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YOUTH PARTICIPATION

Youth participation in
El Alto, Bolivia

Caspar Merkle

SUMMARY: This paper explores a paradox in the participation of disadvantaged
youth in El Alto, Bolivia, in local processes and activities: although they are highly
organized and active in social and cultural groups, they fail to involve themselves in
the local political system. These young people, most of them the children of indige-
nous Aymara migrants from rural areas, are marginalized within mainstream society
(as exemplified by more affluent nearby La Paz), not only by their poverty but also
by their cultural identity. They actively organize themselves in a wide range of
groups, some of them focused on the arts, some recreational, and some in response
to particular issues and campaigns. Many of these groups and activities are charac-
terized by a critical stance, an articulation of young people’s discontent with “the
system”. However, despite their legal right to vote and to be elected from the age of
18, they avoid involvement in the political process and the local neighbourhood
organizations through which change, in theory, can be effected. This paper identifies
the many constraints that contribute to this lack of involvement – including the
corruption of local officials, the low level of political education and awareness, and
the various regulations that make prosperity a prerequisite for real participation.

I. INTRODUCTION 

“THE PARTICIPATION OF youth is indispensable for a societal change and for
deepening democracy. They are the leaders of tomorrow. They are not a problem to
be solved, but problem solvers themselves.”(1)

Statements such as this one express a conviction that is common in
popular discourse. Political leaders, the media, national and international
organizations encourage the public to view youth as “investments in
tomorrow” or “active agents of social change”.(2) Their participation and
incorporation into decision-making processes is seen as a key step to
engaging them as active members and citizens of their local environment,
and thus towards strengthening of democracy. This perspective is wide-
spread amongst youth as well: “If we do not act, this society will never change.
This is our vision of a better society.”(3)

The perception of young people as key players in the social process is
reinforced by a characteristic that is particularly associated with youth: the
capacity to organize themselves and the ability for joint mobilization.
Many examples from around the world document the will, energy,
dynamism and optimism of young people who engage in social and polit-
ical initiatives.(4)
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However, the energy and capacity of youth does not always turn into
a constructive contribution to the political system. Obstacles to young
people’s engagement arise in many forms. They include cultural norms
that still favour hierarchical relationships between old and young,(5)

economic circumstances that prevent youth from participating in other
than income-generating activities, or judgemental attitudes between
generations based on age.(6)

This paper explores this issue as it is expressed amongst marginalized
young people in El Alto, Bolivia. El Alto, neighbouring town to the capital
city La Paz, embodies most of the problems and symptoms of the politi-
cal, social and economic crisis that Bolivia is confronted with today. It is
a symbol of urban poverty, social inequity and exclusion. 

The discussion begins with an outline of the urban setting of El Alto, a
description of the living conditions facing young people, and an account
of the multiple ways in which they are disadvantaged and marginalized,
especially as children of indigenous Aymara migrants. 

The paper then analyzes the role and effect of the political reforms that
were implemented in Bolivia in 1994, through the law of Popular Partic-
ipation and Decentralization. It outlines the constraints to political partic-
ipation of youth at the society level, the community level and the
individual level,(7) and then describes alternative, non-political areas of
youth participation. It finally assesses the potential of and constraints to
the creation of a youth movement, with particular respect to the role of
NGOs and possibilities for networking and cooperation within this
process.

The research is based on secondary sources as well as a three-month
period of primary research in El Alto and La Paz, Bolivia, between
October and December 2000. The latter consisted mainly of semi-struc-
tured interviews with representatives from youth groups, the local
government, neighbourhood organizations and NGOs. Secondary sources
were drawn from academic articles and project reports prepared by NGOs
in El Alto.

