivid than those of the economic crises 

of 1976 and 1982, and were cited frequently” (Bartell 1995, 65).  

Agricultural elites were especially suspicious of the Christian Democrats’ presidential 

candidate, and then president, Patricio Aylwin because of his participation in the design of the 

agrarian reform during Frei Montalva’s government (Rehren 1995).155 Bill 17,280 in 1969, 

known as the “Ley Aylwin,” was introduced by the then senator with the purpose of facilitating 

the process of farm expropriation for the agrarian reform. This law authorized CORA to take 

immediate possession of the expropriated estates, reducing the owners’ possibility of appealing 

in the courts. These key modifications under the Aylwin law allowed for an acceleration of the 

agrarian reform process, first under Frei and then Allende (Garrido et al., 1988, 126). 

                                                            
155 Author’s interview with Mayol.  
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Agrarian elites did not only fear the violation of their property rights. As will be described in 

Section 3.2.1, during the military government, the Chilean countryside went through a process of 

selective modernization in which those producers who were able to reconvert their farms to 

produce exportable goods thrived and those who were not perished (P. Silva 1987). 

Consequently, the survivors of the market reforms in the countryside were very invested in the 

continuation of the neoliberal economic model. The success of the new export-oriented model, 

however, was partially based on very lax labor and environmental regulations. Agrarian elites 

feared that a Concertacion government would introduce changes in legislation, such as more 

stringent environmental regulations and less business-friendly labor regulations, that would alter 

power relations in the countryside and reduce their profit margins.  Moreover, before the 1988 

plebiscite and the 1989 elections, the military government granted a series of tax reductions, 

especially, but not exclusively, to big business. The Concertación campaigned on the non-

sustainability of these reductions and on the need to modify the country’s tax scheme to make it 

more progressive (Marcel 1997).  

A Concertación victory could mean the empowerment of unions, more stringent regulations, 

an increased tax burden on business and, as a consequence, a reduction in business’s profit 

margins. Agrarian elites expected the Concertación governments to advance policies with an 

“anti-business bias” and were skeptical, at least at first, of the center-left commitment to 

maintaining the free market economic model.156 As one of them put it, “regarding labor 

regulations, for instance, agricultural producers naturally do not expect center-left governments 

                                                            
156 Author’s interviews with Fontaine; Ricardo Ariztía de Castro, SNA and CPC president, Santiago, November 15, 
2016; Gastón Caminondo, SOFO president, Temuco, November 10, 2016; and José Antonio Galilea, Piñera minister 
of agriculture and RN legislator (1990–2006), Temuco, November 10, 2016. 
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to do much except making your life harder.”157  Given these high stakes and their previous 

experience with Christian Democrat and Socialist administrations, where their channels of 

informal access were all cut off, agrarian elites decided to invest in an electoral strategy of 

political influence for the new democratic era.  

As argued in Chapter 2, the costs of losing political influence are determined by the severity 

of the threat faced by a group. Agrarian elites felt highly threatened by the democratic transition 

and the high likelihood of a government by the center-left. In these threatening circumstances, 

failing to influence the policy agenda of the new democratic government could have serious 

consequences for agrarian elites who associated center-left administrations with the 

expropriation of their assets. Hence the preference for an electoral strategy which, although 

costlier than a non-electoral one, was more reliable. Agrarian elites needed to secure 

parliamentary representation in case future Concertación governments showed the same 

unwillingness to take agrarian elites’ interests into account as center-left governments had in the 

past. In their 1988 annual meeting, Chilean business stated:  

       If the parties related to the [military] regime won half of Congress, they would be an 
equilibrium factor, even if the new president were adverse. From this position of strength, 
[right wing parties] would be able to defend the bases of the economic policy or any other 
principle of the free society.”158 

 

3.2. The low costs of party-building: Elite cohesion and the electoral incentives to unify  

High perceived levels of threat during the democratic transition led agrarian elites in Chile 

to invest in electoral representation. Agrarian elites hoped that through a partisan equilibrium 

                                                            
157 Author’s interview with Galilea.  

158 ENADE ’88. Encuentro Anual de la Empresa. (Cited in Rehren (1995, 39)).  
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between the left and the right in Congress they would be able to block or blunt the 

Concertación’s reformist agenda.159 Why were agrarian elites in Chile able to engage in party-

building when their Brazilian counterparts failed? I argue that low levels of fragmentation within 

the Chilean agrarian elite (and the economic elite in general) lowered the inherently high 

coordination costs of party-building. Chilean agrarian elites were less fragmented than the 

Brazilian elites along two dimensions. First, the Chilean economic elite (among them the 

agrarian elite) was socially and ideologically homogenous and shared one main political goal 

during the democratic transition: ensuring the continuity of Pinochet’s neoliberal model. Second, 

unlike Brazil where at the time of democratic transition agrarian elites were invested in rival 

local political machines, in Chile clientelistic machines in the countryside had been destroyed by 

the structural and political changes of the 1960s and 1970s; while the remaining partisan 

structures of the right had unified in the Partido Nacional before the military coup. In addition to 

agrarian elites’ low levels of intragroup fragmentation, a new electoral system designed to boost 

the electoral chances of the right also decreased the costs of building a conservative party to 

represent elite interests in Chile. I analyze each of these factors in detail next.  

3.2.1. An elite with shared economic interests 

Chilean economic elites have historically been very cohesive, with the same family-owned 

conglomerates holding assets in very diverse sectors of the economy (Schneider 2004; Correa 

2005; Fairfield 2015a). The close-knit character of Chilean economic and political elites led 

David Rothkopf to describe Chile in his book on the global elite as “not so much a country as a 

country club” (Rothkopf 2009, 56). Even in the nineteenth century, linkages among the dominant 

                                                            
159 Author’s interview with Fontaine, Caminondo, Galilea, Mayol, and Jorge Prado, Pinochet minister of agriculture 
(1982–1988) and SNA president during the transition (1989–1993), Santiago, November 8, 2016. 
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sectors of the Chilean economy were already extensive. Acquisition of landed estates was a 

common means for the nouveaux rich to gain social status commensurate with their wealth, as 

well as access to political office (Bauer 2008). At the same time, landowners used their estates as 

collateral to diversify their portfolio and invest in other sectors such as mining, industry or 

commerce. Intermarriage between members of the colonial landholding aristocracy and the 

descendants of nineteenth-century immigrants who had made their money in mining and 

commerce was also frequent (Wright 1981; Bauer 2008). These dense interlinkages between 

different economic sectors created a unified elite with similar economic and political interests 

and a common vision for the country (Correa 2005; Kurtz 2013). This unity was further 

reinforced by the national character of the elite. Most economic activities were concentrated in 

the central region of the country, around Santiago. And even those families whose wealth came 

from enterprises in the interior chose the capital as their place of residence. Consequently, no 

regional cleavages, like those that precluded the formation of a strong partisan right in other 

Latin American countries,160 arose in Chile.  

The structural transformation of Chile during the military government (1973–1990) further 

reinforced this cohesion by giving economic elites a common policy agenda: the continuation of 

the free market economy model into the democratic era. The liberal economic model 

implemented by the military government triggered a profound transformation of Chilean 

agriculture that can be described as one of selective modernization. The military government 

drastically reduced tariffs, eliminated non-tariff barriers, liberalized trade flows and increased the 

exchange rate to favor a reorientation of the Chilean economy towards the export of products in 

                                                            
160 On this see Gibson (1996).  
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which the country had a comparative advantage. While those producers who were able to 

modernize their farms and survive the opening of the markets by switching to non-traditional 

crops saw their profits increase handsomely, a significant proportion of producers of traditional 

crops and small producers without the necessary capital to modernize went broke. Fruit 

production requires higher initial capital investments than traditional crops and has much longer 

gestation periods. Thus, many producers could not afford the transition from traditional to non-

traditional crops. In addition to these macroeconomic measures, the military government 

implemented more specific policies to stimulated non-traditional agricultural exports, such as tax 

reductions and subsidized credit after the economic crisis of the early 1980s (Barham et al. 1992, 

63). 

 As a consequence of these policies, agricultural production greatly expanded and the 

country went from being a net importer to a net exporter of food. Between 1977 and 1992 

agriculture GDP grew 105 percent (INE 2007, 17).161 At the same time, agricultural production 

switched from products for the domestic market, such as beef and grain, to the cultivation of 

non-traditional crops for the external market, especially fruit. Between 1976 and 1997 the area 

cultivated with fruit grew 161.5 percent while the area cultivated with cereals decreased 23.2 

percent (INE 2007, 37). Concomitantly, while exports accounted for 45 percent of the sector’s 

GDP in 1985, their participation in the sector’s GDP had grew to 60 percent by 1991. Fruit 

exports grew from 77.4 percent of total agricultural exports in 1985 to 84.1 percent in 1990 (INE 

2007, 22) (See Figure 4.1).162 Today fruits are the country’s main export after copper.  

                                                            
161 Includes silviculture. 2003 constant Chilean pesos. 

162 Includes silviculture. 2003 constant Chilean pesos. 
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Figure 4.1. Agriculture exports and fruit exports (Constant 2003 million pesos). Chile, 
1985–2007  

Source: INE (2007) 

 

The profound transformation of the countryside that began with the agrarian reform process 

(1965–1973) and continued during the military government (1973–1989) resulted in the 

consolidation of a new modern agrarian elite with even more unified economic and political 

interests than before. The old unproductive latifundio disappeared, never to return. It was 

replaced by modern efficient capitalist farms producing for the external market. These highly 

mechanized production systems that employ mostly seasonal labor today control the great 

majority of land in the central valley and neighboring regions. This new class of agricultural 

elites shares a strong preference for an open market economy, international integration and labor 

market flexibility. 

3.2.2. Absence of rival political machines in the countryside 

Unlike their counterparts in Brazil who at the time of democratic transition were politically 

fragmented, controlling rival clientelistic machines, in Chile agrarian elites had no competing 

previous political investments. This absence of political fragmentation lowered the opportunity 
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costs of coordinating to build a partisan structure for agrarian elites in Chile. Until the mid-

1960s, the Chilean right had been divided between two parties, Conservatives and Liberals. This 

division had originated around disputes over the relationship between the Church and the state 

but did not reflect further ideological differences or socioeconomic cleavages. Leaders in both 

parties belonged to the same social circles, owned assets in the same multiple sectors of the 

economy and were related to each other through family ties (Correa 2005; Zeitlin and Ratcliff 

1988). Landowners, in particular, were well represented in both parties and guaranteed 

significant electoral support to right-wing candidates through the clientelistic machines built 

upon their fundos (Wright 1981; Remmer 1984). In 1966 the two parties unified to better 

confront the policy agenda of the Frei administration, creating the Partido Nacional (PN). The 

PN mounted a fierce opposition in Congress to Frei’s and Allende’s policies of agrarian reform 

and peasant unionization (Arellano 2009). Soon after Pinochet’s military coup, PN leaders 

dissolved the party to join the authoritarian government (J. S. Valenzuela and Scully 1997; 

Pollack 1999). 

Structural and political changes during the 1960s and 1970s severely crippled agrarian 

elites’ clientelistic machines. First, the introduction of the Australian ballot in 1958 restricted 

landowners’ capacity to monitor who their clients voted for (Loveman 1976; Bauer 1995; Baland 

and Robinson 2008).163 Later, the processes of agrarian reform and unionization in the 

countryside in the mid-1960s and early 1970s ended peasants’ economic and political 

dependence on their former bosses. Thus, when the regime’s defeat in the 1988 plebiscite 

                                                            
163 Until 1958, each party printed their own ballots separately. Thus, each landlord could just give his inquilinos the 
ballot of the candidate he favored and take them to the polling place. Baland and Robinson (2008) found that after 
the introduction of the Australian ballot system, the electoral advantage of the right decreased in localities with more 
pervasive patron–client relations. Relatedly, Baland and Robinson (2012) show that this change in the voting system 
led to a fall of about 26 percent in land prices in the areas where these patron–client relationships were predominant. 
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launched the process of democratic transition, agrarian elites no longer controlled clientelistic 

machines. Although this was a disadvantage from the point of view of time and resources needed 

to build a new partisan organization; it could also be seen as an advantage in the sense that 

because agrarian elites were not invested in existing partisan machines, converging in a single 

partisan structure should have entailed less opportunity cost for them. Moreover, what remained 

of their former partisan structures had already been unified through the creation of the PN.  

3.2.3. A new electoral system designed to boost the right 

 Besides the existence of a broad base of common political and economic interests within the 

economic elites, conservative party-building in Chile was further facilitated by the electoral 

rules. After Pinochet’s defeat in the plebiscite, government officials designed a new electoral 

system with the objective of preventing the formation of an overwhelming leftist majority in 

Congress (Navia 2002; Zucco 2007).164 Under the binominal system, in place between 1989 and 

2015, the country was divided into districts with a magnitude of two both for the Senate and the 

Lower Chamber, and each party or coalition of parties was allowed to run a maximum of two 

candidates per district. What was crucial for the electoral chances of the right was the seat 

allocation rule, which made it extremely difficult for a single list to obtain both of the two seats 

at stake in a single district. To win both seats, the most voted list needed to double the votes of 

the second place list. As a result, at least one seat was virtually guaranteed for the right in each 

district, even in leftist strongholds. As Table 4.3 shows, in every election under the binomial 

system, the overwhelming majority of districts elected a deputy from each party. The maximum 

number of districts the left was able to double were eleven out of sixty in the 1989 and 1993 
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elections. To boost the electoral chances of the right even more, lower chamber districts were 

redrawn based on the 1988 referendum results to over-represent rural areas, where support for 

the continuity of Pinochet had been greater (Siavelis 2002; Rojas and Navia 2005; Kurtz 2006). 

Until the constitutional reform of 2005, the strength of the right in Congress was further 

increased by the presence of nine designated senators and Pinochet himself who as a former 

president could sit in it for life. As Table 4.4 shows, the non-elected senators prevented the 

Concertación from having a majority in the Senate necessary to pass major policy reforms. This 

only changed during the second Bachelet administration (2014–2018).  

Table 4.3 Number of congressional districts (Lower Chamber) that were split, dominated 
by the left, and dominated by the right under the binomial system. Chile, 1989–2013 

Election 
year 

Split  Left 
doubled 

Right 
doubled 

Total 

1989 49 11 0 60 

1993 48 11 1 60 

1997 51 9 0 60 

2001 55 4 1 60 

2005 53 6 1 60 

2009 59 0 1 60 

2013 49 10 1 60 

Sources: Author’s calculations based on Siavelis (2002) and Servel165  

 

 

 

                                                            
165 Chilean Electoral Service. https://www.servel.cl/elecciones-parlamentarias-resultados-eleccion-de-
diputados/. Accessed April 2019. 
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Table 4.4 Senate Composition. Chile, 1989–2018 

Legislative 
Period 

Center-left 
Coalition 

Center-right 
Coalition 

Independents Non-elected Total 

1990–1994 22 16 0 9 47 

1994–1998 21 17 0 9 47 

1998–2002 20 18 0 11 49 

2002–2006 20 18 0 10 48 

2006–2010 20 17 1 - 38 

2010–2014 19 17 2 - 38 

2014–2018 21 15 2 - 38 

Source: Author’s calculations based on Servel166 

The binomial system lowered the costs of party-building for economic elites in Chile in two 

ways. First, by virtually guaranteeing conservative economic and political elites the success of 

their party-building efforts, the binomial system significantly lowered the uncertainty inherent in 

any electoral enterprise. Second, apportionment rules augmented the costs of a fragmented 

representation. The binomial system made it much easier for the right to win a seat in each 

district but only if they presented a unified list. Dividing the conservative vote among more than 

one list would likely result in the election of two non-conservative candidates. Thus, if 

conservative forces did not unify, they would lose the chance of being a counterbalancing power 

in Congress. This created strong incentives for conservatives to coordinate their electoral offer.  

3.3. Agrarian elites in action: The “YES” campaign and the (re)building of the partisan 

right 

When the military government announced a plebiscite in 1988 to decide whether or not 

Pinochet should continue in power for another eight years, agrarian elites organized to support 

                                                            
166 https://www.servel.cl/elecciones-de-senadores-1989-al-2013-por-circunscripcion-electoral/. 
Accessed April 2019.  
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the “YES” alternative. With some notable exceptions,167 the business community in general was 

behind the continuity of Pinochet in power—which they saw as the only guarantee the economic 

model would not be changed—but the SNA was the most militant of the employers’ associations 

(Rehren 1995, 19). SNA leaders played a leading role in the organization of the civic committees 

(comités cívicos), a broad coalition of businesspeople and citizens groups campaigning for the 

“YES” side (E. Silva 1998). At the time, the SNA was also very involved in the organization of 

the campaign “Empresarios por el Desarrollo” (Entrepreneurs for Development), an initiative of 

the peak association of Chilean business, the CPC, which aimed to raise public awareness of the 

benefits of private entrepreneurship for Chilean society as a whole and the importance of 

preserving the market economy model. “Empresarios por el Desarrollo” was launched just 

before the October 1988 plebiscite, and its activities intensified after the defeat of the military 

government and consequent onset of the democratic transition. The SNA was key to the 

organization of the campaign, especially in the interior of the country where its networks were 

stronger (Rehren 1995, 20). For instance, the SNA disseminated the following message by the 

president of the Chilean peak business association, the Confederation of Production and 

Commerce, Manuel Feilú, about the 1988 referendum, not only through its magazine but also its 

national radio station, Radio Agricultura, which has a large audience in rural areas throughout 

the country: 

When Chileans find themselves at the crossroads of having to decide whether or not we 
want to go back to the dark past or project ourselves freely into the future, we the 
businessmen have something to say and we should do so loud and clear, so the community 
understands that the way to move forward is intimately linked to the free market economy. 

And then, paraphrasing JFK, he added:  

                                                            
167 Such as Sebastián Piñera, for example. 
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[D]o not ask what the government will do for you, but what can you do to have a 
government that will support private initiative.168  

 

In April 1989, the SNA elected a new president to lead the agrarian elites’ defense of the 

military legacy in the countryside during the transition to democracy: Jorge Prado. Prado had 

until recently been Pinochet’s Minister of Agriculture and he was one of the architects of the 

sector’s modernization in the 1980s. In another clear sign of where their loyalties stood, less than 

two months before the presidential election, in October 1989, the SNA paid homage to Pinochet 

by giving him a gold medal in recognition of all his work in benefit of the sector.169 On that 

occasion, Pinochet delivered a speech reminding agricultural producers that the politicians now 

in the Concertación were the same ones that in the 1960s and 1970s had expropriated their lands 

and destroyed agricultural production. He remarked, “Whatever the outcome of the next electoral 

contest, agriculture will always be subject to the threat of those who, following doctrinal and 

ideological postulates, consider armed struggle as a method of political action.”170 

After Pinochet’s defeat in the 1988 referendum it was clear to agrarian elites in Chile that 

the next democratic government was going to be from the center-left but the results of the 

plebiscite also showed that the authoritarian government still enjoyed the support of a 

considerable share of the population—44 percent of voters voted for the “YES” alternative—

especially in rural areas. For example, in Maule, the most rural region of the country, with 40.2 

percent of its population living in rural areas, and one of the main producers of fruit, support for 

the “YES” alternative was 48.3 percent. La Araucania, the region with the third largest rural 

                                                            
168 El Campesino, Vol. CXIX, No. 5, June 1988, pg. 6. Emphasis added.  

169 An unprecedented recognition.  

170 El Campesino, Vol. CXX, No. 11, November 1989, pg. 24.  
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population (38.7 percent) and the country’s main producer of grain and meat, was also the region 

where the “YES” alternative had the most votes, 54 percent, and one of the only two regions 

where “YES” won. The other region was Los Lagos, the second most rural region of the country 

(38.9 percent rural population, 50.1 percent of votes for the “YES” alternative).  Right-wing 

politicians, who supported the continuation of the dictatorship economic model, could capitalize 

on this popular support for Pinochet to build a strong representation in Congress. To do this they 

depended on the help of economic elites who were equally invested in the continuation of the 

market economy. 

Reactivating their partisan linkages was easy for agricultural elites, given the close, intimate 

nature of the Chilean upper classes and the considerable overlap between the economic and 

political elite. The SNA as a business association had to remain officially neutral during the 

election, which nonetheless did not stop its leaders from advising producers to give their support 

to candidates sharing SNA’s principles who, needless to say, belonged to the right. One month 

before the election, in the general assembly of members, SNA president and former ministry of 

agriculture of the military government Jorge Prado said: 

I call upon each one of you to take a stand in these forty days up to the election, to work in 
your communities, but fervently, for those men who defend our principles, those of the 
Sociedad Nacional de Agricultura, to defend the rights to freedom, private property and 
private entrepreneurship.171  

 

Candidates’ personal links to agricultural producers facilitated fundraising efforts, as 

producers were happy to help the campaigns of friends and relatives. Among the parties of the 

center-right, agricultural producers, especially in the south of the country, had closer links to 

                                                            
171 El Campesino, Vol. CXX, No. 11, November 1989, pg.  32. 
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Renovación Nacional politicians, many of whom came from the old Partido Nacional (Pollack 

1999; Navia and Godoy 2014). Agrarian elites supported the reorganization of the partisan right 

during the democratic transition both economically and logistically.172 As Jorge Prado explained 

to me: 

Business associations were like the backbone for the organization of the right… between the 
referendum and the [presidential] election […] It was a very messy time politically [for the 
right] and it happened that Aylwin won by a large margin. And then, business associations, 
since parties were disorganized after seventeen years without functioning, business 
associations were the ones that helped to re-structure the center-right. 

Why did you say that business associations were the backbone of the center-right? 
What did they do to re-organize it? 

… business associations are very powerful in the interior and through many personal 
friendships at the local level, firms were a major source of support … more businesspeople 
than firms, especially agricultural producers, for the reconstruction of the partisan right 
during the first years of democracy. Then, after a few elections, the center-right gained a 
better political representation. 

Did businesspeople think ‘we are going to help to have representation in Congress’? 

Sure, because it was an insurance policy against the government. The government may 
promise many great things, but it was much more reassuring to have a majority in 
Congress.173 

4. The partisan right and the representation of agrarian elites’ interests  

In this section I present evidence of party-building by agrarian elites in Chile since the last 

democratic transition. As defined in Chapter 2, interest groups engage in party-building when 

they become a core constituency of a party. Core constituencies contribute to a party with 

financial, ideological and/or human resources. Moreover, a party’s policy positions should reflect 

the preferences of its core constituencies (Gibson 1996; Fairfield 2015a). Here, I present 

evidence of Chilean landowners’ ideological identification with the legislators of the center-

                                                            
172 Author’s interviews with Ariztía de Castro, Caminondo, Galilea, Mayol and Prado.  

173 Author’s interview. Emphasis added.  
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right, and of their financial support for the parties in the center-right alliance. I also show a 

systematic difference in terms of recruitment of agrarian elites between the parties in the center-

right and center-left coalitions. Since the democratic transition, parties of the center-right had 

had more landowners in Congress and two out of three Ministers of Agriculture in the two 

center-right administrations came from the ranks of landowners’ associations. Lastly, I analyze 

the case of Aylwin’s tax reform to show how the partisan strategy of political influence works. I 

present evidence of how agrarian elites were able to introduce important modifications during 

the design of the law through the work of RN legislators. The analysis of the bill’s treatment in 

Congress reveals the importance of agrarian elites as a core constituency of the party. This was 

manifested in the high programmatic convergence between agrarian elites’ preferences and the 

policy positions of RN legislators as well as in the high priority RN legislators assigned to 

agrarian interests when bargaining modifications to the bill.   

4.1. Agrarian elites’ partisan investments 

After the military defeat in the 1988 plebiscite, economic elites, landowners among them, 

aided conservative politicians in the building of a new conservative party, Renovación Nacional 

(RN).  RN brought together various right-wing political and economic groups, which included 

former members of the Partido Nacional, figures of the new right and young Pinochetista 

activists, known as gremialistas. Family and professional ties connected gremialistas with 

businesspeople in the new grupos económicos that had grown under the military regime (Pollack 

1999). Agrarian elites, in contrast, had closer connections to former Partido Nacional members.  

Soon after the foundation of RN, due to internal disputes, gremialistas split from it to form 

their own partisan organization, the Unión Democráta Independiente, UDI. Agrarian elites’ 
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allegiances at the time, however, remained with RN due to their previous linkages with its 

leaders. UDI was essentially an urban party. Its leaders were mostly former student activists from 

the Catholic University who had held local office during the military regime, and, as a 

consequence, the party’s networks in the countryside were scant.174 In contrast, the RN structure 

in rural areas was much more extensive thanks to networks headed by agrarian elites that were 

inherited from the old Partido Nacional (Pollack 1999; Rosenblatt 2018; Barozet and Aubry 

2005). For instance, in the 1989 elections, the UDI did not run candidates for the Senate in any 

of the three most important agricultural regions, O’Higgins, Maule, or La Araucania,175 while the 

RN ran candidates in all three and elected two senators. For the lower chamber, the RN ran 

eighteen candidates in the three regions and elected nine, while the UDI ran only four candidates, 

in O’Higgins and Maule, and elected two, showing the importance of RN rural networks in these 

foundational elections. 

4.1.1 Ideological identification between agrarian elites and the partisan right 

My interviews with leaders of farm producers’ associations in Chile revealed a degree of 

ideological identification between agrarian elites and the partisan right that I did not observe in 

either of the other two countries under study. Leaders from producers’ associations frequently 

referred to Concertación politicians as “the other side” and to legislators from UDI and RN as 

“our members of Congress.” At no time did leaders of producers’ associations in Argentina or 

Brazil ever identify a party as “our party.” The contrast with Brazil illustrates well the difference 

between a party-building and a candidate-centered electoral strategy. Although in Brazil leaders 

                                                            
174 On UDI formation see Luna (2014) and Loxton (2014). 

175 In these three regions agriculture continues to be the main source of employment and the proportion of rural 
population is more than double the national average.  
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of producers’ associations frequently talked of the Agrarian Caucus as “their caucus,” because 

legislators from the Agrarian Caucus belong to many different parties, this pronouncement never 

carried a partisan connotation. When leaders from producers’ associations in Chile talked about 

“our caucus,” on the other hand, it was clear they were referring to the center-right coalition. 

