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From Top To Bottom (and Back To The Top 
Again): Federal Spending, Sub-national 
Coalitions, and Protests in Argentina,
2002–2006
Lorena Moscovich

Abstract: Can federal-state relations affect popular protests? Using an ex-
tensive dataset measuring local protests in the Argentine provinces (2002–
2006), I assess the effects of the president’s and governors’ tactical alloca-
tions on the persistence of contentious events. I analyze how the delivery of 
federal resources, to both provincial governments and local social organiza-
tions, affects the chances of protests occurrence and the nature of its de-
mands. Results show that federal spending increases the frequency of pro-
tests in the Argentine provinces, particularly when provincial governments 
are not involved in its delivery. In addition, protest demands are sensitive to 
president’s discretional expenditure, suggesting a different dynamics in 
which protests became a legitimate channel to obtain federal monies.  
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1 Introduction  
In December 2001, as Argentines faced major political and economic tur-
moil, citizens took to the streets. 1 While middle class voters protested the 
government’s decision to freeze bank accounts, food riots multiplied in the 
less well-off districts of the greater Buenos Aires area, Rosario, and Córdo-
ba. As unemployment soared and poverty rates doubled, political elites read-
ied a battery of social programs to manage some of the social and economic 
effects of the crisis. Workfare programs, unemployment insurance, and the 
delivery of goods provided local governments with a mechanism to deal 
with some of the most destabilizing consequences of the economic crisis. 
These federally provided resources gave local elites the instruments to man-
age social discontent and to fend off popular agitation.  

Five years later, however, protests were at an all time high, even though 
the political and economic context could not have been more different.2 

From 2003 to 2006, the economy grew a robust 8.5 percent per year, pov-
erty declined from 57.5 percent to 26.9 percent (INDEC – Instituto 
Nacional de Estadística y Censos, National Statistics and Censuses Institute), 
and social spending increased significantly (Di Natale 2010). The question is 
then if the socioeconomic situation shows signs of improvement, why are 
people still protesting? In this article, I suggest that the federal government’s 
coalition-building strategies help to explain the observed trends in social 
mobilization. When the president diversifies the portfolio of public goods to 
be delivered, expands the number and kinds of intermediaries in sub-

1  This work is framed in the UBACYT (S027) and CONICET (PIP 1810) research 
projects. An earlier version of this article was presented at the meeting of the Mid-
west Political Science Association, Chicago, April 2010. I thank the Group of Stud-
ies on Social Protest and Collective Action (GEPSAC) of the University of Buenos 
Aires for making the data on protest available. I am very grateful to Ernesto Calvo 
for his support and comments in the process of writing this paper and to Eduardo 
Alemán, Melchor Armesto, Jacqui Behrend, Marcelo Leiras, German Lodola, Julia 
Moretto, Alex Navarro, Mariano Tommasi and Pablo Spiller for their ideas and 
suggestions. The anonymous reviewers, Valeria Brusco, Jennifer Holmes, Guiller-
mo Jajamovich, Pedro Pirez, Ivana Socoloff and Julieta Suarez-Cao made insightful 
comments on earlier versions. Grace J. de Haro was responsible for the edition. 
Omissions and mistakes are entirely my responsibility. 

2  An action of protest takes place when one organizational effort is mobilized: re-
gardless its duration or whether it takes place in one or many territories (GEPSAC 
2006). While in 2001 and 2002, there were 294 and 319 protests; in 2005 this num-
ber rose to 702, falling to 464 in 2006 – still 59 percent higher than during the year 
of the crisis (GEPSAC 2009).  
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national territories and allies contentious actors, provincial protests increase 
and governors face new challenges.3  

The persistence of the contentious events is understood, in part, as an 
outcome of relationships and competition between government levels for 
the influence over sub-national politics. In this article, I show that protests 
and politics in Argentina are built around informal practices of coalition 
building of the federal executive and the mechanisms of polity control of 
governors. I analyze two different problems seldom brought together: social 
protests and federal politics. In Argentine federal politics, both the president 
and governors allocate a portion of federal resources with high discretion in 
order to fuel their political structures. The president’s discretionary alloca-
tions allow him to find new allies and build new basis of power bypassing 
governors. For governors it is the mechanism of reward and punishment 
that guarantees them the subordination of local allies in order to get the 
president what he needs from the provincial polity (i.e. votes, legislative 
support) and to remain at the top of provincial politics. However, while the 
president chooses contentious actors as intermediaries to counterbalance the 
dependence on governors, these actors become stronger by fostering pro-
tests, affecting governors’ control over their territories (despite the fact that 
this control is also crucial for the federal government electoral success).4  

The president’s strategies legitimize social mobilization as a way of de-
manding political outcomes not necessarily related to the worsening of so-
cial conditions. In the context of a relative improvement in the economic 
situation, patterns of tactical distribution of resources followed by the cen-
tral government result in the increase of “offensive” protests (Navarro 
Yañez and Herrera Gutierrez 2009). Offensive protests seek to influence 
decisions of resource reallocation, whereas defensive protests are character-
ized by making demands to prevent the worsening of living conditions in 
times of economic and social distress. Social organizations are chosen to 
manage federal social programs and the president answers protests by deliv-
ering more resources, thus the provincial protest is encouraged by these 
coalitions because it appears to be a good way to obtain funds directly from 

3  Federal coalitions are temporary agreements forged in formal or informal arenas to 
secure votes for elections, legislative support and collaboration in the implementa-
tion of policies (Schneider and Wolfson 2005). I will focus just on those agreed be-
tween the president and sub-national political and social actors. By “intermediaries” 
I mean those who receive federal transfers and are responsible for their reallocation 
in their provinces.  

4  Here I suggest that protests are the channel that social organizations use to make 
demands from the president but not from the governors. 
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the federal government.5 This could weaken the power of provincial admin-
istrations because governors lose their monopoly on the control of federal 
transfers in their provinces and also because they have to deal with challeng-
ers strengthened by the president.  

Students of protest have shed light on the mutual influence between 
contentious groups and political institutions and processes such as, constitu-
tions, the territorial and horizontal organization of power, regimes, elections, 
public policies or decentralization (Kitschelt 1986; Amenta and Young 1999; 
Stearns and Almeida 2004; McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2008; McAdam and 
Tarrow 2010). Others have focused on government responses to protest 
and its influence on the persistence of contention (Franklin 2009; Inclan 
2009). Political responses appear to be direct reactions to the protests fea-
tures, such as the scope of claims, the forms of actions, the influence of 
national or international public opinion, etc. (Franklin 2009). The approach 
to protest in connection with federal coalition building strategies proposed 
here differs from other studies on politics and protest (though this article is 
consistent with those contributions). Unlike most analyses, I argue that 
protests are more affected by informal practices of governments than by the 
decentralized nature of the federal territorial regimes. Also that protests, far 
from being exceptional, disruptive, and built around issues unattended by 
governments: emerge due to a policy of concessions that result in the “de 
facto” transformation of contentious actions as a permanent channel for 
obtaining resources from the federal state.  

Federal coalition-building strategies in sub-national territories have 
been widely canvassed in terms of how federal resources are allocated to the 
provinces and the specific consequences of each pattern of tactical distribu-
tion (Gibson and Calvo 2000; Schady 2000; Lee 2003; Lowry and Potoski 
2004; Gordin 2006; Larcinese, Rizzo, and Testa 2006). In this field, protests 
are mainly considered to be one of the independent variables explaining the 
territorial patterns of federal funds allocation (Lodola 2005; Weitz-Shapiro 
2006; Giraudy 2007). However, this rich literature has not addressed the 
consequences of different federal coalition-building strategies on the pro-
vincial polities. Specifically, how do decisions on federal expenditure impact 
on the behavior of provincial protests and, as a consequence, the strategies 
by which governors control their regimes? I offer an alternative approach to 
contentious events by exploring their sensitivity to proxy measures of feder-
al and state government coalition building strategies. I show that these 

5  By social organizations I refer to groups related to the poor and unemployed peo-
ple at the neighborhood level. They have the ability to reach people in order to de-
liver social handouts and to mobilize citizens in rallies and protests. 
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events can also be explained as a result of the struggles, between federal and 
state governments, for the control over political machineries in provinces. I 
also classified protests by their demands to assess the weight of the interac-
tion of claims with monies (one delivered by the president in provinces, the 
other reallocated by governors), in order to capture the specific sensitivity of 
each demand to the patterns of the allocation of funds. To do this, I esti-
mate fourteen negative binomial regression models to explore the impact of 
the different kinds of federal transfers and demands on protests.  