II. LIVING CONDITIONS AND GOVERNANCE IN EL
ALTO 

THE CITY OF El Alto is characterized by extreme urban poverty. It lacks
adequate infrastructure, particularly in northern areas and in the periph-
ery of the city. Piped water, sanitation, drainage and paved roads are
scarce. Demographic pressure and extensive and rapid expansion add to
the difficult living conditions. The average income per capita per year in
El Alto is about US$ 650, compared to a national average of US$ 890.(8) It
is estimated that 50 to 70 per cent of this income is generated in the infor-
mal sector.(9)

Education infrastructure is problematic as well. Public schools lack
basic materials and equipment such as drawing boards and books.
Compared with other urban areas, the illiteracy rate (ca. 12 per cent) is the
highest in Bolivia.(10) The insufficiencies in the public education system are
partly compensated for through alternative education, mainly provided
by NGOs, the private sector and the churches. However, there is little or
no cooperation amongst these alternative initiatives.(11)

The government of El Alto is barely capable of providing feasible solu-
tions to these problems, the reasons for which are manifold. First, and
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above all, is the lack of resources. The implementation of the urban devel-
opment plan (Plan de Desarollo Municipal), for instance, is expected to
involve costs of US$ 120 million. Additional obstacles to effective urban
planning and management are bureaucracy, administrative inefficiency
and widespread corruption.(12) The government of El Alto lacks credibil-
ity and legitimacy amongst the population. The fact that political repre-
sentatives often originate from the neighbouring capital city of La Paz
adds to the mistrust, since they are perceived to have a very limited
understanding and knowledge of the local context of El Alto. People
believe that their politicians have a limited capacity to respond to their
needs, and that they primarily operate through patronage and clientelism
instead.

III. GROWING UP IN EL ALTO

THE FOLLOWING SECTION outlines the main factors that influence and
determine how children and youth grow up in El Alto. First, poverty plays
a major role; most children start working at an early age,(13) and the money
they earn contributes to the family income or to their own living expenses. 

Another factor is the particular cultural setting of El Alto. Most of the
inhabitants are Aymara migrants from rural areas. Their children grow
up in a city where they are exposed to urban, western and “modern”
lifestyles, particularly through the wealthy neighbour city of La Paz. The
term “dual socialization”(14) captures the particular experience of growing
up in such a situation, and its consequences for children and parents.

One effect is that parents are inclined to educate their children to be as
“modern” as possible, for instance through the use of Spanish instead of
Aymara, or through the use of Spanish-sounding names.(15) This is in order
to protect children from discrimination. On the other hand, most people
try to maintain a sense of pride in their own roots, which creates a
constant struggle with the felt need to conceal their own identity. Today,
most of the youth in El Alto still understand their parents’ language, but
they speak Spanish exclusively amongst themselves. However, they main-
tain links with their parents’ culture to a varying extent,(16) and examples
can be found in everyday street life, during home visits to their parents’
villages in the rural areas and especially during various traditional festi-
vals in El Alto.

The educational system further promotes the cultural alienation of chil-
dren and youth. However, nowadays this is much less the case than in
former years. In the past, formal education in Bolivia was characterized by
a systematic disdain for indigenous culture and tradition. Today, there is
evidence of a movement towards recollection, expressed, for example,
through the increasing number of autochthonous music and dancing
groups that are active in schools in El Alto.

The media, such as radio and TV, also have a decisive influence on chil-
dren and youth, by supporting the propagation of western lifestyles and
attitudes. Generally speaking, it can be said that the role of the traditional
Aymara family in the socialization and formation process of youth is
decreasing, whereas the importance of peer groups is increasing.(17) The
question of cultural origin and identity thus becomes the central theme
for many youth. It is key to understanding the numerous youth move-
ments, initiatives and groups that are active in El Alto. Figure 1 illustrates
the different aspects of youth socialization in El Alto.
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IV. ASPECTS OF MARGINALIZATION

YOUTH IN EL Alto are deprived and marginalized in different ways.
Their exclusion is multidimensional and derives from economic, cultural
and social factors. Amongst the economic factors is poverty, for which
they are stigmatized and discriminated against, for instance at the Univer-
sidad de San Andres in the neighbour town of La Paz. 

