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I am flattered that former Costa Rican president Miguel Angel Rodríguez
(1998–2002) has written a comment on my essay about his country’s
political travails. His standing as an important economist, together with
his longtime involvement in the public affairs of his country, makes his
observations of great interest. I hope that his comment is a harbinger of
a political memoir of his involvement in public affairs.

President Rodríguez claims that my argument is self-contradictory.
While I credit the party system with producing the agreements that have
helped the country, for example, to increase its GDP per capita threefold
since the 1950s, I also indict that same party system for being unable to
continue forging agreements to solve development problems by the
1990s. “How can something that had been present for many decades,”
President Rodríguez quite reasonably asks, “suddenly become the cause
of recent problems?”

President Rodríguez’s reflections are especially relevant because
something clearly has gone awry in Costa Rica. To begin with, the
legislature’s ability to pass laws in a reasonably expeditious fashion
(“legislative productivity”) has fallen to long-term lows during the mi-
nority government of President Abel Pacheco (2002–2006), even once
we control for the way in which the ban on consecutive terms leads to
the productivity-sapping decay of presidential powers by the third year
of the political cycle.

Moreover, bureaucratic agencies are not performing very well. Social
policy has been unable to reduce the share of Costa Ricans living in
poverty, which has stayed at around 20 percent of the population since
the mid-1980s. While the public-health system did manage to lower
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infant-mortality rates to developed-world levels by the 1970s, it is been
much less successful at providing more advanced health care on a timely
basis. Though Costa Rica’s development performance remains superior

by developing-world standards, the
country’s ability to maintain and build
upon past successes is in doubt. In 2005,
the World Economic Forum ranked Costa
Rica as having the 64th most competitive
economy in the world, a fall of 14 places
since 2004. The 2006 Bertelsmann Man-
agement Index, a composite measure of
the ability of a political system to forge
consensus, has Costa Rica slipping from
8th to 19th place since 2003.

While no single factor is responsible
for the political system’s decline, some factors are more influential than
others. The deterioration of policy-making effectiveness flows from a
profound crisis of political representation, one that institutional weak-
nesses also fuel (and that less than impressive economic-growth rates
do not help). There is nothing contradictory about recognizing that, in
the aftermath of the 1948 civil war and the politically turbulent decade
of the 1950s, agreement among party elites laid the basis for several
decades of sustained growth and that, by the 1990s, the hierarchically
organized party system was no longer conducive to effective policy
making in a radically changed society.

As my essay explained, the party system that a previously less edu-
cated and more rural electorate had unabashedly supported between the
1950s and the 1970s was becoming increasingly unpopular by the
1990s. From the mid-1980s to the early 2000s, the share of indepen-
dents among registered voters more than doubled, going from 17 to 40
percent. President Rodríguez’s PUSC obtained less than 4 percent of
the vote in the February 2006 elections, while newly elected President
Oscar Arias of the PLN, who barely cleared the 40 percent threshold
needed for a first-round win, will have to work hard to prevent his own
party from suffering a similar fate in a multiparty Assembly.

Narrow local interests continue to dominate internal party affairs
enough to inhibit the parties’ ability to act as effective transmission
belts between citizens and the state. The failure of parties to modernize
and to open up policy making (the lack of roll-call votes, among other
things, makes it hard to hold deputies accountable) helps to explain
why Costa Ricans hold their political class in such low regard. Indeed,
the recent scandals that landed two former presidents in jail are nothing
more than the climax of a political narrative that citizens and the state
have been writing for more than a decade.

Declining legislative productivity has much more to do with this

The failure of parties
to modernize and to
open up policy making
helps to explain why
Costa Ricans hold
their political class in
such low regard.
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crisis of political representation than it has to do with 1981 procedural
changes that President Rodríguez so insightfully discusses. Eliminat-
ing the ability of a two-thirds majority in the Assembly to end debate
and to call for a vote on an issue has undoubtedly made reaching agree-
ments harder. Indeed, this rule—along with the ability of ten or so
deputies to ask the Constitutional Court to judge the constitutionality
of any bill—empowers partisan minorities to obstruct lawmaking. This
is especially true in fragmented legislatures, which, as the 2002 and
2006 legislative results confirm, are here to stay in Costa Rica.

Yet this rule did not prevent President Rodríguez from reaching an
agreement with the opposition PLN to open up telecommunications
and electricity to private-sector involvement in 2000. What unfortu-
nately killed these far-reaching reforms (known as “Combo 2000”) was
that the public never really supported them. The existence of a biparti-
san agreement “to betray the national interest,” as street protesters must
have phrased it, only confirmed to many citizens how out of touch their
political class was with their concerns.

In retrospect, Combo 2000 symbolically marks the end of the post–
civil war style of policy making, in which the political class made
decisions (many of them good ones) behind closed doors and with sup-
port but not necessarily much input from the citizenry. Indeed, the
Rodríguez administration’s use of extralegislative committees to build
consensus among NGOs, interest groups, and ordinary citizens marks an
important (and welcome) shift toward a more open and participatory
style of policy making.

One final point: I share the grief of many Costa Ricans that a remark-
able man landed in jail because of accusations of bribe-taking made by
a former confidant. In my article, I made it clear that no court has yet
convicted President Rodríguez of any charges. To his credit, he re-
signed his post as secretary-general of the Organization of American
States in order to voluntarily return to his country to face these accusa-
tions. I wish him (and Costa Rica) a fair and speedy trial plus the best of
luck.
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