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Introduction

Bolivia in the 2000s experienced several political convulsions 
and milestones: from having no less than six presidents in 
the span of the first five years of that decade (2000-05); to 
the election of the country’s first indigenous president, Evo 
Morales, in 2005; to a constitutional crisis that threatened 
an outbreak of violence in 2008. Headlines in September 
2008 warned of a nation on the brink of civil war,1 and, as the 
former President of Bolivia’s National Electoral Court, Jose 
Luis Exeni, recalled: “2008 was the year when we Bolivians 
lived in danger of being divided into two Bolivias.”2

Yet, at crucial junctures along the way, national actors managed 
to swerve away from these escalatory dynamics, averting 
the risk of violent conflict. Most notably, the government 
and opposition parties negotiated an agreement in 2008 
allowing for a new constitution that would “re-found” the 
state, a watershed achievement for conflict prevention amidst 
exceptionally high levels of political polarisation. The United 
Nations, primarily through the UN Development Programme 
(UNDP) and Resident Coordinators (RCs), provided crucial 
support to national actors at these junctures.

This case study demonstrates the role of UNDP’s Country 
Office in Bolivia, and particularly its Human Development 
Report (HDR) team and Project of Political Analysis and 
Prospective Scenarios (PAPEP), in advising senior policymakers 
on pathways toward de-escalation at key moments. It also 
looks in-depth at the role of the RC and PAPEP in supporting 
the national actors in reaching an agreement in the 2008 
dialogue. It ends with lessons learned from the Bolivian 
experience which may be transferable for RC and UNCT-led 
prevention in other crisis contexts.

1. Conflict and Causal Analysis

Bolivia is among the poorest and most unequal nations in South 
America.3 With around 60% of the population identifying as 
part of an indigenous group,4 it has the highest proportion of 
indigenous people of any country in the region. Bolivia’s main 
dividing line runs between the western highlands, host to La 
Paz, the seat of political power; and the eastern lowlands, 
home to the “Media Luna” (half-moon) departments of Santa 
Cruz, Beni, Tarija and Pando, where most of Bolivia’s wealth 
is concentrated.5 An ethnic faultline overlays this divide, with 
indigenous populations mostly concentrated in the highlands 
and white and mestizo Bolivians mostly living in the Media 
Luna lowlands.6 Inequality, social exclusion and the weakness 
of state institutions have given rise to a very high level of 
political and social conflict throughout the country’s modern 
history.7

In the 20th century, Bolivia witnessed several military coups, 
recurrent indigenous, campesino and workers’ uprisings 
and protests, and jerky transitions in and out of civilian 
rule. Grievances among mostly indigenous cocaleros 
intensified throughout the 1980s and 1990s, as aggressive 

and US-financed coca eradication campaigns “outpaced the 
income-generating capacity of alternative development.”8 
Meanwhile, neoliberal reforms, including “shock therapy,” 
alleviated hyperinflation but were blamed for exacerbating 
poverty and inequality.9 In the 1990s, the International 
Monetary Fund conditioned a loan on Bolivia’s commitment 
to privatise public enterprises, including national oil refineries 
and the local water agency in Cochabamba; the World Bank 
supported privatisation and discouraged water subsidies. 
Rising water prices sparked protests in Cochabamba, marking 
the start of what became known as the “Cochabamba Water 
War.”10 

The Water War set off a convulsive five-year period during 
which Bolivia had no less than six presidents. Then-President 
Hugo Banzer Suárez, dying of cancer, was replaced by his 
Vice-President, Quiroga in 2001. Next, Gonzalo Sanchez 
de Lozada won the 2002 elections, enjoying a brief second 
shot at the presidency (having previously served in the early 
1990s), until protests against his neoliberal policies, namely 
with respect to gas privatisation (the “Gas War”), forced him 
out. Carlos Mesa, Lozada’s Vice-President, assumed power in 
2003, only to also be forced out less than two years later when 
rising fuel prices sparked anti-government protests. Chief 
Justice of the Supreme Court, Eduardo Rodríguez, who was 
among those constitutionally in line to assume the presidency 
from a Vice-President, took over as caretaker president in 
mid-2005. Finally, in December 2005, indigenous, campesino 
and urban middle-class voters helped make Evo Morales – a 
prominent cocalero activist and protest leader – the country’s 
first indigenous president.11 

Morales’s election marked a major shift in Bolivia’s political 
history, moving it away from democracia pactada – “a closed, 
prearranged democratic system” – among the establishment 
parties, and toward a political system “more dependent on a 
zero-sum game of political positioning.”12 Two longstanding 
political demands surfaced, bringing into sharp focus the 
faultlines in the country: first, calls for a new constitution 
that would “re-found” the state, mainly by indigenous, 
left-wing and other groups in the West that blamed the 
country’s existing economic model for persistent inequality;13 
and second, demands for greater departmental (regional) 
autonomy, promoted mainly by groups linked to the private 
sector and center and right-wing political forces in the Media 
Luna.14 Disputes over hydrocarbon management and revenue 
sharing intensified the polarisation, as one of Morales’s first 
acts as President was to nationalise the sector.15

In mid-2006, Bolivia held elections for a Constituent Assembly 
(CA),16 in which Morales’s Movement Toward Socialism (MAS) 
won a simple majority but fell short of the two-thirds required 
to pass a new constitution.17 Soon thereafter, the CA was 
established in Sucre, Bolivia’s constitutional capital (while La 
Paz hosts the executive and legislature). Yet, disagreements 
over the substance and procedural rules of the CA polarised 
parties, as the MAS argued that the rule requiring a two-
thirds majority to pass the new constitution only applied to 
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the final constitutional text, and not for commission reports.18 
The opposition (and most legal analysts) disagreed.19 

The streets also reflected the political polarisation, as 
civic movements in opposition regions, which had grown 
more radical than the opposition parties, initiated strikes, 
blockades, and sometimes violent demonstrations.20 
Further, Chuquisaca civic leaders, supported by parts of the 
opposition, revived a historical demand to confer full capital 
city status to Sucre (shifting it from La Paz), which paralyzed 
the CA and led to violent clashes between protestors and 
police.21 Street pressures frustrated efforts by the government 
and opposition parties to reach agreements over the CA, 
autonomy demands, and government policies.22

Amidst rising polarisation and to escape disruptions caused 
by unrest in Sucre, the ruling party relocated the CA to the 
outskirts of the city at La Glorieta High School for a final 
plenary session in November 2007. Only MAS representatives 
attended this session, where they approved a general version 
of the Constitution and authorised the transfer of the CA to 
Oruro to iron out the details. In Oruro, in the absence of most 
opposition representatives, the MAS delegates approved the 
full constitutional text in December. The opposition argued 
that the sessions in La Glorieta and Oruro violated agreed 
procedures and were thus illegitimate. With the crisis yet 
unresolved, the CA, “as a space for dialogue and agreement, 
had failed.”23

In early and mid-2008, various attempts at dialogue between 
the ruling party and the opposition faltered. Meanwhile, the 
Media Luna departments began organising and winning 
unofficial autonomy referenda,24 which Bolivia’s National 
Electoral Court (and the Morales government) declared 
illegal.25 The Court later demonstrated its independence by 
also declaring that a referendum on the Oruro constitution 
would require Congressional approval (as opposed to being 
organised by Presidential decree).26 Adding to the electoral 
complexity and political tensions, a “recall referendum” was 
held in August 2008, approving the mandates of the President 
and Media Luna prefects, but revoking those of opposition 
prefects in La Paz and Cochabamba.27 

Violence soon broke out in opposition regions, including 
clashes between pro-autonomy demonstrators and police.28 
On 11 September 2008, Bolivia witnessed its most lethal 
incident of political violence in years as clashes between 
government and opposition supporters left several pro-
Morales indigenous protestors dead.29 The Pando massacre 
shocked Bolivians and prompted the government and 
opposition to immediately agree to a formal dialogue.30

