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ABSTRACT

As an electoral year, 2016 confirmed the endurance of neoliberal economic models 
and democratic procedures in Peru. The election of Pedro Pablo Kuczynski, pop-
ularly known as PPK, points to another year of the “automatic pilot” mode from 
the right, with continued neoliberal programs in the context of weak and ineffi-
cient institutions. The national elections also illustrate the continued trajectory of 
peaceful, democratic transfers of power at the national level, evincing the Peruvian 
electorate’s commitment to democratic procedures. Part of this commitment lies in 
a significant proportion of the population’s persistent rejection of Keiko Fujimori 
as presidential candidate. At the same time, the quality of Peruvian democracy re-
mains moderately low, due to a variety of factors including pervasive corruption, 
weak political parties, problematic state institutions, and inequality. This article 
outlines many of the patterns that persist despite the changes in leadership that 
were ushered in after the April and June national elections. 

Key Words: Peru, Democracy, Governance

RESUMEN

Como un año electoral, 2016 demostró la resistencia de los modelos económicos neolibera-
les y los procedimientos democráticos en el Perú. La elección de Pedro Pablo Kuczynski, 
popularmente conocido como PPK, indica que Perú experimentó un año más del modo “pi-
loto automático” de la derecha, con la continuación de programas neoliberales dentro de un 
contexto de instituciones débiles e ineficientes. Las elecciones nacionales ilustran también 
la trayectoria de transferencias pacíficas y democráticas de poder a nivel nacional, eviden-
ciando el compromiso del electorado peruano con los procedimientos democráticos. Parte 
de este compromiso se basa en un persistente rechazo hacia Keiko Fujimori como candidata 
presidencial por parte de una significante proporción de la población. Al mismo tiempo, la 
calidad de la democracia peruana permanece moderadamente baja, debido a una variedad de 
factores, como la omnipresente corrupción, los débiles partidos políticos, las problemáticas 
instituciones estatales y los problemas de desigualdad y exclusión social. Este artículo es-
boza estos patrones que continúan persistiendo a pesar de los cambios en el liderazgo que se 
introdujeron después de las elecciones de abril y junio.
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I. INTRODUCTION

As an electoral year, observers might have expected 2016 to bring some major 
changes in Peru. However, apart from the change in national leadership, many 
political, social, and economic trends proved quite resilient. For example, 2016 
confirmed the endurance of both neoliberal economic models and democratic 
procedures in Peru. In a hotly disputed presidential election, Pedro Pablo 
Kuczynski, popularly known as PPK, managed to win the second round, 
beating Keiko Fujimori by less than 1 percent of the vote. His win suggests that 
2016 is best understood as a continuation of “automatic pilot” mode from the 
right, with continued neoliberal programs in the context of weak and inefficient 
institutions (see Dargent and Muñoz 2012). 

The national elections also illustrate the continued trajectory of peaceful, 
democratic transfers of power at the national level, evincing the Peruvian 
electorate’s commitment to democratic procedures. Part of this commitment 
lies in a significant proportion of the population’s continued rejection of Keiko 
Fujimori—daughter of jailed ex-President Alberto Fujimori—as a presidential 
candidate. This trend should not be taken lightly in a country that has frequently 
swung back and forth between democracy and authoritarianism between 
1919 and 2000. However, for the first time since Alberto Fujimori (1990–2000) 
resigned, Peru’s commitment to democratic procedures was tested in 2016. 
Just weeks before the first round of the presidential elections, two popular 
candidates, Julio Guzmán and César Acuña, were barred from the race by the 
National Election Board (Jurado Nacional Electoral, JNE) on the grounds of 
inappropriate campaign procedures. It was the first time since 2000 that this 
government agency had played such an active role in determining the candidate 
pool (Sharkey 2016, 30 March).

Additional problematic aspects of continuity in Peruvian politics are the deep-
rooted problems of corruption, social exclusion, and institutional weaknesses 
that continue to prevent more robust strengthening of democratic governance. 
In 2016, corruption scandals plagued elected officials at the highest levels. 
Moreover, citizens continued to report high levels of skepticism about political 
institutions, including Congress and the judicial branch. Many social groups, 
including indigenous communities and Afro-Peruvians, continue to face 
ongoing discrimination and exclusion. 