2 Protest and Politics Theoretical Approaches 
and Empirical Implications  

One of the main approaches to protest explains it as one of the possible 
expressions of contentious politics. Defined by McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, 
contentious politics are understood as  

episodic rather than continuous, occurs in public, involves interac-
tions between makers of claims and others, is recognized by those 
others as bearing on their interests, and brings in government as me-
diator target, or claimant (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2008: 5).  

Though some scholars consider that the stress given to the role of govern-
ment as mediator leaves behind crucial expressions of collective actions that 
do not refer to the state (Abers and von Bülow 2011), others assume that 
sooner or later all claimants intersect the state in some way to achieve their 
objectives, even when they challenge other social groups or focus on the 
development of their own identity (Amenta and Young 1999). State-move-
ments coalitions are expected to arise when both parts share interests round 
a certain policy or issue (Stearns and Almeida 2004). While contact with the 
state is almost taken for granted, challengers are usually seen to be outside 
the polity, without routine access to governments and public resources 
(Amenta and Young 1999: 155; McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2008: 12). 
Abers and von Bülow identify two patterns of intersection between state 
and social movements: the integration of their members to the public ad-
ministration, and the emergence of new organizations and collective actions 
as a result of the dialogue and coordination with the state (2011: 65). Also 
certain policies can impact on the organization of new contentious actors 
(Amenta and Young 1999; Garay 2007) such as was the case of the 
PRONASOL in México (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2008: 302). Both pat-
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terns of state-movements interactions can be found in Argentine contempo-
rary politics.6  

Regarding political institutions and protests, their mutual influence has 
been elicited considering the features of the polity (Kitschelt 1986; Amenta 
and Young 1999; Tilly 2004) and political processes, such as democratiza-
tion (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2008; Inclan 2009) or elections (Blee and 
Currier 2006; McAdam and Tarrow 2010). For Amenta and Young (1999) 
the decentralized nature of federalism results in broader forms of collective 
actions and also in a greater number of local organizations. However, I sug-
gest that the very decentralization can result in an uneven distribution of 
some resources, practices and policies. That means that in federal countries 
situations which foster protest, sometimes cohabit with others that hamper 
it and that no one-way influence between federalism and protests can be 
assumed ex-ante.7 

Scholars have also approached main determinants of government re-
sponses to protests. These responses were classified in toleration, repression 
or concessions to the challengers (and all their possible combinations, Gold-
stone and Tilly 2001; Franklin 2009; Inclan 2009). Each path of government 
responses seems to have a different impact on the persistence of protests 
(Franklin 2009). Particularly, concessions “are likely to encourage future 
challenges, by increasing potential challengers’ estimate of the likelihood of 
success” (Franklin 2009: 702). While the results of this research support the 
positive relationship between concessions and the persistence of protests 
(Franklin 2009), political institutions appeared to be less influential than the 
informal practices of the regime.  

Though empirical analyses show the key role of informal politics in ex-
plaining the behavior of protests, little theoretical attention was paid to this 
dimension. Actually, research tends to refer to informal practices of conten-
tious actors and their relation to formal politics (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 
2008: 7). Some examples of these informal practices are: the discretional 
distribution of public resources and positions to gain political leverage, the 
influence of party leaders in the selection of candidates to run for office and 
in the patterns of political carriers, the virtual overlapping among different 

6  On protests and politics in Argentina see Farinetti 2000, Svampa and Pereyra 2003, 
Delamata 2004, Schuster et al. 2005. Other examples from Latin America regarding 
the relationship between protest, politics and democratization are addressed in Fa-
vela Gavia 2005, Somuano Ventura 2007, Bruhn 2008 and Inclan 2009.  

7  Examples of heterogeneity in trends of mobilizations across government levels can 
be seen in India (Palshikar and Yadav 2003), Switzerland (Tilly 2004), México (Fa-
vela Gavia 2005, McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2008), or the US (McAdam 1999, 
McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2008).  
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powers of government and among political parties structures and state agen-
cies, the uneven enforcement of the rule of law across territories, among 
others, all of them practices that shape the features of the regime thus af-
fecting protests.  

These informal features of the regime are also related to the perfor-
mance of political institutions. Protests are expected to arise when institu-
tions responsible for translating citizens’ demands into political outcomes 
fail (Anderson and Mendes 2005; Scartascini and Tommasi 2009; Machado, 
Scartascini, and Tommasi 2009). Contentious actions then become a way to 
force governments to hear unattended issues. This mechanism is also con-
sistent with the positive relationship between concessions and protests men-
tioned above. If protests are the usual channel by which people’s demands 
are being heard by politicians, the number and chances of having mobiliza-
tions at the provincial level could depend less on the worsening of social 
conditions (Navarro Yañez and Heredia Gutierrez 2010) or other variables, 
such as ideology, usually related to contentious events (Machado, Scartasci-
ni, and Tommasi 2009).8  

3 From Government Responses to Coalition-
building Strategies: An Alternative Approach 
to Protests

The President’s strategies encourage the persistence of protests as a way of 
demanding political outcomes; these events are not necessarily related to 
higher levels of discontent with the government or to the worsening in so-
cial conditions. Federal government tolerates protests and spurs them 
through concessions thanks to the discretional allocation of resources. One 
of the more important human rights organizations in Argentina acknowl-
edged that since 2003 the federal government had undertaken the peaceful 
management of contentious events and had taken several actions to avoid 
repression (Fernández and Borda 2007).9 However when accounting for 
state repressive responses, though they were not widespread, all appear 

8  This does not mean that inequality is unrelated to the emergence of protest, but 
that the relationship between social conditions, protests, and institutions is complex 
and should be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

9  Whereas during 1996–2001 main responses from both levels of government were 
repression and criminalization of protests. 
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related to provincial police forces.10 It is my opinion that the variation in 
government responses across government levels and coalitions with conten-
tious actors are less related to the issue demanded by the makers of claims 
and other variables, such as public opinion (Franklin 2009), than with ten-
sion emerging from federal-provincial relations. 

One of the crucial features of federal politics is the relationship be-
tween the president and governors, in particular the tensions that emerge 
when they compete to influence different territories, resources and political 
structures. In Brazil president Lula was able to bypass governors succeeding 
in the delivery of universal social policies (Fenwick 2009) and in constrain-
ing governors ability to reallocate them for their own electoral gain (Borges 
2007: 128). In México, most of the twentieth century federalism was weak 
and  

served as a transmission belt for central governmental policies, the al-
location of patronage and control of the ruling party’s electorate, and 
gave some scope for local power structures to develop autonomously 
(McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2008: 293).11  

Gibson (2008) has shown governors’ skills to avoid the intervention of the 
president in their polities, that not only helped them to remain in power but 
also to prevent the diffusion in their polities of the growing electoral compe-
tition and democratization experienced at the federal level. Regarding Ar-
gentina, federal politics are characterized by the control that the president 
has over federal policy making, budget allocation, and legislative initiatives.12 
Presidents have a deficit of horizontal accountability (O’Donnell 1998) and 
governors have become the de facto counterbalance to presidential authority 
(De Luca 2008).13 Governors play a central role in the selection of candi-
dates for federal positions (De Luca, Jones, and Tula 2002) and, more gen-
erally, they also influence the chances of provincial politicians to run in 
elections and to assume cabinet positions (Jones et al. 2002). The low turno-
ver rate of governors makes them even more influential (Calvo and Micozzi 

10  Some events took place in Buenos Aires province 2002, Buenos Aires City 2004, 
Chaco 2006, and Santa Cruz 2004 and 2006. At that time federal police in Buenos 
Aires City acted under the orders of the Mayor.  

