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The Center for the Opening and Development of 
Latin America (CADAL) is a private, nonprofit, 
nonpartisan foundation dedicated to the defense 

and promotion of democratic values; the monitoring 
and analysis of political, economic, and institutional 
performance; and the formulation of public policies 
that contribute to good governance and individual 
well-being.

CADAL highlights, in both its objectives and pro-
grams, the importance of the rule of law and of merit 
and active transparency in the public sector; the role 
of private initiative in the generation of economic 
growth; the subsidiary role of the state in guarantee-
ing cohesion and social inclusion; and the necessity 
of an international commitment to the defense of hu-
man rights.

CADAL was created in February 2003 in the context 
of the political, economic, and institutional crisis that 
had recently taken place in Argentina and several other Latin American countries, 
and the related challenges of upholding democratic freedoms and pursuing economic 
growth with social inclusion. CADAL sought to promote the different facets of develop-
ment in the region through initiatives of political, economic, and institutional opening.

In the case of Argentina, almost three decades after the end of military rule, the coun-
try has suffered important setbacks in the quality of democracy. These include political 
fragmentation due to the collapse of the party system in 2001, a federal structure that 
is not applied in practice, and, crucially, a federal legislative branch that is subordi-
nated to the executive.  

CADAL has worked to highlight the legislature’s important constitutional role in the 
formulation and implementation of public policies. In 2008, the Center introduced 

*Gabriel C. Salvia is President and General Director of the Center for the Opening and Development of 
Latin America.
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the Legislative Barometer, a tool de-
signed to help civil society influence 
the policy-making process. It is a self-
administered, anonymous opinion poll 
that indicates whether or not a given 
policy measure enjoys sufficient consen-
sus among legislators. That is, it casts 
light on the viability of initiatives pro-
posed by civil society. This is important 
because civil society often works on pro-
posals that do not enjoy a basic politi-
cal consensus, meaning time is lost and 
resources wasted.

CADAL’s team has experience in the use 
of this instrument. In 2008, two surveys 
were carried out (one in Uruguay and 
the other in Argentina), and in 2010 a 
further survey of Argentine legislators 
was conducted.

In the first case, which was supported 
by the Swiss embassy, the theme of the 
Legislative Barometer was the reform of 
the penal and incarceration system in 
Uruguay. The results of the survey were 
published in a book, in which several 
specialists underlined the advisability of 
introducing the proposed changes.

In the second case, the theme under 
investigation was public spending and 
taxation in Argentina. Thirty members 
of the budget and treasury committees 
of both chambers of the Argentine Con-
gress were interviewed, and a broad 
majority was opposed to a budget deficit 

and considered the tax on checks to be 
one of the country’s worst.

Two years later, the Legislative Barom-
eter entitled Argentine Economic and In-
stitutional Agenda 2010–2011 was im-
plemented, surveying lawmakers on the 
following committees: budget and trea-
sury, finance, economy, agriculture and 
livestock, industry, commerce, energy, 
and revenue sharing. This time, imple-
mentation of the barometer required 
seven months of work, two more than 
foreseen, due to the difficulty of obtain-
ing responses (especially in the case of 
ruling party legislators). The major con-
clusions were as follows:

• More than seven out of ten legisla-
tors (73.3 percent) who sit on vari-
ous economic, fiscal, and production-
related committees of both chambers 
of Congress identified inflation as the 
main problem the Argentine economy 
would face over the next two years.

• According to the view of the Argen-
tine economy espoused by thirty-five 
deputies and ten senators of all par-
ties, the second major concern was 
structural poverty (57.8 percent). A 
slightly lower percentage (55.6 per-
cent) cited judicial insecurity, while 
less than half of those surveyed ex-
pressed worry about the scarce level 
of investment present in the economy 
(48.9 percent).
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About the Center for the Opening and Development of Latin America  

The Center for the Opening and Development of Latin America (CADAL) was 
founded in 2003 as a non-profit, non-partisan, private foundation with the mis-
sion of promoting democratic values; observing political, economic and institu-
tional performance; and formulating public policy proposals that contribute to 
good government and well-being. Based in Buenos Aires, Argentina, CADAL also 
operates a satellite office in Montevideo, Uruguay and is supported by an advisory 

group consisting of academics, analysts, businessmen, and consultants in various Latin American 
countries.