Twelve out of the twenty leaders of producers’ associations and politicians related to the sector 

that I interviewed said that there is an ideological affinity between agrarian elites and the partisan 

right. In their view, legislators from UDI and RN value private entrepreneurship and share their 

same commitment to the market economy model and the protection of property rights, ideals 

they do not perceive in the parties of the left. For instance, when I asked him if agricultural 

producers in his region supported the center-right, a large fruit producer and leader of SNA 

responded:  

A hundred percent yes. The agricultural sector is not even on the center-right, it is on the 
right. You should not forget that in ’73 the sector was expropriated by the left. That’s there, 
it’s not recent, but it’s there. Many people from my dad’s or my grandparents’ generation 
had their farms expropriated. Obviously, that shocks you. So yes, the sector is completely 
biased towards the right.176  

 

Ideological congruence between agricultural producers and the parties of the right is indeed 

remarkably high. Interviews and document analysis reveal that SNA leaders and legislators from 

the right share very similar positions on current policy debates. For instance, at the time of my 

fieldwork in Chile (September–November 2016) a reform of the Water Code to which 

agricultural producers were strongly opposed was being discussed in Congress. The reform 

stipulated that new rights to water usage will be granted to producers in thirty-year concessions 

instead of indefinitely. Leaders from producers’ associations, legislators from UDI and RN, and 

                                                            
176 Author’s interview with Ricardo Ariztía Tagle.  
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legislative advisers from right-wing think tanks all gave me the same explanation for what was 

wrong with the proposed Water Code reform: it constituted an expropriation of producers’ water 

rights and it was unconstitutional.177 The reform was sanctioned in December 2017 during the 

last months of the second Bachelet administration. During the 2017 presidential campaign, 

center-right candidate Piñera promised to protect producers’ rights and, once in office, he sent a 

modification to the new law to Congress reinstituting producers’ water rights in perpetuity.  

Agricultural producers see their capacity to influence policy-making as tied to the electoral 

success of the right and the existence of partisan equilibrium in Congress. The presence of like-

minded lawmakers can only be effective when there is equilibrium between the two ideological 

blocks in Congress and the left needs the votes of the right to pass its legislative initiatives.178 

Partisan balance opens a bargaining arena for legislators in the center-right coalition and, 

consequently, agricultural producers can use their partisan ties to work together with friendly 

lawmakers in modifying bills that interest them. As the leader of the Biobío producers’ 

association explained to me, “our parliamentary block used to be enough to veto those important 

laws (we opposed). Smaller things passed, things that were not that important to us. However, 

major things never passed because we were in equilibrium.” The 2017 Water Code reform 

briefly mentioned is an example of what losing that equilibrium entailed for agrarian elites. The 

Concertación had been trying to modify the Water Code for decades. In 1992, President Frei sent 

a bill to Congress that was only passed under President Lagos in 2005, after substantial 

modifications. This reform imposed fines on water rights holders that were not consuming them 

                                                            
177 See Appendix A for a complete list of interviewees. 

178 Author’s interviews with Ariztía de Castro, Crespo, Prado, and Stegmeier. 
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but it did not touch property rights. It was only during the second Bachelet administration, when 

the center-left coalition gained a majority in the Senate, breaking the partisan equilibrium that 

had prevailed until then, that a reform containing changes to the property regime over water 

rights could be passed.  

4.1.2. Agrarian elites’ financial support for the partisan right 

Unfortunately, Chilean legislation that protects the confidentiality of political donations 

prevents us from properly analyzing the relationship between economic interests and campaign 

financing.179 Moreover, data on campaign financing are not available for elections before 2003, 

which seriously restricts our ability to study business donations to parties during the transition 

and the first few elections following it. Despite these limitations, there is some evidence that 

businesspeople in Chile, and agrarian elites in particular, systematically contribute more to 

campaigns of center-right alliance candidates.  

Previous analyses have argued that candidates of the center-right coalition in Chile 

systematically receive more campaign contributions from big business than do those in the 

center-left coalition (Pollack 1999; Luna 2014; Fairfield 2015a; Giraudy 2015). As a way around 

the confidentiality issue of campaign contributions data in Chile, Luna (2014, 211) analyzed the 

amounts of reserved contributions a party receives. Because the largest contributions fall into 

this category,180 it can be assumed they came from business, who are usually wealthier than other 

groups. Following this logic, Giraudy (2015) and Fairfield (2015a) show that candidates in the 

                                                            
179 Until 2016, large campaign contributions were confidential. In 2016, a new law regulating campaign finance was 
promulgated. The new law forbids contributions by firms and restricts the contributions that individuals can make. 
Large contributions are no longer confidential. 

180 Until 2016, Chilean legislation distinguished between anonymous contributions (less than US$800) and reserved 
contributions (between US$800–22,500). 
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center-right coalition systematically received more reserved contributions than those in the 

center-left during the 2005 and 2009 elections. In the 2005 election, candidates of the center-

right Alianza received US$ 1,451,878 more in reserved contributions than those of the 

Concertación. In 2009, the difference was US$ 2,836,853 (Giraudy 2015, 95). UDI candidates 

captured more reserved contributions than candidates of any other party. Compared to their 

coalition partners from the RN, they received three times more reserved contributions in 2005 

and 1.2 more in 2009 (Giraudy 2015, 87).181 In 2013, UDI and RN were again the parties with 

the largest reserved contributions but the difference between them had grown even larger. In that 

election, the UDI received 5.3 times as much as the RN.182 These data show that the Chilean 

business community as a whole supports the center-right more than the center-left but we cannot 

tell from the analysis if that is also the case for agrarian elites in particular.  

My interviews indicate that agricultural producers systematically contribute more to 

candidates of the center-right than the center-left. Interviewees reported that agricultural 

producers—in contrast to other sectors or big conglomerates who usually hedge their bets—

contribute to right-wing candidates much more often than they do to left-wing candidates. Seven 

out of the thirteen leaders of producers’ associations I interviewed explicitly said agricultural 

producers only support the campaigns of the center-right while none of them indicated that 

agrarian elites contribute financially to the center-left or hedge their bets.183 For instance, when I 

                                                            
181 Contributions to candidates for Congress and Regional Councils.  

182 Contributions to candidates for Congress and Regional Councils.  

183 Although some of the producers and politicians I interviewed also stated that contributions by agricultural 
producers to the center-right are usually rather small compared to those of big business groups and that contributions 
are frequently motivated by family and friendship ties and not just ideological affinity.  
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asked him whether agricultural producers hedged their bets or only contributed to candidates of 

the center-right, an SNA leader and large fruit exporter answered: 

Definitely, if you can donate some money, in a high proportion, I would say 90 percent, 
maybe even 100 percent [of agricultural producers], will always support the candidates of 
the right. Here, we do not have the concept of other sectors that support candidates across 
the ideological spectrum. That does not exist. It would never cross your mind to support 
someone from the other side, zero.184 

  

Similarly, in the words of the leader of the Biobío producers’ association, “agricultural 

producers are much franker from that point of view [campaign contributions]. In general, 

producer policy is to give to the center-right and not to both sides.”185 In contrast, a Christian 

Democrat legislator from a rural district who works with small producers and peasants told me, 

“it is impossible that big producers will help me, because I work with peasants’ unions… it is 

impossible that the big ones will help you when, for them, you are more part of the problem than 

the solution.”186 

4.1.3. Landowners within the center-right ranks 

Agrarian elites also contribute human resources to the partisan right. Cordero’s (2003) 

analysis of legislators’ backgrounds from the transition to 2006 shows that on average 14 percent 

of members of Congress were agricultural producers. Most of them belonged to the RN (one 

third of the party caucus) and UDI (17 percent of UDI legislators). Similarly, analyzing UDI and 

RN leaders’ (not only members of Congress) connections to business as determined by assets 

                                                            
184 Author’s interview with Ariztia Tagle. Emphasis added.  

185 Author’s interview with Stegmeier.  

186 Author’s interview with Alejandra Sepúlveda Orbens, O’Higgins legislator (Independent former PDC), 
Valparaíso, November 9, 2016. 
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and CEO positions in the sector, Giraudy (2015) found that 29 percent of UDI leaders and 15.4 

percent of RN leaders are connected to agriculture. According to my own analysis of 

declarations of assets by members of Congress in the 2014–2018 period, 20 of the 158 members 

held assets in agriculture. The great majority of them (70 percent) belonged to the center-right 

coalition (nine from UDI and five from RN), two were independent and the remaining four 

belonged to the center-left. Along the same lines, four leaders of producers’ associations I 

interviewed revealed that they had been offered to run for Congress, always from parties of the 

center-right.187  

If a considerable number of Chilean legislators are agricultural producers, then why do I 

argue that the landowners’ strategy in Chile is party-building instead of candidate-centered, as in 

Brazil? I do so because agrarian elites’ representation in the Chilean Congress has a partisan 

bias. Unlike in Brazil, where landowners infiltrate the ranks of multiple parties across the 

ideological spectrum, in Chile the overwhelming majority of landowner legislators belong to 

center-right parties.  While members of the Brazilian Bancada Ruralista organize their work in 

Congress around their sectoral identity, Chilean legislators who are landowners do not work as a 

sectoral caucus. Their legislative behavior, like that of any other Chilean member of Congress, is 

dictated by their partisan identity. That is why agricultural producers who want to work for the 

sector in Chile run on the labels of parties of the center-right with which they have ideological 

affinity. As the leader from the Bio-Bio producers’ association eloquently explained to me when 

talking about the behavior of a center-left representative from his region who is an agricultural 

producer: 

                                                            
187 Author’s interviews with Ariztía de Castro, Caminondo, Stegmeier, and María Inés Figari, president of the 
Northern Agriculture Association, Santiago, October 18, 2016. 



 
178 

 

One of the legislators from our region who was president of the Agriculture Committee for 
many years, Mr. José Perez [PRSD, Bio-Bio], look, there in the region he said exactly what 
we [the producers] said, bla, bla, bla, that he would defend our rights… Then, when he had 
to vote here, in Santiago, this is the button he should be pushing according to his discourse, 
he pushed the other which was the instruction of his party or the government. Legislators in 
general, 90 percent of the time, vote according to the order given by the government or their 
party. […] This guy dresses like a rancher, he owns a horse, a farm […] we are friends, but I 
told him “Look Don José, we can only be friends, I will never vote for you in any election 
because you always vote against us in Congress”. He answered, “Well, there you have to 
vote with your party.”188 

 

There is also a systematic difference between the center-left administrations of the 

Concertación and the governments of the center-right alliance in terms of recruitment to high-

ranking executive positions in sectoral agencies. While none of the ministers of agriculture in the 

five Concertación governments had been a leader of one of the sectoral associations in the past, 

two of the three ministers of agriculture during both Piñera administrations came from the ranks 

of the agricultural associations (Table 4.5). Concertación ministers are usually civil servants with 

a long career in sectoral agencies while the center-right recruits their agricultural ministers from 

the private sector. Also, leaders from producers’ associations frequently serve as technical 

consultants to RN and UDI politicians. For instance, five of the SNA leaders I interviewed 

reported having worked in the presidential campaign of a center-right candidate.189  

 

 

 

                                                            
188 Author’s interview with Stegmeier.  

189 Author’s interviews with Ariztía de Castro, Ariztía Tagle, Crespo, Mayol and Prado.   
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Table 4.5 Chile’s ministers of agriculture, 1990–2019 

Minister Period & Administration Profession Party Producers’ association 
leader? 

Juan Agustín Figueroa 1990–1994 
(Aylwin–Concertación) 

Lawyer–
Businessman 

 

PR No 

Emiliano Ortega 1994–1996 
(Frei–Concertación) 

Agronomist–Civil 
servant 

 

PDC No 

Carlos Mladinic 1996–1999 
(Frei–Concertación) 

 

Economist–CEO PDC No 

Ángel Sartori 1999–2000 
(Frei–Concertación) 

 

Veterinarian–Civil 
servant 

PDC No 

Jaime Campos 200–2006 
(Lagos–Concertación) 

 

Lawyer–Politician PRSD No 

Álvaro Rojas 2006–2008 
(Bachelet–Concertación) 

 

Veterinarian–
Academic 

PDC No 

Marigen Hornkohl 2008–2010 
(Bachelet–Concertación) 

 

Social worker–
Politician 

PDC No 

José Antonio Galilea 2010–211 
(Piñera–Coalición por el Cambio) 

 

Agricultural 
producer–Politician 

RN No 

Luis Mayol 2011–2014  
(Piñera–Coalición por el Cambio) 

 

Lawyer–
Businessman 

RN Yes (SNA) 

Carlos Furche 2014–2018 
(Bachelet–Nueva Mayoría) 

 

Agronomist–Civil 
servant 

PS No 

Antonio Walker  2018– 
(Piñera–Chile Vamos) 

Agricultural 
producer 

Independent Yes  
(FEDEFRUTA & SNA) 

4.2. Agrarian elites’ first policy fight in democracy: Aylwin’s tax reform  

One of the first policy initiatives that the Aylwin administration sent to Congress was an 

ambitious fiscal reform. The Concertación had campaigned on the promise of expanding social 

spending to address the country’s pressing issues of poverty and inequality. In order to do this, in 

April 1990, Aylwin sent a bill to Congress modifying the tax system, with two main goals: 

increasing the state’s fiscal resources and ameliorating the highly regressive character of the 

prevailing system. Among the many modifications that the bill introduced to the existing system, 

one was of special interest to agricultural producers: the abolition of levies on estimated income 

for the agriculture, mining, and transportation sectors in favor of taxes on actual earnings. The 
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government believed the “estimated income” system allowed producers to underreport their 

actual earnings and that the proposed change would reduce tax evasion. Agricultural producers 

opposed the change, arguing the new system was too complicated to implement and that because 

it established an earnings threshold over which producers should pay taxes under the “actual 

earnings” system, it created artificial divisions among producers. In reality, the proposed 

threshold was quite high and the new system would have affected only the largest producers, 

fewer than five percent of the total (Marcel 1997).  

The SNA took the lead in organizing agrarian elites’ opposition to the tax reform. The 

association developed an extensive lobbying campaign targeting both the executive branch and 

Congress. SNA leaders met with President Aylwin as well as with Finance Minister Foxley and 

the minister of agriculture. In Congress, the SNA testified against the reform in committee 

hearings in both chambers.190 However, the capacity of agrarian elites to influence the legislative 

debate lay not only, or mainly, in the effectiveness of these pleas but in the seats controlled by 

the right, especially by the RN. Thanks to their political connections, agrarian elites were, 

according to a close colleague of Minister Foxley during the design of the tax reform of 1990, 

the only business sector that was able to substantively influence the design of the reform (Marcel 

1997, 69).  

The tax reform was negotiated, both in Congress and before submitting it, between the 

government and certain senators from the main opposition party, Renovación Nacional. RN 

coalition partner UDI refused to take part in the discussion of the reform and opted instead to 

oppose it outright. As a consequence, RN represented the voice of agrarian elites during the 

                                                            
190 El Campesino, Vol. CXXI, No. 4 and 5, April and May 1990.  
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legislative debate. RN took part in the negotiation of the Aylwin tax reform as the only 

representative of the partisan right in an effort to move itself towards the center and to show the 

party’s commitment to democracy (Pollack 1999). Senator Sergio Romero Pizarro (RN) who 

was an agricultural producer himself and who had very close ties to the SNA after serving on its 

council for more than twenty years (1968–1989)191 was one of the legislators most involved in 

these discussions (Marcel 1997, 55; Romero Pizarro 2015). 

The importance of agricultural producers as a core constituency of the RN is shown in the 

fact that one of the main changes to the draft bill that the party negotiated with the executive was 

related to implementation of the new “actual earnings” tax system for agriculture. UDI 

legislators opposed the bill altogether arguing that an increase in taxation could never fulfill the 

government’s goal of reducing poverty in the country because it would hurt investment. RN 

legislators, in contrast, supported the bill in general but objected to the change in the system 

taxing agriculture. All RN legislators who spoke in the Lower Chamber and the Senate referred 

specifically to agriculture and the negative effects a change in the taxing system would have on 

the sector. To give a sense of how important agricultural producers were as a RN constituency, 

neither of the other two sectors affected by the same change to the tax system, mining and 

transportation, were mentioned in the legislators’ speeches against the proposed switch to actual 

earnings.192 The arguments RN legislators presented were very similar to those stated in a report 

prepared by the SNA that the association had delivered to the Finance Minister and published in 

                                                            
191 Sergio Romero Pizarro held various leadership positions in the SNA. He was secretary-general (1968–1976), 
council member (1980–1990) and vice-president (1987–19889). In addition, he was secretary of agriculture under 
Pinochet (1986) and vice-president of the CPC during the transition (1989). 

192 Historia de la Ley 18,985. 
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its magazine El Campesino.193 RN legislators, in consonance with the SNA, argued that the 

proposed change to the tax system would result in either less investment or higher tax evasion in 

the sector as producers would prefer to earn less or to underreport their earnings so not to surpass 

the estimated income threshold. In addition, they deemed the system too complicated for 

producers to implement.194  

The SNA’s two-pronged strategy of lobbying the executive (especially the ministers of 

finance and agriculture and the president) and working in Congress through RN legislators was 

quite successful. In response to SNA demands, two key modifications were introduced to the 

executive’s original bill. First, the (already quite high) threshold for paying taxes under the old 

“estimated income” system was raised by 33.3 percent. As a result, agriculture ended up being 

the sector with the highest threshold. After this change, only the largest 2.6 percent of all 

agricultural producers, or about 1,520 people, would have to pay taxes according to their actual 

earnings. The other key modification was that contrary to the government’s intentions to make 

the change retroactive to January 1, 1990, application of the new system was postponed until the 

following fiscal year.195 In spite of these victories, the SNA continued to lobby against the 

reform, petitioning the executive to suppress the modification and go back to the old system. 

This did not happen. However, Congress twice voted to postpone implementation of the new 

“actual earnings” system while several modifications were introduced to make it less complex. 

                                                            
193 El Campesino, vol. CXXI, No. 4 and 5, April and May 1990; Historia de la Ley 18, 985.  

194 Ibid.  

195 Historia de la Ley 18,985. For a detailed analysis of the negotiations against Aylwin’s tax reform see Pizarro 
(1995) and Marcel (1997).  
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As a result, a simplified version of the new tax system for agriculture was first applied during the 

fiscal year 1994 (Marcel 1997).   

 

5. Alternative explanations 

There are two main competing explanations for agrarian elites’ decision to invest in a 

partisan strategy of political influence during the democratic transition in Chile. The first is 

electoral rules which, by dramatically increasing the electoral chances of a unified right, created 

strong incentives for party-building. The second is the relevance of Congress as a policy-making 

arena. In this section I discuss why these institutional factors cannot adequately explain both (a) 

why agrarian elites in Chile decided to enter the electoral arena to protect their interests as 

opposed to lobbying, and (b) why agrarian elites chose party-building instead of a non-partisan 

candidate-centered electoral strategy. 

5.1. Electoral rules 

Before moving on with a discussion of the limitations of electoral rules as an explanatory 

factor for why agrarian elites in Chile chose a party-building strategy of political influence, it 

might be useful to restate the outcome of interest of this dissertation, which is how interest 

groups organize to influence policy-making. Therefore, the outcome electoral rules should 

account for in the Chilean case is not how many conservative parties formed during the 

democratic transition but why agrarian elites decided to support one of them (as opposed to all or 

none of them). 
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As discussed in Section 3.2.3, the military-designed electoral system in Chile lowered the 

costs of party-building for conservative elites. District boundaries were redrawn to overrepresent 

areas where support for the right was stronger, while apportionment rules made it harder for the 

left to win both seats at stake in each district, favoring the second-largest force, the right. This 

increased conservative elites’ incentives to engage in party-building by virtually guaranteeing the 

success of their partisan efforts. At the same time, apportionment rules augmented the costs of 

fragmented representation. If conservative forces did not unify, they would lose the chance of 

being a counterbalancing power in Congress.  

Electoral rules, however, cannot by themselves explain why agrarian elites joined the party-

building efforts of other conservative elites. On the one hand, even when electoral rules in Chile 

decreased the costs of party-building for the right, this does not explain agrarian elites’ decision 

to make this, if now cheaper, still substantial investment. If anything, political institutions, by 

favoring a balance of power between the parties of the center-left and the center-right in 

Congress should have soothed agrarian elites fears of democracy, lowering their incentives to 

enter the electoral arena. The qualitative evidence analyzed in this chapter, however, indicates 

that Chilean agrarian elites felt highly threatened during the democratic transition and that this 

perception of threat led them to make the initial investment in electoral representation. 

 On the other hand, electoral rules cannot fully account for why the Chilean agrarian elites 

chose to support one party instead of hedging their bets. The Chilean binomial system, at the 

same time that it decreased the costs of party-building for the right, also created incentives for 
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candidate-centered politics.196 As shown in Table 4.3, apportionment rules under the binomial 

system usually resulted in the election of one candidate from each of the two most-voted lists. 

Therefore, competition in Chilean legislative elections was more intense among running mates 

than between candidates across lists. Given that agrarian elites knew the center-right’s chances of 

controlling the presidency were very low, they could have invested in a candidate-centered 

strategy to secure the election of like-minded candidates in rural districts under both coalitions, 

trying to infiltrate the parties closer to the center in the Concertación. No feature of the Chilean 

electoral system precluded them from doing this; what did was the agrarian elites’ previous 

experience with the Christian Democrats. Relatedly, when the center-right split in two, agrarian 

elites continued to support the RN because of their previous political linkages to the RN’s 

predecessor, the old Partido Nacional.  

The ties between conservative economic and political elites in Chile and their connections to 

the military regime raise the question of whether the military-designed electoral rules can be 

treated as exogenous to the political interests of the economic elite and to their level of 

intragroup fragmentation. The electoral rules for the new democracy were designed by the 

civilians within the military regime (Siavelis 1997; Pastor 2004) and therefore cannot be 

considered as exogenous to the interests of the conservative political elites. The main architects 

of the new system—Jaime Guzmán and Sergio Fernández—belonged to the gremialista group 

and had closer ties to the new grupos económicos than to the agrarian elite. However, because of 

the high ideological coherence within the economic elites, it could be argued that the political 

interests of those designing the electoral rules were not significantly different from those of the 

                                                            
196 Carey and Shugart (1995) argue that proportional representation systems in combination with low district 
magnitude create incentives for candidates to cultivate a personal vote instead of a partisan one.  



 
186 

 

agrarian elite. Moreover, it is hard to imagine that the architects of the new electoral system 

would have chosen the binomial system if they believed the conservative political and economic 

elite could not hold together an electoral alliance without fragmenting into many different 

political factions. In the past, fragmentation had been a characteristic more of the parties on the 

left than of those on the right. The ideological distance between Christian Democrats, Socialists 

and Communists was greater than which existed within the regime, between gremialistas, old 

conservatives, and the Chicago Boys. Therefore, in the eyes of the designers of the new electoral 

system it was far more likely that imposition of the binomial system would result in electoral 

weakening of the left than that of the right. The right’s chances of maintaining a unified front 

were higher given its lower levels of previous fragmentation, and that explains why the 

conservative political elites chose the binomial electoral system.  

 5.2. The relevance of Congress as a policy-making arena 

Institutional explanations based on the balance of power between the executive and the 

legislative also fall short in explaining why agrarian elites in Chile decided to organize in the 

electoral arena. Formal rules give extensive legislative powers to Chilean presidents. Presidents 

in Chile can veto bills passed by Congress and they can introduce new legislation through decree 

(avoiding legislative debate) (Mainwaring and Shugart 2003; Samuels and Shugart 2003). 

Moreover, Chilean presidents have exclusive powers to introduce legislation in a wide range of 

areas such as budget, remuneration to state employees, social security (for both the public and 

private sector), and collective bargaining procedures (Siavelis 2000, 16). All these diminish the 

relevance of Congress as a policy-making arena. According to Siavelis, “the 1980 constitution 

provides for the weakest Congress of any period in Chile’s modern political history” making the 

president “the most important legislator in the country” (Siavelis 2000, 2, 15). Thus, institutional 
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accounts of the political strategies of business would predict a focus on lobbying the executive as 

the preferred strategy in Chile. In fact, business associations have maintained frequent informal 

contact with high-ranking officials in all governments since the democratic transition (Rodríguez 

Fisse 2006; Fairfield 2015a).  

However, lobbying was not a suitable strategy for agrarian elites in Chile during the 

transition given the high costs that failing to influence policy-making could have for them. As we 

have discussed in Chapter 2, lobbying is a less reliable strategy than the electoral strategies 

because it depends on an interest group’s capacity to access policy-makers in a given 

administration. Thus, in a context where social, family or professional ties, and/or ideological 

affinities between the group and public officials are weak, lobbying has low chances of 

succeeding in influencing policy outcomes. This was the case for agrarian elites in Chile and the 

administrations of the Concertación, which have pursued policies contrary to agrarian interests 

such as reforms to the tax system, labor laws and the water code. Thus, given the high stakes 

around the policy reforms proposed by the Concertación and the initial uncertainty about the 

continuity of the neoliberal model in the new democracy, agrarian elites supported the 

(re)building of the partisan right to secure the representation of their interests in the legislature. 