11  For the impact of democratization on protests in México see Favela Gavia 2005 
and Inclan 2009. 

12  Ardanaz, Leiras, and Tommasi (2010) offer an accurate summary of Argentine 
federal dynamics.  

13  Previous research has shown that presidents give particular incentives to the prov-
inces, such as establishing bilateral agreements with different benefits for each 
province by means of fiscal pacts in order to negotiate with them (Gibson and Cal-
vo 2000; Gordin 2006). 
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2005; Behrend 2011). Moreover, all the presidents from 1989 to 2007 were 
governors first (De Luca, Jones, and Tula 2002).14 However in 2003, the 
federal government started to seek out other allies in provinces, due to 
changes in the balance of power between the president and governors (Ben-
ton 2009) that seem to favor the latter in a context of high political uncer-
tainty over the control of the party structure (and the president’s subsequent 
lack of trust in the loyalty of his own party leaders and governors). 

In recent years, governors from the PJ (Partido Justicialista – Peronists) 
have been more influential in federal politics than their peers from other 
parties, thanks to better performance as candidates and their ability to re-
main office. The PJ has won four of the six presidential elections held since 
1983; whereas the other elections were won by the UCR (Union Cívica Rad-
ical).15 Two UCR presidents had to leave office before the end of their terms 
because of crises that were worsened when the Peronists refused to support 
the government.16 In fact, governors, particularly Peronist governors, have 
been important intermediaries in federal politics.  

President Kirchner knew the federal-provincial politics game very well. 
He was the governor of a small province and was nominated by the interim 
president and former Buenos Aires governor, Eduardo Duhalde. When 
Kirchner ran for president in 2003, the Peronist party leadership was divided 
and he did not control the party apparatus.17 He took office after the 2001–
2002 crisis with a small percentage of the vote, lacking both electoral legiti-
macy and strong political allies.18 Even though Kirchner allied with gover-
nors, he also built new alliances that allowed him to lean on actors outside 
the Peronist party.19  

14  President Fernando De La Rua was Mayor of the City of Buenos Aires (1996–
1999).  

15  From 1983 until the early 2000s, Argentine political parties followed a two-party 
system dynamics between the PJ and the UCR. Nowadays, the PJ has been improv-
ing its electoral performance and consolidating the transformation of the party sys-
tem, which is now closer to becoming a predominant one (Sartori 1980). 

16  In some cases, Peronist governors are suspected of openly promoting social riots in 
order to undermine presidential legitimacy and speed up presidential resignations 
(Auyero 2007; Novaro 2003). 

17  The Peronist party does not have a strong national structure; instead it resembles a 
federation of provincial branches (Calvo and Escolar 2005; Gibson and Suarez Cao 
2010). 

18  Kirchner did not achieve an absolute majority (22 percent of the vote) because 
former president Carlos Menem, who won with 24 percent of the vote in the first 
round, quit the race in the second round. 

19  For the 2005 midterm and 2007 general elections, Kirchner changed this strategy 
and allied with all Peronist caudillos (governors and local party bosses), though still 
supported more than one candidate in some districts. 
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The president’s main strategy was to create a new organization, the 
Frente para la Victoria (FPV), whose goal was to include politicians from 
different parties and backgrounds. Although the main member of the FPV 
is the PJ, it has also included politicians and governors from the opposition, 
since 2006. Another strategy of the FPV since 2003 was to integrate social 
organizations related to the poor and unemployed people in their neighbor-
hoods into the federal government.20 During Kirchner’s administration, 
social organizations not only administered social assistance programs – even 
when municipal and provincial governments were allies – they also became 
political partners at the sub-national level in all provinces. Many of them 
explicitly supported the federal government, and some of their leaders be-
came legislators and members of the government. There are several reasons 
that explain this strategy, first president Kirchner valued positively the 
commitment of the organizations of the poor, he also needed to build sup-
port against the opposition of powerful actors most affected by economic 
policies and the productive model of his government and last, and more 
importantly, he sought to build support with social organizations to consoli-
date his presence in the provinces, because he could not count on the sup-
port from the Peronist party machine during the first part of his administra-
tion.21 Though, in the past, the Peronist party had included both social or-
ganizations and opposition politicians in some coalitions (Macor and Tach 
2003; Mackinnon 2002), the patterns analyzed here show three important 
differences: first, now the social organizations chosen are not related to the 
labor market, such as unions or chambers of commerce. Second, opposition 
politicians have not left their original parties to integrate the PJ. Last, in 
some cases the president seeks alliances with social organizations and oppo-
sition leaders in provinces and municipalities where he/she already has part-
ners from his/her own political force.  

20  The relationship with social organizations was different from that established by 
both Menem’s (1989–1999) and De La Rua’s (1999–2001) administrations. Menem 
started to appeal to social organizations once targeted social assistance programs 
made evident the inefficacy of local bureaucracies for their distribution. De La Rua 
used social organizations to avoid delivering benefits through Peronist territorial 
networks. 

21  Distrust and a radial structure of linkage give the tone to the new patterns of alli-
ances. The president (and his ministers) had direct contact with several provincial 
actors (relations in the past mediated by provincial governors and state level offic-
ers). Kirchner established bilateral relations keeping for himself the center of the 
political spectrum.  
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3.1 Federal Government Strategy: Concessions to  
Multiple Partners 

Since the provincial protests are understood as offensive, resulting from a 
cycle of “protest/ concessions/ more protests”, all kinds of federal transfers 
are likely to have a positive impact on them. Among the pool of resources 
considered, social assistance handouts are expected to have a higher inci-
dence on the rise of protests than federal revenue sharing funds that can 
only be allocated to governors. When social organizations get and deliver 
social assistance programs to citizens, they attract more members and have 
more resources available to continue working. As a result, social organiza-
tions consolidate their power, and their method of making demands (pro-
tests) achieves a legitimate status.  

There is a mechanism that helps to understand the trends in provincial 
protests in relation to the federal coalition-building strategy. This mecha-
nism known as “certification” means that the protest is recognized by gov-
ernments, politicians, and territorial brokers as a valid tool for making de-
mands (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2008; Auyero, Lapegna, and Poma 
2009). Although protests can potentially challenge clientelism (Svampa and 
Pereyra 2003); I find a strong connection, between protests and the mecha-
nism that fuels territorial political machines. In fact, in some cases, protests 
are fostered by politicians and local brokers. Also, the federal government 
encourages protests when it does not repress them and when it openly sup-
ports leaders of social organizations involved in uprisings.22 President Kirch-
ner recognized them publicly as political allies: they took part in govern-
ment, administered social assistance policies within their territories (Garay 
2007), and rallied support to back government initiatives.23 Moreover, citi-
zens are entitled to make direct demands of the government.24 In sum, the 
federal executive not only gave concessions to challengers, but also some-

22  For instance, when the social leader and Sub-secretary of Land and Social Habitat 
Luis D’Elia took over a police station in the City of Buenos Aires in 2004, he was 
prosecuted (later the sentence was lifted) yet not forced to leave office. 

23  Svampa (2008) suggests that the national government managed to integrate organi-
zations in a way that moderated their challenges. However, Schipani (2008) finds 
that even though social leaders who are government insiders tend to mobilize fewer 
people, they still protest against the government using the governments’ resources.  

24  The federal bureaucracy has an office in charge of replying to the requests sent by 
the people. All these letters are supposed to be answered, even if the request is not 
satisfied (author interviews officials at the Ministry of Social Development, July 
2007 and August 2008, Buenos Aires City).  
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times fueled patronage networks and promoted all kinds of non-institutional 
channels for demanding public resources.25  

The diversification of intermediaries at sub-national levels allows the 
federal government to seek for the support of different kinds of actors in-
creasing the number and strength of challengers for governors and creating 
alternative sources of fund reallocation in provinces. In order to measure the 
impact of federal alliances with social organizations on provincial protests, I 
organized resources according to the discretion that the president has to 
allocate them to different intermediaries: “Federally earmarked funds” are 
those which can be either administered by governors and other actors (such 
as social organizations or municipalities), or given directly to beneficiaries – 
discretional resources for the president. “Federal revenue sharing funds” are 
non-discretional for the president and can be only transferred to the gover-
nors, but they can reallocate them for their own gain. From this distinction, 
a series of hypotheses are drawn:  

H1, because of the offensive nature of protests, both federal ex-
penditures are expected to increase them.  