This article first reviews the political, economic, and social trends in Peru in 2016 
and then analyzes the nature of several state institutions. The article is based on 
primary and secondary documents as well as several expert interviews in early 
2017. The article concludes with a brief analysis of the quality of democracy in 
Peru, using Diamond and Morlino’s (2005) framework that explores procedures, 
content, and results. The data suggest that democracy is firmly institutionalized 
in Peru after more than 15 years of competitive, free, and fair elections. In that 
sense, the country seems to have broken the cycle of swinging back and forth 
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between democracy and non-democratic regimes. However, the quality of 
Peruvian democracy remains moderately low. 

II. NATIONAL TRENDS 

Political Sphere

The most important political event in Peru in 2016 was the change of 
administrations through the peaceful and competitive transfer of power from 
President Ollanta Humala (2011–2016), leader of Peru’s Nationalist Party, to 
Pedro Pablo Kuczynski (PPK), leader of Peruvians for Change (Peruanos por 
el Kambio).1 Kuczynski is a technocratic economist who lived in the United 
States for decades and promoted neoliberal economic reforms from high-level 
positions in the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank. After 
serving in several cabinet positions in the Peruvian government between 2001 
and 2006 under President Alejandro Toledo (2001–2006), PPK unsuccessfully 
ran for president for the first time in 2011. 

In the first round of the election on 10 April 2016, ten candidates participated in 
the presidential bid (down from an original eighteen). In the end, no candidate 
received more than 50 percent of the vote, and Keiko Fujimori moved on to face 
PPK in the second round. Notably, the political parties of former presidents 
Alan Garcia (2006–2011) and Toledo underperformed in the elections. Further, 
as noted above, the JNE eliminated two candidates, one of whom was seen 
as a frontrunner, for alleged inappropriate campaign activities in the weeks 
before the elections. Critics of the JNE decision charged that the removal of two 
candidates, Julio Guzmán of All for Peru (Todos por el Perú) and Cesar Acuña 
of the Alliance for Progress (Alianza por el Progreso) was actually linked to 
the electoral challenge they posed to Keiko Fujimori rather than the alleged 
campaign violations. 

Another important development in the first round was the rise of a relative 
newcomer to the national political scene, Verónika Mendoza, as the head of 
a leftist coalition called Broad Front for Justice (Frente Amplio). Originally 
from the region of Cusco and fluent in Quechua, Mendoza is popular in Peru’s 
southern regions. Mendoza’s support increased as the first round neared, 
and she ended up receiving 18.7 percent of the vote. Mendoza’s coalition of 
leftist parties, which brought several factions of the left together to support her 
candidacy in the presidential election, won several seats in Congress. As the 
year progressed, signs of problems in the coalition emerged, and by the end of 
the year the alliance was very precarious. Nevertheless, the surge in popularity 
of Mendoza and the Frente Amplio stands out as a small win for Peru’s left, 
especially given how extremely unpopular Humala’s leftist government was 

1 For a more detailed analysis of the presidential election, see Dargent and Muñoz (2016).
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during the final four years of his presidency, and the 2014 recall of Lima’s leftist 
mayor, Susana Villarán. 