The first phase of the dialogue began on 12 September, just 
one day after Pando, and lasted for four days.31 This phase 
focused on preparing a consensus agenda and broad-ranging 
consultations aimed at mollifying the increasingly radical 
civic movements aligned with autonomists and eastern 
businesses.32 The second phase of the dialogue took place 

between 18 September-5 October 2008 in Cochabamba, 
involving the President, Vice-President, political parties and 
opposition prefects and with the participation of international 
observers, including the UN. Although this phase failed to 
reach an agreement, progress was made toward harmonising 
the draft constitution with the autonomy demands and 
conditions were put in place to continue the dialogue in 
Congress.33 In Congress, the opposition agreed, in exchange 
for government concessions,34 to support legislation for 
a referendum on the new constitution.35 This referendum 
was held in January 2009, and 61% of voters approved the 
document, marking a historic de-escalation of this cycle of 
Bolivia’s political crisis.36

2. RC Prevention Role

UNDP’s role in Bolivia: from the late 1990s to the election 
of Morales

Historically, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) has 
been the main prevention actor within the UN Country Team 
(UNCT) in Bolivia. As such, this case study will focus on its 
role, relations with the government and other national actors, 
and its reputation in the country. 

High-quality HDRs

UNDP has historically been perceived as a credible, informed 
actor in the country. The late 1990s and early 2000s were a 
“golden era” for UNDP, during which it produced several 
exemplary Human Development Reports (HDRs) and enjoyed 
particularly strong relationships with senior policymakers, as 
well as with the Church, the Ombudsperson, civil society, and 
syndicates.37 The HDR team was then headed by Fernando 
Calderón, a prominent Bolivian public intellectual with strong 
political, social and economic networks across Latin America. 
Calderón “understood and spoke the language of politics 
and had a personal entry to people across the political 
spectrum,” and as such helped ensure the HDRs would 
enjoy a high profile in Bolivia. He also advised the RC/UNDP 
Resident Representative at the time, Carlos Felipe Martínez 
on the country’s political dynamics.38 Martínez, for his part, 
was considered a politically-minded RC who saw UNDP’s 
analytical capacities as a prevention tool to be leveraged.39

The HDR team served as an “in-house think tank”40 for the 
UN, and their many award-winning reports helped shape the 
national debate about the politics of development. The 2000 
HDR, for instance, received a UNDP award for excellence in 
participation and policy impact.41 According to an evaluation, 
the report’s most notable qualities included that: it was 
“written from the perspective of a participant in Bolivia’s 
development process, rather than from the perspective of 
an omniscient and detached observer” (no doubt the HDR’s 
largely Bolivian expert staff had much to do with this); it was 
analytical, explaining the significance of, rather than merely 
reporting, facts; it defined human development and clearly 
laid out how it could be achieved; and, most importantly, it 
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addressed head-on the most polarising aspects of Bolivia’s 
development (such as the effects of globalisation on 
inequality) without alienating key interlocutors.42 Indeed, 
rather than damaging UNDP’s relationships in government 
and civil society, the HDR’s willingness to tackle, with high 
quality analysis, such controversial issues became a source of 
prestige for the Country Office.43

Using political scenarios

Beyond influencing the public debate through its reports, 
UNDP in the late 1990s and early 2000s played a secondary 
role, in collaboration with other actors such as the Church, the 
Ombudsperson and civil society, in accompanying national 
dialogue processes.44 In early 2001, the HDR team developed 
prospective political scenarios for the Church, which was then 
playing a leading role in these dialogues.45 The team then 
adapted this scenario-building approach to feed into the 
2002 HDR, which argued – just ahead of an exceptionally 
convulsive period in Bolivian politics – that the country’s 
development process was at a critical juncture, and pointed 
to high levels of political polarisation and social conflict as 
symptoms of structural crises.46 To develop the scenarios, the 
team drew on the debates and inputs of key national figures, 
including the main presidential candidates, generating a 
highly participatory process and ensuring policy impact.47 
The resulting HDR won a UNDP award for excellence in 
participatory and inclusive processes,48 and became a key 
reference point for UNDP’s prevention work over the next 
decade.49 The team shared the scenarios produced for the 
2002 HDR with the government and key opposition figures, 
including supporters of then-first time presidential candidate 
Evo Morales.50 

This experience with the 2002 HDR demonstrated how 
prospective scenario building could be a powerful tool for 
understanding policy processes in Bolivia and capturing the 
attention of senior policymakers from across the political 
spectrum. The team thus continued to prepare political 
scenarios, drawing on survey data, focus group meetings, 
interviews with policymakers and other sources. Shortly after 
the 2002 HDR, RC Martínez secured US$30,000 in seed 
funding to create a project within the HDR team devoted to 
prospective political analysis, called the Project of Political 
Analysis and Prospective Scenarios (PAPEP).51

In 2002, during Sánchez de Lozada’s tumultuous second term 
as president, the PAPEP team generated an analytical scenario 
warning of a serious political crisis that would likely end his 
presidency unless he undertook a dramatic shift in policies. 
Then-UNDP Administrator Mark Malloch Brown52 asked 
Calderón to present this scenario directly to the President – 
and even travelled to Bolivia to attend the meeting himself by 
way of offering political backing.53 Calderón cited this backing 
from Malloch Brown as key to enabling him to go to the 
President, present his team’s dire forecast, and tell him that if 
he did not urgently address flashpoints – such as coca politics 
and tax reform – his government was headed for collapse.54 

PAPEP also identified two key challenges for the President: 
first, the need to strengthen democracy by actively including 
social movements in political processes; and second, the 
need to set Bolivia on the path to becoming a regional hub 
for natural gas and thereby advance development.55 (Sanchez 
de Lozada balked at the analysis. In the end, as described 
above, he was ousted in 2003 and replaced by Mesa.)

Calderón and a member of his team, Armando Ortuño (later 
head of PAPEP Bolivia), also presented the scenarios to then-
Vice President Carlos Mesa, showing he was likely to become 
the country’s next president.56 

Calderón recalled another story that demonstrated both how 
in demand PAPEP was and the insights of its prospective 
analysis:

“The authorities of the multinational energy companies 
operating in Bolivia also invited us to present our scenarios. 
One of my conclusions was that there would be a political 
crisis and the government didn’t have resources, and if we 
didn’t raise taxes by 18% for the energy sector, there would 
be an economic collapse with political repercussions. The 
head of one of the companies pulled me aside and said, look, 
I don’t know about the other companies, but if ours has to 
pay one dollar more in taxes, we will leave this country. The 
next year Evo Morales came to power, and he nationalised 
the hydrocarbon sector and he raised taxes on the sector to 
80% - they paid and they didn’t leave.”