H2, Social handouts that can be discretionarily transferred by fed-
eral government to contentious actors will increase protests more 
than the resources managed (and reallocated) by governors.  

Federal social assistance programs can be allocated by the president with 
high discretion and as a result they are easier to exchange for support (Lee 
2003; Larcinese, Rizzo, and Testa 2006; Remmer 2007; Bonvecchi and 
Lodola 2011). More discretion implies that the mechanism through which 
recipients get the transfers is less formal, objective, and reliable. Thus, dis-
cretion encourages protests and reinforces an equilibrium in which out-
comes are reached through non-formal channels (Scartascini and Tommasi 
2009). Besides, there are some features of social programs that can bring 
new tensions to the sub-national regimes. Since social organizations must 
make sure that people work a certain number of hours per week in order for 
them to receive their benefits, recipients are encouraged to join an organiza-
tion. More members in an organization mean an increase in the human capi-
tal that can be mobilized for street protests. Also federally earmarked funds 
allow groups to reallocate some resources for organizational purposes and 
to establish different kinds of linkages with each government level. In fact, 

25  This behavior is consistent with the reinforcement of the mechanism in which low 
institutionalization levels encourage people to use protests and discourage the in-
cumbents to invest in building more effective institutional channels (Scartascini and 
Tommasi 2009). 
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protests increase because with the delivery of funds to contentious actors, 
the president legitimizes them as valid spokespersons in sub-national territo-
ries. 

3.2 Governors Strategy: Discourage Protests and Sub-
national Polity Control

Governors’ responses to protests are likely to differ from the president’s. 
Governors also distribute public resources and positions in the state with 
high discretion, but they prefer not to deal with protests. Beyond tactic allo-
cation of monies, the control of provincial polity is the main and distinctive 
capital of governors. Governors are the pivotal figures round which all sub-
national politics orbit. In these polities elections are contested, fair and peri-
odic, all adults have the right to vote and run for office, however from vote 
seeking to the rotation of local politicians in state positions (Souza 2009), 
governors deploy a menu of informal practices to lead politics in their terri-
tory, with the support of the usually small provincial elite (Behrend 2011), 
and they proved to be very successful in remaining in power and in keeping 
their polities isolated from some processes at the federal level (Gibson 
2008).  

A complex tax-sharing revenue regime establishes that certain resources 
must be delivered from the president to governors, but the latter have more 
discretion to reallocate them with political objectives (Bonvecchi and Lodola 
2011). Governors distribute funds to keep themselves in power and to but-
tress federal elections and legislative initiatives. The dynamics then follow a 
predictable pattern from top to bottom and then back to the top again: the 
president transfers funds to governors who use the resources with the high-
est possible discretion to control their provinces, and, in turn, deliver votes 
and legislative support to the president in the federal arena. As long as gov-
ernors, who monopolize the reallocation of funds, favor polity control in-
stead of responding to challengers, social organizations benefit by negotiat-
ing with them, rather than challenging them through protests. Negotiation 
becomes the best way to secure some of the federal funds administered by 
governors and discourages protests as a means to relate with them.  

H3: federal revenue sharing funds are expected to have less impact 
on protests because they are monopolized by governors who real-
locate them to tighten the control over their polities. 
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3.3 Protests and the Informal Access to Public  
Resources and Political Outcomes 

An additional secondary hypothesis is advanced in order to assess the offen-
sive characteristic of protests:  

H4, the increase in protests is better explained by the tactical allo-
cation of federal resources, rather than by the worsening of social 
conditions (measured as poverty and unemployment). 

I have identified two groups of protests: those that take place in a scarcity 
context (for instance, protests framed in economic liberalization settings, 
Auyero 2005; Roberts and Portes 2006; Arce and Rice 2009), and others 
which take place in a distributive situation.26 I argue that in 2002–2006, 
protests were offensive. In fact, they were the response to a practice of re-
source allocation where several actors competed for the acquisition of 
funds.27 Moreover, most of them did not challenge the authority of the fed-
eral government. In fact, I expect to find that the rise in expectations regard-
ing the share of the profits from economic growth encourages protests 
because these are a valid method of making demands in a context of a redis-
tributive struggle (Navarro Yañez and Herrera Gutierrez 2009).  

4 Data and Methods 
4.1 Dependent, Independent, and Control Variables 
I estimated fourteen negative binomial regression models.28 In models 1-2, 
the dependent variable is the total number of protests clustered by province 
per year.29 In models 3-14, the dependent variable is total protests by prov-

26  A distributive context does not necessarily mean a situation of abundance. Poverty 
did not decrease to the level expected by the government. However the budget of 
the Ministry of Social Development (responsible for most of the delivery of assis-
tance policies that are strongly related to the rise in protests) increased 700 percent 
from 2003 to 2010 (Di Natale 2010). 

27  As Remmer (2007) shows, when the distribution criteria is not clear and depends 
on the discretion of the federal executive, it is difficult to assess the impact of social 
conditions on protests. 

28  The list of variables, definitions, and sources, as well as summary statistics can be 
found in the appendix. 

29  Argentina is a federal presidential republic made up of 23 provinces and the auton-
omous federal district of the City of Buenos Aires. Regarding the province of Bue-
nos Aires, I consider protests in the Conurbano area (the 24 municipalities of the 
province of Buenos Aires that surround the City of Buenos Aires) separately from 
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ince and demand per year. Protest issues: (i) jobs, working conditions, and 
social assistance; (ii) social security; (iii) wage adjustments; (iv) economic 
policy changes; and (v) political demands (GEPSAC 2006).  

The protest database was reshaped from the original dataset collected 
by the Group of Studies on Social Protest and Collective Action (GEPSAC 
– Grupo de Estudios Sobre Protesta Social y Acción Colectiva) at the Uni-
versity of Buenos Aires. The data were gathered by the GEPSAC from na-
tional newspapers, which tend to underestimate provincial protests and to 
treat the Buenos Aires metropolitan area events as if they were “local”. Even 
though this is a considerable bias, it is a constant over time and for almost 
all provinces. Also the coefficients of models estimated to test its effects, 
excluding the metropolitan area, did not evidence significant changes. Con-
tentious events are counted in actions of protests; this means that regardless 
the number or duration of the events, they are considered one protest when 
one organizational effort and a set of resources are mobilized by one or 
more actors (GEPSAC 2006). The reshaping work sought to capture the 
territorial dimension of protests and mainly consist in reorganizing the data 
dividing multiple response variables – such as the province where the pro-
test took place and type of demands made. 

Federal expenditure is measured by the amount of federal transfers 
(logged) handed out to each province (23 plus Buenos Aires City and Con-
urbano area) per year (2002–2006). This variable is conflated in two groups 
according to whom it can be delivered. Federal revenue sharing funds can only 
be allocated to state governments. When governors get these revenues they 
can reallocate them with higher discretion for their own gain. The president 
has higher discretion to deliver federally earmarked revenues to different inter-
mediaries or hand them out directly to citizens in provinces. This second 
group of transfers is composed of two social assistance programs, the Jefes y 
Jefas de Hogar (PJJH – Household Heads Program) and the Emergencia 
Habitacional (EH – Housing Emergency Program). Created in 2002, the 
PJJH is an unemployment workfare program that contributed to the sooth-
ing of social discontent after the 2001–2002 crisis.30 

                                                                                                         
those that occurred in the rest of the province. These municipalities share some 
economic and demographic traits with the city, and together they compose the 
Buenos Aires metropolitan area which holds almost a third of the country’s popula-
tion (INDEC 2003). Population, poverty and unemployment variables were also 
measured distinguishing the Conurbano area from the rest of Buenos Aires prov-
ince. 