Keiko Fujimori’s continued electoral strength in the 2016 election also warrants 
further discussion. Keiko and her fujimorista party, Popular Force (Fuerza 
Popular) enjoyed high levels of support among Peruvians throughout the 
presidential campaign. In 2011 she made it to the second round as well, losing to 
Humala in a close race. Her popularity is inextricably linked to her father, who 
is currently serving a 25-year sentence for corruption and human rights abuses. 
Alberto Fujimori led the country from 1990 to 2000 as a strongman, manipulating 
democratic institutions to consolidate and centralize his power (McClintock 1993; 
Bowen 2000; Kenny 2004; Conaghan 2005; Burt 2007). His outsider status drew 
voters who were tired of established politicians and parties. The current party 
appeals to anti-establishment voters and garners support from many powerful 
socially conservative forces in Peru, such as the Catholic Church and several 
business sectors, including those associated with mining and external trade. 
Further, as analyst Maria Luisa Puig (2016, 22 April) explains, “[Keiko] Fujimori 
managed to secure such a strong showing in the first round due to her loyal 
base of supporters, largely among Peru’s poor. She has managed to capitalize 
on her father’s popularity: much of her backing comes from voters who believe 
that another Fujimori presidency would guarantee a strong economy and an 
improved security situation.” She has successfully borrowed from his populist 
style, and her party is especially strong among Lima’s poor and in rural areas. 
Keiko’s consistent popularity, and the continued strength of her political party, 
represents one concern surrounding Peru’s democratic progress, as many worry 
that she is supported by her father’s “mafia.” Critics charge that she would 
pardon her father if she won (although during the campaign she promised not 
to) and potentially revert to his authoritarian and extremely corrupt practices. 
Further, more progressive elements of the Peruvian electorate worry about her 
commitment to socially conservative policies. 

During the second round of the presidential election, the Peruvian electorate’s 
skepticism about Keiko’s commitment to democracy and transparency led to 
several protests (“No a Keiko”). In an unprecedented move, the left (led by 
Mendoza) threw its support behind PPK, a center right candidate, to prevent 
Keiko from taking power (Dargent and Muñoz 2016). As new corruption 
allegations against Keiko emerged in the weeks before the second round, 
the polls showed her numbers falling; PPK barely won the presidential post, 
with 50.124 percent of the vote, a margin of slightly more than 41,000 votes, 
representing the closest electoral margin in recent history. Albeit extremely close, 
the win demonstrates the strength of the opposition to Fujimori as a candidate; 
parties from very different ideological perspectives joined forces to vote against 
Fujimori. This decision to join forces in support of a candidate viewed by many 
as very technocratic and lacking charisma is an important illustration of the 
commitment to democracy by many political parties and the electorate in Peru.
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Outside of the presidential race, the other noteworthy national political 
developments in Peru in 2016 pertain to the makeup of the legislature and 
cabinet, with implications for the passage and implementation of laws and 
policies, respectively. Although she lost the presidential race, Keiko’s political 
party performed very well in the April Congressional elections, winning 73 
of 130 seats in Peru’s unicameral legislature. PPK’s party performed poorly, 
winning just 18 seats. These results guaranteed a divided government, public 
battles, and legislative gridlock during the second half of the year. 

At the level of the executive, in his first six months PPK’s cabinet was more 
stable than that of his predecessor, which was completely reshuffled twice 
in 2015 alone (Muñoz and Guibert 2016). Nonetheless, two cabinet scandals 
in PPK’s early months did occur. First, Defense Minister Mariano González 
stepped down due to allegations of an affair. Second, Congress voted to censure 
PPK’s Education Minister, Jaime Saavedra. Fuerza Popular formed an alliance 
with APRA to lead this charge in Congress. They formally accused him of 
mishandling preparations for the 2019 Pan-American Games, scheduled to be 
held in Lima. Analysts in Peru argue that in reality he was being targeted for his 
ambitious education reform agenda, which included cracking down on for-profit 
educational institutions (whose investors often have close ties to congressional 
officials) and promoting gender equality in the educational curriculum. This 
case foreshadows what appears to be a strategy by the fujimorista party to 
destabilize and paralyze PPK’s government. 

Nationwide corruption scandals persist, a phenomenon that is closely tied to 
Peru’s history of weak political institutions. One noteworthy case involved 
the wife of Ollanta Human, former First Lady Nadine Heredia, who faced 
allegations of money laundering for which she continues to be investigated. 
Public investigators prohibited her from international travel between June 
and October due to the charges, but as soon as the ban expired she moved to 
Geneva to accept a job with the Food and Agricultural Organization. Her move 
prompted a national scandal, as Peruvians perceived her to be evading justice. 
She eventually returned to the country, and by the end of 2016 the case was still 
open. 