To achieve its goals, CADAL organizes national and international conferences, conducts analysis, 
surveys, and research projects concerning public policy, provides educational courses for university 
students and professionals, and generates publications to spread ideas. In addition, CADAL conducts 
a number of activities with regional and international reach to promote international solidarity for 
democracy.
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• When questioned about the best 
way to slow price increases for con-
sumer goods, 60.5 percent of the 
legislators supported moves to re-
duce the value-added tax (VAT) on 
goods from the basic consumer bas-
ket, while a little more than half said 
they would “control the emission of 
money” (51.2 percent). As a third al-
ternative, the legislators considered it 
best to “let the market operate freely 
and help the poor through direct cash 
transfers” (25.6 percent).

• In order to escape the tangle of 
subsidies on public-service tariffs, the 
majority (54.8 percent) indicated a 
preference to “negotiate a staggered 
increase of tariffs on all users,” while 
38.1 percent of those surveyed would 
as an additional preference “establish 
adjustment mechanisms for the fu-
ture.” Meanwhile, the options to “up-
date tariffs automatically according to 
inflation” and “offer subsidies so that 
tariffs do not increase” did not receive 
a single affirmative response.

• The deputies and senators were in 
favor of balanced budgets (31.8 per-
cent), prioritized health as the most 
relevant option for government spend-
ing (68.2 percent), considered the tax 
on checks to be the country’s most 
distortive tax (72.7 percent), and with 
regard to the agricultural sector, pro-
posed the reduction or elimination of 
retentions and other bureaucratic or 
customs obstacles (31.8 percent). At 
the same time, they valued the role 
of Congress in the setting of export 
tax rates (50 percent) and the autho-
rization of spending increases (62.8 
percent).

• Regarding the state’s role in the 
economy, 77.8 percent justified the 
liberal reforms of the 1990s, although 
with certain reservations. Equal num-
bers of legislators (31.8 percent) 
thought either that state-owned com-
panies are justified only when private 

business has been shown to be defi-
cient, or that state-owned companies 
should be the rule in key sectors, such 
as defense or public services. Never-
theless, they showed themselves to 
“generally agree” with the liberaliza-
tion of the commercial airline market 
(59.4 percent).

• The politicians consulted also 
showed themselves to be in favor 
of commercial opening as long as it 
is reciprocal (54.5 percent), justi-
fied nontariff barriers in exceptional 
circumstances (34.9 percent), or re-
jected them with the argument that 
the imposition of tariffs is more trans-
parent (37.2 percent). With regard to 
the regulation of local commerce, the 
majority (61.5 percent) of legislators 
said they agreed with the obligation to 
restrict medicine sales to pharmacies 
and sales of newspapers to kiosks.

• The legislators surveyed declared 
their principal countries of reference 
in Latin America to be Brazil (83.7 
percent), Chile (72.1 percent), and 
Uruguay (65.1 percent), while only a 
few indicated that Argentina should 
emulate Bolivia (4.7 percent), Ven-
ezuela (2.3 percent), or Cuba (2.3 
percent).

The Legislative Barometer was well 
received by the media, including the  
Buenos Aires Herald, which published a 
fairly detailed account of the results on 
15 December 2010. Several other media 
outlets also covered the survey. 

The success of this type of survey basi-
cally depends on its impact in the media. 
Good research by think tanks is often 
wasted due to flaws in the presentation 
and communication of the final product.  
It is consequently very important that 
the survey results are processed in such 
a way that they can be readily used by 
journalists. CADAL hires an experienced 
journalist to present the results of each 
question in an attractive manner. This 
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**See, among others, “Para los legisladores, la inflación será el principal problema en 2011” [For legislators, 
inflation will be the main problem in 2011], El Cronista Comercial, 14 December 2010; “Inflación oficial 
Argentina de 0,7 pct en noviembre” [Argentina’s official inflation rate was 0.7% in November], Reuters, 15 De-
cember 2010; “El Congreso sueña con bajar el IVA” [Congress dreams of lowering the VAT], (con’t on next page)
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work, which bears no signature and is 
presented as an institutional text, in-
cludes the elaboration of an executive 
summary that synthesizes the data from 
the survey.**

Leaving aside the communications strat-
egy, CADAL has encountered the fol-
lowing obstacles during its five years of 
work on this initiative:

• The legislators, with a few excep-
tions, do not respond rapidly to the 
survey and must be called and re-
minded week after week.

• Regardless of each legislator’s pre-
disposition to respond, it is necessary 
to remember that they receive many 
solicitations of this type. The Legisla-
tive Barometer is competing with nu-
merous initiatives promoted by con-
sultants, investigators, journalists, 
and other entities.