Moreover, in the Chilean case, electoral rules and the non-elected senators deprived the center-

left of a legislative majority, giving veto power to the right. In this way, if their lobbying efforts 

failed to influence policy design, agrarian elites could still have veto power over the legislative 

initiatives of the Concertación through right-wing legislators in Congress. Therefore, the Chilean 

case shows that even when the policy-making powers of the congress have been circumscribed, 

groups that have no hope of seeing the parties representing their interests winning the presidency 

may still invest in congressional representation as way of securing at least some influence over 
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policy outcomes. In that sense, what makes Congress a relevant policy-making arena is not only 

Congress’s formal powers but also the decision of interest groups to play in that arena when 

others are closed.  

 

6. Conclusion 

This chapter presents a case of party-building by agrarian elites. Since the last democratic 

transition, Chilean landowners have invested financial, ideological and human resources in 

supporting first the RN and later both parties in the center-right coalition. As developed in 

Chapter 2, agrarian elites entered the electoral arena during the democratic transition because 

they felt threatened. Party-building was feasible because low levels of fragmentation within the 

Chilean agrarian elite (and the economic elites in general) lowered the coordination costs of this 

strategy.  

The Chilean case highlights the subjective dimension of the explanatory factor threat. In this 

chapter, I presented evidence of how agrarian elites’ perception of threat during the transition 

created incentives for them to organize in the electoral arena. This perception was based not on 

center-left politicians’ policy agenda during the transition but on agrarian elites’ previous 

experience with democracy where governments of the center-left and left implemented an 

extensive agrarian reform. I show how the memory of agrarian reform shaped agrarian elites’ 

perceptions towards the parties of the Concertación in particular and the distributive dangers of 

democracy in general, leading them to believe they needed to organize in the electoral arena to 

protect their interests in the new democracy. The Chilean case shows how non-electoral 

strategies of political influence are not suitable in contexts of high uncertainty about the level of 
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access interest groups will have to high-ranking officials in the executive. Agrarian elites in 

Chile believed their property rights would be in jeopardy under a center-left administration. 

Thus, knowing it was highly likely the Concertación would win the presidential elections, 

agrarian elites organized to secure representation in Congress. I present evidence of how Chilean 

agrarian elites invested in partisan representation as an insurance policy against the reformist 

agenda of the Concertación. Agrarian elites believed a strong presence of the right in Congress 

could serve as a check on the center-left-controlled executive. As the case of the Aylwin’s tax 

reform analyzed here shows, through partisan representation in Congress, agrarian elites have 

indeed been able to modify or veto unwanted policies towards the sector.  

The Chilean case illustrates how low levels of intra-group fragmentation help party-

building. At the moment of transition, agrarian elites shared a common economic and political 

interest: the continuity of the neoliberal economic model installed during the military regime. 

Moreover, unlike in Brazil, agrarian elites in Chile were not invested in rival political machines. 

What remained of their political structures was all linked to the old Partido Nacional machine. 

Therefore, unlike in the Brazilian case analyzed in Chapter 3 where political fragmentation 

among the rural elites hindered party-building, landowners’ political cohesion in Chile lowered 

the coordination costs of a partisan strategy.  

Electoral rules cannot be completely ruled out as an explanatory factor in the Chilean case as 

the binomial system lowered the costs of party-building for conservative political elites by (a) 

increasing their chances of winning a seat in each district and (b) creating incentives for them to 

unite in a single electoral vehicle. However, electoral rules by themselves cannot explain why 

agrarian elites decided to support the party-building efforts of other conservative elites. Even 

when the electoral rules made party-building cheaper, it still entailed a significant investment. 
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The evidence presented in this chapter indicates that agrarian elites in Chile decided to make that 

investment because they felt threatened. Electoral rules cannot explain by themselves also why 

Chilean agrarian elites decided to support the RN instead of deploying a candidate-centered 

strategy. The binomial system created incentives for candidate-centered campaigns, as did OLPR 

in Brazil where agrarian elites did not pursue a partisan strategy. Given the political context of 

the first years of the transition, when parties of the center-left had much higher electoral support 

than those of the right, agrarian elites could have been better represented if they had pursued a 

candidate-centered strategy à la Brazil by trying to infiltrate the centrist parties in the center-left 

coalition. However, agrarian elites’ links to these parties were terminated when the Christian 

Democrats implemented an agrarian reform in the 1960s.  
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CHAPTER 5. Argentina: Landowners Take to the Streets (Or the Failure to Organize 

Political Representation) 

 

1. Introduction 

More than a decade ago, in March 2008, Argentine agricultural producers stunned the world 

by launching a four-month-long production and commercialization stoppage, accompanied by 

numerous mass protests and roadblocks across the country. Analysts wondered why one of the 

wealthiest groups in the country was taking to the streets in protest, borrowing a strategy typical 

of dispossessed groups. These “protests of abundance,” as President Cristina Fernández de 

Kirchner called them were not, however, new to the agrarian elites’ repertoire. Throughout 

history Argentine agricultural producers had frequently organized protests against unwanted 

policies, although never before with the intensity and scale of their actions in 2008. In fact, until 

2008, Argentine landowners’ preferred strategy of political influence had been a combination of 

informal access to high-ranking executive officials and, when this was not enough to deter 

policies that ran counter to agrarian interests, protests. Thus, the 2008 conflict was a 

manifestation of the failure of agrarian elites’ informal strategy to gain political influence.  

This chapter analyses Argentine agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence since the last 

democratic transition in 1983. I present evidence of how throughout most of this period, agrarian 

elites in Argentina developed a non-electoral strategy of political influence, combining informal 

access to high-ranking public officials with occasional protests. Today, no party in Argentina 

represents the interests of agrarian elites. Agricultural producers as individuals may identify with 

different parties across the political spectrum or with no party at all, but agrarian elites as a group 

have not developed linkages to any particular party. Neither do agrarian elites invest in 
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individual representatives. Since the last democratic transition, very few members of Congress—

the maximum was five percent of the Lower Chamber in the 2009–2013 period—came from the 

ranks of producers’ associations. Moreover, even those few agricultural producers who entered 

Congress, with the notable exception of the 2009 agrodiputados, did not do so as representatives 

of the sector but as members of their party. Unlike Brazil, where legislators from the sector work 

together in a multi-party caucus to advance agrarian interests, in Argentina congressional work is 

structured around partisan identities.  

I argue that Argentine agrarian elites did not invest in an electoral strategy, preferring to 

influence politics through informal channels, because they did not experience an existential 

threat during the democratic transition. Unlike their peers in Brazil and Chile, landowners in 

Argentina did not fear that the new democratic government would implement policies 

jeopardizing the continuity of their business. The lack of electoral representation, in turn, left 

them defenseless against the Fernández de Kirchner administration’s (2007–2015) decision to 

raise export taxes to confiscatory levels.  

Argentine agrarian elites’ inability to influence policy-making during the administrations of 

the center-left Frente Para la Victoria (FPV) (2003–2015) clearly shows how non-electoral 

strategies can be ineffective in the presence of a hostile administration. As developed in Chapter 

2, the success of non-electoral strategies ultimately depends on the capacity of an interest group 

to access the state. Because agrarian elites had no ties to public officials in the FPV 

administration, and policy-makers held ideological views opposite to theirs, informal channels of 

policy influence were closed to agrarian elites, leaving them with no means to block unwanted 

policies save for protests.  
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After the threat reached existential levels during the 2008 conflict, Argentine agrarian elites 

entered the electoral arena deploying a candidate-centered strategy. A dozen representatives from 

the sector were elected to Congress under different party labels. However, differences in policy 

preferences between legislators from different producers’ associations hindered the formation of 

a multi-partisan agrarian caucus à la Brazil. The failure of agrodiputados to work together in 

Congress, in addition to the fall in threat levels with the election of a center-right administration 

in 2015, led agrarian elites to retreat from the electoral arena. Once again, Argentine landowners 

chose informal channels of political influence.  

I argue that their high level of intragroup fragmentation led agrarian elites in Argentina to 

opt for a candidate-centered electoral strategy in 2009. Regional and economic cleavages have 

historically divided rural producers in Argentina between those in the prosperous export-oriented 

Pampas, who favored liberalism, and those in the under-developed interior, who depended on 

state protection to survive. As a consequence, rural producers hold multiple partisan identities 

although no formal linkages between parties and agrarian elites were ever built. Thus, when 

agrarian elites felt threatened during the 2008 conflict, they had no clear partisan allies to turn to, 

and because linkages between interest groups and parties cannot be built overnight, producers’ 

representatives had no other option than to run under the labels of the different parties that 

invited them to join their lists for the 2009 midterm elections.  

The analysis of the Argentine case shows the limitations of electoral rules as an alternative 

explanatory factor for agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence. First, Argentine producers 

changed strategies as a consequence of the 2008 conflict, when their perceived level of threat 

rose, despite electoral rules remaining constant throughout the period. Second, Argentine 

agrarian elites entered the electoral arena through a candidate-centered strategy, which was the 
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most suitable strategy given their high intragroup fragmentation, despite electoral rules that 

curtail individual legislators’ autonomy vis-à-vis party bosses and, as a consequence, discourage 

party infiltration by interest groups in Argentina.  

The Argentine case clearly illustrates one of my theory’s main implications, that of “no 

threat, no electoral investment.” The reason why agrarian elites in Argentina decided to remain 

outside the electoral arena during the transition was not the lack of potential political allies. A 

conservative party with a liberal ideology that coincided with agrarian elites’ interests, the 

UCEDE (Union of the Democratic Center), was formed during the democratic transition but 

agricultural producers decided not to invest in it. Why did agrarian elites in Argentina not 

support the building of the political party that could best represent their economic interests? The 

contrast with Chile is revealing. While high levels of perceived threat led landowners in Chile to 

support the right’s party-building efforts as an insurance policy against the governments of the 

center-left; in Argentina, the absence of an existential threat meant for agrarian elites that the 

potential gains in terms of policy influence from investing in party-building were not high 

enough to offset the costs of organizing in the electoral arena. Therefore, Argentine landowners 

opted to remain outside the electoral arena, influencing policy through informal channels; i.e., 

personal links to policy-makers, and protests, instead of supporting party-building efforts by 

conservative politicians.  

This chapter is organized as follows. The next section provides a historical background on 

Argentine agriculture and landowners’ corporatist organizations. Sections Three and Four 

develop the argument. First, I show how the lack of an existential threat during the democratic 

transition explains why agrarian elites in Argentina remained outside the electoral arena until 

2008, preferring to influence policy through informal non-electoral channels. Then, I show how a 
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rise in the perception of threat triggered by a confiscatory tax scheme led agrarian elites to 

organize in the electoral arena in 2009 and how when this threat disappeared after 2015, agrarian 

elites retreated from the electoral arena again. Next, I develop my argument that high intragroup 

fragmentation within the agrarian elite led them to pursue a candidate-centered electoral strategy. 

Section Five studies the causes of the failure of the candidate-centered strategy in Argentina. I 

analyze how backbenchers’ dependence on party leaders as well as ideological differences 

between producers’ associations hindered the formation of a multi-party caucus in the Argentine 

Congress.  In Section Six, I discuss the two main competing explanations for Argentina agrarian 

elites’ strategies of political influence: electoral rules and the relevance of Congress as a policy-

making arena. Section Seven concludes. 

 

2. Agriculture and politics in Argentina: Historical background 

2.1. Agriculture and the Argentine economy 

From the beginning of the Argentine Republic until the 1930s, agriculture was the driving 

force of Argentine capitalism, and land ownership the main source of economic wealth and 

social prestige. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Argentina was a leading exporter of 

agricultural commodities, contributing one fifth of the world’s total wheat exports and three 

fifths of world exports of beef (Hora 2012, 154). Between the 1930s and 1980s, however, the 

implementation of ISI policies shifted the center of the Argentine economy from agriculture to 

the industrial sector. Nonetheless, agricultural exports continued to be the main source of foreign 

currency for the country and thus the main source of financing for the industrialization process. 

ISI policies discriminated against agriculture by maintaining an appreciated currency and 

establishing trade barriers and price controls. Consequently, economic growth in the sector, 
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which until the 1930s had been the most dynamic of the Argentine economy, deaccelerated. 

From the 1940s until the onset of the commodity boom in the 2000s, the cultivated area in the 

country remained constant (Figure 5.1). However, the land tenure structure changed significantly 

during the second half of the twentieth century. The Peronist policies of the 1940s and 1950s 

towards the sector made it easier for former sharecroppers to buy land,197 while hereditary 

partitions put an end to many large latifundia (Hora 2010). Because of these changes, the rural 

middle class expanded during those decades. Between the agrarian censuses of 1947 and 1969, 

the area harvested by tenants was reduced by 50 percent. Consequently, by 1969, producers who 

owned their farm harvested 73 percent of the agricultural land in the Pampas region, the richest 

farmland in the country (Hora 2002, 331).198 

 

Figure 5.1. Total farmland and area harvested with soybeans. Argentina, 1975–2015 

Source: FAOSTAT 

 

                                                            
197 Formalizing a 1943 decree, the tenancy law enacted in 1948 during the first Perón administration (1946–1952), 
froze rent values and forbade peasant eviction for five years. Subsequent governments kept extending the validity of 
the law until 1968 (Barsky and Gelman 2009). 

198 Buenos Aires province, west of La Pampa, south of Córdoba, Santa Fe and Entre Ríos.  
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Beginning in the 1990s, a series of policy and technological changes gave new dynamism to 

Argentine agriculture. The administration of Carlos Menem (1989–1999) put an end to ISI by 

liberalizing trade and minimizing state intervention in the economy. The government also 

abolished export taxes. Overvaluation of the peso resulting from the currency peg in place 

throughout the decade had mixed consequences for agricultural producers. Although it hurt the 

competitiveness of agricultural products, it also allowed for the incorporation of new 

technologies and mechanization of production, by lowering the prices of imported supplies such 

as machines and fertilizers. The introduction of GMO seed in the mid-1990s gave agriculture a 

new impulse, lowering production costs, increasing yields, and allowing for the incorporation of 

new lands that until then had been unsuitable for crops. As a consequence of all these changes, 

the agricultural sector’s net contribution to the country’s GDP accelerated its growth (Figure 5.2) 

and farmland area started to expand for the first time in many decades (Figure 5.1). This increase 

is explained mainly by the growth of soybean cultivation. Until the mid-2000s the area planted 

with soybeans had grown, replacing other activities such as ranching and cereal crops, without a 

change in total farmland, but skyrocketing international prices during the commodity boom of 

the 2000s fueled the expansion of the agricultural frontier (Figure 5.1). Modern agricultural 

production, which until then had been concentrated in the fertile Pampas region, now expanded 

into the backward provinces of the interior, creating new common interests between producers 

across the country.  
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Figure 5.2. Agricultural value added (Constant 2010 US$). Argentina, 1965–2017199 

Source: The World Bank 

 

2.2. Agrarian elites and politics  

Landowners in Argentina had historically lacked the source of political power on which 

counterparts in Brazil and Chile depended until the mid–twentieth century: the votes of the 

peasants living on their lands. They lacked a dependent population because agricultural 

production in Argentina (mainly cattle and grains) was not labor intensive (Remmer 1984). 

Compared to other Latin American societies, Argentina urbanized very early. In the province of 

Buenos Aires there were already more workers employed in manufacturing by 1914 than in crop 

agriculture and ranching combined (Hora 2002, 195).  Moreover, unlike the Chilean Central 

Valley and the Brazilian Northeast, in the Argentine Pampas access to land was not restricted to 

large landowners. Alongside the latifundia, existed a rural middle class of medium-sized 

producers who were economically and politically independent from the local agrarian elites 

(Hora 2002, 2018; Losada 2009). Because of these structural differences, large landowners in the 

                                                            
199 Includes forestry and fishing.  
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Pampas, unlike landlords in Brazil and Chile, were not local political bosses. They did not 

control local political machines and had no partisan linkages. Argentine landowners were 

residents of the city of Buenos Aires, with little interest in the politics of the towns where their 

estancias (ranches) were located (Hora 2002; Losada 2009).  

Their lack of control over local political machines did not, however, mean that agrarian 

elites in Argentina had no political influence. On the contrary, their privileged position in society 

guaranteed them access, through family and social ties, to high-ranking government officials and 

party leaders. Thus, Argentine landowners’ political power came not from controlling the votes 

of the rural poor but from the centrality of agriculture to the country’s economy. Historically, 

landed elites looked at partisan structures with distrust and preferred to influence politics though 

non-electoral channels such as direct access to the state (Losada 2009). Throughout the twentieth 

century, this strategy was quite successful, since most ministers of agriculture and many other 

officials in top positions in the economic bureaucracy belonged to the agrarian elite (Schneider 

2004, 184). Members of the Argentine Rural Society (SRA) enjoyed prominent representation in 

every administration between 1910 and 1943 whether Conservative or Radical. Five presidents 

and thirty-nine of ninety-three cabinet members appointed during that period were members of 

the SRA. Representation in the Ministry of Agriculture was especially strong. Out of fourteen 

appointees to the post of minister, twelve belonged to the SRA (P. Smith 1969, 48). This 

continued to be the case even during the Perón administrations (1946–1955) when two out of 

three ministers of agriculture were members of the SRA (Palomino 1988, 72). After 1955, 

however, access to the executive became highly contingent on the ideological orientation of the 

government and its ties to the agricultural sector. For instance, whereas the military government 

of the Revolución Argentina (1966–73) appointed thirty members of the SRA to cabinet 
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positions, the Peronist government that followed (1973–76) did not appoint any (Palomino 1988, 

75).  The fact that agrarian elites’ capacity to influence policy-making was so dependent on the 

government’s willingness to grant the sector access to the state left them defenseless against 

hostile administrations. This problem became particularly acute during the administrations of the 

center-left Frente Para la Victoria (FPV) (2003–2015).  

2.3. Agrarian elites’ corporatist associations 

The Argentine Rural Society (SRA), founded in 1886, is the oldest of the country’s 

producers’ associations and was for several decades the sector’s only representative. Originally, 

the SRA represented the interests of the large ranchers in the province of Buenos Aires. Until the 

first decades of the twentieth century, being a member of the SRA was a clear sign of economic 

wealth and social prominence (Imaz 1959; Palomino 1988). Historically, the SRA has been an 

advocate of economic liberalism, opposing state intervention in the economy and barriers to free 

trade (Palomino 1988). In 2008, the association claimed to have 10,000 members.200 In contrast 

to the other sectoral national-level associations, the SRA is not a federation and, consequently, 

lacks territorial organization outside the city of Buenos Aires where it is headquartered.  

The Rural Confederations of Argentina (CRA) was founded in 1943 by medium-sized 

producers that did not feel represented by the large-rancher–dominated SRA. Like the SRA, the 

CRA has also advocated for economic liberalism and minimal state intervention in the sector. 

However, unlike the SRA, the CRA is a confederation with a nation-wide organization. 

Historically, the CRA has maintained a more militant style than the SRA and has been much 

                                                            
200 “Quién es quién en el sector agropecuario,” La Nación, March 30, 2008. These numbers are similar to the 11,054 
members the association had in 1980 (Palomino 1988, 32). However, Richardson (2012, 44) estimates that 
membership experienced a strong decline in the 1990s and early 2000s and that by 2008 it was around half what the 
SRA claimed.  
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more prone to organizing protests and lockouts, frequently in collaboration with organizations 

representing smaller producers. Today, thirteen provincial federations, comprising 310 local 

rural unions, make up the CRA. In 2008, the confederation claimed to have 110,000 members.201  

The Confederation of Agricultural Cooperatives (CONINAGRO) was founded in 1958. The 

Confederation unites about 500 agro-industrial cooperatives (as of 2008) from all over the 

country that produce a variety of products such as oilseeds, grains, tea, cotton, dairy products, 

and wine.202 Most of the cooperatives in CONINAGRO are small and medium-sized, but some 

of the largest cooperatives in the country are also affiliated with it. Moreover, CONINAGRO 

represents all cooperatives in the sector, from producers to suppliers and traders. Because of the 

heterogeneous interests it represents, the association frequently lacks a clear stance on 

government policies towards the sector.  

The Agrarian Federation of Argentina (FAA) was founded in 1912 when immigrant 

sharecroppers in the province of Santa Fe confronted landowners over high rents and 

unfavorable contracts.203 It represents small and medium-sized agricultural producers (both 

tenants and smallholders) organized in local associations across the country. In 2008, the 

federation claimed to represent 100,000 producers.204 Unlike the SRA or the CRA, it does not 

have a liberal discourse and has historical links to left-wing parties. The FAA has historically 

                                                            
201 “Quién es quién en el sector agropecuario,” La Nación, March 30, 2008. Palomino (1988, 79) estimates CRA had 
some 100,000 members in the 1980s. Richardson (2012, 45) estimates CRA’s true membership in 2008 was much 
lower than what they claimed, around 60,000. 

202 “Quién es quién en el sector agropecuario,” La Nación, March 30, 2008.  

203 In 1914, about 58 percent of farms in the Pampas were cultivated by sharecroppers, of whom 78 percent were 
foreigners (Manzetti 1992, 594).  

204 “Quién es quién en el sector agropecuario,” La Nación, March 30, 2008. Richardson (2012, 45) estimates the 
FAA had in 2008 5,000 direct members plus between 60,000 and 70,000 indirect members.  
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advocated for state intervention in the sector and differentiated polices towards tenants and 

smallholders (Lissin 2010). While the other three producers’ associations have their headquarters 

in the city of Buenos Aires, FAA’s headquarters are in Rosario, Santa Fe.  

The 2008 conflict brought to the fore two new “technical” (as opposed to corporatist) 

associations that had become relevant spaces of organization for agricultural producers, the 

Argentine Association of Regional Consortiums of Agricultural Experimentation (AACREA) 

and the Argentine Association of No-Till Producers (Aapresid). Members of these organizations 

are typically large and medium-sized producers in the more developed Pampas region. AACREA 

was formed in 1957 by local producer groups that meet periodically to exchange technological 

and managerial knowledge (Gras 2012). The fact that producers in local CREA groups knew one 

another enabled them to organize collective action in their municipalities and play a key role in 

the organization of protests during the 2008 conflict. Moreover, AACREA’s technical resources 

were key in enabling protesters to frame a discourse about sectoral grievances and the 

contribution of agriculture to the Argentine economy, which they used to gain social support 

(Richardson 2012). Today, there are 218 CREA groups in the country, most of them in the 

Pampas region, grouping some 1,900 agricultural producers.205 Aapresid was created in 1989 

with the specific purpose of promoting the implementation of no-till techniques. It is 

headquartered in the city of Rosario, the epicenter of the soybean boom of the 2000s. In 2006, 

the association had some 2,000 members, who manage highly technologized firms, epitomizing 

the modern Argentine agricultural producer (Hernandez 2007, 336).  

                                                            
205 Richardson (2012, 45); https://www.crea.org.ar/regiones-y-grupos-crea/. 
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All in all, the existence of six associations that claim to represent Argentine producers is a 

symptom of the high degree of fragmentation of the agricultural sector in the country. Unlike in 

Chile where a single organization, the SNA, represents agrarian elites’ unified economic and 

political views, in Argentina there are many associations with different, sometimes opposing, 

policy preferences. As we will develop in Section 4, as a consequence of this heterogeneity in 

interests, throughout Argentine history there has not been any single party with which agrarian 

elites identify. Members of the SRA, who embrace economic liberalism, have mostly identified 

with liberal Buenos Aires-based parties;206 while the other associations, which represent a more 

heterogenous group of agricultural producers comprising protected activities in the interior, have 

Peronists, Radicals, and in the case of FAA, even Socialists among their ranks.  

 

3. Explanatory factor: Threat 

As developed in Chapter 2, the perception of an existential threat is a necessary condition 

for electoral investment by agrarian elites. In this section, I analyze how a rise in perceived levels 

of threat led agrarian elites in Argentina to switch their strategy of political influence from non-

electoral to electoral. First, I show how due to the absence of an existential threat during the 

democratic transition, agrarian elites in Argentina did not invest in organizing in the electoral 

arena. This lack of electoral representation, in turn, left Argentine agricultural producers 

defenseless against a hostile administration. When Cristina Fernández de Kirchner implemented 

a confiscatory export tax in 2008, the producers launched massive protests demanding its repeal 

while they also began to organize in the electoral arena. The Argentine agrarian elites’ foray into 

                                                            
206 Such as UCEDE, Acción por la República, Recrear or PRO. 
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electoral politics was, however, short-lived. After 2015, when the existential threat dissipated 

with the election of a friendly center-right administration, Argentine producers retreated from the 

electoral arena.  

3.1. No threat, no party: the decision to remain outside the electoral arena during the 

transition 

I argue that agrarian elites in Argentina did not enter the electoral arena during the 

democratic transition because they did not feel threatened by it. Although at the time of transition 

a new conservative party, the UCEDE, was being built that could potentially represent agrarian 

interests better than any of the other existing parties, landowners chose not to support this party-

building effort. As none of the main contenders for the presidency was proposing policies that 

could potentially threaten agrarian elites’ property rights, landowners opted to remain outside the 

electoral arena. In the absence of an existential threat, the potential gains in policy influence 

derived from investing in party building were not high enough to offset the costs of organizing in 

the electoral arena. This was especially so given that agrarian elites had no reason to believe the 

democratic transition would restrict their easy access to government officials. In the past, 

agrarian elites’ informal access to high-ranking officials in the executive branch had allowed 

them to keep proposals targeted at changing the land tenure structure of the country off the table 

under both Radical and Peronist administrations. Thus, in the absence of a common policy threat, 

agrarian elites had no incentives to pay the high coordination costs of organizing electoral 

representation. 