30  Each beneficiary gets around USD 50 monthly. People must work a certain number 
of hours per week to keep the benefit. A social organization or the municipality is 
responsible for monitoring this. In 2003, there were 1,953,887 beneficiaries. In 
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EH is considered a social assistance policy because it focuses on hous-
ing and infrastructure for the poor. EH has deployed resources for house 
building and has provided sanitary sewers through cooperatives since 2003. 
Cooperatives must be composed of 16 unemployed people; eight of which 
receive the PJJH. Their members get a salary for their work, resources for 
basic supplies, and must coordinate with the municipalities the administra-
tion of the funds for building materials. The EH program has direct and 
indirect beneficiaries. Direct beneficiaries are the members of the coopera-
tives (86,400 members were employed). The indirect beneficiaries (4,338,000 
people) are the estimated number of those who benefit from construction 
work (data from the Ministry of Federal Planning, Public Investment and 
Services). 

Several other variables are used as control. The lag of protests is intro-
duced to assess whether past conflicts encourage new ones. Past protests 
may be indicating a spiral of conflict in which several actors take to the 
streets to voice their demands. The persistence of protests was related to 
government concessions and I indicated that some of these concessions are 
embedded in a broader coalition strategy. Thus it will be crucial to under-
stand the persistence of mobilization to estimate the particular influence of 
both past events and rewards that can be delivered to protesters.  

Among the socio-demographic indicators, I control for the percentage 
of poor people and the unemployment rate by province per year.31 The 
effects of socioeconomic indicators in protest will show its nature. If the 
events under research are found to be defensive reactions due to the wors-
ening of living conditions, poverty and unemployment are expected to spur 
protests. Unlike the former, a negative relationship between social indicators 
and protests would support the hypothesis proposed regarding the offensive 
nature of the contentious events here canvassed, understood as tools to 
acquire federal resources in a distributive context.  

Protest demands are included as independent variables and also inter-
acted with expenditure clustered by who can deliver it discretionally in prov-
inces (the president or governors). The interaction terms between funds and 
demands aim to assess their particular weight vis-à-vis the total number of 
protests, and to discover the specific sensitivity of each demand to the pat-
terns of monies allocation. That is the reason why the consideration of all 

                                                                                                         
2008, 694,555 persons received PJJH (Data from the Ministry of Labor and Social 
Security – MTSS 2009). The number of beneficiaries decreased over time, as people 
changed workfare programs or got jobs. 

31  I introduced two economic variables (GDP and Inflation) to consider the evolution 
of protests under economic expansion. However, the data were only available at the 
national level and, when tested, both variables were not significant.  
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these variables will show both the nature of protests (defensive or offen-
sive), as well as the institutional target of the demands (federal or provincial 
spheres).  

In the models, I also control for the logarithm of the total population. 
Gibson and Calvo (2000) show that presidents forge different types of coali-
tions according to the size of districts. Metropolitan districts, which are 
more populated and autonomous, are more costly to persuade to join an 
alliance. Additionally, in urban areas, all kinds of citizen mobilizations are 
more likely. The other coalition strategy targets peripheral provinces, which 
are less populated, and overrepresented in the federal Congress. Therefore, 
they are more dependent on federal revenues and less costly. Population 
also matters because of the national media bias of the dataset. This bias is 
reinforced when the national media echoes urban events in Buenos Aires 
City (headquarters of the federal government) because protests there achieve 
greater visibility.  

A dummy variable is used for non-Peronist governors. The president 
seeks for the support of opposition leaders at sub-national levels and since 
2006 some governors belonging to the opposition explicitly supported the 
federal government (the so called “radicals-K”). However, in the period here 
considered all non-Peronists opposed President Kirchner while all Peronist 
governors were core allies (with the exception of the governor of San Luis 
province). This variable partially captures the relationship between federal 
resources allocation and provincial politics. Governors who belong to the 
president’s party tend to receive more transfers than those in the opposition 
(Larcinese, Rizzo, and Testa 2006). However, the president looks for other 
actors to build territorial power. If the president allocates more resources to 
the governors than to other actors, my hypotheses will predict a weaker 
effect of these funds on the increase of protests.  

5 Model and Data Treatment  
The provincial protest data set was collapsed at its mean values in order to 
make groups which show the number of protests by province per year, 
models 1-2, and included protests demands in models 3-14. I conducted a 
cross-section time-series analysis for panel data of 23 provinces, Buenos 
Aires City, and the Conurbano area for the 2002–2006 period. The random 
effects models allow me to control for effects across and within provinces.  

The number of protests varies across provinces and over time. Protests 
are events and therefore do not have a continuous distribution. The proba-
bility of an event occurrence can only be estimated over time once the series 
of events has happened; otherwise, the chance of the expected occurrence is 
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unknown (King 1990). Events also have some particular features: they never 
assume negative values, and they reach small or null values – zero – (as hap-
pens for most combinations of protests by province, year and demand). The 
variance in the number of protests, in relation to any independent variable, 
does not follow a pattern that can be captured by a straight line that crosses 
from left to right. A line describing protests would be higher in the probabil-
ity of having zero to a few protests, suddenly falling over and becoming 
flatter for most of its trajectory. Then, protest distribution does not have the 
linearity assumed by the OLS regression which is also not appropriate for 
count data (King 1990). 

Therefore, protests will be treated with a negative binomial regression 
model.32 This approach to count events includes a parameter of dispersion 
that represents the unobserved heterogeneity, which may cause the addi-
tional variability in the distribution of events (Cameron and Trivedi 2009: 
555). The parameter of dispersion captures a random error not correlated 
with the independent variables. This error factor might have a different 
origin, such as the effect of unobserved variables and other factors of ran-
domness (Long 1997).  

6 Results  
The results of the negative binomial regression models show that the pattern 
of distribution of federal funds encourages protests as a way to get them. 
Both clusters of expenditure foster these events. In the aggregated models 
(1-2), expenditure has a positive and significant relation to protests and 
poverty reduces it. Past protests, unemployment and the dummy variable for 
non-Peronist governors have positive but not reliable effects. Where pro-
tests were collapsed by year and province, funds managed by governors only 
increase protests by 10 percent while the federally earmarked revenues 
which can be delivered to contentious actors double this influence.33 If gov-
ernors redistribute funds then protesting does not appear to be the best way 
to get them. As indicated, funds managed by governors are delivered 
through local territorial networks and the monopoly of their distribution is 
crucial to keep control over voters’ preferences. Governors’ party and pro-
vincial state virtually overlap. Governors reward core allies with public re-
sources and public employment. Also, thanks to their tight control, exerted 

32  Arce and Rice (2009) and Inclan (2009) also use this model for addressing protest 
as the dependent variable. 

33  In order to give a more intuitive and friendly interpretation of the results, I have 
transformed the coefficients into counts of protests.  
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not only over the polity but also over several dimensions of provincial pub-
lic life, governors are not easily challenged and challengers are likely to be 
punished or marginalized. As long as the main source of public funds is the 
federal government and not local taxpayers, governors seem to be less re-
sponsive to citizens and their claims (Gervasoni 2010) and can choose recip-
ients of resources discouraging protests. They deeply influence the careers 
of local politicians, they manage the access to important business with the 
provincial state, and sometimes they own local media and/or have close 
nexus with the judicial system (Behrend 2011). As a result governors are less 
keen on answering to protests with concessions and more able to resist 
changes occurring at the federal level, such as the renewed role of social 
organizations. Although, in model 1, the coefficient of federally earmarked 
funds is not significant, the differences in the impact of each expenditure are 
constant and with highly significant results across most models (2-14).  

Table 1:  Protests and Expenditure  

Variables 1 2 
Protests[t-1] 0.0004 

(0.0012) 
0.0003 

(0.0011) 
Federally earmarked funds 
logged 

0.2289 
(0.1451)  

Federal revenue sharing funds 
logged  0.0996* 

(0.0603) 
Population logged 0.5091** 

(0.2114) 
0.7045*** 
(0.1260) 

Poverty -0.0216*** 
(0.0063) 

-0.0200*** 
(0.0063) 

Unemployment 0.0123 
(0.0222) 

0.0143 
(0.0224) 

Non-Peronist governors 0.1925 
(0.1925) 

0.2394 
(0.1943) 

Constant -9.267237*** 
-16.270 

-9.996451*** 
-17.123 

Ln_r constant 1.488536*** 
(0.3488) 

1.493923*** 
(0.3477) 

Ln_s constant 2.478477*** 
(0.4260) 

2.490858*** 
(0.4208) 

Observations 125 125 
ll -393.9898 -393.9387 
Aic 805.9796 805.8774 

Note:  Negative binomial estimates for cross-sectional panel data measuring the total 
number of protests by province per year. Random effects by province. Model esti-
mated in Stata 9.2. Standard errors in parentheses: *** p <= 0.01, ** p <= 0.05, * p 
<= 0.1.  