• In the case of the governing bloc the 
situation is even more complicated, 
whether due to a lack of contacts with 
advisers, the fact that CADAL may be 
perceived as politically opposed to 
the government, or the fear that indi-
vidual responses may be made public. 
Furthermore, it is important to point 
out that in the case of Argentina, the 
legislative branch does not, in prac-
tice, enjoy independence from the ex-
ecutive and generally limits itself to 
considering and approving projects as 
indicated by the presidency.

• Several of the legislators surveyed 
reported that the Legislative Barom-
eter Argentine Economic and Institu-
tional Agenda 2010–2011 contained 
too many questions (twenty).

• This initiative (in its Argentine ver-
sion) does not have sufficient eco-
nomic resources to hire full-time staff, 
and is carried out by volunteers, in-

terns, and members of staff assigned 
on a part-time basis.

CADAL has dealt with these obstacles as 
follows:

• We are dedicating more time to the 
implementation of the barometer, and 
as we receive responses we adjust our 
priorities for reminder telephone calls. 
The idea is to focus on the completion 
of surveys by those legislators who 
are necessary to offer the most rep-
resentative survey possible, accord-
ing to the number of legislators from 
each political bloc, each chamber of 
Congress, and each province.

• A telephone contact is established 
in each legislator’s office, and distinct 
methods are used to obtain contacts 
close to the legislator to facilitate the 
completion of the survey. At times the 
survey may be completed by an ad-
viser and simply approved by the leg-
islator, and we seek to identify such a 
person. In other cases we appeal to 
mutual acquaintances to deliver and 
follow up on our request. We also take 
advantage of any opportunity to es-
tablish direct contact with the legisla-
tors and obtain their personal e-mail 
addresses, for instance at events in 
which they participate or social activi-
ties they attend, including receptions 
at foreign embassies.

• We also take advantage of CADAL’s 
associates and especially members of 
the Business, Advisory, or Academic 
Councils who have direct or indirect 
contact with national legislators. Simi-
larly, we appeal to friendly journalists, 
analysts, consultants, or academics.

• Because in many cases we are in-
formed, upon calling the legislators’ 
offices, that the printed survey has 
not been received, the same docu-
ment is available in electronic form: 

De m o c r ac y Th i n k Ta n k s i n  ac T i o n

La Nación, 19 December 2010; “Encuesta hurgó en opinión de legisladores y se notan 
más coincidencias que las que expresan los discursos” [Survey explores the opinion of legislators and finds more 
agreement than is expressed in speeches], Agencia Diarios y Noticias, 28 December 2010; “Barómetro legisla-
tivo: Los legisladores se parecen más entre sí que lo que ellos creen” [Legislative barometer: Legislators are more 
alike than they think], Perfil.com, 29 December 2010.

(con’t from previous page)
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both through a hidden link on CADAL’s 
website and as a Word attachment 
that is repeatedly sent to the legisla-
tor’s office by e-mail. Once the survey 
has been completed, the legislators 
have two options: print and sign the 
survey (to be picked up by a member 
of CADAL’s team) or send it directly 
by e-mail.

• In response to the lack of replies 
from government party legislators, we 
are considering presenting the results 
of the latest survey as “The Opposi-
tion’s Vision.” This will allow us to ex-
clude the few completed surveys from 
the ruling party legislators, as the 
bloc makes up the majority of both 
chambers and its low participation 
rate affects the representativeness of 
the survey. This alternative also takes 
into account the fact that it is pos-
sible to infer the probable responses 
of governing party legislators based 
on the policies of the government 
and projects previously approved by 
Congress. Moreover, we consider that 
it could be of greater interest to the 
public and more attractive to the me-
dia to identify the perspectives of the 
opposition, which is often criticized 
for failing to offer alternatives to the 
policies of the government. 

• Meanwhile, a Political Opening 
Program at CADAL’s Latin American 
School of Political and Economic Stud-
ies will be directed toward young stu-
dents and university graduates. Be-
ginning in 2013, they will be trained 
to participate in the institution’s pro- 
jects, including the Legislative Ba-
rometer and the Monitor of Legisla-
tors’ Transparency. The goal is to 
recruit future volunteers and interns 
and increase the human resources at 
our disposal for future initiatives.

• To improve financing, CADAL’s ob-
jective is to concentrate any fund-
raising directed toward businesses 
on this project. The survey generates 
considerable interest in the business 
community, as several of the ques-
tions directly or indirectly affect the 
investment climate and the develop-

ment of productive activity.