Of course, confronting the most powerful political and 
economic actors in the country with scenarios, some of 
them unfavourable to their positions, put UNDP, which is in 
the country at the behest of the government, in a difficult 
spot. Even though these scenarios were always presented 
non-publicly and from the standpoint of a neutral technical 
professional analysis rather than in advocacy mode, “it is 
very difficult to tell the Emperor he has no clothes,” recalled 
Calderón. Yet, Calderón explained, the benefit of giving 
leaders a clear sense of their options, and the consequences 
of their choices among those options, outweighed the risks 
such delicate conversations might pose to UNDP’s position 
in the country.  “It’s a game, and sometimes you lose and 
sometimes you win,” he said. “But the institution has to enter 
the game. Otherwise, what is the UN for?”57 

Creation of PAPEP

In 2003, in collaboration with two prominent Uruguayan 
political scientists – Diego Achard and Luis Eduardo 
Gonzalez - PAPEP began developing its first methodological 
toolkit for developing prospective analysis.58 In addition to 
public opinion surveys, PAPEP conducted focus groups, in-
depth interviews with social, political and economic elites, 
and Delphi surveys (closed ended questionnaires sent to 
elites on potential political developments).59 Designed as 
a prevention tool for RCs, PAPEP focused on: developing 
short- and medium-term political scenarios; facilitating high-
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level discussions on key policy issues; and working with and 
strengthening prospective political analysis capacities of key 
national institutions.60 It produced written outputs – such as 
analytical reports, institutional roadmaps, and assessments 
of public policies and development projects – and offered 
political advice to key policymakers.61 

Soon after its creation in Bolivia, Malloch Brown and Elena 
Martínez, then Director of UNDP’s Bureau of Latin America and 
the Caribbean, supported Calderón and his team in expanding 
PAPEP into a regional program. When (Carlos Felipe) Martínez 
was appointed RC in Argentina, Calderón went with him to set 
up another PAPEP there; the team also formally established 
PAPEP in Honduras, where Achard and Gonzalez had already 
been supporting UNDP’s conflict prevention role.62 Thus, 
PAPEP became a regional program of UNDP. Antonio Aranibar 
stayed in Bolivia, and became the head of the PAPEP Bolivia 
(and later the head of the regional PAPEP). As part of the 
regional program, Calderón established a high-level PAPEP 
advisory committee comprising Latin American policymakers 
representing the highest levels of government, and renowned 
academics.63 The input of the advisory network provided key 
material for PAPEP scenarios and helped generate policymaker 
buy-in at senior levels. Further, members of the network at 
times gathered to discuss PAPEP scenarios and collaborate on 
regional comparative studies.64 

PAPEP and the HDR team became “the two think tanks”65 of 
UNDP in Bolivia, with the former quickly becoming a go-to 
source for high-quality prospective analysis to assist national 
authorities’ decision-making, while the latter remained a 
respected source of analysis on Bolivia’s political and economic 
development. They benefited from academically strong, 
interdisciplinary and cohesive teams, led largely by national 
staff who had worked with Calderón on HDRs before the 
creation of PAPEP.66 

Mesa’s resignation and the rise of Morales

In November 2003, at the request of President Mesa, the 
Secretary-General sent an envoy to Bolivia: Jose Antonio 
Ocampo, then head of the UN’s Department for Social and 
Economic Affairs (DESA).67 Ocampo began traveling frequently 
to Bolivia to facilitate dialogue among the political parties, and 
between the government and social movements.68 He proved 
adept at creating entry points, developing a close relationship 
with the Mesa administration and later with some figures in 
the Morales one (discussed below). While in Bolivia, Ocampo 
leveraged UNDP’s data and analytical capacities to develop 
advice and facilitate political talks, thereby demonstrating how 
Special Envoys can draw on UNCT capacities for prevention.69 

After Mesa resigned amidst crippling protests, the military 
invited the Coordinators of the HDR (George Gray Molina) 
and of PAPEP (Aranibar) to share their survey data and 
political analysis. Molina and Aranibar, both Bolivian staffers, 
advised the military against assuming power temporarily 
(warning that would be seen as a coup) and provided strong 

evidence that the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, Eduardo 
Rodríguez, represented the best option to succeed Mesa for 
the consolidation of democracy. This recommendation was 
based both on: PAPEP flash survey data that showed the 
public preferred Rodríguez over the other two candidates who 
would be constitutionally in line to succeed Mesa; and on a 
comprehensive stakeholder mapping that showed none of the 
country’s major political, economic or social actors strongly 
opposed Rodríguez. Swayed by the data, the military did not 
assume power and shortly thereafter endorsed Rodríguez, 
who became President in June 2005 with the mandate to hold 
elections within one year. 

Just days after Rodríguez was sworn in, Ocampo and Calderón 
provided him with a PAPEP-produced political roadmap, 
based on the premise that his presidency represented a unique 
window of opportunity to resolve the political crisis through a 
democratic process.70 The roadmap urged Rodríguez not to 
limit his mandate to the organisation of a presidential election, 
but also to engage in political negotiations to facilitate 
congressional elections and the first-ever elections of prefects, 
in an effort to unblock Bolivia’s political jam.71 President 
Rodríguez successfully implemented this agenda, leading to 
the late 2005 elections that brought Morales to power and 
marked a new era in Bolivian politics.

The election of Evo Morales in 2005 brought a newcomer who 
disrupted Bolivia’s whole political system, introducing new faces 
in government and diluting the UN’s networks. The Morales 
government, which championed anti-imperialist rhetoric, 
was more sceptical than prior administrations of multilateral 
advice. Meanwhile, new hydrocarbons taxes (which came with 
the nationalisation of the sector) overnight made the Bolivian 
government significantly less dependent on international aid.72 
Ocampo continued his work during the early years of Morales’s 
presidency, including by advising the government on economic 
issues, developing strong relationships with the ministers of 
planning and of hydrocarbons.73 However, the UN lost this entry 
point with the Morales administration after Ocampo left, as the 
new Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon in 2007 did not appoint 
a new Special Envoy.74 Instead, the Secretary-General sent Jan 
Egeland, his Special Adviser, on mission to Bolivia to assess 
the government’s needs and develop recommendations.75 The 
Morales administration, however, was no longer keen on this 
kind of UN support.76

In addition to the new cast of government characters, new 
opposition powers emerged, including the Media Luna 
prefects and regional civic movements who gained newfound 
political weight over traditional political parties.77

In the aftermath of the historic shifts propelled by Morales’ 
victory, RC leadership was largely missing. Then-RC Antonio 
Molpeceres left La Paz prematurely in 2007, and a merry-
go-round of ad interim RCs ensued, causing confusion, lack 
of continuity and leadership, eroding the UN’s profile in the 
country and staff morale.78 However, new funds from UNDP’s 
now-defunct Bureau for Crisis Prevention (BCPR) in 2007 
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helped establish a robust UNDP Democratic Governance Team 
focused on conflict prevention. The Team, which became the 
new institutional home of PAPEP, helped reinvigorate UNDP’s 
prevention role.79 This positioned UNDP to begin supporting 
the Constituent Assembly, which had been installed in 2006, 
and to produce two high-quality HDRs in 2007 (on state reform) 
and 2008 (on natural resources).80

Resources for prevention

By 2006, PAPEP was receiving financial support from UNDP’s 
BCPR, its Regional Bureau for Latin America, and the Democratic 
Governance Thematic Trust Fund.81 RCs, who also serve as 
UNDP Resident Representatives, participated in efforts to raise 
additional funds for PAPEP and broader UNCT programming, 
though with mixed results. In 2008, a then-ad interim RC 
contracted a consultant to undertake donor outreach, with 
the approach of visiting aid agencies to gather information 
about their funding priorities and develop a concept note 
accordingly.82 The resulting proposal was “Frankenstein-ish,” 
combining disjointed pieces contributed by different agencies, 
and failed to raise funds. When RC Yoriko Yasukawa arrived in 
Bolivia in 2008, she turned this on its head: instead of asking the 
donors what they could fund, she tasked PAPEP with putting 
together a concept note around building a culture of peace in 
Bolivia, using in-country realities rather than donor priorities 
as a starting point. The UNCT was invited to contribute to 
this vision, but only within the framework of the concept note, 
resulting in a more coherent proposal. Through this approach, 
the UNCT secured around US$4 million of support from the 
Spanish development agency, AECID, channelled through 
the Millennium Development Goals Fund (MDG Fund) for the 
thematic window of Conflict prevention and consolidation 
of peace.83 These funds sustained some PAPEP activities 
from 2009-12.84 During these years, PAPEP operated with an 
average annual budget of only USD 700,000 – very small by 
think tank industry standards,85 and evidence that the Project 
punched above its weight. (See below for details on declines 
in PAPEP’s funding after 2012, which led the Project to wind 
down in 2015.) 