Source:  Author’s own calculation and compilation. 
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6.1 Control Variables 
In the aggregated models, I introduced a number of control variables to 
capture different mechanisms behind provincial protests. Population has the 
expected positive sign in all models. More populated areas are likely to expe-
rience more protests. As explained above, the effect of population can be 
understood as a result of two factors: the particular dynamics of most popu-
lated metropolitan areas, where citizens tend to engage more in mobiliza-
tions, and the city-oriented bias in the data set. What is interesting is that 
while population (logged) doubles protests in the model of federal revenue 
sharing funds, (model 2), it loses 40 percent of its influence when assessed 
with federally earmarked revenues (model 1). The hypotheses concerning 
the influence of social conditions on protests can be tested via the estima-
tion of the effects of poverty and unemployment (models 1 and 2). While 
the first coefficient is significant and shows a negative influence, i.e. poverty 
decreases the likelihood of protests and the rise of unemployment would 
increase them. The influence of both poverty and unemployment seems to 
be weak. However, it is my opinion that this is not conclusive evidence to 
rule out protests as offensive. On one hand, standard errors were too high 
and the coefficients of unemployment were not significant. On the other, 
protests seem to have a different sensitivity to expenditure when considering 
the demands. Therefore, further research is needed to depict more accurate-
ly the dynamics underlying protests. 

In relation to sub-national politics and protests, when governors man-
age federal resources, non-Peronists seem to have 27 percent more chances 
of experiencing protests than Peronists, but when the president can choose 
his/her intermediary to allocate federal revenues, being in the opposition 
seems to have no impact on the persistence of the number of conflicts. 
Allied governors get more federal funds, but if they are not allied, the presi-
dent tries to allocate funds directly to social organizations or to other politi-
cal actors and transfers of social programs allow the president to bypass 
governors. However, the standard errors of the dummy variable “non-
Peronist governors” are too high to give conclusive evidence supporting this 
analysis. 

Allied governors have no tools to stop the president from bypassing 
them because they depend on federal funds. However their tool for negotia-
tion is their influence over their polities which show them as the most able 
to obtain all that federal governments need from the provincial regime (i.e. 
votes, legislative support). What governors can do and actually do is remain 
in power, exert influence over provincial leaders and politicians, and try to 
cope with the consequences of the presidential coalition building strategy, in 
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particular with the rise of challengers and the cohabitation of several sources 
for federal funds reallocation.34 Unlike Brazil, in Argentina the practice of 
bypassing governors in the delivery of resources does not necessarily mean 
that provincial leaders are less powerful (Borges 2007; Fenwick 2009). The 
consequence of this practice seems to be the cohabitation of more than one 
source of federal revenues in sub-national territories, one belonging to the 
president, his allies and federal bureaucrats and the other channeled through 
the governors’ structure of power in the provinces. Also governors face new 
leaders and social organizations strengthened by the presidential coalition 
building strategy but, so far, they emerged successful in coping with both 
challengers and protests.  

6.2 Past and Present Protests 
When types of demands are included (models 3-14), past protest coefficients 
are positive and highly significant. The effects of past events on present 
events are quite weak in all models and less influential than the effects of 
expenditures. Furthermore, past protests coefficients are strikingly similar 
across all models. This led me to conclude that mobilizations are not neces-
sarily related to a cycle of protests where contentious events are emulated by 
different actors in their demands. These results seem to be counterintuitive 
with the trend of protests in contemporary Argentina where anybody with 
any demand can block a street as a way to be heard. But results reveal that 
expenditure and patterns of federal funds distribution are the explanatory 
variable underlying the persistence of protests. In sum, expenditure has a 
higher influence than the cycle of contention.  

6.3 Protest Demands  
The dependent variable in models 3-14 is protests by province and demand 
per year. These models also include different protest demands and their 
interactions with funds as independent variables. The results of Models 3 
and 4 conflate all demands and relate them to funds allocated by the presi-
dent to different intermediaries and others that can only be delivered to 
governors. Models 5-14 include each demand separately, and also in relation 

34  In the Jujuy province the provincial government (core ally of the federal executive) 
could not prevent the president from delivering resources to an organization which 
became the third employer in the province thanks to its access to federal resources, 
however, the provincial elite managed to deal with protests and challengers, and 
kept control over the sub-national polity in a virtual cohabitation with a parallel 
state (Moscovich 2009). 
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to both kinds of funds. Models 3-14 show a positive and significant effect of 
past protests and expenditures in the persistence of contentious events. 
Demands differ in their results and reliability, following I explain all models 
in detail. 

6.4 Allies, Demands, and Protests 
Both groups of expenditure, clustered by possible intermediaries in provinc-
es, show a positive and highly significant association with protests, consider-
ing all demands together (models 3-4) and separately (models 5-14). Here, 
too, the president’s discretionary funds have more influence on protests 
than revenues that can only be delivered to governors. Each additional unit 
in the log of expenditure of social programs increases protests from 20 per-
cent to 30 percent, while funds managed by governors show a 14 percent to 
26 percent increase in the number of protests. 

6.5 The Effects of Expenditure on Protest Demands,
Assessing the Interaction Terms 

When assessing the joint significance of demands and the interaction terms 
(expenditure*demand), the particular influence of the expenditure in each 
demand can be singled out. For instance, if compared with the effect on the 
total protests, the positive influence of federally earmarked transfers is high-
er for protests demanding social assistance and social security (models 5 and 
7), but reduces the chances of having protests with political and economic 
claims (models 9, 11 and 13). The influence of transfers only allocated to 
governors drops with each particular demand taken singularly (models 6, 8, 
12 and 14), except for wage demands. Funds delivered to governors have 
less influence on each demand because protesting is more effective to appeal 
to the federal government; while negotiating is better to obtain the resources 
delivered by governors. 

In relation to claims, the variations in the impact of expenditures on 
each demand stress the singularity of protests. Economic, political and wage 
demands seem to follow a different pattern, if compared with demands of 
social programs and social security. Claims of changes in economic policies 
are by far the most frequent and significant in model (12), considering fed-
eral revenue sharing funds. It is also very interesting to see that the demands 
of social handouts are negatively related to the expenditure of social pro-
grams (model 5). However, as long as this coefficient is not significant, this 
relationship is not conclusive. 
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Table 2:  Protests, Demands and Expenditure. Models with Demands Dis-
aggregated by Type: All Demands; Jobs, Work Conditions and Direct 
Social Assistance Demands; and Social Security Demands 

 Variables 3 4 5 
 

Protests[t-1] 0.0574*** 
(0.0027) 

0.0575*** 
(0.0028) 

0.0644*** 
(0.0027) 

Fu
nd

s l
og

ge
d Federally earmarked 

funds logged 
0.2728*** 
(0.0515)  0.1878*** 

(0.0413) 
Federal revenue 
sharing funds 
(“rev.shar.”)  

 0.2315*** 
(0.0524)  

D
em

an
ds

 

Jobs, work condi-
tions and direct 
social assistance 

-0.1898 
(1.1273) 

1.6057 
(1.6591) 

-0.3676 
(1.1225) 

Social security 0.0850 
(1.4479) 

2.26421 
(2.1297)  

Wages -0.0607 
(1.0305) 

-2.7560* 
(1.4973)  

Economic 2.1013* 
(1.2772) 

5.0566*** 
(1.8796)  

Political 0.7869 
(1.1375) 

0.3187 
(1.6846)  

D
em

an
ds

* 
fu

nd
s 

Jobs[…] * ear-
marked 

0.2620*** 
(0.0651)  0.1986*** 

(0.0604) 

Jobs[…] * rev.shar.  0.1366* 
(0.0760)  

Soc. security * 
earmarked 

0.2470*** 
(0.0825)   

Soc. security * 
rev.shar.  0.1051 

(0.1011)  

Wage * earmarked 0.2358*** 
(0.0608)   

Wage * rev.shar.  0.3270*** 
(0.0677)  
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Table 2b 

 
 

 Variables 6 7 8 

 

Protests[t-1] 0.0650*** 
(0.0027) 

0.0646*** 
(0.0027) 

0.0650*** 
(0.0027) 

Fu
nd

s l
og

ge
d Federally earmarked 

funds logged  0.1899*** 
(0.0402)  

Federal revenue 
sharing funds 
(“rev.shar.”)  