The largest corruption scandal in 2016, one that has rocked Peru as well as the 
greater Latin American region, is that of Brazilian construction firm Odebrecht. 
Allegations and concerns about Odebrecht surfaced throughout the year with 
regard to delays and expenses related to the construction of the Southern Gas 
Pipeline. In 2014, Odebrecht and several partners won a 34-year, multi-billion 
dollar concession to construct and manage the pipeline. When Odebrecht’s 
president was arrested in Brazil because of his links to what is called the Lava 
Jato (Carwash) investigation, several international investigations followed. 
The Lava Jato investigation exploded on 21 December, when Odebrecht and 
a subsidiary, Braskem, entered a guilty plea in the United States for violating 
the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act. This plea opened the door to a series of 
corruption scandals that have implicated government officials at the highest 
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levels in countries that include Brazil, Colombia, Peru, and Venezuela. As part 
of the case, Odebrecht admitted to paying $29 million in bribes in Peru between 
2005 and 2014. 

The implications of the Odebrecht scandal in Peru were still just beginning 
to emerge at the end of 2016. Every sitting president since 2001, including 
PPK, may be implicated. The scandal has varied consequences for democratic 
governance in Peru. On one hand, the information revealed in the case has 
led to serious efforts to investigate and charge high-level officials involved 
in receiving potential kickbacks and exerting their influence over the bidding 
process, suggesting that Peruvians are serious about attacking this problem. On 
the other hand, the fact remains that the scandal erupted due to an investigative 
process that took place outside of Peru, not within, which highlights the 
overall ineffectiveness of combating corruption from within Peru’s institutions. 
Looking forward, as Peruvians continue to investigate the Brazilian firm’s 
business dealings in the country, 2017 promises to be an important test of how 
PPK’s government can attack corruption in Peru. 

In sum, the change in national government positions brought a new president 
to power. However, corruption scandals and legislative gridlock due to the 
power of Keiko Fujimori’s block in Congress prevented PPK from emerging as 
an effective president during his first months in office.

Economic Sphere

An additional challenge confronting Peru is the economy, which only grew at 
an estimated 3.8 percent in 2016 (see Figure 1), the fourth consecutive year with 
less than 4 percent growth. The slowdown is linked to a continued downturn 
in international commodity prices, as much of Peru’s economic growth in the 
past decade has been generated by the mining sector (de la Torre et al. 2016). 
Although poverty rates continued to fall, the pace of decline has slowed, 
indicative of the continued economic slump (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 1. Peru's GDP Percent Annual Growth*
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PPK ran for President on promises to stimulate the economy with infrastructure 
projects and tax reform. However the political gridlock with Congress has 
made it difficult for him to implement policy reform. The corruption scandals 
that erupted throughout the year also have the potential to impede foreign 
investment. Therefore, at the end of 2016 the economy had made little progress 
toward achieving more rapid growth. 

Figure 2. Poverty Rates in Peru (%), 2004-2015
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Social Sphere

Social inclusion and stability are central to understanding the quality of 
democracy in Peru. In this area Peru continued to experience high levels of 
conflict and exclusion, although some noteworthy changes did take place in 
2016. Further, the strength of the fujimorista block impedes change in social 
policy areas, such as reproductive rights and marriage equality, due to their 
alliances with socially conservative forces in the country.

According to the polling firm IPSOS-Peru, the most serious problems facing the 
country continue to be the lack of citizen safety and pervasive corruption (IPSOS 
2016c; see Carrion et al. 2015 for longer-term data). In July 2016, an IPSOS-Peru 
survey (2016b) reported that only 24 percent of the respondents approve of 
Congress, and a mere 23 percent approve of the judicial branch. This reflects the 
ongoing decline in already low levels of support for these institutions in Peru 
(see Table 1). This distrust in and dissatisfaction with state institutions reinforce 
the lack of legitimacy of the Peruvian state in the eyes of its citizens. 

Table 1. Percent Approval for Congress and the Judicial Branch, 2016-2014

Date Congress Judicial Branch

2014 27.4 34.2

2012 36.6 39.4

2010 31.9 37.5

2008 33.2 33.9

2006 32.6 32.6

Source: Carrion et al. 2015.