Another factor is sex. Young women are particularly disadvantaged
amongst youth, as they grow up in a traditional and patriarchal society.
Parents, for instance, discourage their daughters from attending school.
They are supposed to do house chores instead, which explains why the
illiteracy rate is four times higher amongst women than amongst men. As
a result, young women face comparatively more difficulties in finding a
job, and they earn less.(18)

Another psychological dimension of vulnerability is the lack of self-
esteem amongst youth. It stems from the question of cultural identity and
is reinforced through fractious family and community ties. This is a facet
of social vulnerability that must not be neglected.(19) Again, it becomes
apparent how important issues such as individuality, self-determination
and cultural identity are for youth in El Alto. And it helps to explain why
so many of them engage in a range of initiatives and youth movements.

Some of these movements lead to violence, for example through youth
gangs (pandillas). Such violence, on the one hand, stems from high degrees
of resentment and frustration at the individual level. On the other hand,
it is a response to inequities in society and a certain lack of consideration
towards youth on the part of adults.(20) Public opinion on youth gangs is
mostly negative: they are viewed as trouble makers and drug takers.
However, there is an important aspect of the pandillas that is often
neglected: it is within these groups that youth experience comradeship,
allegiance and trust, which they might lack elsewhere. The multidimen-
sionality of youth marginalization is illustrated in Figure 2.

18. There is a certain
paradox in the fact that, in
many cases, women
provide a main contribution
to the family income,
whereas the man is officially
still considered the
breadwinner and head of
the family.

19. Bendit, R (2000),
“Exclusion of adolescents
from political
participation”, GTZ
Department 43 (editor),
Youth between Political
Participation, Exclusion and
Instrumentalization,
Eschborn, pages 14–17.

20. Balderas, J C (1999),
“Sich selbst erfüllende
prophezeiung. Jugendliche
und bandenkriminalität in
El Alto”, Informationsstelle
Lateinamerika Ila No 227,
pages 16–17. 

208 Environment&Urbanization Vol 15 No 1 April 2003

FEEDBACK

Figure 1:  Aspects of youth socialization in El Alto
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V. POLITICAL PARTICIPATION OF YOUTH 

THE LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK for the political participation of youth
in Bolivia is provided through the constitution. It entitles them to vote
and to be elected from the age of 18. The main entry point for political
action, apart from political parties, is through local neighbourhood organ-
izations (Organizaciones Territoriales de Base, OTBs). Since the implemen-
tation of the Law of Popular Participation in 1994, these neighbourhood
organizations have the right and responsibility to formulate proposals for
local infrastructure projects (for example, schools and health centres). The
proposals then feed into the municipal development plan (Plan de
Desarollo Municipal), which constitutes the four–year framework for
municipal urban planning and development.

Today, political participation of youth takes place on a sporadic and
selective basis. This becomes particularly apparent during election
periods. On these occasions, young people show up as young candidates,
or parties use them for marketing and campaigning purposes. Generally
speaking, participation in local neighbourhood organizations (OTBs)
remains marginal, and has not increased since the 1994 reforms.(21) The
reasons for this can be found at different levels: at the society level, the
community level and the individual level. 

First of all, society in Bolivia – as in many parts of Latin America – has
lost confidence in politicians, parties and state institutions. They face
serious problems in terms of legitimacy and credibility. A main reason is
the disappointment on the part of the population, due to false promises
in the past. Politicians are primarily perceived as being corrupt, with a
very limited capability to speak on behalf of the most deprived sectors of
the population. 