0.1903*** 
(0.0397)  0.1806*** 

(0.0377) 

D
em

an
ds

 

Jobs, work condi-
tions and direct 
social assistance 

1.8038 
(1.6583)   

Social security  -0.3273 
(1.4399) 

1.6554 
(2.1270) 

Wages    
Economic    
Political    

D
em

an
ds

* 
fu

nd
s 

Jobs[…] * ear-
marked    

Jobs[…] * rev.shar. 0.0966 
(0.0715)   

Soc. security * ear-
marked  0.1956** 

(0.0778)  

Soc. security * 
rev.shar.   0.0914 

(0.0964) 
Wage * earmarked    
Wage * rev.shar.    



!!! Coalitions and Protests in Argentina, 2002–2006 59 !!!

Table 2c 

 Variables 3 4 5 
D

em
an

ds
* 

fu
nd

s 
Economic * 
earmarked 

0.1219* 
(0.0746)   

Economic * 
rev.shar.  -0.0435 

(0.0906)  

Political * ear-
marked 

0.1921*** 
(0.0667)   

Political * 
rev.shar.  0.1824** 

(0.0788)  

Constant -6.662283*** 
(0.9707) 

-6.394562*** 
-11.084 

-5.84729*** 
(0.7832) 

Ln_r constant 1.019542*** 
(0.2872) 

0.8755599*** 
(0.2815) 

0.959336*** 
(0.2860) 

Ln_s constant 1.096771*** 
(0.3036) 

0.8187354*** 
(0.2875) 

1.097029*** 
(0.3044) 

Observations 10,750 10,750 10,750 
Log likelihood -3737.461 -3736.126 -3863.729 
Aic 7504.922 7502.252 7741.459 

Table 2d 

 Variables 6 7 8 

D
em

an
ds

* 
fu

nd
s 

Economic * 
earmarked    

Economic * 
rev.shar.    

Political * ear-
marked    

Political * 
rev.shar.    

Constant -6.299525*** 
(0.8400) 

-5.897561*** 
(0.7614) 

-6.106409*** 
(0.7983) 

Ln_r constant 0.8410342*** 
(0.2809) 

0.9593649*** 
(0.2860) 

0.8407885*** 
(0.2809) 

Ln_s constant 0.8613257*** 
(0.2896) 

1.098261*** 
(0.3044) 

0.8619128*** 
(0.2896) 

Observations 10,750 10,750 10,750 
Log likelihood -3863.512 -3863.565 -3863.663 
Aic 7741.023 7741.131 7741.325 

Note:  Negative binomial estimates for cross-sectional panel data measuring the total 
number of protests by province per year and demand. Random effects by province. 
Model estimated in Stata 9.2. Standard errors in parentheses: *** p <= 0.01, ** p 
<= 0.05, * p <= 0.1.  

Source:  Author’s own calculation and compilation.  
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Table 3:  Protests, Demands and Expenditure. Models with Demands Dis-
aggregated by Type: Wage Demands, Economic Demands, and Po-
litical Demands 

 Variables 9 10 11 

 

Protests[t-1] 0.0628*** 
(0.0027) 

0.0626*** 
(0.0027) 

0.0642*** 
(0.0027) 

Fu
nd

s l
og

ge
d Federally earmarked 

funds logged 
0.2007*** 
(0.0426)  0.2211*** 

(0.0410) 

Federal revenue 
sharing funds   0.1387*** 

(0.0413)  

D
em

an
ds

 Wages  -0.0957 
(1.0274) 

-2.7956* 
(1.5003) 

1.9506 
(1.2685) 

Economic    1.9506 
(1.2685) 

Political    

D
em

an
ds

* 
fu

nd
s: 

Wage * earmarked 0.1676*** 
(0.05520)   

Wage * rev.shar.   0.2377*** 
(0.0621)  

Economic * ear-
marked    0.0794 

(0.0691) 
Political * earmarked    
Political * rev.shar.    

  

Constant -5.853163*** 
(0.8064) 

-4.980966*** 
(0.8720) 

-6.35431*** 
(0.7775) 

Ln_r constant 0.9718714*** 
(0.2862) 

0.849265*** 
(0.2810) 

0.974782*** 
(0.2863) 

Ln_s constant 1.088349*** 
(0.3040) 

0.8480802*** 
(0.2890) 

1.102841*** 
(0.3044) 

Observations 10,750 10,750 10,750 
Log likelihood -3819.269 -3819.236 -3833.762 
Aic 7652.537 7652.473 7681.525 
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Table 3b 

 Variables 12 13 14 
 

Protests[t-1] 0.0643*** 
(0.0027) 

0.0625*** 
(0.0027) 

0.06268*** 
(0.0027) 

Fu
nd

s l
og

ge
d Federally earmarked 

funds logged  0.2116*** 
(0.0417)  

Federal revenue 
sharing funds  

0.2087*** 
(0.0382)  0.1806*** 

(0.0395) 

D
em

an
ds

 Wages     

Economic  4.7264** 
(1.8861)   

Political  0.6204 
(1.1392) 

0.1708 
(1.6910) 

D
em

an
ds

* 
fu

nd
s: 

Wage * earmarked    
Wage * rev.shar.     

Economic * rev.shar. -0.0496 
(0.0853)   

Political * earmarked  0.1426** 
(0.0615)  

Political * rev.shar.   0.1409* 
(0.0730) 

  

Constant -6.57115*** 
(0.8099) 

-6.139308*** 
(0.7892) 

-5.943091*** 
(0.8360) 

Ln_r constant 0.8479143*** 
(0.2810) 

0.9728199*** 
(0.2862) 

0.847755*** 
(0.2810) 

Ln_s constant 0.8522876*** 
(0.2891) 

1.099001*** 
(0.3042) 

0.853343*** 
(0.2892) 

Observations 10,750 10,750 10,750 
Log likelihood -3832.909 -3831.807 -3833.012 
Aic 7679.819 7677.614 7680.025 

Note:  Negative binomial estimates for cross-sectional panel data measuring the total 
number of protests by province per year and demand. Random effects by province. 
Model estimated in Stata 9.2. Standard errors in parentheses: *** p <= 0.01, ** p 
<= 0.05, * p <= 0.1.  

Source:  Author’s own calculation and compilation. 
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Regarding models of wage demands (9 and 10), they are the only ones less 
influenced by federally earmarked transfers, than by the monies allocated to 
governors. Wage demands are less likely by –90 percent, but each log of 
expenditure given to governors increases the chances of having these pro-
tests (model 10). The protests I analyze here are different from those that 
have helped formal workers maintain a basic income in the highly unstable 
Argentine economy. The responses to concerns about wages are dealt within 
the marketplace through the mediation of unions and governments, and not 
by asking for public revenues. Therefore, the negative coefficient of protests 
with wage demands underpin the hypotheses stating that, during the years 
analyzed, a different dynamics was behind provincial protests in Argentina 
and that these events were offensive claims in reaction to certain patterns of 
federal expenditure for coalition building, and less affected by other politi-
cal, economic or social variables.  

7 Concluding Remarks  
In this article I propose an approach to protests which originally focuses on 
political coalitions across government levels. I understand that the nature, 
persistence and targets of protests can be understood as an outcome of the 
tension emerging from the federal-provincial governments competition over 
the influence on sub-national politics. I argue that when the president sup-
ports and legitimates contentious actors, protest is encouraged and becomes 
a permanent channel for accessing federal resources. I also suggest that this 
strategy creates new challenges for governors, despite the fact that they are 
essential for the president. To test my model I explore the impact of gover-
nors’ and presidents’ patterns of discretionary allocations in provinces and 
results offered clear evidence of the variation in their influence over pro-
tests. Protests show the contradictory interests related to the strategic alloca-
tion of resources of governors and presidents, while the president uses these 
resources as a way to link with different actors and build new structures of 
power, governors use them to fuel their territorial machines and to avoid 
challengers.  