Social conflicts continue to plague Peru, most of which are linked to citizens’ 
discontent with mining activities around the country.2 Although the number of 
conflicts has slowly decreased since 2010, the rate of this reduction has stalled in 
recent years and the overall numbers remain high (see Figure 3). At the end of 
2016, the Peruvian Ombudsman’s office reported a total of 212 conflicts across 
the country, 156 of which were classified as active. Of the conflicts, 68.9 percent 
were related to environmental concerns, often leading to protests against the 
national and regional governments. For example, in the Apurímac region, 
community members continued to protest the “Las Bambas” copper mining 
project, which is managed by the Chinese mining firm MMG Limited (Muñoz 
and Guibert 2016). Communities close to the mine have accused the company 
of breaking promises regarding transportation routes and the environment. 

2 See Arellano-Yanguas (2011), Arce (2014), and Sanborn, Hurtado and Ramírez (2016) for more in-depth analyses 
of social conflict in Peru.
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Protests turned violent in 2016, leading to the death of a handful of activists in 
clashes with the Peruvian national police.

PPK’s government, like Humala’s, has not taken a strong stance against mines 
like MMG Limited due to the power of the mining sector and the country’s 
economic dependence on mining. More broadly, it seems that PPK lacks a 
strategy for reducing mining conflict. His inability to resolve the long-standing 
Las Bambas conflict, for example, led Eduardo Ballón, president of Grupo 
Propuesta Ciudadana, to argue that PPK’s government does not have an 
effective plan in place to address the high level of social conflict in Peru (Loayza 
2016, 19 October). 

Figure 3. Number of Social Conflicts, 2010-2016 

 

 
 
  

Source: Defensoría del Pueblo, http://www.defensoria.gob.pe 

Another issue that continued to be important in Peru in 2016 was the inclusion 
of historically marginalized groups in the social and political spheres. Peru has 
witnessed an unprecedented reduction in poverty and improvement in social 
development indicators over the past decade. It is worth noting that Humala’s 
government promoted a series of reform efforts that prioritized inclusion and 
social development. This was possible due to the economic boom that Peru 
experienced for many years, with relatively high rates of growth in overall GDP 
(see Figure 1). PPK pledged to continue to fight poverty and improve social 
services like education and health care. However, several groups in Peru still 
experience discrimination and exclusion.

Women face higher levels of unemployment than men and a wage gap persists. 
Additional problems facing women in Peru are domestic violence, human 
trafficking, and femicide. For example, the Global Slavery Index places Peru in 
fifth place in Latin America in terms of human trafficking, below Colombia, the 
Dominican Republic, Guatemala, and Haiti (The Walk Free Foundation 2016). 
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The majority of the victims in Peru (up to 90 percent) are women and girls. 
While Peruvian police have been more successful in recent years in capturing 
traffickers, there is still a very high level of impunity in the judicial process. 
Capital Humano y Social Alternativo (2016), an NGO that documents human 
trafficking trends in Peru, asserts that only three of 100 accused traffickers are 
convicted and sentenced during the judicial process.

Peru has relatively high levels of femicide as well. In 2013, 83 women were 
killed by their partners or former partners in Peru. This number rose to 90 in 
2014, according to the latest report of the Gender Equality Observatory of Latin 
America and the Caribbean of ECLAC (n.d.). Between January and June 2016, 
the Ministry of Women and Vulnerable Populations (Ministerio de la Mujer 
y Poblaciones Vulnerables, MIMP 2016) reported 118 potential cases. These 
statistics suggest that the problem is quite severe.

In response to these troubling trends, on 13 August 2016 more than 100,000 
Peruvians took to the streets across the country to protest gender violence and 
discrimination. The “Not One More” (ni una menos) protest took place when 
two particularly appalling cases of domestic violence seized the nation’s attention. 
A movement emerged, using Facebook to share stories and plan a national 
mobilization. According to people who marched in Lima, the streets were packed 
with men, women, and families. The event was peaceful, and the police who 
were monitoring the event even showed their solidarity by wearing white gloves. 
Prominent national politicians, including PPK and his family, marched as well. 