Comparative strengths of the UN

The remainder of this case study will focus on the RC and 
UNDP’s support to national actors in the lead-up to and during 
the 2008 constitutional dialogue. However it is first important 
to take stock of how the HDR and PAPEP teams’ work since 
the late 1990s had helped consolidate three comparative 
advantages for the UN, which the UN was then able to build 
on in 2008.

First, networks: Although UNDP had weaker ties to the 
MASistas than to prior governments, it remained relatively 
well-connected to key state institutions and political and social 
actors that later became protagonists in the 2008 dialogue. 
Several of these actors were or had worked with UNDP on 
prior projects; this ensured UN access to these actors at critical 
moments.86 For instance, the Vice-President, Alvaro Garcia 

Linera, a sociologist by training, had been frequently invited 
during his university professor days to discuss prospective 
political scenarios.87 The President of the National Electoral 
Court, José Luis Exeni, was formerly the principal researcher 
of the HDR, and a personal friend of the head of the regional 
PAPEP (Aranibar). Similarly, the MAS Minister of the Presidency, 
Juan Ramon Quintana, had also interacted with the HDR, which 
made access to him easier for the RC and others.88

Further, UNDP for two years had been providing technical and 
financial support to the Constituent Assembly, and the HDR 
team was at the time working on a Report partly focused on 
the Assembly. The contacts and knowledge of the CA that 
UNDP had developed through this work proved important 
further down the line when constitutional issues grew to be 
at the heart of the political crisis. Finally, UNDP had managed 
to maintain relationships with both the government and the 
opposition despite the high levels of political polarisation.89 
For instance, it maintained a liaison officer in the Office of the 
Prefect of Santa Cruz, which helped build relationships for the 
UN in the Media Luna departments.90

Second, capacity for primary data gathering and political 
analysis: PAPEP was a data-rich unit, with every PAPEP study 
involving extensive primary data gathering.91 It was primary 
data, and particularly public opinion surveys – which, naturally, 
always interest politicians – that gave PAPEP an analytical 
edge and created high-level demand for its work. As George 
Gray Molina argued: “[UNDP] had data that journalists 
and even politicians didn’t have… we were able to see 
microtrends that journalists couldn’t see... we would present 
it to both the government and the opposition, every player… 
There is nothing like that in Latin America that can do the 
360-prospective analysis today.”92 

Third, informational credibility and the UN’s soft power: 
UNDP’s track record of well-regarded HDRs and PAPEP 
analysis helped build informational credibility for the UN. This, 
combined with the UN’s “soft power” – that is, the perception 
of the UN as a relatively impartial actor operating on the basis 
of UN values – which enabled UNDP to use its data effectively 
and strategically to advocate for prevention.93 

PAPEP scenario-building and theory of change

In the lead-up to the 2008 crisis, PAPEP identified and 
presented to national interlocutors three possible scenarios:

1.  Political dialogue between the government and 
opposition aimed at finding a consensus solution. This 
was the most desirable scenario but appeared unlikely 
due to high levels of distrust and polarisation between 
the parties.

2.   Partial political deal limited to the opposing sides 
agreeing on the basic rules for carrying out the 
constitutional and departmental autonomy referenda. 
This scenario could break the deadlock, but 
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would likely only ease tensions in the short-term. 

3.   No political dialogue. This would lead to greater 
polarisation and increase risks to Bolivia’s stability.94

PAPEP’s theory of change – i.e. that only a meaningful 
political dialogue could make the difference between a 
consensus solution or greater polarisation – drove the UN’s 
interventions over the coming period. Along with a 2007 
mission to Bolivia of the Framework Team (an interagency 
forum at UN headquarters in New York to discuss and 
develop UN-wide prevention strategies in conflict-prone 
countries), PAPEP began identifying key actions that would 
help move the country toward the best possible scenario 
and avert the worst.95 They urged the parties to sit down and 
talk, presenting to them PAPEP polling data that showed 
the majority of Bolivians wanted a dialogue,96 and creating 
informal spaces for dialogue to build confidence among the 
parties. These efforts complemented work by the Bolivian 
Foundation for Multiparty Democracy (fBDM) in 2007, which 
supported informal dialogues that enabled senior MAS and 
opposition leaders to jointly identify points of contention 
and develop early technical proposals – proposals that later 
proved crucial in saving time and providing substance to the 
negotiations in Congress.97

Support to the National Electoral Court

One of the most important actions PAPEP decided on was 
to further strengthen the institutional capacities of the 
National Electoral Court, which it had identified as a “catalyst 
institution”98 for conflict prevention that “could not fail,”99 
due to its role in managing the electoral processes that had 
become central to resolving the conflict.100 PAPEP had worked 
with the Court on previous occasions and benefited from a 
close personal relationship between Aranibar (the Bolivian 
head of the national PAPEP at the time) and the President of 
the Court, Exeni. PAPEP presented Exeni with strategic advice, 
prospective political analysis, legal and technical assistance, 
and more.101 This relationship was in large part demand-
driven, with Exeni at times convening PAPEP experts to ask 
for analysis on specific policy questions, including sensitive 
topics deemed better handled by the UN.102 PAPEP advised 
Exeni during crucial periods of the crisis, including around 
the time that the Court took the decisive step of rejecting 
the constitutional referendum in early 2008.103 An evaluation 
found that the existence of a strong catalyst institution – the 
Court – as a national counterpart for PAPEP was a key factor 
in determining the relatively high impact the Project had in 
Bolivia.104

The September 2008 dialogue

After the Pando massacre on 11 September 2008, the 
government and opposition agreed to hold an urgent 
dialogue in Cochabamba with international observers to 
avert the risk of similar violent incidents occurring elsewhere. 

Initially, the government was hesitant to accept international 
involvement,105 being somewhat wary of multilaterals 
deemed too close to Washington, such as the Organization 
of American States (OAS) and the UN. However, just months 
earlier in Brasilia, Morales had helped found the Union of 
South American Nations (UNASUR), which was dominated 
by government allies such as Brazilian President Lula da 
Silva and Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez and offered an 
alternative to the D.C.-based OAS. Gastón Aín Bilbao, who 
formerly coordinated UNDP’s Democratic Dialogue Regional 
Project for Latin America, has argued that the UNASUR 
option made international observation more palatable to the 
Morales government.106 With the government consenting to 
international involvement, the opposition was in turn able to 
insist on the involvement of actors it deemed most trustworthy 
– namely, the OAS, UN and European Ambassadors.107 In 
all, around 20 observers participated, including UNASUR, 
OAS, the UN, the European Troika (EU, UK, France), and the 
Methodist and Evangelist churches.

As the dialogue began immediately after Pando, there was 
no time to wait for UN headquarters to dispatch a senior 
mediator.108 Thus, RC Yasukawa, who had just arrived in 
Bolivia a few months before, decided to attend herself, 
accompanied by the new Coordinator of PAPEP, Armando 
Ortuño, a Bolivian staffer, as her political advisor. UNASUR 
and OAS dispatched veteran diplomats – Juan Gabriel Valdés, 
former Foreign Minister of Chile, and Dante Caputo, former 
Foreign Minister of Argentina. Valdés and Caputo were “the 
main protagonists”109 among the international observers, at 
times stepping into semi-mediation roles.110 (Both Valdés 
and Caputo had in fact collaborated with PAPEP on projects 
before.111) The European Troika was represented by the three 
countries’ respective ambassadors in Bolivia.