• Currently, the 2012–13 edition of 
the Legislative Barometer Argentine 
Economic and Institutional Agenda is 
being carried out, and all members of 
Congress (72 senators and 257 depu-
ties) have been invited to participate.

As with any think tank, CADAL’s main 
aspiration is to see some of its initiatives 
become public policy. This requires a fa-
vorable climate of public opinion toward 
the proposed policies, as well as political 
interest on the part of legislators or the 
government.

In adverse political and economic con-
texts, the second option of any think 
tank is to try to place some subjects on 
the public agenda that may influence a 
change among policy makers. With this 
second option in mind, the questions 
included in the Legislative Barometer 
are selected according to the following 
strategy:

• Surveys are performed every two 
years to show changes in the answers 
of legislators. For example, regarding 
“the vision of the Argentine economy,” 
legislators are asked to select four an-
swers to the following question: Ac-
cording to you, which are the main 
problems that the Argentine economy 
will face in the next two years? The 
possible options are: A) Judicial inse-
curity, lack of clear and stable rules; B) 
Economic dependence from abroad; 
C) External factors (international cri-
sis, commodities prices, etc.); D) Low 
level of investments; E) High level of 
state interventionism; F) Structural 
poverty; G) Corruption; H) Political 
uncertainty; I) Tax pressure; J) Labor 
and/or union conflicts; K) High level 
of public debt; L) Protectionism and 
the lack of economic opening to the 
world; M) Unfair wealth distribution; 
N) Fiscal deficit; and O) Inflation.

• Similarly, legislators are asked to 
choose from the following options re-
garding the proper role of state com-
panies: A) The government must pro-
vide a basic regulatory framework for 
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certain activities, but is not to man-
age companies directly; B) The gov-
ernment must not manage compa-
nies directly, but subsidize strategic 
sectors of the economy; C) Govern-
ment companies are only justified in 
the cases where private management 
has proven deficient; D) Government 
companies should be the rule in key 
economic sectors; or E) The govern-
ment should be the owner of all the 
means of production.

• To encourage debate on the issue of 
meritocracy as a rule 
in public administra-
tion, the legislators 
are asked: Would 
you agree that the 
heads of the techni-
cal government en-
tities must be hired 
through a contest 
of experience and 
expertise, so as to 
prevent the post 
and its tasks from 
becoming a political 
matter?

• Legislators are offered a variety of 
choices as to the best mechanisms for 
reducing unemployment: A) The es-
tablishment of a “flexicurity” system, 
whereby companies pay less for social 
benefits and it is easier to fire work-
ers, but the government provides un-
employment insurance to those who 
have lost their jobs and are looking 
for a new one; B) Penalizing compa-
nies that fire employees, for instance 
by establishing a system of double 
or triple compensation; C) National-
izing companies that are about to 
close and/or go into bankruptcy; D) 
Establishing a uniform unemployment 
insurance that does not favor the 
workers of big companies over those 
working at small and medium-sized 
firms; E) Creating more jobs in the 
public sector; F) Giving subsidies to 
companies that are having difficulties 
and agree not to reduce their staff; 
and G) Reducing the labor cost to 
companies, since current legislation 
provides incentives to rely on black-

market labor and favors investment in 
capital goods over the legal hiring of 
workers.

• CADAL has modified questions from 
previous editions of the Legislative Ba-
rometer as needed. For instance, one 
that asked lawmakers to identify the 
country’s worst tax was replaced by 
the following question: Which of the 
following taxes would you eliminate? 
Ten tax categories were listed, along 
with the option of “None.” According 
to provisional answers, the so-called 

“checks tax” (applied 
to bank credits and 
debits) was chosen 
by the overwhelming 
majority. The results 
of this question will 
be used by CADAL to 
advocate for the tax’s 
repeal. There are cur-
rently a number of 
different proposals by 
experts for its gradual 
elimination, but one 
possibility in particu-

lar—that the revenue from the tax 
would be distributed among the prov-
inces—would make its elimination 
nearly impossible.

• Legislators are invited to consider 
priorities for public expenditure, es-
pecially in light of questionable poli-
cies like the program “Football for All,” 
through which the federal govern-
ment subsidizes the broadcasting of 
soccer matches on television. In this 
case the question was submitted as 
follows: Would you agree to reallocate 
the budget for the program Football 
for All? The possible responses were: 
A) No, the government should remain 
in charge of the free transmissions; 
B) No, the government should remain 
in charge of the free transmissions, 
but government advertising should 
be regulated to avoid its use as politi-
cal propaganda; C) Yes, I would use 
the funds for higher education, sci-
ence and technology, and/or culture; 
D) Yes, I would allocate the funds for 
defense, internal safety and justice, 
and/or to fight against drug traffick-

Good research by 

think tanks is often 

wasted due to flaws 

in the presentation 

and communication 

of the final product. 
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ing; E) Yes, I would allocate the funds 
for health, social programs, and/or a 
pension system; F) Yes, I would allo-
cate the funds for public works, infra-
structure, and/or housing; G) Other; 
H) I don’t know; I) No answer.