The contribution of this article is twofold. First I single out tensions 
emerging from different coalition building strategies and I show that pro-
tests react differently to them, varying across government levels. My results 
show evidence of robust links between an increase in federal expenditure 
and in provincial protests, particularly when transfers can be allocated 
through social organizations, that is when the president bypasses governors 
to diversify his alliances. When different types of demands are considered, 
protests that appeal to discretionary transfers from the president have a 
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different sensitivity to expenditure than others less affected by them. Unlike 
the latter, I find that the governors’ monopoly over the reallocation of fed-
eral funds has a weaker effect. This monopoly secures the mechanism of 
reward and punishment for local allies to guarantee their subordination in 
order to get the president all he needs from the provincial polity and, there-
fore, to be able to remain at the top of provincial politics. In fact, when 
protests are disaggregated by demands and governors’ control over re-
sources, results show that the chances of protests occurring tend to decrease 
thus providing a stabilizing factor. 

The second contribution of this article is having distinguished the par-
ticular features of protests. The logic of discretional transfers and the biases 
in the distribution of funds bolster the mechanisms through which non-
formal politics are preferred over institutional channels. The federal execu-
tive not only gives concessions to challengers, but also promotes all kinds of 
non-institutional channels for demanding public resources. Various actors 
with very different demands end up participating in demonstrations, rallies, 
and roadblocks. However, these actions do not seem to result in a cycle of 
protests instead they appear to be a channel for demanding political out-
comes that arise when expectations among allocation of public revenues 
encounter doubts regarding the criteria used for their distribution.  

In contrast to prior research, I show that informal politics have greater 
influence on the government’s response to protests than the issue at hand or 
the cycle of protests. I also give evidence suggesting that federalism and 
decentralization do not necessarily imply a broader menu of contentious 
actors and state targets, instead both result in a variety of situations in which 
the scope of protests and the state-challengers relationship greatly differ. 
This work complements the extant literature of federal coalition building 
and strategic resources allocation and takes a step forward by showing that 
both the president’s and governors’ strategies have a specific and sometimes 
contradictory influence over sub-national polities. 

To conclude, in this article I showed that tensions emerging from these 
different federal alliances did not result in a higher dispersion of power, 
neither in the opening of the sub-national polities. Governors were able to 
resist the challengers and reached new equilibriums in which they still con-
trolled the polity, even experiencing higher levels of mobilizations. Another 
crucial implication for democracy and citizens is the cohabitation of several 
intermediaries for the reallocation of federal resources in provinces reinforc-
ing the informal and discretional features of their patterns of distribution. I 
believe that future work on coalition building and protests should focus with 
greater detail on the mechanisms through which governors deal with the 
increasing instability at the sub-national level. Also is needed comparable 
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information on the relation between organizations and governors within 
provinces and regarding main trends of protest and politics after 2006. Many 
questions are now opened and information is still scarce. I expect this article 
to contribute to a more diverse research agenda on the sub-national conse-
quences of federal coalition building strategies.
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De arriba abajo (y vuelta arriba otra vez). Gasto federal, coaliciones 
subnacionales y protesta en Argentina, 2002-2006 
Resumen: ¿Las relaciones entre el presidente y los gobiernos subnacionales 
podrían influir en la protesta social? Usando una exhaustiva base de datos 
sobre protesta en provincias argentinas (2002-2006), analizo los efectos que 
las distintas estrategias de distribución de recursos de los gobernadores y del 
presidente tienen en la persistencia de los eventos contenciosos. En particu-
lar, estudio cómo la distribución de recursos federales, tanto a gobiernos 
provinciales como a organizaciones sociales locales, afecta las probabilidades 
de que surjan protestas y la naturaleza de sus demandas. Los resultados 
muestran que el gasto federal aumenta la frecuencia de las protestas en las 
provincias argentinas, en particular, cuando los gobiernos provinciales no 
intervienen en su asignación. También que las demandas de las protestas son 
sensibles al gasto discrecional del presidente, sugiriendo una dinámica parti-
cular en la cual la protesta se convierte en un canal legítimo para obtener 
fondos federales. 

Palabras clave: Argentina, Federalismo, Política Subnacional, coaliciones 
políticas, organizaciones sociales, protesta 
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Appendix
Table 1:  Definition for Variables Used in the Analysis  

Variables Definition Source 

Provincial protest 
(dependent variable 
in models 1-2) 

A count variable with 
the number of actions 
of protest by province 
per year.  

A reshaped data set from 
the original information 
given by GEPSAC of the 
University of Buenos 
Aires.  

Provincial protest 
with demands (de-
pendent variable in 
models 3-14)  

A count variable with 
the number of actions 
of protest by province 
per year and demand 
(also see demands). 

Ibidem 

Federally earmarked 
funds (can be man-
aged by several 
actors)  

Two federal social assis-
tance programs, logged. 

Sub-secretary of Em-
ployment of the Ministry 
of Labor. Sub-secretary of 
Urban Development and 
Housing of the Ministry 
of Federal Planning, Pub-
lic Investment and Ser-
vices. 

Federal revenue 
sharing funds (can 
only be allocated to 
governors) 

Nineteen federal trans-
fers created and regulat-
ed by federal fiscal laws, 
logged. 

Direction of Fiscal Coor-
dination with Provinces 
of the Ministry of Econ-
omy (<www2.mecon. 
gov.ar/hacienda/dncfp/ 
provincial. html>) 

Provincial poverty 

Percentage of poor 
people by province per 
year (23 provinces, the 
City of Buenos Aires 
and Conurbano area).  

National Institute of 
Statistics and Census 
(INDEC) 
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Variables Definition Source 

Provincial unem-
ployment  

Percentage of unem-
ployed by province per 
year (23 provinces, the 
City of Buenos Aires 
and Conurbano area).  

Ibidem 

Population 

Number of people 
living in each province 
per year (23 provinces, 
the City of Buenos 
Aires and Conurbano 
area), logged. 

INDEC 2006 and 2005 

Non-Peronist gov-
ernor  

A dichotomous variable 
taking the value of 1 if 
governor does not be-
long to the Peronist 
party or 0 otherwise. 

<www.rulers.org> 

Demands 
1) Jobs, working 

conditions and 
social assistance  

2) Social security  
3) Wage  
4) Economic 
5) Political 

Demand is a dichoto-
mous variable taking the 
value of 1 if protests are 
for the demand consid-
ered (no matter if the 
protests also include 
other demands) or 0 
otherwise. See the 
source for further in-
formation on the defini-
tion of each claim. 

GEPSAC 2006 

Source:  Author’s own compilation. 
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Table 2: Summary Statistics* 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 
Protests  125 22.056 54.28439 0 410 
Provinces 125 13 7.240121 1 25 
Year 125 2004 1.419905 2002 2006 
Protests[t-1] 125 20.512 52.63425 0 410 
Federally ear-
marked funds  125 1.57e+08 2.82e+08 2,141,650 1.37e+09 

Federal revenue 
sharing funds 125 1.88e+09 2.80e+09 1.38e+08 1.29e+10 

Federally ear-
marked funds 
logged 

125 17.97951 1.344619 14.57709 21.03467 

Federal revenue 
sharing funds 
logged 

125 20.71583 1.025079 18.74496 23.27737 

Provincial 
unemployment 125 9.89528 4.250461 1.2 21 

Provincial 
poverty 125 43.296 17.99932 5.8 77.1 

Population  125 1,529,393 1,978,031 104,721 9,257,707 
Population 
logged 125 13.68519 1.018476 11.55906 16.04097 

Non-Peronist 
governors 125 0.368 0.484202 0 1 

Note:  * Summary statistics for protests collapsed by province per year. Expenditures are 
in Argentine pesos. Summary statistics for protests collapsed by demand are also 
available on request to the author. 

Source:  Author’s own calculation and compilation. 