The dialogue was impromptu and chaotic, involving “multiple 
actors and very little formal political culture.”112 It kicked off 
with a round of insults that shocked many of the international 
observers. Although the creation of technical commissions 
added some structure to the debate, many procedural issues 
and roles of international observers were left largely unclear. 
Amidst much improvisation, the role of the UN – and that 
of other international observers – was never defined, but 
rather evolved along with the dialogue.113 Although at the 
start, the UN played mostly the role of a silent observer or 
witness, it gradually took on a more vocal role, especially as 
the dialogue moved to Congress and the national actors saw 
the need for more substantial international support.114

RC’s approach and role in the dialogue

RC Yasukawa arrived just months before the 2008 dialogue 
started, marking an end to a long and frustrating period 
of ad interim RCs. She arrived in La Paz amidst a complex 
political crisis, with rising polarisation and new political 
actors emerging on both the government and opposition 
sides. Her background, with UNICEF, had taken her to 
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other conflict-prone states in Latin America, including 
Ecuador and Mexico, but she did not have formal training 
in mediation or conflict resolution. Further, she had no 
prevention capacities to draw on within the RC Office, which 
consisted of only a coordination officer and an assistant. 
For instance, there was no Peace and Development Advisor 
(PDA) in Bolivia that she could draw on for political advice.  
 
RC Yasukawa overcame these limitations by drawing on 
UNDP115 as part of her own team, and empowering national 
staff within it, turning to them to guide her through the country’s 
politics. She drew on UNDP’s existing networks to meet early 
on with government figures (e.g., MAS Minister Quintana) 
and the opposition (e.g., Santa Cruz Prefect Ruben Costas) 
to convey the UN’s wish for peace and dialogue. Further, as 
described above, she benefited from the political advice of 
Ortuño, who, though a national UNDP staffer, assumed the 
role of de facto PDA. Indeed, the national UNDP team was 
so strong that the Bolivia desk officer at DPA and the RC felt 
that an international PDA was not necessary in Bolivia.116  
 
Once at the dialogue, the RC and Ortuño adopted a “less 
is more” approach, focusing their efforts on building 
confidence among the national parties to the dialogue, 
specifically by exerting moral pressure on the parties to 
avoid breakdowns and attain an agreement.117 Rather than 
providing input on the substance of the talks or imposing a 
structure on the dialogue, they accepted and worked within 
the rhythms and (dis)order set by national actors. They 
prioritised their role in this way for at least three reasons: 
first, at least during the Cochabamba phase, the government 
was not comfortable with a more vocal UN role; second, they 
understood that classic mediation mechanisms would likely 

fail in this less formalised environment in which, as Ortuño put 
it, the national actors “work within the chaos;”118 and third, 
chiming in on the substance of the talks risked making the 
UN appear partial to the arguments of one side or another.119 

As a UNDP report noted: “Although perhaps less proactive 
compared to traditional mediation, the [UN’s] actions [in 
the dialogue] were complex in that they required both 
commitment and caution, a correct understanding of the real 
advocacy possibilities and limits, respect for the rhythms and 
logic of national actors, and above all, a sense of realism and 
modesty in all interventions.”120

The continual accompaniment of the observers – through very 
late nights and difficult junctures – offered the parties moral 
support to continue the effort.121 The UN also proactively 
sought to keep the parties at the table. For instance, when the 
dialogue threatened to break down due to the withdrawal of 
opposition prefects,122 the RC and some other observes met 
with them, heard out their grievances, and then conveyed 
these complaints to the Vice-President, which helped pave 
the way for their return to the dialogue.123

In what was perhaps the most important UN intervention 
in pressuring the parties to remain committed to the talks, 
the RC decided to publish, via press releases prepared by 
PAPEP and the UN’s Information Centre (UNIC) in La Paz, 
PAPEP polls that showed that the vast majority of Bolivians 
wanted the political actors to continue the dialogue, even 
if it meant sacrificing key aspects of their own proposals.124 
Poll results were published at two strategic moments to add 
momentum to the dialogue: first, before the dialogue was 
announced, in order to convey to the parties that the Bolivian 
people were demanding they sit down and talk; and then 

The role of national staff in prevention

There is a tendency within the UN to assume that national staff cannot be “neutral” about their own country, and thus 
cannot play effective politically-oriented roles. This case study has demonstrated, to the contrary, that national staff can play 
a crucial role in prevention – and that entry points, original analysis, and adherence to UN values, including impartiality,125 
can be more important than real or perceived “neutrality” for such work. For instance, the stories described above about 
Calderón’s influence in Bolivia, Aranibar and Molina’s meeting with the military, and Aranibar’s close relationship with the 
President of the National Electoral Court, show how national actors can uniquely combine UN impartiality and values with 
their knowledge of and contacts in their own country to influence policy in favour of prevention. At times, Bolivian staffers 
seemed able to cross over into becoming actors in national political processes, while also benefiting from wearing UN blue 
to protect their autonomy. 

The role of Armando Ortuño as the RC’s political advisor in the 2008 dialogue offers further insight into how 
national staff can advance UN prevention efforts. As Gastón Aín Bilbao put it, Ortuño was the epitome of an “insider 
mediator,” a Bolivian national who “knew the tricks and triggers and could decide on a line of intervention.”126 He had 
prior senior experience in government (for instance, as Vice-Minister of Planning) and maintained close ties to many senior 
government actors. In addition to working effectively on prevention with external actors, Ortuño was a key prevention 
resource for the UN internally. For instance, he periodically presented national context analyses to the UNCT – these fluid 
updates were more central to the RC’s approach than the UN’s standard tool of a Common Country Assessment (CCA), a 
bulkier process and document.127

It is of course rare to find, whether among international or national staff, individuals with the analytical capacities, 
country expertise and contacts to match those of the Bolivian UNDP staffers mentioned in this report. And all of these 
individuals have since undertaken high-level prevention-oriented work in countries outside of Bolivia.128 Each context will 
require an RC to assess the right person for the job – in some cases that will be a national, and in others it may be an 
international. But it is important for RCs to consider national staff as a potential prevention resource, rather than assuming 
only internationals can play such a role.
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again during a near-breaking point in the dialogue itself, 
when PAPEP polls showed that over 90% of Bolivians wanted 
the dialogue to continue.129 The publication of the polls also 
helped show the vast majority of Bolivians supporting dialogue 
that they were not alone in their beliefs and convictions.130 
As the RC recalled: “Sometimes in these very loud and shrill 
conflicts, the voices of ordinary people get lost… so to say 
look you’re forgetting what your own people want, they don’t 
want this conflict. The political actors were saying we can’t 
even touch one comma, and the people were saying no I’m 
completely willing to discuss it.”131 The poll results received 
significant media coverage, helping to position the UN as a 
public voice on the conflict.132 As described below, national 
actors cited these polls as helpful in sustaining the dialogue.

The RC and Ortuño also provided analysis to other observers. 
For instance, because the UN was the only international actor 
at the dialogue with an in-house analysis unit (PAPEP),133 other 
observers frequently looked to it (and specifically to Ortuño) 
for its reading of the political context.134 The UK Ambassador 
at the time, Nigel Baker, explained that Ortuño helped the 
observers “operate on the basis of objective analysis at a 
time when a lot of subjective analysis was going on and when 
it was very easy to be accused by the government or the 
opposition of being on one side or another… People will look 
to the UN for this kind of objective information, especially in 
heated political situations.”135 In addition, due to the UN’s 
contacts with local media and communications capacities, 
the UN at times issued public statements on behalf of the 
international observers.136

The RC’s political instincts also helped her coordinate the 
actions of the observers at critical moments to the benefit 
of the dialogue. For instance, when the opposition prefects 
withdrew, the government asked the international observers 
to serve as witnesses to the signing of partial agreements 
(thereby conferring international legitimacy to them). The 
RC and some other observers felt it would be ill-advised to 
witness the signing of an agreement only in the presence of 
MASistas, as such a move would damage their impartiality. She 
thus worked with other observers to coordinate a common 
position among them against witnessing the signing.137