Measuring the lack of an existential threat during the democratic transition in Argentina is 

challenging, as absence of evidence should not be interpreted as evidence of absence. Following 

Slater’s (2010, 13) deductive approach to measuring threat, I argue that unlike their peers in 
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Brazil and Chile, Argentine agrarian elites had no reason to feel threatened by the democratic 

transition. Unlike Brazil, in Argentina agrarian reform was not part of the political debate during 

the transition (Hora 2018, 186). No social actor was mobilized around the demand of agrarian 

reform and neither of the two major parties were proposing any policies that could entail a threat 

to agrarian elites’ property rights. In fact, the policy platform presented by both the Radical and 

Peronist parties abandoned past promises to distribute land to small farmers—which as we shall 

see, were merely rhetorical and never seriously considered—and focused on technical 

modernization of the countryside (Lattuada 1986; Nun and Lattuada 1991). Although both 

parties continued to propose export taxes and a tax on idle land, rates were moderate and similar 

to those already in place. All in all, in the midst of a serious economic crisis, the policies that 

agrarian elites could expect from the next democratic government, whether it was Radical or 

Peronist, were not very different from those being implemented by the authoritarian government 

at the time.  

Unlike Chile, where agrarian elites’ perception of an existential threat was based on their 

previous experience with democracy, when they were the victims of an extensive radical 

redistribution of land, in Argentina, past democratic administrations had never seriously 

threatened landowners’ property rights. Even though the country’s economic policy since the 

1930s had generally been biased against the agricultural sector, agrarian reform had never been 

on the political agenda in Argentina. No matter which party or military faction was in power, 

Argentine agrarian elites had always been successful in protecting their property rights and 

keeping agrarian reform off the table. By contrast, their ability to influence tax and exchange rate 

policies waxed and waned over time (Lattuada 1988, 115; Manzetti 1992; Hora 2018). 

Lattuada’s (1988) thorough analysis of agricultural policy in the country between 1946 and 1983 
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shows that proposals that threatened landed elites’ property rights at any level were 

systematically ignored by the Argentine Congress regardless of which party was in government. 

The proposals for unproductive land expropriation presented by Peronist (PJ) legislators during 

Juan Perón’s second government (1949–1955), which never made it onto the congressional 

agenda despite the PJ’s absolute majority in both chambers, are a clear example. Similarly, 

during the Frondizi administration (1959–1961), the president blocked the implementation of 

provincial agrarian reform laws and vetoed bills that improved the working conditions of rural 

workers and sharecroppers, even when they had been introduced by legislators of his own 

party.207 During the third Peronist administration (1973–1976), which in ideological terms was 

probably the furthest from agrarian elites’ interest of any administration in the history of the 

country, Congress also blocked a bill that proposed the expropriation (with compensation) of 

unexploited lands, while a tax on idle land that Congress passed in 1973 was never implemented 

by the executive (Lattuada 1986).  

Both authoritarian and democratic governments alike had implemented interventionist 

policies towards the agricultural sector in Argentina. For instance, after 1955, both military and 

Radical administrations extended the freeze on rents for sharecroppers sanctioned by the Peronist 

government. Regarding this interventionist role common to most administrations, the SRA stated 

in a report to its members in 1973, “Argentina, since 1945, has never known the free market 

economy. At times, there has been less intervention. However, the state has always been the 

largest, and one of the least efficient, entrepreneurs in the country.”208 In fact, as Table 5.1 

shows, taxes on exports as well as manipulations of the exchange rate that reduced agricultural 

                                                            
207 UCRI (Unión Cívica Radical Intransigente), a developmentalist faction of UCR. 

208 SRA 1973 Memoria, cited in Palomino (1988, 140).  
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producers’ earnings were policies common to military and civilian governments of different 

partisan affiliation (Lattuada 1988; Manzetti 1992). For instance, the tax rate paid by the sector 

was the same during the third Peronist administration (1973–76) as it was during the military 

government that deposed it (1976–1983). Even when the net prices obtained by producers (i.e., 

discounting what the state appropriated via export taxes and exchange controls) during the 

Peronist administrations were at their lowest, they were not much below what they netted during 

the authoritarian governments of the Revolucion Libertadora (1955–58) and the Proceso (1976–

1983). In fact, prices received during the democratic Radical administrations were much better 

than those received during authoritarian governments, except during the Revolución Argentina 

(1966–1973).   

Table 5.1. Average net prices obtained by agricultural producers compared to 
international prices, and average tax rate on the agricultural sector by administration. 

Argentina, 1955–1983 

 Prices obtained by 
producers relative to 

international prices (=100)b 

Taxes on the sector (as % 
of sector GDP) 

Perón II (PJ) (1952–1955)a 47 n/d 

Revolución Libertadora (1955–1958) 69 n/d 

Frondizi (UCRI) (1958–1962) 84 10 

Guido (UCRI) (1962–1963) 82 6 

Illia (UCRP)c (1963–1966) 88 6 

Revolución Argentina (1966–1973) 93 12 

Perón III (PJ) (1973–1976) 57 14 

Proceso de Reorganización Nacional (1976–1983) 68 14 

Source: Lattuada (1988, 108). 

a Data from 1955.  

b Actual price paid to producers for their exported products after discounting export taxes and 
unfavorable exchange controls, as percentage of international prices.  

c Unión Cívica Radical del Pueblo, a UCR faction.  

Authoritarian administrations are shaded.  
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Because policies towards the sector were so similar across administrations, agrarian elites in 

Argentina had no clear partisan enemies (or allies). It had been different in Chile during the 

democratic transition, where the parties that were likely to win the presidential elections had in 

the past implemented policies that had stripped landowners of their property and empowered 

rural workers, a sharp contrast to the military government that had restored their property rights 

and repressed peasant organization. In Argentina, where the agricultural policies of both 

democratic and authoritarian regimes had been very similar, agrarian elites had no reason to be 

wary of a return to democracy. In the eyes of the Argentine agrarian elite, the enemy was the 

state, as administrations of different ideological orientation had equally extracted revenue from 

them to finance an inefficient bureaucracy and an uncompetitive industrial sector (Manzetti 

1992; Palomino 1988).  

An analysis of internal documents of agricultural producers’ associations and their leaders’ 

statements to the press during 1982 and 1983 reveals that producers did not feel threatened by 

the upcoming democratic transition. Given the military’s failure to tackle accelerating inflation 

and a growing fiscal deficit, leaders of producers’ associations welcomed a change in 

administration, hoping democracy would breathe new air into the Argentine economy and offer a 

more stable environment in which to conduct their business. For instance, the president of the 

Buenos Aires Grain Exchange in a message to its members expressed optimism that the 

transition to democracy would “open an opportunity for the country for institutionalization (…) 

[which is] fundamental to overcome the crisis, achieving the needed equilibrium and 

stability.”209 References to the democratic transition and the 1983 presidential elections in the 

                                                            
209 Bolsa de Cereales (1983, 21). 
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documents of producers’ associations are scarce. In fact, agricultural producers did not seem to 

care much about which party would win. Their main concern at the time was, as the previous 

quote illustrates, institutional stability. As the then president of the SRA put it, “we do not care 

about who is in government. We just want them to last.”210 

3.1.1. The UCEDE, a lost opportunity for party-building? 

Why did agrarian elites in Argentina not support the building of UCEDE, a liberal party 

whose policy platform coincided with their historical demands?211 Following Gibson (1996), I 

argue that agrarian elites had no incentives to engage in party-building during the democratic 

transition as they were able to block policy threats through non-electoral strategies, combining 

access to high-ranking government officials with protests. Absent an existential threat, the costs 

of failing to influence policy outcomes were lower than those derived from electoral 

organization. In other words, as long as non-electoral strategies were effective in keeping 

policies off the table that could threaten landed elites’ property rights, failing to block export 

taxes or an unfavorable exchange rate continued to be less costly for agricultural producers than 

coordinating to participate in electoral politics.  

After the democratic transition, the Alfonsin administration (1983–1989) was at first 

antagonistic to agrarian interests. Alfonsin’s economic policies were biased in favor of industry, 

and representatives from the agricultural sector were excluded from government–business 

consultation arrangements (Gibson 1996, 162). The democratic government increased the export 

taxes that the military government had reinstated in 1982, imposed price controls on agricultural 

                                                            
210 “Commodities and Agriculture: Noah’s Ark symbolism of the post-Malvinas era,” Financial Times, September 7, 
1983.  

211 On UCEDE, see Gibson (1996) and Loxton (2014).  
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products, and established exchange controls that discriminated against the agricultural sector, 

further diminishing producers’ income in a context of declining international prices. Moreover, 

in the years 1984–86, Alfonsin’s administration worked on a draft bill to tax idle land which the 

CRA and SRA fiercely opposed because they considered it a violation of their property rights 

(Nun and Lattuada 1991). As a reaction to these hostile policies, producers’ associations 

launched a series of lockouts and demonstrations across the country throughout 1986, some of 

them jointly (Acuña 1995).   

UCEDE leaders were eager to capitalize on the sector’s confrontation with the government. 

In the hope of attracting the support of the sector for the 1987 legislative elections, the UCEDE 

publicly backed agricultural producers’ demands (Nun and Lattuada 1991, 121; Gibson 1996, 

163; Fair 2017, 11). The UCEDE opposed Alfonsin’s economic plan and, in consonance with 

agrarian interests, defended a liberal economic model and demanded the end of policies such as 

export taxes, differentiated exchange rates, and price controls that transferred resources from 

agriculture to other less competitive sectors. The party’s efforts to court agricultural elites bore 

little fruit when the government, also in need of the sector’s support in the upcoming elections, 

moved quickly to deescalate the conflict. Giving in to some of producers’ main demands, 

Alfonsin cut export taxes, granted debt rollovers, incorporated producers’ associations into the 

policy-making process by establishing a state–agriculture consulting body, killed the idle land 

tax bill, and appointed a new secretary of agriculture from SRA ranks (Nun and Lattuada 1991; 

Acuña 1995). Once again, agrarian elites’ non-electoral strategies had proved to be effective in 

blocking threatening policies, thereby eliminating landowners’ incentives to build partisan 

linkages to the UCEDE.  
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The Peronist administration of Carlos Menem (1989–1999) further reinforced Argentine 

agrarian elites’ incentives to continue investing in non-electoral strategies of political influence. 

First, Menem’s policy agenda of liberalization and privatization fulfilled many of agrarian elites’ 

historical demands (Lattuada 2006). The government abolished export taxes in 1991 and 

deregulated agricultural markets in 1992. Moreover, the establishment by law of a currency peg 

between the peso and the dollar in 1991 eliminated the possibility of discussing the exchange 

rate. Second, agrarian elites, especially SRA members, enjoyed ready access to state officials 

during Menem’s administration. The president frequently consulted with SRA leaders about 

agricultural policy and appointments to specialized agencies.212 Ideological affinities between 

government officials and SRA leaders were high.213 Never before had SRA leaders been so close 

to a Peronist government (Heredia 2016). Menem reassured agrarian elites that the Peronists 

were no longer threatening, reinforcing their decision to remain outside of the electoral arena. 

The words of a CARBAP (Federation of Rural Producers of Buenos Aires and La Pampa) leader 

who was a UCEDE provincial legislator in the 1990s are illustrative of how agrarian elites at the 

time valued informal access to government officials over the construction of partisan linkages: 

“When they [the associations’ leaders] had an issue, instead of talking to me [a legislator from 

the sector], they preferred talking directly to the provincial government because they had direct 

access to the executive.214  

                                                            
212 Author’s interview with Alchouron, SRA president (1984–1990). Buenos Aires, July 8 and 17, 2014. 

213 Author’s interview with specialized journalist and SRA leader, not for attribution, Buenos Aires, 2014. See also 
Lattuada (2006). 

214 Author’s interview with Horacio Salaverry, Buenos Aires, June 11, 2014.  
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3.2. Confiscatory taxes trigger electoral participation: Agrarian elites in Congress (2009-

2013) 

If Menem’s neoliberal policy agenda had led agrarian elites to believe that Peronists were no 

longer a threat to their interests, the administrations of the FPV (2003–2015), especially from 

2006 on, showed them that had been a hasty judgement. Néstor Kirchner and his wife and 

successor Cristina Fernández implemented a series of policies that were so increasingly 

threatening to the sector that agricultural producers launched the largest protest in their history. 

But agrarian elites did not only deploy their traditional non-electoral strategies. Facing a 

government that had cut off all channels of informal access to state officials, for the first time 

since the democratic transition, agricultural producers also decided to organize in the electoral 

arena. The emergence of an existential threat in the form of a confiscatory tax increased the costs 

for Argentine producers of failing to influence policy-making to the point that they overcame the 

coordination costs of organizing electoral representation.  

3.2.1. The 2008 conflict 

Protests in Argentina were triggered by a new system for calculating export taxes 

implemented in March 2008 which established rates that varied according to fluctuations in 

international prices. With international commodity prices soaring, the change represented an 

increase in the tax rate on soybeans from 35 percent to 44 percent.  After Menem abolished 

export taxes in 1991, they were reinstated by President Eduardo Duhalde (2001–2003) during the 

economic meltdown of 2001. At the time, agrarian elites agreed to the tax because they saw it as 

a necessary tool to help the country recover from one of the worst economic and political crises 

in its history. Moreover, the tax was not onerous for producers who, in a context of increasing 

international commodity prices, had greatly benefited from the 400 percent depreciation of the 
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peso and the “pesification” of their dollar-denominated debts. Initially, the tax rate was 

established at five percent, but it was soon increased to 10 and then 20 percent. Nestor Kirchner 

continued this policy, raising the tax rate twice in 2007 until it reached 35 percent for soybeans. 

Three features of the new tax scheme implemented in March 2008 led producers to interpret 

it as a confiscation of their profits, and help explain why this particular tax increase provoked an 

unprecedented reaction from them. First, the variable tax rate—which could reach values as high 

as 95 percent if international prices rose over US $600/ton215—was particularly outrageous to 

producers because it meant farm profits would increase much more slowly than international 

prices, frustrating producers’ expectations of future earnings in a context where international 

prices were forecast to keep rising (Fairfield 2011). At the same time, the minimum tax rate was 

quite high,216 meaning that even if international prices fell drastically, producers would continue 

to pay onerous taxes. Lastly, the timing of the tax increase contributed to the producers’ outcry. 

The new tax rate was announced just days before the harvest, which for producers seemed as 

though the state was stealing their hard-earned profits. A producer participating in one of the 

roadblocks in the province of Buenos Aires explained why he was protesting in this way, “profit 

margins are not great, and producers are certain that their harvest is being confiscated.”217 For all 

these reasons, Fernández de Kirchner’s new export tax scheme represented an existential threat 

to Argentine agrarian elites. As a former leader of CARBAP explained when I asked him why 

producers decided to participate in politics in 2008 but not before, given that sectoral policies 

                                                            
215 In 2008, when the new tax scheme was implemented, the international price of soybeans was around US$ 
523/ton.  

216 The tax rate for soybeans if international prices dropped to US $100/ton—an extremely low price—was 23.5 
percent.  

217 “El grito del campo,” La Nación, March 29, 2008. 
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had also been unfavorable during the previous administrations of Alfonsín and Menem, “it is one 

thing to confront a bad policy and a very different one to feel attacked, to feel they are coming 

for you.”218 

Structural changes experienced by the Argentine countryside during the 1990s and early 

2000s also help explain why agricultural producers were able to coordinate such a strong 

reaction to the export tax increase. Technological changes in the 1990s and increasingly high 

international prices in the 2000s fueled the expansion of the agricultural frontier outside the 

Pampas (Figure 5.3). Between 1995 and 2008, soybean cultivation expanded from 120,000 to 

477,000 hectares in Salta, from 95,000 to 830,000 hectares in Santiago del Estero, and from 

70,000 to 750,000 in Chaco (Hora 2010, 98). Soybean expansion to new areas created new 

common economic interests between producers in the interior of the country, who had 

traditionally harvested products for the domestic market, and those in the export-oriented 

Pampas. Now, producers in both regions were harvesting for the international markets and thus 

shared a common harm from export taxes. Moreover, technological changes allowed small and 

medium-sized farmers (landowners as well as tenants) to harvest soybeans as well, creating 

common economic interests between the larger producers represented by the SRA and CRA and 

the smaller farmers that belonged to the FAA. For instance, a study by the Rosario Stock 

Exchange showed that in 2007, 82 percent of soybean producers were harvesting 250 hectares or 

less (Barsky and Dávila 2008, 65).219 When the Fernández de Kirchner administration changed 

the export tax scheme in 2008, soy products accounted for half of the country’s total export 

                                                            
218 Author’s interview with Jorge Srodek, Buenos Aires, June 12, 2017.  

219 This is less than half the average farm size in Argentina, 588 ha.  
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value. The area harvested with soybeans in the country totaled more than 18 million hectares in 

13 different provinces.  

 

Figure 5.3. Evolution of soybean cultivation. Argentina, 1995–2010 

Source: Author, with data from MAGyP-SII 

 

In addition to raising export taxes, the FPV intervened in grain and beef markets with the 

objective of controlling domestic inflation. Price controls on beef started in 2005. In March 

2006, the government prohibited beef exports for four months to force a drop in domestic prices. 

Starting in 2007, quotas for wheat and beef exports were established. In addition, a registry of 

exports was created which restricted the ability of producers and exporters to decide when to sell 
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and when to cash in their sales (Barsky and Dávila 2008). If market liberalization in the 1990s 

had left agricultural producers’ organizations without an agenda for petitioning the state, the 

Kirchners’ interventions gave it back to them. The problem was that, unlike in the past, 

government officials were now unwilling to listen to the agricultural sector. Agrarian elites had 

no social or family ties to high-ranking politicians in the executive branch who, as the left-wing 

Peronists that they were, regarded agricultural producers as oligarchic rentiers that did not need 

the help of the state. Consequently, non-electoral strategies of political influence became 

ineffective, and agricultural producers were left helpless before a government increasing both 

taxes and regulations over them.  

The Kirchners’ increasingly hostile policy agenda triggered a strong reaction among 

producers who started to demand action from their leaders. As a consequence, the four national 

associations put their historical differences aside and began to coordinate collective action. Their 

first joint action was a nine-day stoppage of cattle sales in November 2006, to protests the 

government’s interventions in the beef markets (Lissin 2010, 73).220 After that, producers 

associations organized several demonstrations and market stoppages. However, the events of 

2008 were unprecedented in their extent and intensity. The four associations coordinated a four-

month-long commercialization strike221 that was accompanied by hundreds of road blockages 

across the countryside and massive demonstrations in the cities of Buenos Aires and Rosario 

(Hora 2010; Fairfield 2011).222  

                                                            
220 Organized by the CRA and FAA and supported by the SRA.  

221 During the strike producers halted the sale and delivery of agricultural products, especially meat and grains, to 
domestic and export markets (Fairfield 2011, 441).  

222 200,000 people participated in the demonstration in the city of Rosario in May 2008 (Hora 2010, 92).  



 
217 

 

As a consequence of producers’ mass mobilization, which had the strong support of the 

urban middle classes, the government was ultimately forced to repeal the tax increase in July 

2008 when the new tax scheme bill was defeated in Congress. At first, the new tax was enacted 

by decree. However, as a way of deescalating the conflict with producers and giving more 

legitimacy to the tax, the president sent a bill to Congress ratifying the new tax scheme in June 

2008. The government expected the bill to pass easily, given that the party of the president, the 

FPV, controlled the majority of seats in both chambers and that the producers had no partisan 

allies. Yet, despite their lack of political connections, producers were able to narrowly defeat the 

bill by organizing a pervasive lobby, pressuring legislators both in Congress and in their home 

districts. Key to this was a split within the governing coalition created by the conflict, between 

legislators representing districts where agriculture is one of the main economic activities and 

those where it is marginal. Groups of producers visited legislators’ offices every day to talk 

about the negative impact of the tax on their home districts. At the same time, producers’ 

organizations pitched a tent in front of Congress with giant screens to follow the legislative 

debate. In the interior of the country, local associations mobilized to pressure their 

representatives to reject the bill. As a result of this pressure, twenty-eight deputies in the 

governing coalition broke ranks and opposed the bill. Thirteen of them represented core 

agricultural provinces and five represented provinces to which the agrarian frontier had recently 

expanded. Nevertheless, the bill passed by a slim margin.223 On July 15, 2008, the day before the 

bill ratifying the new tax scheme was scheduled to be voted on the Senate, 237,000 people 

participated in a rally organized by agricultural producers’ associations in the city of Buenos 

                                                            
223 129 votes in favor, 122 against and 2 abstentions.  
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Aires.224  In the Senate, pressure from the producers provoked a tie when ten senators in the 

governing coalition voted against the bill. Four of them represented core agricultural districts and 

four provinces where agriculture had recently expanded. The bill was eventually defeated when 

the vice-president of the country voted against it to break the tie. 

The agrarian elites’ victory was, however, a pyrrhic one. After mounting such a tremendous 

mobilization effort, the agricultural producers were able to repeal the last tax rate increase, but 

not to eliminate export taxes altogether. In fact, the export tax rate continued to be around 35 

percent until the end of the Fernández de Kirchner administration in 2015. Moreover, after the 

conflict, the government increased price controls and export quotas for beef and other 

agricultural products.  

3.2.2. The decision to enter the electoral arena 

The 2008 conflict showed agricultural producers that Congress could be an arena where they 

could defend their interests when channels of direct access to the executive were blocked. The 

fact that the tax increase was ultimately defeated in Congress and the relationships that producers 

built with party leaders during the 2008 conflict awakened agrarian elites’ interest in electoral 

politics. Before the 2008 conflict, agrarian elites in Argentina influenced policy outcomes mostly 

through informal contacts with high-ranking government officials, and the legislative branch was 

seldom a target of producers’ lobbying. As a former president of the SRA explained to me, 

When Cristina [Fernández] sent the [bill] 125 to Congress, we went there to find out about 
it. We did not pay any attention to Congress before. When you had to fight a policy, you 
went to the ministry, to the secretary of agriculture, but you did not go to Congress to ask 
them not to vote for this or that project.225  

                                                            
224 “Contundente acto del agro en Palermo,” La Nacion, July 16, 2008.  

225 Author’s interview, not for attribution. Buenos Aires, 2014.  
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Similarly, a leader from the Buenos Aires Grain Exchange commented, 

 

[During the 2008 conflict] the leaders of the sector realized that Congress was key. It was 
hard for them to reach this conclusion because before that, conflicts were solved talking to 
the minister, the president, or the chief of staff. Usually, there was certain ideological 
affinity between us and them and it was almost impossible to think something completely 
different. [With the Kirchners] things started to change, even before the 125, but after the 
125 the change was total.226 

 

During the 2008 conflict, Argentine producers learned that non-electoral strategies are 

ineffective when confronting a hostile administration unwilling to concede the group access to 

the state. If agricultural producers were to have no chance of persuading policy-makers to 

support their views, then agrarian elites needed to become policy-makers themselves to ensure 

that their preferred policies were implemented. As a director of the SRA stated, “if we want to 

change things, lobbying is not enough. We need a seat at the table where the laws are cooked up, 

the Senate, the Lower Chamber.”227 In the same vein, a provincial legislator from the sector 

explained: “Politicians are the only ones with the capacity to change reality. You, as a leader of a 

producers’ association, may rant and rave, organize protests, talk to the media, whatever you 

want… but the one making the decision is the politician.”228 Similarly, a former president of a 

crop-specific organization exemplified producers’ reasoning at the time, “Look, the mayor of my 

town, when I ask him to repair the road to my farm, he ignores me. Well, I will become a 

councilman myself, so then I will be the one making the decision to repair the road.”229  

                                                            
226 Author’s interview, not for attribution, Buenos Aires, 2014.  

227 Author’s interview, not for attribution, Buenos Aires, 2014.  

228 Author’s interview with María del Huerto Ratto, Buenos Aires, August 13, 2014.  

229 Author’s interview, not for attribution, Buenos Aires, 2014.  
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To confront a government that had cut off all channels of contact between producers’ 

associations and public officials, for the first time since the democratic transition, Argentine 

agrarian elites started to entertain the idea of participating in electoral politics. How to organize 

this participation? The upcoming 2009 legislative election offered an opportunity for producers 

to build a space of direct representation within Congress and, what better example of this than 

the Brazilian Agrarian Caucus? So, the Buenos Aires Grain Exchange and the Rosario Stock 

Exchange sent a delegation of consultants to Brasília to study the Bancada Ruralista with the 

intention of replicating it in Argentina.230 After learning about the Brazilian Agrarian Caucus’s 

great effectiveness in defending agribusiness interests, some leaders from producers’ 

associations started to talk with party leaders about the possibility of placing people from their 

ranks on their respective parties’ ballots. It is worth mentioning that consultants also studied the 

case of the Country/National Party in Australia—founded at the end of the nineteenth century by 

farmers and very influential in the 1920s—but given the high political fragmentation in the sector 

in Argentina (see Section 4) this option was quickly discarded.  

Party leaders from the opposition were eager to attract leaders from producers’ associations 

to their list of candidates for Congress in 2009. The defeat of Bill 125 in Congress had been a 

major political setback for the Kirchners. Massive rallies in support of agricultural producers in 

the cities of Rosario and Buenos Aires during the 2008 conflict had showed that producers’ 

associations at the time had a mobilization capacity greater than that of any party in the 

opposition. During the four-month-long conflict, leaders from producers’ associations enjoyed a 

                                                            
230 Author’s interviews with Juan Cruz Jaime and Adolfo Castro Almeyra, consultants who travelled to Brasília, 
Buenos Aires, June 14 and 17, 2014; and Mario Acoroni, executive director of the Rosario Stock Exchange, 
Rosario, June 24, 2014.  
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lot of airtime in the mass media and, as a consequence, became well-known figures among the 

urban middle classes who saw them as the standard-bearers of the anti-Kirchner backlash 

(Richardson 2012). All this made leaders from producers’ associations attractive potential 

candidates for the parties in the opposition. In fact, as every leader from the sector I interviewed 

recognized, all opposition parties except those on the extreme left were trying to recruit someone 

from the agricultural sector in 2009. As they put it, everybody wanted a “beret” on their ballot.231  

The conjunction of politicians’ interest in recruiting leaders from the agricultural sector with 

agrarian elites’ need to find a new channel of political influence resulted in the Congressional 

candidacies of fifteen people from the sector (Table 5.2). Leaders from producers’ associations, 

some more actively than others, bargained with party leaders to secure good positions on the 

ballot for their members.232 Given Argentina’s closed-list proportional representation system, the 

higher on the list a candidate is placed, the greater her chances of being elected. The CRA, the 

association with the widest network across the country, was also the one that ran the most 

candidates, five. The FAA ran four and the SRA only one. The rest were independent producers 

(Table 5.2). Some associations provided logistical support for the campaigns of agro-candidates. 