• The survey addresses institutional 
issues with important economic im-
plications, such as the possibility of 
extending the legislative discussion 
period for important projects to allow 
more public consultation and the cor-
rection of any flaws. Major decisions 
like the repeal of the private pension 
system and the nationalization of the 
oil company YPF have been enacted 
after less than a month of legislative 
deliberation. By contrast, the creation 
of the private pension system and the 
privatization of YPF in the 1990s took 
place after more than a year of legis-
lative discussion.

In comparison with the previous edi-
tion of the Legislative Barometer Ar-
gentine Economic and Institutional 
Agenda, the new survey for 2012–13 
includes the following changes:

• The number of questions was re-
duced by half to make it easier for the 
legislators to answer them. Among 
the questions that were eliminated 
was the one related to expenditures in 
the federal budget, since many impor-
tant social expenses like health and 
education are dealt with mostly by 
provincial governments, and because 
it is difficult for a legislator to openly 
prioritize tourism or sports over safe-
ty, justice, and national defense.

• Questions about policies for individ-
ual economic sectors were cut, since 
now we are sending the survey to all 
legislators, and many are not famil-
iar with the reality of specific sectors. 
More general or institutional matters 
were prioritized instead.

Conclusions
Although the Legislative Barometer is 
a product that allows questions on any 
subject on the public political agenda, 
the survey that we have been imple-

menting for two years now on the Argen-
tine economic and institutional agenda 
tries to foster debate on macroeconomic 
and political-institutional matters that 
affect the country’s development.

The Legislative Barometer provides the 
field research, the information analysis, 
and the elaboration of diagnostics that 
are indispensable for the generation of 
constructive ideas. At the same time, 
the survey’s data on the coincidence of 
opinions help to identify and prioritize 
initiatives that have more solid support 
and are therefore worth pursuing with 
additional resources. Moreover, consen-
sus is the basis of collective intelligence. 
It is essential to the decision-making 
process and the formulation of state 
policies in the long run.

In light of the economic policies that 
have been implemented in Argentina in 
recent years, together with setbacks in 
the quality of the country’s institutions, 
it could be said that CADAL has failed 
in its mission. However, one should con-
sider the following:

• A civil society organization that pro-
motes certain principles and propels 
policy initiatives owes its existence to 
those who see value in its task:  its 
members, donors, and those who take 
part in its activities; the media outlets 
that use its research for news; and all 
those who in different ways engage in 
the work of the institution by attend-
ing events, receiving newsletters, and 
following its work through social net-
works. This social representation sug-
gests that CADAL’s point of view has 
achieved some resonance within the 
pluralistic democracy, notwithstand-
ing the unfavorable political context 
or even our own inability to exert a 
more decisive influence.

• The work of a think tank is intended 
to bring results in the medium and 
long run, since successful reforms 
under democratic governments are 
necessarily gradual and require am-
ple consensus. The organization must 
therefore not only survive for an ex-
tended period, but also guarantee the 
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continuity of its more innovative prod-
ucts. 

• There is no doubt that the main 
challenge to taking full advantage of 
the results of this survey is improving 
its communication to the public. We 
are considering different alternatives 
that include greater diffusion through 
the internet, inviting the public and 
specialists to answer the survey, of-
fering videos with experts giving their 
opinions on the results, and involving 
candidates for the legislative elections 
of 2013 to state their positions. At the 
same time, we are evaluating specific 
campaigns through social networks 
and strategic alliances, whether with 
peer institutions or well-known social 
referents.

Although many of the questions included 
in the Legislative Barometer Argentine 
Economic and Institutional Agenda list 
answers that are not especially popu-
lar at present, it is worth noting what 
John Stuart Mill expressed in his book 
On Liberty: “It is as evident in itself as 
any amount of argument can make it, 
that ages are no more infallible than in-
dividuals; every age having held many 
opinions which subsequent ages have 
deemed not only false but absurd; and 
it is as certain that many opinions, now 
general, will be rejected by future ages, 
as it is that many, once general, are re-
jected by the present.”
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