Further, the RC coordinated action within the UN itself, 
by working closely with the Department of Political Affairs 
(DPA) to generate Secretary-General statements in support of 
continued dialogue at key moments.138 As Carlos Vergara, at 
the time DPA’s desk officer for Bolivia, said: “We tried to find 
the opportunity whenever the SG had to make a statement 
echoing what she was saying locally, so it was synchronised 
messaging that reinforced the notion that the RC is not only 
speaking on her own behalf but also has the backing of NY.”139 

Finally, a key aspect of the RC’s approach to the dialogue and 
prevention more broadly in Bolivia was a communications 
strategy in support of peace.140 As she recalled: 

“For me, one of the first steps was to get people [in the 

UNCT] used to the idea that we were a public voice, and 
because we didn’t have an RC before there was nobody to 
do that. With many RCs, I think there’s a perspective that if 
we do get involved in political issues we try to do it under the 
radar, and in private dialogue with the actors, that it’s not our 
place to say things publicly.”141 

Under her leadership, the UNCT collectively launched a public 
communications campaign in support of peace and dialogue 
called Convivir, Sembrar Paz (Coexist, Sow Peace), which was 
led by UNIC, the HDR team, and PAPEP, and organised in 
partnership with other UNCT members, the Ombudsperson’s 
Office, and a Bolivian non-profit organisation specialised in 
conflict transformation (UNIR).142 It was run on a shoe-string 
budget, initially with modest funds cobbled together from 
the RC Office, the World Bank and some UNCT members, 
and in a second phase with more substantial resources from 
the global MDG Fund.143 The UN’s strong relationships with 
national institutions and local media helped ensure that, 
despite its limited budget, the campaign reached a wide 
audience. A poll conducted just months after the campaign’s 
launch showed that a quarter of Bolivians recognised the 
campaign.144

UN’s contribution to prevention

Although the 2008 dialogue did not resolve Bolivia’s 
challenges with inequality, social and economic exclusion, 
and ethnic and regional divides, nor the country’s manifold 
and resulting social conflicts, it did avert the immediate risks 
of violence and division, and marked a new chapter in Bolivian 
politics under Morales. As Ortuño remarked:  

“I am almost convinced that Bolivia is not Venezuela in large 
measure because of the 2008 accord. The opposite of what 
happened with Chavez took place; Morales won the political 
election but had to make concessions to the autonomistas 
of Santa Cruz. This moderation made for a much stronger 
government and made possible a unity that exists today. The 
regional [autonomy] issue has basically disappeared from the 
political discourse of the country, and this wouldn’t have been 
possible without the 2008 accords. In a way, the Bolivian 
revolution was pactada (pacted), and this was very good for 
the country.”145

The most important factor that accounted for the success of 
the 2008 dialogue was the political will on the part of the 
negotiating parties to make key concessions, including the 
government’s willingness to make adjustments to the draft 
constitution, and the opposition’s willingness to negotiate on 
the basis of the Oruro document, which it had considered 
illegitimate.146 As RC Yasukawa remarked, in the absence of 
that political will, no external pressure or advice could have 
made an agreement happen.147

Because this will existed, the UN and other observers 
managed to contribute to the process, adding value primarily 
by exerting moral pressure on the parties to remain committed 
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to talks through to the end.148 Fortunately, because UNIC in 
La Paz conducted interviews with key national actors right 
after the dialogue ended, and provided the author with those 
transcripts, one can hear from national actors themselves how 
they assessed the UN’s contribution. 

Carlos Romero, who led the dialogue on the government 
side, acknowledged that “nobody wanted to break [the 
dialogue] before the presence of the representatives of the 
international community. [Their presence] helped enormously 
to consolidate the dialogue space, especially with the 
department prefects.”149 Similarly, when asked in what 
moment he felt relief amidst the desperation of the moment 
and could see the light at the end of the tunnel, opposition 
Prefect Ruben Costas answered: “In the extraordinarily 
successful decision of the international community to sit 
down [at the dialogue].”150 Costas also crediting the UN and 
the European Troika with obligating the government to sit 
down with the opposition in a dialogue.151

Several observers highlighted the RC’s approach of exerting 
moral pressure as impactful. Opposition Senator Roger Pinto 
said in 2009 that when at some point the dialogue threatened 
to derail, Yasukawa urged the parties to “make an effort for 
the country for which all of you are here.” “These words,” 
Pinto said, “were words of reflection for all of us. We had 
advanced so much, swam so much, to die on the beach. I 
think the presence of these people was what motivated an 
agreement that resulted in the Constitution… and although 
[the issues] are not fully solved, at least [the prospect of] a 
confrontation is much more distant.”152 

The positive impact of the RC’s decision to publish poll 
results on the negotiations was also confirmed by multiple 
national actors. For instance, when asked whether the polls 
had impacted the negotiations, Carlos Romero answered: 
“Of course yes, because… there was the pressure of public 
opinion, and the majority’s feelings about the dialogue 
were translated and spread through mainstream media. 
This consolidated the state of public opinion and in some 
way also helped add pressure for a way out [of the crisis] 
through dialogue.”153 Opposition deputy Alejandro Colanzi 
concurred: “I must recognise the function of the UN, which 
in these days precisely publicised a poll about the theme of 
the unity of the country… I think this was one of the various 
determinants in the search for dialogue and consensus.”154 

National actors also highlighted the informal spaces for 
dialogue that UNDP and others (namely the Bolivian 
Foundation for Multiparty Democracy, fBDM) had organised 
in the lead-up to the 2008 dialogue. Romero later referred 
to these dialogues as having been “very useful” because 
they allowed us to at least identify the points of conflict. “At 
some point, I said, [developing] an inventory of the points of 
conflict is in and of itself an advance. And this could not be 
done solely by debating within one of the parties – it had to 
be done with the other party.”155

As for PAPEP, an independent evaluation concluded: 

“It would be safe to assume that without PAPEP the outcome 
of the constitutional crisis of Bolivia and the possibilities for 
a dialogue would not have been the same. It does not imply 
that PAPEP was the sole responsible [sic] for the success of 
the dialogue; however, PAPEP was a major enabler of the 
processes through the quality and legitimacy of the analysis 
it offered all involved parties for the solution of the conflict… 
PAPEP was also particularly instrumental in the advocacy with 
national actors to ensure political ownership and commitment 
of the decisions made by actors.”156 

According to the evaluation, PAPEP’s “almost decisive” 
impact in Bolivia was attributed to: “the well-positioned 
UNDP Country Office and the decisive role of the Resident 
Coordinator, the existence of a strong national institution-
catalyst [the National Electoral Court], long history of PAPEP’s 
presence in Bolivia and strong political connections and 
networks of the Team.”157 

Finally, and most importantly, an October 2008 survey showed 
that two-thirds of Bolivians felt that UN support in its capacity 
as observer and witness to the dialogue was significant.158 

Further, polls conducted about a month after the dialogue in 
urban areas showed that about half of Bolivians were satisfied 
with the results of the dialogue and the changes to the 
Constitution – though important departmental differences 
existed, with populations in opposition strongholds Tarija and 
Santa Cruz being less satisfied than those in the mostly pro-
MAS departments of La Paz and El Alto.159

After the dialogue

RC Yasukawa’s role in the 2008 dialogue afforded her political 
capital and a strong media profile, both of which she put 
to use to advocate for peace in subsequent years. She 
openly pointed out problems that needed to be corrected, 
including on sensitive political issues, with senior government 
officials; coordinated messages to the government with 
local ambassadors to reinforce key points; and issued public 
statements expressing concern about government actions 
deemed repressive or undemocratic.160 She also became a 
vocal UN advocate for human rights and peace, with some 
perceiving her as having been stronger and more outspoken 
on human rights than even OHCHR in Bolivia.161 Further, 
when the political front calmed down, the RC attempted 
to shift the focus of the UN’s work toward urgent social and 
development needs, in recognition that these issues “were 
themselves expressions of inequality and injustices that fed 
into political conflict.”162

The Morales government did not object to RC statements 
pointing out problems in the country or even in its specific 
approach; to the contrary, the government continued to 
meet with her regularly and requested UN support for certain 
dialogue processes.163 As Ortuño recalled: “By the time she 
was halfway through her term she had become an important 
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person in Bolivian politics, she was listened to by national 
actors. It would have been difficult to imagine Yoriko’s 
subsequent work without those weeks of the dialogue.”164  

However, after RC Yasukawa left Bolivia, it became clear that 
the RC’s prevention role would depend very much on the 
style, personality and vocation of the RC her or himself.165 
The new RC, who was seen as partial and lacking knowledge 
of governance issues, was asked to leave by the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs after just a year and a half.