Leaders from the associations accompanied candidates on their campaign tours across their 

provinces and helped with fundraising efforts. Out of the seventeen leaders of producers’ 

associations whom I asked about campaign financing—ten of whom had run for office 

themselves at some point—nine said that agricultural producers contributed to the campaigns of 

candidates from the sector.  

                                                            
231 The type of hat typically worn by farmers in Argentina.  

232 Author’s interviews with leaders of SRA, CARBAP and FAA. Not for attribution, 2014.  
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Of the fifteen candidates the sector ran under different party labels in 2009, eleven were 

elected, representing eight different provinces (Table 5.2). These were provinces with a strong 

agricultural tradition such as Entre Ríos and Córdoba as well as provinces to which the 

agricultural frontier had expanded recently, such as Formosa, Chaco and Salta. Most elected 

agrodiputados ran on the ballot of the Acuerdo Cívico y Social, an electoral alliance between the 

UCR, the Coalición Cívica (CC), the Socialist Party, and independent agricultural producers. 

The UCR elected seven agrodiputados, various factions of the non-Kirchnerista PJ elected three 

and the CC one (Table 5.2). 

Table 5.2. Agro-candidates for the Lower Chamber. Argentina, 2009–2013 

Candidate Province Year Elected? Party Association 

Pablo Orsolini Chaco 2009 Yes UCR FAA 

Ulises Forte La Pampa 2009 Yes UCR FAA 

Ricardo Buryaile Formosa 2009 Yes UCR CRA 

Atilio Benedetti Entre Ríos 2009 Yes UCR - 

Hilma Ré Entre Ríos 2009 Yes CC SRA 

Jorge Chemes Entre Ríos 2009 Yes UCR CRA 

Lucio Aspiazu Corrientes 2009 Yes UCR CRA 

Laura Fernández Cagnone Buenos Aires 2009 No CC - 

Pedro Vigneau Buenos Aires 2009 No CC - 

Gumersindo Alonso Córdoba 2009 Yes PJa CRA 

Estela Garnero Córdoba 2009 Yes PJ FAA 

Daniel Vázquez Río Negro 2009 No CC FAA 

Juan Casañas Tucumán 2009 Yes UCR - 

Clara Raspo Córdoba 2009 No UCR CRA 

Alfredo Olmedo Salta 2009 Yes PJ - 

Mario Llambías Buenos Aires 2011 No CC CRA 

Guillermo Bernaudo Entre Ríos 2011 No UPTb AACREA 

Marcos Giraudo Córdoba 2011 No UCR CONINAGRO 

Myriam Marto Tucumán 2011 No UCR - 

Omar Barchetta Santa Fe 2011 Yes PS FAA 
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Table 5.2 (Continued) 

Ana Galmarini Santa Fe 2011 No Surc FAA 

Soledad Diez de Tejada Santa Fe 2011 No PJ SRA 

Juan Ruiz Orrico Entre Ríos 2011 No PJ SRA 

Ricardo Buryaile Formosa 2013 Yes (R) UCR CRA 

Juan Casañas Tucumán 2013 Yes (R) UCR FAA 

Hilma Ré Entre Ríos 2013 No CC SRA 

Néstor Roulet Córdoba 2013 No PRO CRA 

Soledad Diez de Tejada Santa Fe 2013 No PJ SRA 

Alberto Colombres Garmendia Tucumán 2013 No PRO - 

Paul Bleckwedel Tucumán 2013 No PRO - 

Jorge Solmi Buenos Aires 2013 No PJ FAA 

Gilberto Alegre Buenos Aires 2013 Yes PJ - 

Source: Data drawn from “Agro diputados,” La Nación, May 23, 2009; “El campo buscará llegar 
al poder en cuatro provincias,” La Nación, June 28, 2011; “Tras el cierre de listas: el campo 
prevé menos bancas,” La Nación, June 29, 2013.  

Winning candidates are shaded.  

a Includes six different non-Kirchnerista factions within Peronism.  

b Unión por Todos. Small center-right party that existed between 2003 and 2018 mainly in 
Buenos Aires. 

c Proyecto Sur. Small center-left party with a nationalist and environmentalist orientation.  

 

The extent of agricultural producers’ newfound interest in electoral politics did not end with 

Congressional elections. Aside from the agrodiputados, hundreds of agricultural producers ran 

for office at the provincial and municipal level. For instance, in the province of Buenos Aires, 

forty agricultural producers ran for municipal council seats on the ticket of an electoral alliance 

between the non-Kirchnerista PJ and the center-right PRO.233  In the province of Santa Fe, ninety 

members of the FAA ran for different provincial and local offices under multiple party labels.234 

                                                            
233 “Agro diputados,” La Nación, May 23, 2009.  

234 Ibid.  
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According to the AACREA 2014 census, 8.5 percent of its members reported having held public 

office at some point during the five years previous to the survey, most of them at the municipal 

level (CREA 2014).235 Moreover, the CRA and SRA, together with other civil organizations, 

created an NGO dedicated to training thousands of election monitors across the country to 

prevent electoral fraud.236 Producers believed that deploying election monitors in the FPV-

controlled Greater Buenos Aires, where almost a third of the country’s voters live, was crucial 

for the opposition to have a fair chance of winning the election. In my survey of members of 

Barbechando,237 30 percent of respondents reported serving as monitors in the 2009 election, and 

50 percent in the 2015 presidential election when the center-right candidate Mauricio Macri 

defeated the Kirchnerista Daniel Scioli.238 Serving as monitors was the electoral activity most 

frequently cited by respondents.  

3.3. Back to usual? A new friendly administration and the retreat from the electoral arena 

The agrodiputados’ 2009 strategy was short-lived. In the following Congressional election 

in 2011, eight candidates from the sector ran but mostly in low ballot positions. Consequently, 

only one was elected. In 2013, nine ran and three were elected, including two of the three 

agrodiputados running for reelection (Table 5.2). That only three out of the eleven 2009 

agrodiputados ran for reelection in 2013 shows that agrarian elites lost interest in continuing this 

                                                            
235 AACREA conducts a census among its members every five years.  

236 Fiscales in Spanish. Because in Argentina paper ballots printed separately for each party are used, parties need 
monitors at the polls to make sure nobody steals their ballots or miscounts their votes. The name of the organization 
which is still active is Ser Fiscal https://serfiscal.org/.  

237 For a description of this survey see Chapter 1, Section 4.2.  

238 Barbechando is an NGO that monitors Congress founded by agricultural producers after the 2008 conflict. 
Members of Barbechando are more interested in politics than the average producer; therefore, it is reasonable to 
believe that the percentage of producers that served as monitors in the total universe is much lower.  
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electoral strategy. Their apathy is in part explained by the failure of agrodiputados to build a 

unified Congressional front to advance sectoral policies. I analyze the reasons for this failure in 

Section 5. However, I argue that another factor reinforced agrarian elites’ decision to retreat from 

the electoral arena: the disappearance of the existential threat that had led them to participate in 

electoral politics in the first place.  

In November 2015, for the first time in Argentina’s democratic history, a conservative party 

with a policy platform congruent with agrarian elites’ interests, PRO (Republican Proposal), won 

the presidency. President Mauricio Macri’s (2015–) campaign proposals for the agricultural 

sector coincided with agrarian elites’ main demands: reduction or elimination of export taxes on 

agricultural products, elimination of price controls on domestic products, and the lifting of export 

restrictions (Fundación Pensar 2014). PRO’s agrarian policy platform had been developed with 

the help of agricultural producers who had joined the party ranks in the previous years.239 

Moreover, Macri’s development plan gave agriculture a central role as one of the pillars of the 

country’s economy. Enthusiastic about the possibility of ending decades of hostile policies 

towards the sector, agricultural producers voted massively for Macri. Mangonnet et al. (2018, 

13) found a high correlation at the department level between votes for Macri in the 2015 

presidential election and both soybean cultivation and the number of roadblocks in 2008. 

Macri’s administration (re)opened formal and informal channels of access to the state for 

agrarian elites after more than a decade of political isolation. In sharp contrast with the previous 

                                                            
239 Author’s interviews with José de Anchorena, director of government planification, Fundación Pensar, Buenos 
Aires, August 2, 2017; Ricardo Negri, coordinator of Fundación Pensar Agroindustry Roundtable, member of 
AACREA, Buenos Aires, June 13, 2017; Guillermo Bernaudo, member of Fundación Pensar Agroindustry 
Roundtable, member of AACREA, Buenos Aires, June 12, 2017; and Jorge Srodek, member of Fundación Pensar 
Agroindustry Roundtable, former CARBAP vice-president, Buenos Aires, June 12, 2017.  
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FPV administrations, Macri recruited most of the sectoral agencies’ high-ranking officials from 

the ranks of producers’ associations. According to Mangonnet et al. (2018, 18), twelve out of the 

twenty-nine high-ranking appointees to the Ministry of Agroindustry under Macri came from the 

associations’ ranks. This was also the case for appointees to other agencies related to the sector 

such as the National Institute of Agro-technology (INTA) and the National Service of Food 

Security (SENASA).  

The election of a friendly administration reduced Argentina agrarian elites’ incentives to 

invest in electoral representation. The appointment of high-ranking government officials from 

the sector in key agencies augmented the chances for success of non-electoral strategies, as 

members of the executive now shared agrarian elites’ policy preferences. Moreover, policy 

threats disappeared as the government adopted the sector’s main demands as its own agrarian 

policy. During his first week in office, President Macri implemented a series of policies for 

which agrarian elites had been advocating for a decade: he slashed export taxes, lifted export 

restrictions, and appointed one of the sector’s leaders as minister of agroindustry.240 Illustrative 

of how agrarian elites’ perception of threat plunged with the election of Macri is the comparison 

of agricultural producers’ projected investments before and after 2015. According to an annual 

survey that AACREA conducts of its members, in July 2015, when a victory of the incumbent 

FPV in the next presidential elections was perceived as most likely, 70 percent of respondents 

believed it was a bad time to invest. In November 2016, almost a year into the Macri 

administration  that figure had dropped to 10 percent (CREA 2017).  

                                                            
240 Ricardo Buryaile, minister of agroindustry (2015–2017), was one of the most active leaders in the interior of the 
country during the 2008 conflict. He was CRA vice-president at the time and served as one of the agrodiputados 
(2009–2015).  
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The emergence of the PRO as an electorally viable center-right party at the national level 

presented Argentine agrarian elites with an unprecedented opportunity for party-building. On the 

one hand, PRO is a Buenos Aires-based party with a weak presence in the interior of the country. 

Agricultural producers, who are an important social actor at the local level, could help the PRO 

expand its networks in the interior of the country.  On the other hand, the PRO’s plan for national 

development, which envisioned greater economic integration into the international market 

through the promotion of agroindustrial exports, was entirely compatible with agrarian elites’ 

economic interests. Paradoxically, however, by implementing policies long demanded by the 

sector and reopening channels of access to the state for agrarian elites, the Macri administration 

extinguished agrarian elites’ perception of an existential threat and with it their incentives to 

invest in electoral politics.  

Argentine agrarian elites are not building organic ties to PRO because they do not need to. 

There are no incentives to invest in expensive electoral strategies when cheaper non-electoral 

ones are once again effective in advancing the interests of their sector. Despite the ideological 

affinities between PRO and the more liberal producers’ associations such as the SRA, CRA or 

AACREA, very few producers today run on the PRO ticket, and they do not do so more than on 

other party labels. The interviews with leaders of producers’ associations and high-ranking 

government officials that I conducted in 2017 indicate that no partisan linkages are developing 

between PRO and agricultural producers. Agrarian elites have become integrated into the Macri 

administration but not into the PRO. Moreover, none of the producers I interviewed referred to 

PRO as “their party” as producers in Chile had when referring to the RN. Electoral data shows 
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that most producers individually vote for PRO but agrarian elites as a group are not among the 

main financers of PRO nor do they mobilize in support of the party or its candidates.241 

PRO leaders are also not interested in building organic linkages to agrarian elites. 

Agriculture occupies a central role in PRO’s economic platform, but agricultural producers are 

not a core constituency of the PRO. Party leaders are not interested in agricultural producers as a 

group that could supply political resources such as candidates in the interior of the country, 

mobilization capacity or campaign financing. This is because PRO is a new type of party, 

different from the “machine parties” of the past that relied on mass organization to mobilize 

electoral appeal. PRO was born in the 2000s, when mass-based organization, strong local 

branches and extensive grassroots participation are less needed to reach voters. They have been 

replaced by media and social networks (K. Roberts 2002). Therefore, what this type of party may 

need from interest groups is limited to financial resources. However, the chances of exchanging 

these resources for places on the party ballot are slim, now that candidacies are decided by media 

strategies based on polling and focus group research (Conaghan 2000). As a PRO politician put it 

when I asked him if PRO had thought of agrarian producers as a potential source of candidates in 

the interior, 

That is not how our political operators think. Our political operators look for popularity. If 
the person comes from the agricultural sector, fine; if he is the shopkeeper from the corner, 
fine; and if he is a famous actor it is also fine (…) PRO’s political logic is different, it’s 
more Facebook and less interest groups.242  

                                                            
241 Data on campaign contributions in Argentina is of very low quality. It is incomplete and depends on candidates’ 
self-reporting. Until 2019, corporate donations were illegal in Argentina. An analysis of the 849 individual donors to 
Mauricio Macri’s campaign in 2015 reported by the party revealed that those that most contributed were government 
contractors in the private security, marketing and garbage collection sectors. “Macri recibió 3 millones de 
contratistas del estado para su campaña electoral,” available at https://chequeado.com.  

242 Author’s interview with Miguel Braun, secretary of commerce, executive director of Fundación Pensar, Buenos 
Aires, August 18, 2017.  
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The difficulties of agrarian elites integrating into PRO highlight the path-dependent 

character of agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence. Building organic linkages to a party 

was harder in 2008 than it was at the time of the democratic transition, twenty-five years earlier. 

During the democratic transition, party systems were being rebuilt, parties were looking for new 

constituencies and, in the early 1980s in Latin America, parties still needed the help of interest 

groups to reach and mobilize voters. Argentine agrarian elites did not build linkages to a party 

then because they did not perceive electoral representation to be necessary to advance their 

interests. In 2008, when they saw the need of having their representatives in Congress, it was too 

late. Older parties had already built their linkages to other groups and new parties did not need 

them. Together with the reduction in incentives to organize in the electoral arena caused by the 

election of a center-right government, the unavailability of parties interested in integrating 

agrarian elites may be another factor explaining why they retreated from the electoral arena after 

2015.  

 

4. Explanatory factor: Political fragmentation 

Why did agrarian elites enter the electoral arena through a candidate-centered strategy in 

Argentina where electoral rules discourage party infiltration by interest groups? Why did 

agrarian elites not build organic linkages to a party instead? I argue that their high level of 

intragroup fragmentation led agrarian elites in Argentina to opt for a candidate-centered electoral 

strategy. Regional and economic cleavages have historically divided rural producers in Argentina 

between the Pampas and the interior. As a consequence, agrarian elites hold multiple partisan 

identities, which has prevented them from building organic linkages to a party. In this section, I 

first review the historical sources of agrarian elites’ political divisions. I then analyze how these 
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divisions played during 2009, when Argentine agrarian elites decided to imitate Brazilian 

producers’ multi-party infiltration strategy, running a dozen agrodiputados under different party 

labels.  

4.1. Landowners and parties before 2008 

Throughout Argentine history, economic and political elites have been divided by regional 

cleavages (Kurtz 2013). The competing interests of regional elites in the prosperous Pampas—

who controlled the best land in the country as well as international trade—and those of the 

under-developed interior hindered the formation of a national conservative party (Gibson 1996, 

41–44). As a consequence, the right in Argentina has historically been divided between the 

conservatives in the interior (also known as federalists) and the liberals in Buenos Aires. The 

federalists were a heterogeneous group of provincial elites with ties to the old conservative PAN 

(National Autonomist Party) but without a coherent ideology or common economic interest 

beyond the defense of protectionism to guarantee the survival of regional industries. Through the 

control of clientelistic machines in their provinces, federalists were able to build successful 

electoral alliances with different non-conservative national parties throughout the twentieth 

century (Morresi 2015). Liberals represented the interests of the Buenos Aires oligarchy; i.e., 

agro-exporters and financial capital. Consequently, they were against protectionism and were 

fervent supporters of free trade. Unlike the federalists, they were electorally weak and influenced 

politics through informal channels such as personal relationships with high-ranking government 

officials, who were frequently recruited from their ranks, and leaders of the main parties 

(Morresi 2015). 

 Agrarian elites, as members of the economic and political elite, were also fragmented 

around this regional cleavage. Landowners in the fertile Pampas were highly competitive 
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producers of beef and cereals for the international market, and therefore favored liberalism. 

Represented mainly by the SRA and CARBAP, landowners of the Pampas were politically closer 

to liberal conservatives, who themselves did not constitute a party but built relationships with 

liberal factions within the main parties.243 Because cattle ranching and cereal production are not 

labor-intensive activities, agrarian elites in the Pampas lacked clientelistic networks over which 

to build partisan representation. As a consequence, they preferred to influence politics through 

informal social and family relations with politicians or through the appointment of people from 

their ranks to government agencies related to the agricultural sector. Far away from ports and 

working less fertile lands, agrarian elites in the interior have historically been more dependent on 

state protection for the viability of their business than those in the Pampas. Therefore, they have 

not embraced liberalism and instead have demanded state intervention to protect regional 

products such as sugarcane and cotton in the northwest, and fruit in the center-west and south. 

Unlike landowners in the Pampas, some regional oligarchies such as, for example, sugarcane 

producers in the province of Tucumán who controlled the votes of sugar mill workers and small 

producers, dominated extensive clientelistic machines that guaranteed them a prominent role in 

provincial politics (Losada 2009). Thus, in some provinces of the interior, agrarian elites were 

part of conservative provincial parties that frequently allied with Peronists and Radicals at the 

national level (Gibson 1997).  

Because of these regional and economic cleavages, agricultural producers as individuals 

developed multiple partisan identities, but no organic linkages between parties and agrarian elites 

as a group were ever built in Argentina. Associations have been closer to some parties than to 

                                                            
243 On this see Gibson (1996) and Morresi (2015). 



 
232 

 

others according to their ideological orientation; e.g., the SRA and CARBAP to liberal Buenos 

Aires-based parties and the FAA to popular and leftwing parties, but the sector as a class at no 

point invested in party-building efforts.244 Prior to 2009, the few landowners that pursued 

political careers under various party labels did so out of personal ambition and not as part of a 

collective strategy of representation.245 Argentine agrarian elites were historically suspicious of 

party structures, which they saw as machines oriented toward winning the votes of the urban 

majority, and therefore insensitive to agrarian interests (Lattuada 1992). Thus, when agrarian 

elites felt threatened in 2008, they had no political allies to which to turn. In need of electoral 

representation, agrarian elites developed a candidate-centered strategy, supporting individual 

candidates under multiple party labels.   

4.2. The Agrodiputados (2009–2013) 

Agrarian elites entered the electoral arena in 2009 to defend themselves from an increasingly 

hostile administration that was implementing policies that threatened their businesses at the same 

time that it had cut off their access to the state. Because agrarian elites had no party to represent 

their interests and these linkages could not be built overnight, agricultural producers ran their 

candidates under the party labels that would take them. As shown in Table 5.2, between 2009 

and 2013, twenty-eight candidates from the sector ran under twelve different party labels across 

the ideological spectrum, from the Socialist Party to the center-right PRO.  

                                                            
244 Exceptions to this are two failed party-building attempts by agrarian elites in the province of Buenos Aires, one at 
the end of the nineteenth century, the Unión Provincial, and the other at the beginning of the twentieth century, 
Defensa Rural. On this see Hora (2002, 2009).  

245 The best-known examples are Jorge Aguado, president of the CRA (1978–1981), who served as congressman for 
the province of Buenos Aires (1989–1993) in the center-right UCEDE; Guillermo Alchouron, president of the SRA 
(1984–1990) who served as congressman for the City of Buenos Aires in two periods (1999–2007) in the center-
right Acción por la Republica; and Humberto Volando, president of the FAA (1971–1996) who served as 
congressman for Córdoba (1997–2001) for the center-left FREPASO. 
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Due to producers’ high political fragmentation, Argentine agrarian elites as a group lacked a 

clear partisan identity. In 2009, many opposition parties were eager to recruit leaders from the 

sector who, as a consequence of the 2008 conflict, had become popular figures among the urban 

middle class, to run on their tickets. Those who had led the 2008 protests were approached by the 

UCR, the CC, PRO, and the non-Kirchnerist PJ.246  Because agrarian elites as a group had no 

previous links with any of these parties, agricultural producers who had political ambitions 

joined the party they felt closer to ideologically or the party that offered them the highest 

position on the ballot. Some of the producers’ associations scouted their membership for 

potential candidates to run for a range of offices at the local, provincial and national level. They 

drew up lists and presented them to the different parties.247 As a leader of the SRA explained, 

“we made lists of people [who wanted to participate in politics], their location and ‘political 

instincts.’ Then we talked to party leaders [and said], ‘look, this is so-and-so, he has a calling for 

politics, he identifies with your party, consider him.’” Because individual producers had different 

partisan identities, it was not a viable option to try to coordinate all agricultural candidacies 

under the same party label. As the president of the SRA at the time commented, “there is no way 

we will build our own party, but we support the participation of producers in the different parties 

they have an affinity with, because we are pluralists. What matters is that we participate in the 

public sector from the inside, in whatever space is possible.”248 

  

                                                            
246 Author’s interviews with leaders of the SRA, CRA and FAA. Not for attribution, 2014.  

247 Author’s interviews with leaders of the SRA, FAA and CARBAP. Not for attribution, 2014 and 2017. 

248 Hugo Biolcati “El campo busca ampliar su participación en las elecciones legislativas del año próximo,” La 
Nación, December 30, 2008. 
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5. Disadvantages of a candidate-centered strategy within the Argentine party system 

In 2009, eleven agrodiputados were elected to Congress with a mandate to change the 

export tax regime. However, unlike their Brazilian counterparts who, as we saw in Chapter 3, 

have successfully defended agrarian interests in Congress since the democratic transition, 

Argentine agrodiputados were unable to advance their sectoral interests. Why did agrodiputados 

fail to represent agrarian interests in Congress? Although the agrodiputados were only four 

percent of the Argentine Lower Chamber in the period from 2009 to 2013, their presence was not 

insignificant. At that time, if the eleven agrodiputados had worked together, they would have 

been the fourth largest party in the Lower Chamber. Moreover, between 2009 and 2011, the 

governing FPV did not hold a majority in the Lower Chamber, controlling only 34 percent of the 

seats,249 which increased the leverage of opposition legislators. But the Argentine agrodiputados 

did not work as a unified group, which diluted their bargaining power and undermined their 

capacity to advance legislation of interest to the sector. This was true even when one of the 

agrodiputados was the president of the Lower Chamber’s Agriculture Committee. Institutional 

factors as well as agrarian elites’ internal divisions explain why the agrodiputados failed to work 

as a unified multi-party caucus in the Argentine Congress.  

Institutional differences between Argentina and Brazil help explain why Argentine 

agrodiputados failed to advance agrarian interests in Congress. First, in Argentina, individual 

legislators’ bargaining power vis-à-vis their party leaders is much lower than in Brazil. Closed-

list proportional representation (CLPR) in Argentina gives party leaders control over the political 

future of backbenchers. Legislative candidacies are decided behind closed doors, through 

                                                            
249 A low proportion by Argentine Congress standards, where the party of the president has held a majority of seats 
in the Lower Chamber during two-thirds of the time since the democratic transition.  
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bargaining among provincial party bosses, usually governors, who control extensive political and 

economic resources at the district level (De Luca et al., 2002; Jones 2008). Thus, to keep their 

seats or advance their political careers, legislators must be loyal to their provincial bosses, voting 

according to their instructions. At the same time, in Argentina most governors depend on fiscal 

resources held by the national executive and use the votes of their legislators in Congress as a 

bargaining chip in negotiations with the president (Tommasi et al. 2001). Therefore, legislators’ 

dependence on provincial bosses hinders the formation of multi-party coalitions in Argentina. 

The chances that the agrodiputados could advance agrarian interests, moreover, were further 

hampered by the fact that agricultural policy was not a priority on the legislative agenda of any 

of the parties they joined. Without the support of the leaders of their parties, agrodiputados’ bills 

had no chance of making it to the floor. Second, different levels of party fragmentation and 

discipline make for different coalitional dynamics in Argentina than in Brazil. As developed in 

Chapter 3, due to high fragmentation within the Lower Chamber, Brazilian presidents need the 

support of legislators from many different parties to govern, which gives the Bancada Ruralista 

(a multi-party caucus) great bargaining power. In Argentina, by contrast, since the democratic 

transition, presidents have controlled their own legislative majorities most of the time, without 

needing the support of legislators outside their party. Even in 2009–2011 when the governing 

FPV did not control a majority of the seats in the Lower Chamber, it was still the largest caucus 

which, added to its high cohesion, allowed it to block the opposition’s legislative initiatives, 

including those of the agrodiputados (Freytes 2015).  

Institutional features were not the only obstacle to the success of the agrodiputados. 