Neighbourhood organizations are confronted with similar problems.
Leaders of the OTBs are frequently suspected of misusing the organiza-
tion for their own benefit. They are frequently the only ones who are
familiar with the amount of resources available for the community within
the framework of the Law of Popular Participation. Members of the OTBs
complain that their leaders are politically influenced either by the
government or by parties. Corruption is widespread, and the degree of
information sharing and transparency is often extremely limited. 
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Figure 2:   Aspects and effects of youth marginalization in El Alto
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A further reason is the fact that Bolivian society, in the course of its
history, has had very little experience of practising democracy. This can
be explained partly by the fact that from the time of colonialism the
country was ruled by a small power élite. These leaders only marginally
represented the diversity and size of the ethnic groups in Bolivia. The
reform process has as yet had very little impact on the existing power
distribution in the country.(22) In many areas, there is still a big gap
between implementing and practising the Law of Popular Participation.

The low level of “territorial identity” of inhabitants of El Alto consti-
tutes another factor. The background to this is the history of El Alto. Being
a city of migrants, it was never meant to be a place of permanent resi-
dence. Instead, it was considered an outpost to the much more prosper-
ous La Paz. Today, this perception has changed. Since 1988, El Alto has
been officially considered an independent municipality.

In addition to the points outlined above, there are additional factors
that make it difficult for youth, specifically, to engage in politics. To begin
with, hierarchies are strong within the neighbourhood organizations.
Young people, in some cases, are welcome to join the assemblies, but their
voice is barely taken into account. The paternalistic structures are also
reflected in the regulatory framework of the neighbourhood organiza-
tions. According to the statutes, a candidate for a chief post must fulfil the
following conditions: he must have completed his military service, he
must have been resident in El Alto for three years, and he must own real
estate in El Alto. Prosperity thus becomes a precondition for political
action. This is a criterion that youth in El Alto hardly ever meet.

In addition to the reasons outlined above, there are factors at the indi-
vidual level that influence political action of youth. They have to do with
the individual level of poverty, the level of education and the level of polit-
ical awareness, interest and curiosity. As mentioned, many children and
youth work full time in order to contribute to the family income. They
have limited time to engage in politics. In some cases, the low educational
level makes it difficult for young people to comprehend the Law of
Popular Participation. Juridical language is a disincentive to many, and
there is little informative material about the Law of Popular Participation
that is sufficiently comprehensible to get the message across. Basically,
youth know about the existence of reforms, but they barely have a clear
idea of their new rights and duties as citizens. One main reason for the
low level of political education is the lack of initiative in this area both at
home and at school. NGOs play a critical role in this respect, since they
implement workshops, seminars and campaigns for political awareness
raising, often on behalf of the government.(23) However, the activities of
NGOs concentrate on the centre (the so-called Ceja) of El Alto. 

But even if youth were consulted, and appropriate participation
processes and mechanisms were institutionalized, it can be questioned
whether the level of political involvement would change dramatically.
Rather than a genuine interest in politics, the development of a personal-
ity and of self-confidence might be more relevant issues in this phase of
life. Discrimination and cultural alienation are perceived by young people
as more immediate concerns than the activities of neighbourhood organ-
izations (i.e. the development and improvement of local infrastructure),
which are seen as responding primarily to adult concerns.

Figure 3 illustrates the wide range of factors at the society, the commu-
nity and the individual level that have an impact on this process. It is
evident that there is no “one-size-fits-all” theory that serves to explain
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fully the decision about whether to engage in political action or not. Ulti-
mately, individual factors – in the opinion of the author – have the most
important role to play.

VI. SOCIAL AND CULTURAL PARTICIPATION OF
YOUTH

THERE ARE A number of alternative, non-political areas of youth engage-
ment and participation in El Alto, both formal and informal. Amongst the
most important organizations responding to youth are the church (Pastoral
Juvenil), workers’ organizations (Asociación de Jóvenes Empresarios), the
scouts (Asociación de Scouts), sports associations, students’ associations
and various NGOs. Many of them carry out activities at both the local and
national level. 