As for UNDP, after the dialogue and with the support of the 
MDG Fund, it worked with legislators to draft framework laws 
related to the implementation of the agreement.166 Further, 
UNDP undertook projects aimed at generating spaces for 
informal dialogue and strengthening political parties, the 
conflict resolution capacity of the Ombudsperson, and the 
National Electoral Court. Meanwhile, the regional PAPEP 
grew to work in many Latin American countries, and between 
2010-12 PAPEP participated in workshops to introduce its 
methodology to RCs/RRs in other regions, including the 
Middle East during the Arab Spring.167 An evaluation found 
that PAPEP had been exceptionally impactful in Bolivia, but 
also that it had contributed to prevention and strengthened 
UNDP elsewhere in the region, namely in Paraguay and El 
Salvador.168 

However, the conditions that made PAPEP so successful in 
Bolivia – including the especially capable national UNDP 
team, the tight-knit networks among that team and key 
national actors, the existence of strong counterpart institutions 
(e.g., the National Electoral Court), and the proactive role of 
the RC in leveraging PAPEP as a prevention tool – were not 
always replicable elsewhere.169 For instance, according to the 
evaluation, though PAPEP produced solid political analysis 
in  Honduras in the lead-up to a 2009 coup, it was not able 
to influence political decision-making to avert a political 
crisis. This relative lack of impact was often attributed to “the 
reserved and cautious position of the RC in Honduras,”170 and 
UNDP’s excessive preoccupation with being perceived as 
“neutral,” which inhibited preventive action.171

PAPEP winds down 

Despite PAPEP’s remarkable successes in Bolivia, three 
factors led to its unofficial demise in 2015:172 shifts in UNDP’s 
funding model; weaker political backing in headquarters; and 
a “turn to the left” in Latin American politics that emphasised 
sovereignty and non-intervention.

First, around 2012, the new UNDP Administrator, Helen Clark, 
began a substantial restructuring of the organisation, which 
included abolishing BCPR, one of PAPEP’s most important 
sources of funding. UNDP’s general financial problems led 
to increased reliance within the Programme on a service 
delivery funding model, in which projects that generate cost 
recovery take priority. This was felt particularly acutely in Latin 
America, where a strong emphasis within UNDP on resource 

mobilisation, particularly through the model of cost-sharing 
with governments, was perceived as having eclipsed other 
priorities. In some middle-income Latin American countries, 
this approach made UNDP increasingly reliant on government 
contracts – particularly their sizeable overheads – for revenue. 
Such a funding model can complicate efforts to do effective 
prevention work, which often requires a degree of autonomy 
from the government. Projects like PAPEP cannot be sustained 
with such a service-delivery model, as they require core funds 
that reflect UN impartiality (as opposed to government-linked 
funds), and they do not generate cost recovery.

Second, the shifts at headquarters were not only financial 
but also political – the new UNDP administration after 2009, 
by many accounts, was more risk-averse with respect to 
political engagements that could complicate development 
programming. As demonstrated by the stories above, projects 
like PAPEP require strong political backing from headquarters 
to have maximum impact on the ground. 

Third and finally, as Gastón Aín Bilbao has argued, the regional 
configuration in Latin America shifted by 2010 in ways that 
shrunk the space for PAPEP-like initiatives.173 The rise of left-
leaning leaders in the preceding years in many Latin American 
countries marked newfound opposition to the Washington 
Consensus of the 1990s and greater sensitivity with respect to 
the role of the international community in domestic politics.174 
According to Bilbao: “No matter how well conceived PAPEP 
was, or how talented its staff was, a series of new barriers and 
hurdles arose for a project of that nature to exert influence 
and contribute to political agendas.”175

All three of these factors contributed to the winding down of 
PAPEP, which no longer exists as an active regional program, 
but transferred its knowledge to the still-active Democratic 
Dialogue Regional Project.176 

3. Lessons

Political will on the part of national parties to reach a 
negotiated solution and baseline consent to a UN role are 
preconditions for productive UN preventive action: The 
Bolivian experience shows that the UN’s ability to meaningfully 
contribute to prevention depends, first and foremost, on the 
existence of sufficient political will of the national parties. That 
is, the key parties to the conflict – those capable of “vetoing” 
any deal and returning the country to escalatory dynamics – 
must largely prefer a non-violent solution over violence and 
be willing to make key concessions to attain that preference. 
The UN cannot generate this political will; it can only build on 
it if it already exists. Beyond being committed to at least give 
dialogue a chance, national actors must also consent to a UN 
role if the organisation is to have any space to work. Where 
the UN is perceived by one side as being too close to another, 
positioning the UN’s role with those of others (for instance, in 
the Bolivian case, UNASUR) can help build consent.177

RCs must be politically attuned to openings for prevention: 
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To play effective prevention roles, RCs must have strong 
political instincts and see the promotion of UN values, 
including with respect to peace and human rights, as an 
integral part of their roles. RC Yasukawa demonstrated both 
when she quickly agreed to the request for UN support at the 
2008 dialogue, and exerted moral pressure at various points 
on the parties to remain committed to the dialogue. For 
instance, her decision to publish poll results showing most 
Bolivians supported the dialogue at strategic junctures was a 
clear example of political smarts. Further, simply reminding the 
parties of the greater good proved important – RCs can and 
should deploy the ‘moral voice’ of the UN to such prevention 
ends.178 Politically-attuned RCs are also key for sustaining a 
UNCT’s prevention capacities: Bolivia shows that PAPEP-like 
initiatives will perform best where there exists such an RC or 
other UN official who understands and leverages the initiative 
as a prevention tool (consider, for instance, the relative lack 
of PAPEP’s impact in Honduras in the lead up to the 2009 
coup, which was blamed on the cautious approach of the RC 
there).179 RCs who are afraid of or uninterested in politics, 
or who see conflict prevention and the defence/promotion 
of human rights as being outside their mandates, will miss 
such openings and are unlikely to understand the value of the 
UNCT’s prevention capacities. The detrimental impact of the 
absence of strong RC leadership was starkly demonstrated 
in Bolivia in the lead-up to the 2008 dialogue, when for 13 
months a merry-go-round of ad interim RCs damaged the 
UN’s profile as a prevention actor and staff morale at a critical 
moment.

RCs and UNCTs should develop “anticipatory relationships” 
that allow effective preventive action when political 
openings arise: RCs and UNCTs can dramatically enhance 
their preventive potential by establishing, cultivating and 
maintaining relationships with political, economic and social 
leaders who are likely to emerge as relevant actors in future 
situations of political turmoil or crisis and might offer the 
UN with entry points or leverage for a preventive role. (This 
should be done not only with respect to conflict prevention 
per se, but also to build broad consensus and sustained 
collective efforts around shared development objectives.) 
In Bolivia, UNDP managed to do this at the highest levels 
of government, thanks to the HDR and PAPEP teams’ 
longstanding and personal relationships with key national 
actors. Fernando Calderón, in particular, built high-level 
networks of experts and Latin American leaders for PAPEP to 
draw on. These networks enriched UNDP’s political analysis, 
ensured that analysis reached key audiences, and created 
entry points for critical prevention efforts. 