Ideological differences between the representatives from the FAA on the one hand, and the CRA 

and SRA on the other hampered the chances of building a unified block, further diluting the 
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bargaining power of agrodiputados. As we described earlier, the FAA on one side and the SRA 

and CRA on the other have historically held opposite views over the role the state should play as 

a regulator of agricultural markets. These differences in policy preferences prevented the 

agrodiputados from jointly sponsoring a single bill regarding export taxes on agricultural 

products. While representatives from the CRA and SRA wanted to eliminate export taxes, those 

from the FAA favored establishing a progressive tax rate that would exempt small and medium 

producers.250 Differences in policy preferences between the representatives coming from 

different producers’ associations also hindered the agrodiputados’ chances of influencing the 

debate over bills of interest to the sector sponsored by legislators in the governing party. A clear 

example was Law 26,737 regulating the sale of farmland to foreign citizens. A former president 

of the SRA explained the differences among agrodiputados in this way, “While La Rural 

supports total freedom, Federación Agraria, by contrast, considers that anything larger than 500 

hectares is a latifundio.”251  

Producers’ associations contrasting policy preferences deprived agrodiputados of something 

that has been key to the success of the Bancada Ruralista in Brazil: technical and political 

support from a unified front outside Congress. Like Argentina, in Brazil associations 

representing the agricultural sector are many but this has not prevented them from working 

together in support of their legislators. As analyzed in Chapter 3, the think tank IPA, funded by 

some forty associations, develops policy proposals that the legislators will advance in Congress 

and that the associations will lobby for in other arenas and in the media. This ensures that 

                                                            
250 Author’s interviews with agrodiputados Ricardo Buryaile, Buenos Aires, June 19, 2014; Juan Casañas, Buenos 
Aires, August 6, 2014; Jorge Chemes, Buenos Aires, August 13, 2014; and Omar Barchetta, August 6, 2014.  

251 Author’s interview. Not for attribution, 2014.  
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agricultural producers’ representatives inside and outside Congress in Brazil have a unified 

discourse, enhancing their bargaining power. By contrast, in Argentina even when producers’ 

associations helped the agrodiputados get elected, once they were in office, associations did not 

support their legislative work.252 Some associations worked separately with the legislators from 

their ranks, but the four associations did not collaborate in drafting any joint policy proposals. At 

the same time, because they had conflicting policy preferences, the associations also could not 

mobilize jointly in support of the different bills their legislators introduced. This undermined 

agrodiputados’ capacity to advance their bills because party leaders, seeing the bills had no 

unified sectoral support, did not take them seriously.253    

 

6. Alternative explanations 

There are two main competing explanations for agrarian elites’ strategies of political 

influence in Argentina. The first is electoral rules which give great power to party leaders over 

legislators, thereby discouraging party infiltration attempts by interest groups. The second is the 

conventional wisdom about the Argentine Congress which characterizes it as an irrelevant 

policy-making arena subordinated to the executive branch. In this section I discuss why these 

institutional factors, which remained constant through the analyzed period, cannot adequately 

explain the observed variation in Argentine agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence.  

                                                            
252 Author’s interviews with agrodiputados Barchetta, Buryaile, Casañas and Chemes; and with two advisors to the 
agrodiputados, not for attribution, Buenos Aires, 2014.  

253 Author’s interview with Casañas.  
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6.1. Electoral rules 

Existing explanations for Argentine agrarian elites’ lack of electoral representation 

emphasize electoral rules in combination with geographical factors (Richardson 2012; Freytes 

2015). According to these authors, CLPR added to the fact that the most productive agricultural 

regions are located within the most urban districts hinder agrarian elites’ chances of getting into 

Congress. Party leaders in urban provinces have no incentives to include rural leaders at the top 

of their ballots (Richardson 2012; Freytes 2015). Moreover, CLPR gives provincial party leaders 

great power over backbenchers’ political careers, reducing individual legislators’ voting 

autonomy (De Luca et al., 2002; Jones 2002, 2008). This in turn should discourage business 

from infiltrating non-conservative parties, as legislators from business ranks may not be able to 

vote according to their particularistic interest and against the party line if necessary. 

 Although these factors may help us understand why agrarian elites in Argentina historically 

remained aloof from electoral politics, they fail to account for why rural elites decided to enter 

the electoral arena in 2009. Perceived levels of threat can better account for the observed 

variation in Argentine agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence. Argentine producers 

changed strategies as a consequence of the 2008 conflict, when their perceived level of threat 

rose, despite electoral rules remaining constant throughout the analyzed period. Then, when this 

threat dissipated with the election of Macri in November 2015, they went back to influencing 

politics through non-electoral channels. Moreover, institutionalist accounts also fail to explain 

why Argentine agrarian elites entered the electoral arena through a candidate-centered strategy, 

despite electoral rules that discourage party infiltration by interest groups.  
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6.2. The relevance of Congress as a policy-making arena 

Institutional explanations based on the balance of power between the executive and the 

legislature also fall short in explaining why agrarian elites in Argentina did not organize in the 

electoral arena until 2009 and why, when they entered the electoral arena, they did so through a 

candidate-centered strategy instead of party-building. Investing in an electoral strategy would 

only make sense where legislatures are a relevant arena for policy debate and design. By 

contrast, where most policies are decided by the executive branch, interest groups should focus 

on lobbying relevant agencies. In Argentina presidents have extensive formal legislative powers 

(Mainwaring and Shugart 2003; Samuels and Shugart 2003). They can veto bills passed by 

Congress and they can introduce new legislation through decree (avoiding legislative debate). 

Moreover, Argentine presidents usually enjoy the support of a large and disciplined party caucus 

which amplifies their  capacity to control the legislative agenda (Mainwaring and Shugart 2003). 

All these presidential powers, in turn, diminish the relevance of Congress as a policy-making 

arena, incentivizing interest groups to lobby the executive instead. The subordinated policy-

making role of Congress vis-à-vis the executive in Argentina may help explain why Argentine 

agrarian elites, before 2008, focused on lobbying sectoral agencies and high-ranking government 

officials as their preferred strategy of political influence. However, as Argentine agricultural 

producers learned during the FPV administrations, lobbying can be a useless tool when 

confronting a hostile administration.  

The case of the agrodiputados shows that even where the policy-making powers of 

Congress are limited, groups that have no access to the executive branch may still invest in 

congressional representation as a way of securing at least some influence over policy outcomes. 

Lobbying ceased to be a viable strategy for agrarian elites in Argentina during the Cristina 
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Fernández de Kirchner administration. As we discussed in Chapter 2, lobbying is a less reliable 

strategy than either electoral strategy because it depends on an interest group’s capacity to gain 

access to policy-makers in a given administration. The Fernández de Kirchner administration cut 

off all channels of access to the state for agrarian elites, shutting down any chance they might 

have of influencing policy-making through the executive branch. That was when agrarian elites 

turned to Congress as an alternative arena where they might influence policy-making. Even when 

the Argentine Congress’s policy-making capabilities were quite circumscribed, it was one of the 

few arenas available for agrarian elites at the time. Confronting a hostile administration that was 

implementing policies that jeopardized the viability of their businesses, agrarian elites invested 

in congressional representation with the hope of opening up new channels of influence. The 

Argentine case thus reminds us that what makes Congress a relevant policy-making arena is not 

only Congress’s formal powers but also the decision of interest groups to play in that arena when 

others are closed. 

The relatively low policy-making capabilities of the Argentine Congress do not, however, 

mean that the agrarian elites’ electoral strategy was doomed to failure. In fact, evidence shows 

that the Argentine Congress is more powerful than the conventional wisdom assumes and that 

other interest groups have successfully modified important policies through their legislators. For 

instance, the Argentine Senate approved only 61.6 percent of the bills introduced by the 

executive branch between 1983 and 2001 (Alemán and Calvo 2010, 521), which represents a 

presidential legislative success rate considerably lower than that of Brazil (84.9 percent between 

1989 and 2006) and Chile (72.6 percent between 1990 and 2006) (Kikuchi 2018, 9), two 

countries that are frequently portrayed as having a stronger Congress than Argentina and where 

agrarian elites have succeeded in influencing policy-making through their legislators. Another 
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indicator of the strength of the Argentine Congress is the fact that presidents are frequently 

pushed to use their veto powers to stop unwanted legislation (Mustapic 2002). Morgenstern 

(2004, 13) shows that both Alfonsín and Menem vetoed legislation with a frequency similar to 

that of US presidents. Similarly, studies of the design of market reforms during the 1990s show 

that the Argentine Congress played a bigger role in policy-making than frequently portrayed. For 

instance, Eaton (2002) finds that legislators from Menem’s own party introduced substantial 

amendments to his neoliberal reforms before approving them. Similarly, Etchemendy and 

Palermo (1998) show that the legislators representing trade unions within the PJ were able to 

first block and then significantly modify labor reform initiatives proposed by the government 

during Menem’s administration. That trade union legislators were able to do this when they 

controlled on average only 6.6 percent of the Lower Chamber254 is further evidence of the 

limitations of institutional factors in accounting for the failure of agrodiputados to influence 

policy making. Put differently, the case of trade union legislators under Menem suggests that the 

inability of agrodiputados to influence legislation rested more on their internal divisions and on 

the fact that agricultural producers were not a core constituency of any of their respective parties, 

than on congressional policy-making power or the lack thereof.  

 

7. Conclusion 

This chapter presents a case of non-electoral strategies of political influence by agrarian 

elites. Since the democratic transition in 1983, until 2008, Argentine landowners influenced 

politics through informal personal contact with high-ranking government officials and, when 

                                                            
254 Between 1989 and 1995.  
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lobbying failed, through protests. In the absence of an existential threat, agricultural producers 

had no incentives to invest in electoral representation. In 2008, agricultural producers switched 

strategies and, to confront a hostile administration that was implementing policies that 

jeopardized the continuity of their business, entered the electoral arena. Agrarian elites sponsored 

the candidacies of a dozen leaders from producers’ associations for Congress. However, this 

electoral incursion was short-lived. Argentine agrarian elites retreated from the electoral arena 

when the existential threat dissipated in 2015 with the election of a friendly center-right 

administration.  

The case of Argentina illustrates two important theoretical contributions of this dissertation. 

First, it shows that an existential threat is a necessary condition for electoral investments by 

agrarian elites as well as the unsuitability of non-electoral strategies to deal with such threats. 

Argentine agricultural producers had endured unfavorable policies for decades. However, it was 

only after an existential threat appeared in the form of confiscatory taxes in 2008 that they 

invested in electoral representation. The new export tax scheme that the Fernández de Kirchner 

administration tried to impose in 2008 gave Argentine agrarian elites a common cause. Until 

then, particularistic interests had prevailed, undermining collective action. As the theory 

developed in Chapter 2 suggested, policies that jeopardized the continuity of agrarian elites’ 

business raised the costs of failing to influence policy-making for agrarian elites to the point that 

they overcame the coordination costs of electoral participation. To confront this existential 

threat, lobbying and protesting were not enough. Non-electoral strategies were unsuitable for 

fighting such an existential threat because they depended on agrarian elites’ capacity to access 

the state, which had been severely curtailed by the election of a center-left administration to 

which landowners had no social, professional or family ties. Thus, the case of Argentine agrarian 
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elites during the FPV administration illustrates the unreliability of non-electoral strategies, 

especially as they can become useless when interest groups need them the most, to fight the 

policies of a hostile government.  

Second, the comparison between the Argentine and Chilean cases calls our attention to the 

crucial role that support from business plays in the success of conservative party-building. While 

certainly not the only factor explaining why the UCEDE dissolved after a few elections while the 

RN and UDI consolidated, the support that the Chilean partisan right received from business, 

including agrarian elites, in terms of financial, organizational and human resources during the 

first foundational elections was crucial for their success (Pollack 1999; Luna 2014; Loxton 

2014). By contrast, the lack of support from the groups whose interests it aspired to represent 

ultimate led to UCEDE’s dissolution (Gibson 1996; Loxton 2014). In this way, these cases 

highlight how interest groups’ political strategies are not only conditioned by the partisan offer 

but how they may also shape it by supporting certain party-building efforts. In other words, it is 

not only that business elites will invest in partisan representation where strong conservative 

parties exist, but also that business’ investments in the formation of those parties partially 

explain why they are able to become strong parties in some places and not others.  

The case of Argentina also illustrates the role of fragmentation in explaining when agrarian 

elites will choose a candidate-centered strategy over party-building and the limitations of 

institutional factors in accounting for that choice. The candidate-centered strategy deployed by 

Argentine agrarian elites, although the only one feasible in 2009 given agrarian elites’ high 

political fragmentation and their lack of previous partisan linkages, was ill-suited for the 

Argentine Congress. In Argentina, electoral rules favor party-centered politics, restraining 

legislators’ autonomy. Where legislative activity is structured by partisan alignments, multi-party 
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caucuses have lower chances of success. However, as we saw, institutional factors alone do not 

account for the agrodiputados’ failure. Differences in policy preferences among the producers’ 

associations prevented the agrodiputados from constituting a unified front, undermining their 

bargaining power. Given Argentine electoral rules, agrarian elites might have been better off if 

they had built their own party. But, as the inability of the agrodiputados to work together later 

proved, this was far from a realistic option.  
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CHAPTER 6. Conclusions, Implications, and Extensions 

 

1. Recapitulation 
 

This study tackles an important question for the future of democracy in Latin America: how 

economic elites protect themselves from redistribution through electoral participation. In the 

Latin America of the 2000s, agrarian elites’ wealth increased greatly thanks to the commodity 

boom, at the same time that left-wing governments with a redistributive agenda came to power. 

Contrary to what one may have expected, however, these left-wing governments, with few 

notable exceptions, did not take from the agrarian elites to redistribute to the urban poor. That 

agrarian elites have been able to protect their interests through democratic means in the most 

unequal region in the world is particularly notable considering that urbanization and social policy 

expansion have severely diminished landowners’ ability to secure electoral representation 

through mobilization of the rural poor. This dissertation analyzes the different strategies through 

which agrarian elites may protect their interests in this new context of augmented economic 

power but diminished electoral strength. It shows that landowners have been more successful in 

influencing policy outcomes where they organized in the electoral arena than where they 

invested in non-electoral strategies. By studying how agrarian elites organize in the electoral 

arena to block redistributive policies, this study helps us understand why democracy may 

perpetuate inequality. In Latin America, four decades of democracy have done little to diminish 

extremely high levels of land inequality, even after many years of leftist dominance.  

The main argument of this dissertation is that agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence 

are shaped by two factors: the level of threat they perceive and their level of intra-group 

fragmentation. The cases analyzed here show that the perception of an existential threat—
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defined as a policy that jeopardizes the continuity of agrarian elites’ business—is a necessary 

condition for electoral investment. Absent this threat, rural elites will not organize in the 

electoral arena. Existential threats such as agrarian reform, confiscatory taxes or stringent 

environmental regulations facilitate collective action because they affect all landowners 

irrespective of their size and type of production. Put simply, common threats create unified 

interests. Moreover, as the case of Argentina shows, non-electoral strategies, such as lobbying or 

personal contact with policy-makers, are ill-suited to deal with existential threats because they 

depend on a group’s ability to access an administration, but threatening policies are usually 

implemented by political rivals. By contrast, electoral strategies, such as party-building or 

sponsoring politicians from the group’s ranks, are more reliable and therefore better suited to 

confronting existential threats because they entail electing like-minded politicians to key policy-

making positions. In Brazil, legislators in the Agrarian Caucus, who are agricultural producers 

themselves and/or elected with agrarian elites’ support, have been instrumental in blocking 

agrarian reform and watering down environmental regulations.  

As the analyzed cases show, the perception of an existential threat at the time of democratic 

transition when parties were being (re)built and looking for new constituencies was particularly 

crucial for the development of electoral strategies. Organizing in the electoral arena to respond to 

threats after this foundational moment, when linkages between interest groups and political 

parties had already consolidated, was harder for groups that had not built these linkages during 

the transition. Thus, in countries where agrarian elites invested in electoral representation during 

the democratic transition, they were better positioned to neutralize new threats down the path. In 

Brazil and Chile, the perception that democratic governments could implement redistributive 

policies that jeopardized the continuity of their business gave agrarian elites the incentives to 



 
247 

 

organize in the electoral arena during the democratic transition. In Brazil, agrarian elites built a 

multi-party caucus to block agrarian reform in the 1987–88 Constituent Assembly which was 

later instrumental in protecting agrarian interests during the left-wing administrations of the PT 

in the 2000s. In Chile, agrarian elites joined other economic elites in rebuilding the partisan right 

because they feared a new government by the center-left would reedit the confiscatory and anti-

business policies they had implemented in the 1960s and 1970s. Even when this existential threat 

did not materialize, a strong representation of the center-right in Congress has been key to 

tempering the redistributivist ambitions of the Concertación, protecting economic elites’ 

interests in the design of tax, labor and environmental policies. In Argentina, by contrast, 

agrarian elites did not enter the electoral arena during the democratic transition because they did 

not perceive democratic governments to be a threat to their interests. This lack of electoral 

representation, however, left them defenseless against the confiscatory policies of the Kirchners 

in the 2000s. Without a party or individual legislators to represent their interests in Congress, 

agrarian elites in Argentina were left with no channels to influence policy-making when 

politicians to whom they had no ties came to power.  

The comparison of agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence across the analyzed cases 

reveals that the type of electoral strategy landowners will pursue is conditioned by their degree 

of intra-group fragmentation. Fragmentation increases the coordination costs of party-building. 

When strong divides exist within a group, all the agreements and negotiations that developing a 

partisan organization entails—e.g., selecting candidates and party leaders, developing a territorial 

organization and designing a party platform—will be harder to bring about. Where landed elites 

are a cohesive group, they will engage in party-building. This was the case of agrarian elites in 

Chile during the transition, as they shared economic and political interests. In contrast, where 
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significant cleavages exist among agrarian elites, higher coordination costs will hinder party-

building. For instance, agreeing on a policy platform or developing a partisan structure will be 

harder for agrarian elites that have diverse economic preferences or are already invested in rival 

political machines. In these cases, landowners will prefer to support like-minded candidates 

individually, across partisan lines. This is the case of Brazil where agrarian elites were invested 

in rival political machines at the local level at the time of the democratic transition, and therefore 

party-building entailed very high opportunity costs for them. Because landowners, who were 

local political bosses, did not want to sacrifice their political bulwarks on the altar of party-

building, they designed an alternative coordination device that enabled them to influence federal 

policy and at the same time preserve their local political autonomy: a multi-party congressional 

caucus.  

 

In the rest of this concluding chapter, I apply the theoretical framework summarized above to 

analyze agrarian elites’ strategies of political influence in two additional cases in Latin America, El 

Salvador since 1979 and Bolivia under Evo Morales. I then consider the scope conditions and 

applicability of the argument beyond the analyzed cases, in particular to other business sectors 

besides agriculture and to countries where democracy is less consolidated. Finally, I discuss the 

broader implications of this study for the field of comparative politics, in particular the issues of 

economic elites’ political representation, democracy, and inequality.  

 

2. Extensions and scope  

2.1. Extensions 

Having reviewed this dissertation argument, I now apply it to two additional cases, El 

Salvador since 1979 and Bolivia under Evo Morales, to evaluate whether the perception of an 
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existential threat and the level of intra-group fragmentation also explain agrarian elites’ strategies 

of political influence in these cases.  

2.1.1. El Salvador 

The right-wing Nationalist Republican Alliance (ARENA) in El Salvador is a clear case of 

party-building by agrarian elites. The case of ARENA shows how agrarian elites who had 

historically influenced politics through informal nondemocratic means were able to adapt their 

strategies to a new political context, investing in the formation of a conservative party to protect 

their interests during the democratic transition and in the new democracy.  

As in the three cases analyzed in detail in this dissertation, agrarian elites in El Salvador 

entered the electoral arena in reaction to an existential threat. During the 1980s, Salvadoran 

landowners faced a double menace both from insurgent groups in the countryside and from the 

state (Johnson 1993). The reformist military that took power in 1979 believed that the precarious 

situation of the peasantry was a major source of discontent fueling the armed conflict between 

the government and guerrilla groups in the countryside (Loxton 2014). As a consequence, the 

military, in alliance with the Christian Democrats and with the crucial support of the United 

States, started a series of reforms aimed at undermining the social bases of insurgency (Johnson 

1993; Wood 2000). These were policies that directly affected the economic sources of the 

agrarian elites’ political power: agrarian reform and nationalization of the export and financial 

sectors. 
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Agrarian elites’ traditional non-electoral tools for dealing with such redistributive threats 

were neither available nor sufficient in the new context.255 First, unlike in the past, agrarian elites 

had no ties to the reformist military that ruled the country between 1979 and 1982. The new 

government had completely shut down informal and corporatist channels, leaving landowners 

without access to the executive for the first time in Salvadoran history (Johnson 1993). Second, 

outright violence and electoral fraud were no longer options for dealing with peasant demands 

due to a change in the U.S. stance regarding democracy in the region. The Carter administration 

made it clear to Salvadoran elites that they would not tolerate another coup in the country, tying 

military aid—which was critical for combatting insurgency—to the holding of free and fair 

elections (Brockett 1998; Loxton 2014). Thus, unable to continue defending their interests 

through the state, agrarian elites in El Salvador decided to create their own party, ARENA, to 

secure political influence in the nascent democracy. 

 Like agricultural producers and RN in Chile, Salvadoran landowners are a core 

constituency of ARENA. Agrarian elites provide financial and logistical resources to the party 

while ARENA politicians represent their interests in Congress and the state bureaucracy. 

ARENA legislators were key to undermining the agrarian reform process initiated in 1980 and to 

blocking any further reform attempts. During the Constituent Assembly of 1982–1983, ARENA 

secured protection from expropriation for most coffee, sugar, and cotton farms targeted by the 

1980 agrarian reform law (Brockett 1998).256 In subsequent Christian Democratic governments, 

ARENA politicians controlled the Ministry of Agriculture and agrarian reform institutions, 

                                                            
255 Agrarian elites’ strategy for dealing with this new context was two-pronged. Electoral investment was combined 
with the organization and financing of death squads responsible for the assassination of thousands of political 
activists and peasants (Loxton 2014; Wood 2001). 

256 Under the agrarian reform law, individuals could own up to 100 hectares. The 1983 constitution raised this 
threshold to 245 hectares and prohibited expropriation for two years. 
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blunting the law’s implementation (Wood 2001, 872). When ARENA won the presidency for the 

first time in 1989, the financial and export sectors were reprivatized and export taxes were 

reduced. 

Agrarian elites’ support and organizational resources were key to ARENA’s electoral 

success. The party secured electoral strongholds in the countryside through clientelistic networks 

built upon former rural paramilitary organizations (Loxton 2014; Wood 2001). In addition, 

landlords in the coffee industry garnered support for the party through tight social control over 

their workers. As in Chile, high political cohesion among the agrarian elites facilitated party-

building. In contrast to rural clientelistic machines in Brazil, which were controlled by political 

rivals, in El Salvador, the clientelistic networks that served as the base for ARENA’s expansion 

in the countryside had been part of the same political machine before they joined ARENA, that 

of the Party of the National Concertation (PCN).  

2.1.2. Bolivia 

Bolivia during the administrations of Evo Morales (2006–) offers a comparable case to that 

of Argentina during the Kirchner governments analyzed in Chapter 5. As in Argentina, 

landowners in Bolivia started to invest in electoral representation as a reaction to an existential 

threat from a left-wing administration but retreated from the electoral arena once this existential 

threat dissipated. Unlike in Argentina, however, the existential threat did not disappear as a 

consequence of a change in government but because agrarian elites’ political organization forced 

a change in policy. To deactivate a coalition between agrarian elites and conservative politicians 

that could destabilize his government, Morales abandoned his strategy of confrontation with 

landowners. He called off agrarian reform and opened a dialogue between landed elites and his 

administration.  
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By contrast to Argentine agrarian elites, landowners in Bolivia had invested in electoral 

representation during the democratic transition. However, the collapse of the party system in the 

early 2000s left them without partisan representation to confront Morales’s threatening policies. 

In the period from the democratic transition in 1982 up to 2002, landed elites were represented 

by the right-wing party ADN (National Democratic Action). This personalist party was founded 

in 1979 by the former military dictator Hugo Banzer. Bolivia’s transition to democracy was 

marked by economic and political instability as well as growing social unrest. In this context, 

Bolivian landed elites, worried by the peasants’ growing demands for land reform and land 

titling, decided to support the party-building efforts of Banzer. During his dictatorship (1971–

1977), Banzer had repressed peasants and had promoted the development of agribusiness in the 

eastern lowlands (Eaton 2007; Klein 2011), which made him a trustworthy ally for the agrarian 

elites at the time of democratic transition. From 1985 until its collapse in 2002, ADN 

participated in every governing coalition, sponsoring neoliberal reforms. However, the irruption 

of ethnicity as the new cleavage structuring Bolivian politics in the 2000s led to the collapse of 

traditional parties, among them ADN (Madrid 2008; Faguet 2019).257 The party that had won 

22.3 percent of the vote in the 1997 general elections received only 3.4 percent of the vote in the 

following elections, which left it with almost no parliamentary representation. As a consequence, 

when Morales came to power, agrarian elites had no representatives in government to look out 

for their interests.  

 

Soon after his inauguration in 2006, making good on one of his campaign promises, Evo 

Morales launched an agrarian reform plan. Morales proposed to limit the size of farms and 

                                                            
257 Coincidentally, Banzer died in 2002, which in its own contributed to the party’s disbanding.  
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increase the frequency and rigor of productivity controls determining whether or not a farm 

would be subject to expropriation (Urioste 2009).258 Both measures presented a formidable threat 

to agribusiness interests, especially those in the eastern lowlands where landholdings are much 

larger than in the rest of the country (Eaton 2007).259  

The existential threat that the leftwing government of Morales posed to agrarian elites could 

not be neutralized through lobbying. As was the case with agricultural producers and the Cristina 

Fernández administration in Argentina, agrarian elites in Bolivia had no access to Evo Morales’s 

administration. The party of the president, MAS (Movement Towards Socialism), is the political 

instrument of a coalition of indigenous peasant organizations and unions to which landowners 

had no connections. This, in addition to their lack of representation in the 2006–2007 Constituent 

Assembly, where the MAS controlled the absolute majority of seats, left landowners with few 

options to influence policymaking through established channels. Thus, agrarian elites started to 

organize politically, investing in a two-pronged strategy that combined massive protests with 

electoral participation through a myriad of local and regional opposition parties. 