There are also numerous non-institutional, informal youth groups in
El Alto. They vary in terms of the organizational setting, the areas of activ-
ity, the source of funding and so on. Some authors have attempted to clas-
sify them, for example into ideological–cultural, leisure-oriented and
income-oriented groups.(24) Generally speaking, it is difficult to determine
the exact number of these informal groups, since many of them pop up
and disappear within a few weeks or months. About 800–1,200 more or
less organized youth groups are estimated to be active in El Alto today.(25) 

a. Self-perception and rationale of youth groups

There are various forces that drive young people to organize themselves
and become active in these groups, some of which have been indicated
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Figure 3:   Constraints to political participation of youth in El Alto
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above. In the absence of recreational spaces and organized leisure activi-
ties, the youth group often becomes the most important opportunity to
meet peers and for hanging out. In some cases, youth groups assume the
role of families, where the members feel accepted and experience alle-
giance, solidarity and friendship. It is not surprising to see that many
young people participate in different groups simultaneously, and they are
quite proud of this. 

Many of the groups undertake cultural activities such as music, theatre
and poetry, which provide an opportunity for artistic performance. Apart
from that, they are a means to articulate young people’s discontent and
protest. Their music and theatre pieces tell about the everyday violence
in the families and in the street, about poverty and the fight for survival,
and about the dreams for a better society.

These critical youth groups (Agrupaciones Juveniles Críticas) are often
characterized by a high degree of self-organization and autonomy, that is,
they belong neither to the church nor to any other institution. A key
element and characteristic is their attitude towards the “system”, the exist-
ing political, economic and social structures. They blame these structures
for being the origin of social polarization, injustice, racism, poverty and
corruption. They mistrust the government, parties and institutions, and
they use their own groups as a way of catalysing their protest. Although
they constitute a “conscious minority” within the multiplicity of youth
groups in El Alto, they can be qualified as potentially important agents of
change. 

In addition to cultural activities, these groups organize and carry out
seminars and workshops, often with the support of local NGOs. These
workshops deal with different issues such as human rights, political
formation and participation, leadership, and self-perception and cultural
identity in El Alto. 

A particularly interesting outcome of these activities is that, in many
cases, young people increasingly identify with their own town, El Alto.
The much more western-oriented and wealthier neighbour town of La
Paz is associated with the “dark side” of modern society – its social frag-
mentation and the lack of solidarity. Although modernism and urban
lifestyles play an important role in the socialization of these young people,
there is a clear trend towards recollection and going “back to the roots”.
Young people increasingly declare themselves to be Aymara, that is, they
intend to follow their parents’ traditions and indigenous culture. An indi-
cator of this trend is the increasing number of autochthonous music and
dance groups, with their respective costumes, which play at different
occasions such as community festivities, celebrations and anniversaries.(26)

b. Challenges to collaboration and networking

What are the possibilities for a joint mobilization, and the potential to scale
up these scattered and individual movements? What role do NGOs play
in this respect? Is there the potential for creating a youth movement in El
Alto that has political impact?

NGOs play an ambiguous role in the process. One the one hand, they
are, in most cases, the only possibility for youth groups to obtain some
sort of financial support. They provide premises and infrastructure for
workshops, seminars etc. Unfortunately, there is only little cooperation
amongst NGOs. The relationship between them is frequently character-
ized by rivalry, particularly if they are operating in the same part of the
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city. On the other hand, many NGOs are heavily criticized for their limited
capability to address the problems of youth. Many NGO “expert” staff
neither grew up in El Alto nor do they live there today but, rather, in La
Paz in most cases. Their insight into everyday life of youth in El Alto is
only partial. 

Bad experiences in the past contribute to the negative image of NGOs;
for instance there are cases in which aid and financial resources did not
reach youth groups but, rather, were spent on administration and presti-
gious projects. Many NGOs have not met the expectations they have
raised, and they are regarded as no better than the government. The
increased institutionalization of NGOs adds to their lack of credibility.
Bureaucracy and hierarchies make it difficult for them to reach youth and
to speak on behalf of their interests. The dynamic and life span of youth
groups is an additional factor that makes a continuous collaboration with
NGOs difficult. Many youth groups mushroom and vanish within a few
weeks or months, with short-term activities through a working group, a
project or a campaign. Taken together, these factors explain why various
youth groups prefer to maintain their independence. They carry out their
activities without any linkage to institutions and NGOs. 