Ilustration 1. ”Ni una menos protest“ in Lima, Peru.

 

 
 
  Photo courtesy of Radio Nacional Peru, http://www.radionacional.com.pe/

The protest brought even more national attention to gender discrimination in 
Peru. One short-term effect of the mobilization was that the number of reports of 
domestic violence reports increased significantly. Immediately after the march, 
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the Ministry of Women and Vulnerable Populations reported that femicide 
reports had increased by 125 percent in just a few weeks and domestic violence 
complaints had increased by 40 percent (Kanashiro Fonken 2016, 20 September). 
Activists assume that this is due to the fact that women felt empowered to seek 
help in these cases. 

Similar to women in Peru, indigenous and Afro-Peruvian populations also 
took measures to fight discrimination in 2016. Nonetheless, their high levels 
of exclusion have remained relatively unchanged. The Ministry of Culture has 
recognized 55 native communities in Peru’s Amazon region and in the country’s 
highlands, though data about indigenous communities are still relatively scarce. 
These populations often have reduced access to public services, including 
education and health services, and when access does exist, services are of low 
quality. The National Statistics Institute (INEI 2008) undertook a census of the 
communities in 2007, finding, for example, that 14.1 percent of the indigenous 
communities do not have a school; among schools that do exist, most are 
elementary schools. The same study found that 63.3 percent of these schools 
do not have running water, and 73.4 percent do not have electricity. A majority 
of indigenous communities (59.1 percent) do not have healthcare centers. 
Data show that higher levels of poverty exist among the Peruvians who speak 
Quechua, Aymara, and Amazonian languages.

One effort to empower indigenous communities lies in what is called prior 
consultation (consulta previa), which refers to the right of indigenous and ethnic 
groups to be consulted on matters affecting their culture and heritage. Peru, 
which signed onto the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention (known as 
ILO 169), passed a law in support of this process in 2011. In practice, however, 
the implementation has been weak, mostly because the decisions that emerge 
from the process, when consultations do take place, are not binding. Thus, to 
date, the process has not led to genuine empowerment of native communities to 
be part of decisions about their ancestral lands in Peru (Jaskoski 2014; , Sanborn 
and Paredes 2014; Sanborn et al. 2016).

To improve the political participation of women and indigenous communities, 
quotas have been put in place in almost every electoral process. Women must 
make up 30 percent of the candidates on all party lists, and, in areas with a 
high concentration of indigenous communities, indigenous candidates should 
make up 15 percent of the list. However, despite these measures, women and 
indigenous people remain underrepresented in most levels of government. For 
example, only 2-3 percent of mayors are women. Similarly, in the 2011 regional 
elections, only 12 indigenous candidates were elected to the regional councils 
(Espinosa De Rivero 2012). In the 2014 local and municipal elections, only 1 
percent of the 12,502 elected officials identified as indigenous. Congress has had 
very few indigenous members since 2000 (Centro de Culturas Indígenas del 
Perú 2016). This persistent underrepresentation frequently results from the fact 
that although electoral quotas are enforced, members of marginalized groups 
usually are featured at the bottom of party lists. 
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The reality for Afro-Peruvians, who represent an estimated 3 percent of the 
population, did not improve much in 2016, either. There is no official record of 
the total number of Afro-Peruvians, however, the few existing studies on the 
topic show that Afro-Peruvians earn less and have reduced access to education 
compared to the national average (Benevides et al. 2016). One accomplishment 
for Afro-Peruvian (and indigenous) activists in 2016 was the inclusion of 
a question about citizens’ self-identification, with several racial and ethnic 
categories, in the 2017 census. Proponents of this change argue that more exact 
data about the indigenous and Afro-Peruvian communities will lead to public 
policies that better target these groups. 