The reaction against Morales’s agrarian reform was led by large landowners in the eastern 

department of Santa Cruz which holds nearly the entire production of Bolivia’s grain and 

oilseeds for export. In the last few decades, agriculture has expanded massively in the eastern 

lowlands. From 1990 to 2007 cropland in Santa Cruz increased fivefold. In particular, soybean 

production expanded by more than eight times between 1990 and 2010 (McKay and Colque 

2016, 587). At the same time, the structure of landholding is extremely unequal in the region. In 

                                                            
258 According to Bolivian law, land must fulfill a social and economic function. See Valdivia (2010). 

259 Due to its low population density, the department of Santa Cruz was spared from the agrarian reform of 1953 
which eliminated latifundia in the rest of the country (Klein 2011, 265).  
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2011, for instance, 78 percent of the farms harvesting soybeans in Santa Cruz were small (up to 

50 hectares), but these farms controlled only 9 percent of the land. Large farms (more than 1,000 

hectares) represented only 2 percent of the number of farms in the department but covered 71 

percent of the land (McKay and Colque 2016, 603). 

Agrarian elites embedded their fight against Morales’s redistributive agenda in Santa Cruz’s 

long-standing claim for autonomy, which had regained strength with the coming to power of 

MAS (Eaton 2007, 2011). Export-oriented agrarian elites were a leading actor in the formation 

and financing of the Santa Cruz Civic Committee (Comité Cívico Pro Santa Cruz; CCSC in 

Spanish), which was the backbone of Santa Cruz’s autonomist movement (Eaton 2007, 2011; 

Valdivia 2010). Despite the demands of Santa Cruz and other eastern departments, the new 

constitution drawn up in 2008 did not increase regional autonomy. Frustrated with this result, the 

CCSC, together with organizations in other eastern departments, organized an autonomist 

referendum and mobilized citizens to reject the new constitution in the government-organized 

constitutional referendum. Santa Cruz held its referendum in May 2008, with 85.6 percent of the 

voters supporting autonomy. The conflict escalated in the following months with violent 

demonstrations, strikes, and roadblocks multiplying throughout the eastern departments. 

Ultimately, the autonomist movement was able to obtain some important concessions from the 

central government, one of which was to protect Santa Cruz agribusiness from landholding size 

limits implemented in the rest of the country (Eaton 2011). The new constitution ratified in 2009 

established a 5,000-hectare landholding limit.  Furthermore, after the conflict with Santa Cruz, 

President Morales guaranteed landed elites that this (very high) limit would apply only to new 

landholdings, leaving existing latifundia intact (Valdivia 2010). In the following years, the 

government lifted price controls and export restrictions in the sector, relaxed productivity 
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controls, and opened informal channels of contact between policymakers and agrarian elites 

(Eaton 2016, 395). 

Similarly to what happened in Argentina after the election of a center-right government in 

2015, landowners in Bolivia retreated from the electoral arena once the existential threat 

dissipated. Having neutralized the policies that endangered their property rights and after the 

government opened informal channels of access to the policy-making process, agrarian elites had 

no incentives to keep investing in expensive electoral organization. As Eaton’s (2016) study 

shows, once the redistributive threat from the Morales administration receded, so did landed 

elites’ involvement in the autonomist movement. After 2008, agrarian elites stopped funding the 

CCSC and abandoned their electoral ambitions. 

 

2.2. Scope 

How far can the theoretical claims made here reasonably travel? Under what conditions will 

landowners respond to existential threats with electoral organization instead of by trying to 

destabilize democracy? Under what conditions are candidate-centered strategies a viable 

substitute for party-building? Do the same factors that shape agrarian elites’ strategic choices 

explain how other business sectors organize to influence policy-making? This section deals with 

these questions, speculating on the scope of this dissertation’s argument.  

 Landowners are more vulnerable to redistributive threats than other elite groups because 

their principal asset is immobile and therefore they cannot escape threatening policies. Unlike 

other economic elites, landowners cannot “vote with their feet.” They cannot take their business 

elsewhere when a government implements unfavorable policies. This decreases their ability to 

influence politics through what the literature calls structural power, as their divestment threats 
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are less credible.260 Consequently, agricultural producers, as well as business with fixed assets in 

general, have higher incentives to invest in electoral representation than more mobile sectors. 

However, this does not mean the theory presented here can only explain the political influence 

strategies of sectors with immobile assets. On the one hand, the costs of electoral strategies vis-à-

vis non-electoral strategies will be higher for any sector. Thus, the premise of “no existential 

threat, no electoral investment” still holds for sectors with higher asset mobility than agriculture. 

The difference is that for business with high asset mobility, an existential threat may not lead to 

electoral participation but to exit. On the other hand, there are also costs to exiting. Aside from 

finance, there are not many sectors that can switch location or transform their activity quickly 

and without significant losses. Even for sectors that are mobile in theory, relocation may not be 

possible due to logistical reasons or, for example, lack of qualified human resources. Thus, exit 

may still be costlier than electoral organization for some business with high asset mobility.  

Moreover, as the case of Chile shows, agrarian elites seldom engage in party-building by 

themselves. In the contemporary urban world, the electoral chances of agrarian parties are slim. 

Landowners would be better off collaborating with other elites in the building of conservative 

parties that represent the interests of business in general. In Chile, business elites from various 

sectors of diverse asset mobility such as finance, commerce, mining, and real estate collaborated 

in rebuilding the partisan right during the transition. Future research should investigate under 

what conditions electoral organization is preferable to exit for business with high asset mobility.  

 

This is a theory about how agrarian elites organize to protect their interests in democracy. 

Therefore, the argument presented here only applies to political systems where the interruption 

                                                            
260 On this see Lindblom (1977), Hacker and Pierson (2002),  and Fairfield (2015a).  
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of democracy is not a viable option. The role of agrarian elites as obstacles to democratic 

consolidation has been widely studied by the comparative politics literature. Scholars have 

analyzed how in Latin America as well as in the developed world, landed elites have responded 

to redistributive threats by supporting the interruption of democracy or by engaging in 

undemocratic practices such as electoral fraud or outright violence against the rural poor.261 One 

of the starting premises of this dissertation is that after the transitions of the third wave, these 

undemocratic practices were no longer an option for agrarian elites in most of Latin America. 

The reasons why this was the case, which are varied and include domestic as well as 

international factors,262 exceed the scope of this investigation. Among them an issue worth 

exploring in future research is how the structural transformations of the sector in the past decades 

have affected agrarian elites’ political preferences. The classic studies of the undemocratic 

preferences of landowners emphasized the labor-repressive character of agricultural 

production.263 However, as we have seen in the cases analyzed here, contemporary agrarian elites 

are modern capitalists controlling efficient, capital-intensive, highly mechanized farms. For 

landowners who do not depend on servile labor relations or on the state-backed coercion of 

peasants to make profits, democracy should be less threatening.  

I expect that where the interruption of democracy is still an option for dealing with 

existential threats, agrarian elites’ calculations about whether or not to invest in electoral 

representation would be different from those where democracy is the only game in town. As we 

have discussed, electoral representation, especially party-building, is expensive, time-consuming 

                                                            
261 For a review of these studies see Chapter 1, Section 2.  

262 On this see, for example, Hagopian and Mainwaring (2005) for a general picture, and Bartell and Payne (1995) 
specifically on business’ attitudes.  

263 See, for example, Moore (1966) and Rueschemeyer et al. (1992).  
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and requires high levels of coordination. More importantly, electoral investments are high-risk, 

as they depend on electoral results that agrarian elites do not control, especially in contexts 

where fraudulent and clientelistic practices are not prevalent. Thus, where undemocratic 

practices are still a viable option for protecting elites’ interests, landowners may prefer to 

undermine democracy rather than to risk electoral defeat.  

The impeachment of President Fernando Lugo (2008–2012) in Paraguay offers an 

interesting case for evaluating how agrarian elites may react to existential threats where 

democracy is not fully consolidated. Even when Lugo’s impeachment was far from resembling 

the military coups with which agrarian elites had neutralized redistributive threats in the past, the 

serious irregularities committed during the process led many analysts to question its 

constitutionality.264 It was an episode of land conflict that precipitated Lugo’s impeachment 

when a violent clash between land squatters and the police ended in seventeen deaths (Pérez-

Liñán 2014). Paraguay is the country with the highest land inequality in the world.265 Lugo came 

to power with the support of the peasant movement and promising agrarian reform. However, 

during his administration no advances were made on this front, while the expansion of the 

agrarian frontier fueled conflict between peasants and large producers (Abente-Brun 2012). 

Through their representatives in Congress, especially in the opposition Colorado Party and in the 

state bureaucracy, large landowners were able to block attempts by the Lugo administration at 

redistribution (Ezquerro-Cañete and Fogel 2017; Guereña and Rojas Villagra 2016). Despite this, 

landowners still considered Lugo a menace to their interests given his leniency towards land 

                                                            
264 Lugo was removed from office on vague charges of misperformance with no evidence presented against him. His 
impeachment took place in less than 48 hours, leaving no time for the president to mount a defense.  

265 Latifundia (more than 10,000 hectares) which are only 0.2 percent of the farms, control 40 percent of the land in 
the country. At the other extreme, smallholders (less than 5 hectares) constitute 40 percent of the farms but control 
less than one percent of the land (Guereña and Rojas Villagra 2016, 14). 
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invasions and his strict enforcement of environmental regulations (Guereña and Rojas Villagra 

2016). Therefore, when the opportunity to replace the president presented itself, landowners 

supported his impeachment through their representatives in Congress and corporatist 

associations. A new president was elected in 2013, Horacio Cartes of the Colorado Party. Cartes 

is one of the largest ranchers in Paraguay. During his administration, leadership positions in key 

agricultural agencies were filled with people recruited from landowners’ corporatist associations, 

while the government relaxed environmental regulations, intensified repression against peasants 

and implemented a tax reform that benefits large exporters to the detriment of consumers and 

small producers (Guereña and Rojas Villagra 2016; Turner 2014) . Summing up, as the case of 

Paraguay illustrates, where democracy has not yet fully consolidated, agrarian elites may resort 

to regime destabilization in order to neutralize existential threats. In that country, agrarian elites 

have influenced policy-making through both party-building and undemocratic practices. 

 

3. Implications 

3.1. Economic elites and conservative parties 

This dissertation makes two important contributions to the literature on party-building. First, 

it highlights the role of economic elites for the success of conservative party-building. Second, it 

shows that conservative parties are not the only channel for electoral representation of elite 

interests in democracy.  

In this study, I look at conservative parties as the result of a strategic decision made by 

economic elites. In contrast to most analyses of political investment by business, which look at 

conservative parties as organizations that exist separately from economic elites’ decision to 

support them, this dissertation treats party-building as endogenous to business’ strategic 
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decisions. Strong conservative parties exist where economic elites decided to support them 

during their formative years. As Kalyvas (1996, 14) observes, mainstream structuralist accounts 

of party-building “‘blackbox’ the process of party formation, ignore its micro-foundations, lose 

track of agency, and do not specify how and by whom parties are formed.” I follow non-

structuralist accounts in treating party formation as the conscious, strategic decision of political 

actors (Van Cott 2005). While these accounts have examined the role of partisan elites in party-

building, I underscore the contribution economic elites may make to party formation. Scholars 

studying conservative parties agree that support from economic elites is crucial for parties to 

survive in their formative years,266 but very few studies analyze the motivations of economic 

elites to support party-building. This study analyzes agrarian elites’ choice to build a party in 

relation to other non-partisan electoral strategies available to economic elites in democracies. It 

looks at both why landowners will decide to organize in the electoral arena and when this 

organization will take a partisan form. As the comparison between the Brazilian and Chilean 

cases reveals, landowners will invest in electoral representation where they perceive an 

existential threat, but party-building will be feasible only when no cleavages exists within the 

agrarian elite. 

The representation of economic elites’ interests is crucial for the consolidation of 

democracy. As scholars of Latin America have long argued, economic elites will tolerate 

democratization only when they feel they have a chance at influencing present or future 

policies.267 This literature has deemed conservative parties a necessary condition for democratic 

consolidation because when in power, electorally strong conservative parties guarantee economic 

                                                            
266 See, for example, Gibson (1996), Luna (2014), and Loxton (2014).  

267 See Di Tella (1971), Rueschemeyer et al. (1992), Gibson (1996), Middlebrook (2000), and Loxton (2014).  
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elites access to policy-makers and the state apparatus (Di Tella 1971; Middlebrook 2000; Ziblatt 

2017). However, as we analyzed in Chapter 2, party-building is an expensive and risky endeavor, 

especially for economic elites who are a very small fraction of the electorate. Unsurprisingly, 

since the democratic transition, very few conservative party-building attempts have been 

successful.268 Nevertheless, democracy has consolidated throughout Latin America, which 

indicates that economic elites have found alternative channels to successfully advance their 

interests. This dissertation analyzes one of those channels: a multi-party congressional caucus.  

Agrarian elites in Brazil have successfully blocked redistributive policies without the help of 

a strong conservative party. Landowners have been able to influence legislation key to their 

interests by helping elect representatives of different partisan affiliations to office, and then 

coordinating their work in Congress through a multi-party caucus. In the contemporary context, 

where party system fragmentation and electoral volatility are on the rise,269 and where 

politicians’ personal characteristics increasingly become more reliable indicators of their policy 

preferences than their partisan affiliation,270 candidate-centered strategies may become a better 

option for interest group representation than party-building.  

Brazilian agrarian elites’ non-partisan strategy, however, seems harder to replicate in other 

institutional contexts or for groups with fewer economic and mobilizational resources. On the 

one hand, building a multi-party caucus seems less feasible in systems where party leaders have 

greater control over backbenchers, and transgressions of party discipline are punished, as 

illustrated by the failed attempt of Argentine landowners to build their own Bancada Ruralista in 

                                                            
268 On this see Loxton (2014).  

269 On this see, for example, Mainwaring and Zoco (2007), and Hicken and Kuhonta (2015).  

270 See Roberts (2002).  
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the aftermath of the 2008 conflict over export taxes. On the other hand, not all interest groups are 

as well suited as landowners to claim loyalty from legislators. Members of the Agrarian Caucus 

in Brazil vote to defend and advance agricultural interests because agrarian elites finance their 

campaigns, mobilize voters to support them, and subsidize their legislative work. However, not 

many interest groups have both economic and mobilizational resources as extensive as those of 

the agrarian elites, which raises questions about which interests can gain electoral representation 

in a context where parties are increasingly weaker and about what that may mean for the future 

of democracy.  

The case of Brazil shows that economic elites can protect their interests in democracies 

where conservative parties are weak and fragmented. This finding helps explain why democracy 

has consolidated in the region beyond what the literature emphasizing the importance of 

conservative parties would predict. Moreover, it suggests brighter prospects for democratic 

continuity in the contemporary period where party-building has become increasingly harder due 

to rising party system fragmentation, electoral volatility and the dilution of partisan identities 

among the electorate. However, the fact that not all social groups are as well suited as 

landowners to claim loyalty from their legislators reinforces the elite-biased character of political 

institutions. Moreover, direct representation of privileged groups in Congress is at odds with the 

redistributive expectations often associated with democracy and may result in socially harmful 

policy outcomes. For instance, Brazilian agrarian elites’ have used their strength in Congress to 

secure laxer environmental regulations and massive transfers from consumers towards 

agribusiness (Paulet Piedra 2013; Petry 2013).  
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3.2. Democracy and redistribution 

This dissertation challenges a well-established theory in comparative politics by showing 

that landowners can protect themselves from redistribution in urban democracies. In Latin 

America, democracy has coexisted with extremely high land inequality during the last four 

decades. After the transitions of the third wave, agrarian elites that had historically protected 

their interests by undermining democracy accepted it, for the most part, as the only game in town 

and developed different strategies to influence policy-making through democratic means. 

 Understanding the factors that shape agrarian elites’ capacity to organize electoral 

representation is key for the study of contemporary Latin American politics because, as the 

empirical chapters in this dissertation show, this has important consequences for redistributive 

politics. Figure 6.1 displays the total support for agriculture as a share of each country’s GDP for 

the three analyzed countries.271 Positive values indicate net transfers from the rest of society to 

agriculture. Negative values indicate redistribution from the agricultural sector to the rest of 

society. As we can see, Argentina, where agrarian elites have no electoral representation, is the 

country where transfers to agriculture have been negative. Between 2007 and 2016, the 

government annually extracted from agriculture, on average, resources equivalent to 2.5 percent 

of the country’s GDP. In Brazil, in contrast, transfers to agriculture during the left-wing 

administrations of the PT (2003–2016) were positive. On average, the government transferred 

resources equivalent to 0.65 percent of the country’s GDP each year from the rest of society to 

agriculture. This equals tens of billions of dollars that were transferred every year to some of the 

                                                            
271 IBD-Agrimonitor, Total Support Estimate (TSE). This indicator reflects and includes all effects of public policies 
that differentially affect the agricultural sector, from support for the sector (for example, subsidies) to penalties (for 
example, taxes). https://agrimonitor.iadb.org 
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wealthiest people in Brazil, one of the most unequal countries in the world. In Chile, transfers 

have also been positive, although decreasing since the democratic transition with no significant 

differences between governments of the center-left and center-right (2010–2014).  

 

 
Figure 6.1. Total Support Estimate (TSE) for agriculture as percentage of country GDP. 

Argentina, Brazil & Chile, 1995–2016 

Source: IDB-Agrimonitor 

 

That left-wing governments did not plunder the agricultural sector in a context of booming 

international prices is noteworthy.  Due to the commodity boom, many left-wing administrations 

depended on revenues coming from the primary sector to fund their social policy agendas, which 

may explain why they have been unable or unwilling to pursue changes in the distribution of 

land in their countries. Notwithstanding structural factors, agrarian elites’ capacity to curtail 

redistributive attempts by left-wing administrations through political organization should be 

highlighted. As the case of Argentina shows, where agrarian elites were not organized, 

governments were better able to extract from them. By contrast, landowners in Brazil blunted 

left-wing presidents’ distributive agendas through their representatives in Congress while 
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agrarian elites in eastern Bolivia frustrated Evo Morales’s agrarian reform plans through 

massive, often violent, demonstrations. Previous literature has extensively studied the 

relationship between these left-wing governments and their core constituencies such as social 

movements, indigenous groups, or unions. The question of how these administrations have dealt 

with economic elites has, however, been much less explored, offering a fertile avenue for future 

research.  

It is also remarkable that agrarian elites have been able to successfully organize in the 

electoral arena in contemporary Latin America where urbanization has shrunk their traditional 

electoral base, the rural poor.  Before the third wave, landowners tolerated restricted democracy 

as long as they could control the votes of the rural poor living on their lands. In contemporary 

Latin America, however, agrarian elites have supported the continuity of democracy even when 

they have lost this electoral advantage. Despite the sharp decrease in rural population, agrarian 

elites have been able to secure electoral representation in some countries such as Brazil, Chile, 

and El Salvador. The case of Brazil is particularly interesting because in that country, agrarian 

elites have deployed an electoral strategy of direct representation. Landowners themselves run 

for office, campaigning as agricultural producers. Contemporary Brazil is a highly urbanized 

country, with only 13 percent of its population living in rural areas. This means that most 

legislators, including those in the Agrarian Caucus, depend on urban votes to get elected.272 

Future scholarship should study why the urban poor vote for rural elites. Investigating how 

agrarian elites mobilize the vote of nonelite urban groups is crucial for understanding how 

agrarian elites can protect themselves from redistribution in contemporary democracies.  

                                                            
272 A study by Da Cruz (2015) finds that 43 percent of federal deputies elected in 2010 in Brazil received less than 
14 percent of their votes from rural municipalities.  
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The question of how minorities may protect their rights from the will of the majority is as 

old as the idea of democracy itself. The thesis that landowners will prefer autocracy to 

democracy because under the latter they cannot protect their wealth from majoritarian 

redistributive demands has recently been challenged by studies that show how democracies 

better protect economic elites’ interests through institutional veto points which can be used to 

block redistribution (Albertus 2015, 2017). This dissertation goes a step further by explaining 

when and how agrarian elites will organize in the electoral arena to take advantage of those veto 

points. Contrary to Albertus (2015), this dissertation shows that democratization is indeed 

threatening to landowners. However, unlike what redistributivist theories of democratization 

predict,273 this perception of threat will not necessarily lead landowners to hamper democracy. 

This dissertation shows that in Latin America during the third wave, agrarian elites responded to 

redistributive threats by investing in electoral representation. I specify some of the mechanisms 

through which agrarian elites were able to block redistribution democratically. As the analyzed 

cases demonstrate, where the transition to democracy was threatening to agrarian elites, they 

invested in electoral representation. This electoral investment, in turn, helped democratic 

consolidation as it lowered the costs of tolerating democracy for agrarian elites. Where agrarian 

elites had the opportunity to influence policy outcomes, their incentives to undermine democracy 

were lower. However, at the same time, as the empirical chapters illustrate, agrarian elites’ 

representation is inimical to democracies’ equalitarian aspirations. By protecting the interests of 

wealthy elites, democracies have frustrated the redistributive expectations of the same 

dispossessed groups that the process of democratization incorporated into the political arena. 

This creates a new challenge for democracy itself as the alienation of these groups may 

                                                            
273 See Boix (2003), Acemoglu and Robinson (2006), and Ansell and Samuels (2010).  
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constitute breeding grounds for undemocratic movements. Future scholarship should investigate 

how the capacity of agrarian elites to protect their interests under democracy and the resulting 

redistributive consequences affect the prospects for democratic continuity in the region. 
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APPENDIX A. List of Interviewees  

1. Argentina 

Leaders of producers’ associations 

Mario Acoroni, executive director of the Rosario Stock Exchange (1977—). Rosario, June 24, 
2014.  

Guillermo Alchouron, president of the Argentina Rural Society (SRA) (1984-1990), director of 
SRA (1969-1996), legislator for Buenos Aires City (1999-2007) (Acción por la República). 
Buenos Aires, July 8 and 17, 2014. 

Mariano Andrade, director of the SRA in the province of Córdoba since the 1990s. Buenos 
Aires, July 24, 2014. 

Luis Arias, president of the Sunflower Association (Asagir) (2013-2015). Buenos Aires, June 16, 
2014.  

Alejandro Blacker, president of the Argentine Association of Regional Consortiums of 
Agricultural Experimentation (AACREA). Buenos Aires, July 23, 2014.  

Carlos Borla, vicepresident of the Buenos Aires Grain Stock. Buenos Aires, July 7, 2014 and 
June 8, 2017.  

Dardo Chiesa, president of the Rural Confederations of Argentina (CRA) (2015—), president of 
the Confederation of Rural Societies of Buenos Aires and La Pampa (CARBAP) (1998-2002). 
Buenos Aires, August 10, 2017.  

Julio Curras, vice-president of the Argentine Agrarian Federation (FAA). Rosario, June 23, 
2014.  

Gabriel De Raedemaeker, president of the Confederation of Rural Associations of the Third 
Region (CARTEZ) (2016—). Buenos Aires, June 28, 2017. 

Raúl Dientre, leader of the Grain Stockpilers Federation. Buenos Aires, July 7, 2014.  

Martín Fraguío, executive director of the Argentine Corn Association (Maizar). Buenos Aires, 
July 7, 2014.  

Abel Guerrieri, secretary of the SRA. Buenos Aires, June 5, 2014.  

David Hughes, president of the Argentine Wheat Association (Argentrigo) (2007-2011) (2015—
), founder of Barbechando. Buenos Aires, December 27, 2013 and July 6, 2017.  

Carlos Iannizzotto, president of the Confederation of Agricultural Cooperatives (CONINAGRO) 
(2016—). Buenos Aires, August 3, 2018.  

Santiago Labourt, president of the Argentine Wheat Association (Argentrigo) (2011-2013). 
Buenos Aires, June 5, 2014. 
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Mario Llambías, president of CRA (2005-2009), president (1994-1998 & 2002-2005) and 
director (1979-1999) of CARBAP. Buenos Aires, August 13, 2014.  

Luciano Miguens, president of the SRA (2002-3008), director of the SRA since 1979. Buenos 
Aires, July 18, 2014.  

Arturo Navarro, president of CRA (1989-1993) and CARBAP (1986-1989). Buenos Aires, June 
8, 2017.  

Daniel Pelegrina, vice-president of the SRA (2012-2017). Buenos Aires, June 13 & 19, 2014 and 
August 7, 2017.  

Hugo Rossi, president of the Rural Society of Guardia del Monte, Buenos Aires; member of 
GAPU-Agro (UCR). Buenos Aires, July 16, 2014.  

Rodolfo Rossi, president and founder of the Argentine Soybean Association (ACSOJA) (2004-
2009 and 2014-2018). Rosario, June 24, 2014.  

Horacio Salaverry, president of CARBAP (2012-2016), Buenos Aires provincial legislator 
(1991-1995 & 1999-2003) (UCEDE). Buenos Aires, June 11, 2014.  

Luis María San Román, vice-president of the Rural Society of Rosario (2011-2015) and vice-
president of the Confederation of Rural Associations of Santa Fe (CARSFE). Rosario, June 23, 
2014. 

Gustavo Sutter Schneider. president of the Rural Society of Rosario (2013-2015). Rosario, June 
23, 2014.  

Carlos Vaquer, secretary of the SRA, AACREA president (1999-2001). Buenos Aires, June 10, 
2014.  

Pedro Vigneau, president (2016-2018) and Vice-president of the Argentine Association of No-
Till Producers (Aapresid) (2014-2016). Buenos Aires, June 16, 2014 and June 12, 2017.  