There were several attempts in the past to set up a youth movement or
a network that would integrate the numerous youth groups in El Alto.
Although collaboration takes place between a few groups that meet from
time to time, a network of initiatives has not been effective to date. The
reasons for this are manifold. First, many (particularly small) youth
groups focus on activities in their own town district. From their local point
of view, they simply do not feel the necessity to articulate their demands
on a wider scale.

The ideology of groups plays another key role. As illustrated above,
many of them see themselves as “anti-political”, and they refuse to be
involved with the government, institutions and NGOs. Instead, they
strive to maintain their high degree of self-organization and autonomy. 

The geography of the city contributes to the isolation of movements
and initiatives. El Alto is divided into a northern and a southern part, with
the airport between them. This spatial separation corresponds to signifi-
cant differences in income distribution, infrastructure development and
poverty levels. The result is envy and resentment between the two parts
of the city, which makes collaboration between youth groups difficult.

A further issue relates to the question of how to set up a network of
youth groups in El Alto. Many worry that such a coordinated, institu-
tionalized approach would imply the creation of bureaucracy and hierar-
chies. Individuals might benefit from this: there is a certain danger in the
establishment of élites, that decision making would remain in the hands
of a few. It is further possible that parties and the government will try and
influence a network of youth groups, as has been the case with institu-
tions and NGOs in El Alto. 

Finally, the question of leadership is probably the main constraint to
effective networking and collaboration. Many, if not most, youth leaders
in El Alto have known each other since childhood and through participa-
tion in former initiatives. They are anxious about losing power, respect
and control in their sphere of influence. New initiatives are carefully
observed. Personal relationships between them determine whether or not
a joint mobilization becomes feasible.

The constraints to effective collaboration and networking are illustrated
in Figure 4.
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VII. CONCLUSIONS

THIS PAPER HAS presented factors at the society, community and indi-
vidual levels that can account for the low level of youth political partici-
pation in El Alto. It has become clear that these reasons might not be
merely youth-specific: apathy towards politics and politicians and a lack
of motivation to participate through traditional channels (political parties,
neighbourhood organizations) seem to be applicable to many adults in El
Alto as well. 

Most young people in El Alto engage in alternative, cultural activities
within youth groups instead. These serve as a platform to articulate their
protest and discontent with society. Due to their high degree of self-organ-
ization and wide range of activities, these youth groups have the poten-
tial to become important agents of change. However, there are various
constraints to networking and cooperation amongst the groups. The like-
lihood of creating a youth movement with a political impact seems to be
limited at this point.

However, there are some aspects that emerge from this situation that
could serve as entry points. If one looks at the different constraints and
obstacles to young people’s engagement, it is at the local and – in the
opinion of the author – even more at the individual level that initial steps
are to be taken. Paradigm shifts, both in adults’ thinking about youth and
in young people’s attitudes towards their own leaders as well as organi-
zations and institutions, are key to enabling and encouraging youth
involvement in arenas traditionally reserved for adults. 

If, for instance, neighbourhood organizations encouraged young
people in such a way that they became active members and citizens of
their local environment, this could become a constructive contribution to
the political system. If youth leaders changed their perception of each
other and their position towards any form of institutionalization, this
could be a step on the way to a joint mobilization.

Finally, the article has pointed out that local culture has a vital role to
play in El Alto, in particular for youth. Youth groups with cultural activ-
ities have great potential to provide a strong sense of identity. They can
help to develop a sense of pride, of belonging to the community and of
commitment to civic engagement.
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Figure 4:  Constraints to a joint mobilization of youth groups in El Alto
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