HDRs can build the UN’s credibility as a prevention actor: 
In Bolivia, UNDP’s high-quality HDRs dating back to the late 
1990s lent the Country Office significant informational and 
analytical credibility on issues related to political conflict 
and development – credibility that future RCs were able 
to cash in on. Among the factors accounting for the HDR’s 
success were: the high quality and strong contacts of the 
team’s national staff, which enabled the Reports to be written 

from the perspective of a participant in rather than a distant 
observer of Bolivia’s development; the Reports’ emphasis on 
analytical over descriptive text; and the team’s willingness to 
tackle, with solid analysis, contentious issues head-on, which 
bolstered the Country Office’s credibility.180 Indeed, Bolivia 
shows that HDRs can tackle politically sensitive issues without 
endangering the UN’s position if they ground such points in 
credible analysis. Finally, it pays off to focus HDRs on issues 
that are likely to emerge at the heart of future political crises 
–as UNDP in Bolivia discovered, when, as it built contacts and 
knowledge for an HDR focused on the Constituent Assembly, 
constitutional issues became central to prevention (see 
above: anticipatory relationships).

Conflict analysis gives the UN a role: If RCs and UNCTs want 
to play a prevention role, they need to have something to 
say. Original, high-quality conflict analysis based on primary 
sources, combined with the UN’s “soft power” as an impartial 
actor with universal values, gives RCs and UNCTs added 
value. Survey and other primary data help create entry points 
as national actors are more likely to call upon the UN – and 
hear out its advice – when it has something original to say. 
This lesson was demonstrated over and over again in Bolivia 
– from the scenarios giving Calderón a solid basis from which 
to alert Presidents Sánchez de Lozada and Mesa to the risks 
of impending political crises, to the military consulting – and 
taking into account in its decision-making on presidential 
succession after Mesa’s resignation – survey data and analysis 
presented to them by Aranibar and Molina, to the observers 
drawing on Ortuño’s reading of the political context in 
the 2008 dialogue. Dedicated resources and expert staff 
capacities are required for the UN to be able to undertake 
such analysis. 

Good analysis isn’t enough; how you use it matters just 
as much: To have policy relevance and impact, PAPEP-
like initiatives must do more than just produce data and 
analysis; the UN must put that information to use to effect 
policy change in support of prevention. It can do so by, 
inter alia: briefing high-level policymakers on prospective 
scenarios and the projected consequences of their choices 
(i.e., an early warning tool); strengthening national “catalyst 
institutions” that will be key to prevention; and strategically 
publishing at critical moments survey data showing pro-
peace public opinion to pressure policymakers to commit to 
non-violent solutions. Further, on the basis of solid conflict 
analysis, the UN can design informal spaces for dialogue that 
allow national actors to jointly identify contentious issues and 
encourage the early development of compromise proposals – 
important foundations for future, formal dialogues.181 

National staff can be a game-changing prevention asset to 
RCs: While, as this project’s other case studies demonstrate, 
international PDAs can play a crucial role in supporting RC 
prevention roles, Bolivia demonstrates that national staff can 
also step into such a role – often with unique comparative 
advantages. The right national staff can bring in-depth 
knowledge of a country and strong networks with political, 
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economic and social leaders. Further, they do not require the 
resources needed for an international PDA, which, given the 
costs entailed, might not be available to all RCs who need 
dedicated prevention staff. While there may be concerns 
about whether national staff can be “neutral” about politics 
in their own country, this case study has demonstrated 
that entry points, original analysis, and adherence to UN 
values, including impartiality, can be more important for 
prevention than real or perceived “neutrality.” (Further, 
PAPEP’s experience in Honduras demonstrates that an 
excessive preoccupation with being perceived as neutral can 
in fact inhibit preventive action.) Finally, the PAPEP scenario-
building methodology itself is designed to mitigate problems 
of objectivity. As Aranibar put it, “it is not about what you 
would like to happen in your country, but rather about the 
actual possibilities.”182

Prevention requires backing from headquarters: The 
UN, which is in a country at the behest of the government, 
depends on the support and cooperation of national 
authorities to get anything done. Yet, sometimes effective 
preventive action requires UN actors to speak truth to 
power and warn governments about projected crises and 
the consequences of their decisions. Backing from senior 
leadership in headquarters is crucial to enabling UN staff 
on the ground to walk this tightrope. Mark Malloch Brown’s 
support for PAPEP playing an outsized political role in Bolivia 
was key to enabling Calderón and others to have difficult, 
honest conversations with national actors about impending 
crises. The Bolivian experience also demonstrates that PAPEP-
like initiatives require dedicated funds that reflect UN values 
and impartiality. In Bolivia, BCPR was an important source of 
such funds for PAPEP. While such funds do not have to come 
exclusively from headquarters (in Bolivia, the MDG Fund also 
proved important), they likely will need to come from sources 
independent from the host government. A service-delivery 
model is unlikely to sustain PAPEP-like initiatives, which do 
not generate cost recovery.

An RC’s institutional link to UNDP can be a vital lifeline: 
Particularly in countries where RC Offices are very small and 
resource constraints do not permit even a PDA, the capacities, 
expertise and networks of UNDP are likely to constitute an 
RC’s most important prevention assets. In the case of Bolivia, 
RC relied to a significant extent on UNDP, and especially 
PAPEP, prevention capacities - even benefiting from the head 
of PAPEP acting as her political advisor. Had she been unable 
to do this, her prevention role likely would have been more 
limited.183 

RCs can observe high-level political dialogues: Sometimes, 
RCs might be better placed than Special Envoys or SRSGs to 
react quickly to requests for support from political dialogue 
processes – assuming an RC is in place with the necessary 
political acumen. In the case of Bolivia, because the request 
for support came on extremely short notice, the RC was best 
placed to react in real-time. In contexts where the UN is not 
being called upon to mediate or structure a process, RCs can 

be most useful by focusing their efforts on exerting moral 
pressure on the parties to stay at the table. Within such an 
approach, RCs can draw on UNCT capacities to help inform 
the actions of other observers, build confidence among 
the national parties, and arrange for Secretary-General 
statements in support of the dialogue to reinforce the role 
of UN actors on the ground at critical junctures (this requires 
close coordination with DPA184).

Record good prevention practice – and draw on the 
perspectives of national actors: The Bolivian case 
demonstrated the value of recording good practice in terms 
of the UN’s prevention activities. After the 2008 dialogue, 
UNDP’s Democratic Dialogue Regional Project undertook a 
detailed report on the experience, which has proven a key 
resource for those interested in the UN’s prevention role in 
Bolivia (including for this case study).185 (This project aimed, 
inter alia, to collect and analyse lessons learned from conflict 
prevention experiences in the region.186) Further, UNIC 
in La Paz conducted interviews with key national actors 
immediately after the dialogue, asking them in what ways the 
UN’s role in the dialogue was helpful. UNIC held on to these 
interview transcripts and provided them to this author. Being 
able to draw on insights from national actors themselves, who 
were speaking immediately after the dialogue, on the UN’s 
role is a crucial resource for lessons-learning. Such interview 
transcripts can help move the UN away from relying on its 
own sources and staff recollections regarding the UN’s role in 
a situation, which for obvious reasons are less reliable. In the 
future, RCs and UNCTs may wish to consider conducting such 
interviews with national actors right after major prevention 
experiences as standard practice.

Use communications as a prevention tool: Too often, 
the UN views communications a public relations task to 
promote its own work. As RC Yasukawa has argued: “the 
purpose of communications is to advance our mission, not 
to market ourselves.”187 Bolivia demonstrates that preventive 
communications will work best where RCs have something 
original to say, drawing on the UN’s primary data (such as 
polls) and unique insights, and where the UN maintains 
strong relationships with local media and national institutions 
that can help amplify the message, compensating for limited 
communications campaign budgets.
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