Raúl Vitores, president of the Rural Society of San Pedro (2002—). Buenos Aires, July 24, 2014.  

 

Agro-politicians 

Gilberto Alegre, legislator for Buenos Aires (2013-2017) (Frente Renovador), president of the 
Agriculture Committee (2015-2017), mayor of Gral. Villegas (1989-2013). Buenos Aires, June 
22, 2017.  

Alfredo de Angelis, senator for Entre Ríos (2013—) (PRO), leader of the FAA. Buenos Aires, 
June 26, 2014.  

Omar Barchetta, legislator for Santa Fe (2011-2015) (Socialist Party), vice-president of FAA 
(2009-2011). Buenos Aires, August 6, 2014.  
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Ricardo Buryaile, legislator for Formosa (2009-2015) (UCR), CRA vice-president (2007-2009). 
Buenos Aires, June 19, 2014. 

Juan Francisco Casañas, legislator for Tucumán (2009-2015) (UCR), member of AACREA and 
FAA. Buenos Aires, August 6, 2014.  

Jorge Chemes, legislator for Entre Ríos (2009-2013) (UCR), president of the Federation of Rural 
Societies of Entre Ríos (FARER) (2007-2009 & 2013-2015). Buenos Aires, August 13, 2014.  

María del Huerto Ratto, Buenos Aires provincial legislator (2013-2017) (Frente Renovador), 
Pergamino councilwoman (2011-2013). Buenos Aires, August 13, 2014. 

Jorge Solmi, Buenos Aires provincial legislator (2009-2013) (Unión PRO), director of the FAA 
(2007-2015). Buenos Aires, August 7, 2014. 

Pablo Torello, legislator for Buenos Aires (2015—) (PRO), member of the Agriculture 
Committee. Buenos Aires, July 6, 2017. 

 

High-ranking government officials 

Guillermo Bernaudo, chief of staff, Ministry of Agroindustry (2015-2017); member of the 
Agroindustry Roundtable, Fundación Pensar (PRO); member of AACREA. Buenos Aires, June 
12, 2017. 

Mariano Bosch, vice-president of the Argentine Institute for Agrotechnology (2015—), member 
of AACREA. Buenos Aires, August 1, 2017.  

Miguel Braun, secretary of commerce (2015—), executive director of Fundación Pensar (PRO). 
Buenos Aires, August 18, 2017.  

Ricardo Negri, secretary of agriculture (2015-2017), research coordinator of AACREA until 
2015, coordinator of the Agroindustry Roundtable, Fundación Pensar (PRO). Buenos Aires, June 
13, 2017.  

Néstor Roulet, secretary of added value, Ministry of Agroindustry (2015-2017); vice-president of 
CRA (2008-2009), president (2003-2005) and vice-president (2005-2009) of CARTEZ. Buenos 
Aires, June 26, 2017. 

Leonardo Sarquis, minister of agroindustry, Buenos Aires Province (2015—); Monsanto CEO 
(2005-2007). La Plata, June 21, 2017.  

Jorge Srodek. chief of staff, ministry of agroindustry, Buenos Aires Province (2015—); Buenos 
Aires provincial legislator (2009-2013) (Unión PRO), vice-president of CARBAP. Buenos Aires, 
June 12, 2017.  
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Specialized journalists 

Mercedes Colombres, consultant for some of the agrodiputados (2009-2013). Buenos Aires, 
August 7, 2014.  

Juan Cruz Jaime, travelled to Brasília to study the Bancada Ruralista. Buenos Aires, June 18, 
2014.  

 

Others 

Adolfo Castro Almeyra, political consultant for the Buenos Aires Grain Exchange and 
Coordinator of the SRA leadership seminar. Travelled to Brasília to study the Bancada 
Ruralista. Buenos Aires, December 18, 2013, June 17, 2014 and June 5, 2017. 

José Francisco de Anchorena, director of government planification, Fundación Pensar (PRO), 
Buenos Aires, August 2, 2017.  

Barbechando Member #1, Buenos Aires, December 18 and 27, 2013 

Barbechando Member #2, Buenos Aires, December 18 and 27, 2013 

Barbechando Member #3, Buenos Aires, December 18, 2013 and June 19, 2017. 

Barbechando Member #4, Buenos Aires, December 18, 2013 and June 19, 2017. 

Barbechando Member #5, Buenos Aires, December 18, 2013. 

Barbechando Member #6, Buenos Aires, June 19, 2017. 

Gerardo Bongiovanni, president of Fundación Libertad. Buenos Aires, August 1, 2017. 

Silvina Campos Cartes, director of institutional relations, CONINAGRO. Buenos Aires, June 28, 
2017. 

Gustavo Grobocopatel, Los Grobo CEO. Cambridge, MA, November 23, 2013.  

Martin Maquieyra, legislator for La Pampa (2013—) (PRO), secretary of the Agriculture 
Committee (2015-2017). Buenos Aires, June 21, 2017.  

David Miazzo, research coordinator of the Fundación Agropecuaria para el Desarrollo de 
Argentina (FADA) (2012—). Buenos Aires, August 7, 2017. 

Pedro Nazar, president of Fundación Barbechando (2015-3017), AACREA member. Buenos 
Aires, July 26, 2017.  

Not for Attribution, producer in Santa Fe province. Participated of the 2008 protests. Member of 
the PJ in the province, has run for several local offices. Rosario, June 24, 2014.  

Not for Attribution, president of the Rural Society of Rosario Young Ateneo. Rosario, June 25, 
2014.  
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Not for Attribution, CRESUD CEO. Buenos Aires, July 23, 2014.  

Diego Ramírez, CEO of RIA (Reporte Institucional Agropecuario) Consulting. Buenos Aires, 
July 26, 2017.  

Florencia Richiutti, executive director of Fundación Barbechando. Buenos Aires, June 19, 2017.  

Cornelia Schmidt-Liermann, legislator for the City of Buenos Aires (2011—) (PRO), member of 
the Agroindustry Roundatable, Fundación Pensar. Buenos Aires, June 22, 2017.  

Fernando Santillán, advisor, Secretary of Commerce (2015—); member of Fundación Pensar 
(PRO). Buenos Aires, August 18, 2017.  

 

2. Brazil 

Bancada Ruralista members 

Ana Amelia, senator for Rio Grande do Sul (2011—) (PP), vice-president of FPA. Brasília, August 
10, 2015.  

Ronaldo Caiado, senator for Goias (2015—) (DEM), DEM leader in the Senate, founder of UDR. 
Brasília, March 22, 2017. 

Júlio Cesar de Carvalho Lima. Legislator for Piauí (1995—) (PSD). Brasília, April 4, 2017. 

Valdir Colatto, legislator for Santa Catarina (1987—) (PMDB). Brasília, August 6, 2015. 

Tereza Cristina, legislator for Mato Grosso do Sul (2015 —) (PSB), vice-president of FPA (2017-
2018), PSB leader in the Lower Chamber. Brasília, April 5, 2017. 

Cesar Hallum, legislator for Tocantins (2011—) (PRB). Brasília, April 6, 2017.  

Luiz Carlos Heinze, legislator for Rio Grande do Sul (1999—) (PPB). Brasília, April 4, 2017.  

João Henrique Hummel, executive director of the FPA since its foundation. Brasília, July 28, 2015 
and March 14, 2017. 

Nilson Leitão, legislator for Mato Grosso (2011—) (PSDB), president of FPA (2017-2018). 
Brasília, April 11, 2017. 

Nelson Marquezelli, legislator for São Paulo (1991—) (PTB). Brasília, March 30, 2017. 

Evair de Melo, legislator for Espiritu Santo (2015—) (PV). Brasília, March 23, 2017. 

Waldemir Moka, senator for Mato Grosso do Sul (2011—) (PMDB). Brasília, August 6, 2015. 

Marcos Montes, legislator for Minas Gerais (2011—) (PSD), president of FPA (2015-2016). 
Brasília, August 4, 2015.  

Alceu Moreira, legislator for Rio Grande do Sul (2011—) (PMDB). Brasília, August 6, 2015.  
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Luiz Nishimori, legislator for Paraná (2011—) (PR). Brasília, March 21, 2017.  

Luis Gonzaga Patriota, legislator for Pernambuco (1987—) (PSB). Brasília, March 13, 2017. 

Adilton Sachetti, legislator for Mato Grosso (2015—) (PSB), founder of AMPA. Brasília, March 
16, 2017.  

Zé Silva, legislator for Minas Gerais (2011—) (SD). Brasília, March 22, 2017. 

Reinhold Stephanes, legislator for Paraná (1979—) (PSD), minister of agriculture (2007-2010). 
Brasília, March 30, 2017.  

 

State legislators 

Anibelli Neto, Paraná state legislator (2010—) (PMDB), leader of the Parliamentary front for 
Subsistence Agriculture. Curitiba, April 18, 2017.  
 
Evandro Araujo, Paraná state legislator (2014—) (PSC). Curitiba, April 17, 2017. 
 
Pedro Lupion, Paraná state legislator (2010—) (DEM), president of the Agriculture Committee. 
Curitiba, April 17, 2017.  
 
Saturnino Masson, Mato Grosso state legislator (2015—) (PSDB). Cuiabá, August 12, 2015. 

 
José Antônio Gonçalves Viana, Mato Grosso state legislator (2010—) (PDT). Cuiabá, August 11, 
2015. 
 
 
Leaders of producers’ associations 

Carlos Albuquerque, director of the Federation of Agricultural Producers of Paraná (FAEP). 
Curitiba, April 19, 2017. 
 
Frederico Azevedo e Silva, director of institutional relations, Soybean Producers Association of 
Mato Grosso (APROSOJA-MT). Cuiabá, August 13, 2015.  
 
Mario Antonio Pereira Borba, vice-president of the CNA. Brasília, July 24, 2015.  
 
Pedro de Camargo Neto, president of the SRB (1990-1992), secretary of production and trade of 
the ministry of agriculture (2000-2002). São Paulo, April 25, 2017.  
Daniel Kluppel Carrara, executive secretary SENAR/CNA (National System of Agricultural 
Education). Brasília, July 24, 2015.  
 
Luiz Carlos Corrêa Carvalho, president of the Agribusiness Brazilian Association (ABAG). São 
Paulo, May 5, 2017.  
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Fábio Meirelles Filho, president of IPA (2016-2018), director of the CNA. Brasília, April 4, 2017.  
 
Fabiola Motta, director of institutional relations of the Brazilian Cooperatives Association (OCB). 
Brasília, March 27, 2017.  
 
José Roberto Ricken, president of the Association of Cooperatives of Paraná (OCEPAR). Curitiba, 
April 17, 2017. 
 
Roberto Rodrigues, president of the OCB (1985-1991), president of the Brazilian Rural Society 
(SRB) (1991-1993), minister of agriculture (2003-2006), founder of ABAG. São Paulo, May 5, 
2017.  
 
Fabricio Rosa, executive director of APROSOJA-Brasil. Brasília, March 29, 2017. 
 
Marcos da Rosa, president of the Soybean Producers Association (APROSOJA-Brasil) (2016-
2018). Brasília, March 29, 2017. 
 
João Martins da Silva Junior, president of the Brazilian Agriculture Federation (CNA)  
(2015—). Brasília, July 24, 2015.  
 
Muni Lourenco Silva Júnior, president SENAR/CNA (National System of Agricultural 
Education). Brasília, July 24, 2015. 
 
Flavio Páscoa Teles de Menezes, president of the SRB (1984-1990). São Paulo, May 9, 2017.  
 
Décio Tocantins, executive director of the Cotton Growers Association of Mato Grosso (AMPA). 
Cuiabá, August 13, 2015.  
 
Francisco Turra, president of the Brazilian Association of Animal Protein (ABPA) (2014—). São 
Paulo, April 26, 2017.  
 
Marcelo Wayland Barbosa Vieira, president of the SRB (2017—). São Paulo, May 3, 2017.  
 
 
 
Legislative consultants 

Ana, legislative consultant for the landless movement (MST) in the Senate. Brasília, April 7, 2017.  
 
José Cordeiro de Araújo, legislative consultant of the Brazilian Congress (1991-2010), specialist 
in agriculture. Brasília, March 29, 2017.  
 
Rodrigo Hermeto Corrêa Dolabella, legislative consultant of the Brazilian Congress since 2003, 
specialist in agriculture. Brasília, July 22, 2015 and March 8, 2017.  
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Luis Antonio Guerra Conceicão Silva, legislative consultant of the Brazilian Congress, specialist 
in agrarian politics. Brasília, July 22, 2015.  
 
Nelson Fraga, legislative consultant of the CNA in the Senate since the 1990s. Brasília, August 6, 
2015.  
 
Suely Vaz Guimaraes de Araujo, legislative consultant of the Brazilian Congress (1991-2016), 
specialist in environmental law. Brasília, July 21, 2015.  
 
Not for attribution, legislative Consultant for the CNA, specialist in labor law. Brasília, July 24, 
2015.  

 
 
Others 

Leonardo Minaré Brauna, technical consultant of APROSOJA-Brasil. Brasília, August 7, 2015.  

Gustavo Carneiro, technical coordinator of IPA. Brasília, March 14, 2017.  

Coaraci Nogueira de Castilho, chief of staff, ministry of agriculture (2016—). Brasília, April 12, 
2017.  
 
Antonio Costa, director of FIESP (Industry Federation of São Paulo) agribusiness department 
(Deagro). São Paulo, May 8, 2017.  

Neri Geller, secretary of agricultural policy (2016—), minister of agriculture (2014-2015). 
Brasília, March 21, 2017.  

Carlos Fávaro, vice-governor of Mato Grosso (2015-2018) (PP), president of APROSOJA-MT) 
(2010-2014). Cuiabá, August 12, 2015. 

Antonio Carlos Teixeira, press secretary of Senator Waldemir Moka. Brasília, August 6, 2015.  

Nilto Tatto, legislator for São Paulo (2015—) (PT). Brasília, April 6, 2017.  
 
Gerson Teixeira, advisor to the PT caucus on agrarian policy since 1992, president of the Brazilian 
Association for Agrarian Reform (ABRA) (2012— and in the 1990s). Brasília, March 8 and 9, 
2017.  
 
Nilton Tubino, advisor to the PT caucus on agrarian policy since 2003. Brasília, April 12, 2017.  
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3. Chile 

Leaders of producers’ associations  

Ricardo Ariztía de Castro, president of the Confederation of Production and Commerce (CPC) 
(2002-2004), the National Society of Agriculture (SNA) (1997-2000) and the Federation of Fruit 
Producers (FEDEFRUTA) (1989). Santiago, November 15, 2015. 

Ricardo Ariztía Tagle, director of the SNA since 2011. Santiago, October 26, 2016. 

Patricio Crespo, president of the SNA (2012-2016). Santiago, October 26, 2016. 

Gastón Caminondo, president of the Agricultural and Livestock Development Society of the 
Araucanía Region (SOFO) (2005-2015), president of the Agriculture Consortium of the South 
(CAS) (2012-2014). Temuco, November 10, 2016. 

Juan Carolus Brown, president of FEDEFRUTA (2014-2016). Santiago, October 4, 2016. 

María Inés Figari, president of the North Agriculture Society (SAN) (2015—), director of the 
SNA and FEDEFRUTA. Santiago, October 18, 2016.  

Jorge Guzmán, president of the Sugar Beet Growers Association since 1990. Temuco, November 
11, 2016. 

Andreas Kobrich, secretary of SOFO since 2010. Temuco, November 10, 2016.  

Juan Carlos Sepúlveda Meyer, CEO of FEDEFRUTA. Santiago, September 26, 2016 

José Miguel Stegmeier, president of the Agriculture Society of the Bio Bio Region (Socabio) 
since 1982, president of CAS (2014-2016). Santiago, October 24, 2016. 

 

High-ranking government officials 

Juan Andrés Fontaine, ministry of economy (2010-2011), member of Libertad y Desarrollo 
council. Santiago, October 12, 2016. 

José Antonio Galilea, ministry of agriculture (2010-2011), legislator (RN – La Araucanía) (1990-
2006). Temuco, November 10, 2016. 

Luis Mayol, ministry of agriculture (2011-2014), president of the SNA (2009-2011). Founder of 
RN. Santiago, October 20, 2016.  

Jorge Prado, ministry of agriculture (1982-1988), president of the SNA (1989-1993). Santiago, 
November 8, 2016. 

National Legislators 

Ramón Barros Montero, legislator (O’Higgins - UDI) (2002—). Valparaíso, October 5, 2016. 
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René Manuel García, legislator (La Araucanía - RN) (1990—). Valparaíso, October 6, 2016.  

Alejandro García-Huidobro, senator (O’Higgins - UDI) (2011—), legislator (Rancagua- Union 
of the Progressive Center-Center/UDI) (1994-2011), vice-president of the Agricultural Producers 
Confederation (1988-1993). Valparaíso, October 5, 2016.  

Sergio Romero Pizarro, senator (Valparaíso - RN) (1990-2010). Secretary general (1968-1976), 
council member (1980-1990) and vice-president of the SNA (1987-19889). Secretary of 
agriculture under Pinochet (1986), vice-president of the CPC (1989). Santiago, November 16, 
2016.  

Alejandra Sepúlveda Orbenes, legislator (O’Higgins - Independent, former Christian Democrat) 
(2002—). Valparaíso, November 9, 2016. 

Ignacio Urrutia Bonilla, legislator (Maule- UDI) (2002—). Valparaíso, October 5, 2016. 

 

Others 

René Araneda, councilman of Temuco (UDI - 2012-2018), regional secretary of agriculture 
(2010-2012), secretary of SOFO (1990-2010). Temuco, November 11, 2016.  

Erika Farías, legislative consultant, Fundación Jaime Guzman. Santiago, October 19, 2016.  

Susana Jimenez, public policy coordinator, Libertad y Desarrollo. Santiago, November 3, 2016.  

Miguel Mellado, president of the Regional Council of La Araucanía (2013-2016 - RN), governor 
of Cautín Province (2010-2013). Temuco, November 10, 2016. 

Teodoro Rivas Sius, deputy director of ODEPA (Office of Studies and Agricultural Policy- 
Ministry of Agriculture) (2014-2018). Santiago, October 27, 2016.  
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Appendix B. Table 3.6. Proposals Voted with Regards to the Forest Code 

 

Urgency Requirement 7573/2010: voted on May 3, 2011. Requirement to give priority of 
agenda to the discussion of the Forest Code. If approved, bill will be put to a vote in the next 
legislative session. Government orientation: yes. Agrarian Caucus orientation: yes. Result: 
approved.  

Amendment 186: voted on May 24, 2011. Bill proposed by the rapporteur replacing the original 
text of 1999. The new bill was the result of intense bargaining between the ruralistas and 
environmentalists in the government. Government orientation: yes. Bancada Ruralista 
orientation: yes. Result: approved. Only 45 out of 80 PT legislators voted with the government.  

Amendment 164: voted on May 24, 2011. Series of amendments to the rapporteur bill proposed 
by PMDB ruralista legislators making the bill less strict. Important modifications included a 
sweeping amnesty to all productive units in non-compliance with environmental regulation at 
that time and delegating to the state the regulation of economic activities in protected areas. 
Government orientation: no. Bancada Ruralista orientation: yes. Result: approved. Important 
defeat for the government. PMDB was in the governing coalition at the time but almost all 
legislators voted with the ruralistas (as indicated by the party leader).  

Senate substitutive: voted on April 25, 2012. Vote between the version of the bill approved by 
the Senate or a new bill redacted by the Lower Chamber, closer to the ruralista interests. The 
Senate had taken out some of the modifications favorable to the ruralistas introduced by 
Amendment 164. Government orientation: yes (reject modifications to the Senate version). 
Bancada orientation: no (sustain modifications to the Senate version). Result: no (modifications 
sustained) 

Proposal to maintain article 62 section 7: voted on April 25, 2012. Proposal by the PT to 
maintain regulations on activities developed near river margins. Government orientation: yes. 
Bancada Ruralista orientation: no. Result: no.  
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Appendix C. Brazil. Largest Firms in Agriculture274 

 

Firm Sector Nationalit
y 

State275         Made a 
       campaign 

     
contribution276 
2006 2010 2014 

Adm do Brasil Oilseeds and 
vegetable oil 

American São Paulo no no no 

Louis Dreyfus Sugar, cotton, rice, 
coffee, grain, 

oilseeds and citrus 
juice 

French São Paulo yes yes no 

Coamo Cooperative. Grain Brazilian Paraná no no no 
Frigorifico Minerva/ 

Minerva Foods 
Meatpacking Brazilian São Paulo yes yes yes 

C. Vale Cooperative 
Various 

agricultural 
products 

Brazilian Paraná no no no 

Caramuru Alimentos Oilseeds and 
vegetable oil 

Brazilian Goiás yes yes yes 

Cocamar Cooperative. 
Oilseeds and 
vegetable oil 

Brazilian Paraná no yes no 

Lar Cooperative. 
Oilseeds, 

vegetables and 
poultry 

Brazilian Paraná no no no 

Belagricola Supplies and 
technology 

Brazilian Paraná no yes yes 

Copacol Poultry Brazilian Paraná no no no 
Castrolanda Cooperative. Dairy 

and meatpacking 
Brazilian Paraná no yes yes 

Coopavel Cooperative. Food 
industry 

Brazilian Paraná no no no 

                                                            
274 Firms were identified from the annual rankings of two specialized magazines, Exame (2012, 2013, 2014) and 
Valor Economico (2013, 2014). I selected the firms that appeared multiple years (more than one year) among the 50 
largest in terms of sales. 

275 State where headquarters are located.  

276 To a candidate. I am not taking into account contributions to party committees.  
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Cooperalfa Cooperative. 
Various 

agricultural 
products 

Brazilian Santa 
Catarina 

yes yes yes 

Cooperativa Agraria Cooperative. Grain 
and oilseeds 

Brazilian Parana yes yes yes 

Algar Agro (Abc 
Inco) 

Grain, food 
industry and 
animal feed 

Brazilian Minas 
Gerais 

yes yes yes 

Frimesa Food industry Brazilian Paraná no no no 
Comigo Cooperative. 

Oilseeds and 
vegetable oil 

Brazilian Goiás no no no 

Integrada 
Cooperativa 

Cooperative. 
Grain, oilseeds, 

coffee and 
oranges. 

Brazilian Paraná no yes yes 

Batavo S.A. Food industry Brazilian Paraná yes yes yes 
Nidera Sementes Seeds Chinese Minas 

Gerais 
no no no 

Cotrijal Cooperative. 
Seeds and dairy 

Brazilian Rio Grande 
do Sul 

no no no 

Coasul Cooperative. 
Animal feed. 

Brazilian Paraná no no no 

Copagril Cooperative. 
Poultry, pork and 

dairy 

Brazilian Paraná yes yes yes 

Coopercitrus Cooperative. 
Supplies and 
machinery 

Brazilian São Paulo no yes yes 

Eisa Interagricola Cotton, coffee and 
sugar 

Swedish São Paulo yes no yes 

Chs Do Brasil Supplies American São Paulo no no no 
Cooxupe Cooperative. 

Coffee 
Brazilian Minas 

Gerais 
yes yes yes 

SLC Agrícola Cotton, soybeans 
and maize 

Brazilian Rio Grande 
do Sul 

no yes yes 

Oleoplan Vegetable oil Brazilian Rio Grande 
do Sul 

yes yes yes 

Mataboi Meatpacking Brazilian Minas 
Gerais 

no no yes 

Camil Alimentos Food industry Brazilian São Paulo yes yes yes 
Diplomata Poultry Brazilian Parana yes yes no 

Josapar Food industry Brazilian Rio Grande 
do Sul 

yes yes no 
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Rodopa Alimentos Meatpacking Brazilian São Paulo no no no 
Capebe Cooperative. Dairy Brazilian Santa 

Catarina 
no no no 

Agroverde Supplies Brazilian Ceara no yes no 
Coagrisol Cooperative. 

Seeds, grain 
processing, 

oilseeds, dairy and 
supplies 

Brazilian Mato 
Grosso 

no no no 

Camda Cooperative. 
Coffee and 

supplies 

Brazilian Minas 
Gerais 

no no no 

Coagru Cooperative. Grain 
processing and 

poultry 

Brazilian Mato 
Grosso 

no no no 

Agroexport Cattle export Brazilian Rio Grande 
do Sul 

no yes yes 

Friato Meatpacking and 
poultry 

Brazilian São Paulo no no no 

Agrogen Poultry genetics Brazilian Parana yes yes yes 
Agropan Cooperative. Grain 

and oilseeds 
Brazilian Minas 

Gerais 
no no no 

Cocatrel Cooperativa 
dos Cafeicultores da 
Zona de Tres Pontas 

Cooperative. 
Coffee 

Brasilian Goiás no yes yes 

Copasul Cooperative. Grain 
and oilseeds 

Brasilian Rio Grande 
do Sul 

no no no 

Cocapec Cooperative. 
Coffee 

Brazilian Minas 
Gerais 

no yes yes 

Coplacana Cooperative. 
Sugar cane. 

Brazilian Mato 
Grosso do 

Sul 

no no no 

Cotripal Cooperative. 
Various 

agricultural 
products 

Brazilian Rio Grande 
do Sul 

no no no 

Capal Cooperative. 
Seeds and animal 

feed 

Brazilian São Paulo no yes yes 

Coperdia Cooperative. Pork, 
seeds, animal feed, 
poultry and dairy 

Brazilian Rio Grande 
do Sul 

no no no 

Vanguarda Agro Cotton, soybeans 
and maize 

Brazilian Paraná no no no 
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Cotrisal Cooperative. Grain 
processing 

Brazilian São Paulo yes no no 

Copercampos Cooperative, grain, 
seeds and supplies 

Brazilian Rio Grande 
do Sul 

no no no 
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Appendix D. SNA Letter on the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Agrarian Reform   

 

 

 

Source: El Mercurio, July 30, 2017. 
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