In terms of the LGBTQI population, advances have been achieved in a relatively 
short amount of time. In 2015, Peru’s first openly gay Congressman Carlos 
Bruce presented a law that would allow civil unions in Peru. Many high-level 
politicians, including President Humala, opposed the bill, and it did not make 
it out of the Congress’ Justice Committee. Religious groups also adamantly 
opposed these efforts. However, the efforts did trigger a national conversation 
on the rights of LGBTQI Peruvians. In 2016, PPK announced that he did not 
oppose same-sex civil unions during his campaign (although he has not been 
consistent about his stance since then). In 2016, Congressmen Bruce and de 
Belaunde resubmitted a bill to allow same sex civil unions, which will be debated 
in 2017. In another breakthrough for the LGBTQI community, in October 2016, 
the Supreme Court reversed a previous decision, ruling that being transgender 
is not a “pathology.” Thus, although there is still a high level of discrimination 
against LGBTQI individuals (Jaime 2016), these advances have led to some 
significant changes regarding how gender is perceived and categorized in the 
country (Orbegozo 2016, 30 December). 

In sum, there is still a long way to go toward the full inclusion of marginalized 
social groups in Peru. However, 2016 did bring some interesting changes, 
especially in the area of gender equality. 

International and Regional Trends

In general, Peru enjoyed relatively peaceful relations with its neighbors and 
other countries in the Americas in 2016. For example, a tense border dispute 
between Chile and Peru that took place in 2015 was largely resolved (Muñoz y 
Guilbert 2016). A major effort of the Peruvian government continued to be the 
promotion of trade agreements and trade relations. In February, Peru signed 
on to the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), in an illustration of PPK’s pro-trade 
views. In December 2016, after United States President elect Donald Trump 
vowed to withdraw support, PPK argued internationally that a new agreement 
should be pursued, preferably involving China. Peru also hosted the Asia-Pacific 
Economic Cooperation (APEC) Economic Leaders’ Conference in November, 
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which included a visit by U.S. President Barak Obama (2008–2016). PPK also 
stood out internationally for being a firm supporter of Venezuela’s opposition 
and publically encouraging dialog as a resolution to the crisis facing Peru’s 
South American neighbor, a position that has occasionally led to diplomatic 
barbs with President Maduro. Finally, PPK’s administration intentionally 
reverted back to the practice of assigning key diplomatic positions to career 
diplomats.

The results of the 2016 presidential elections and PPK’s commitment to 
neoliberalism can be placed in the larger regional debate about the continued 
pushback of Latin America’s “pink tide” around Latin America. Since the rise 
of Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez (1999–2013), scholars have pointed to 
a resurgence of Latin America’s leftist politicians, after having been largely 
discredited around the region during the Cold War (Casteñeda 2000; Cameron 
and Hershberg 2010; Levitsky and Roberts 2011). An important motor behind 
that trend is citizen discontent around the neoliberal reforms that swept 
the region in the 1980s and 1990s. Importantly, however, most of the leftists 
in Latin America have remained faithful to economic models that promote 
open markets and free trade policies. A decade later, it became apparent that, 
although the left had regained strength, the right had proven to be a resilient 
political force (Dominguez, Lievesley and Ludlam 2011; Luna and Kaltwasser 
2014). The continued and enduring focus on increasing—and not necessarily 
redistributing—wealth was never completely abandoned. 

Peruvian economic and political trends have, in some ways, mirrored this 
regional trend. Leftist Ollanta Humala rose to popularity and first ran for 
president in 2006, with a nationalist platform that stressed the need for social 
justice reforms. After moderating his stance considerably in the 2011 electoral 
period, he did continue to profess some leftist ideas, such as the need to reduce 
inequality and expand social programs. As president he continued the neoliberal 
economic politics that had been put in place in the 1990s while also expanding 
the social safety net. However, Peru’s 2016 election demonstrated the continued 
power of the right in Latin America as well. Both presidential candidates in 
the second round of the election and the majority party in Congress in Peru 
are committed to neoliberalism and fall to the center or right of the ideological 
spectrum. This should ensure that Peru maintains its neoliberal agenda for at 
least the next five years. 

III. INSTITUTIONAL ANALYSIS

The previous section alluded to the fact that weak state institutions have been 
a major impediment to improved democratic governance in Peru. This section 
takes a closer look at the branches of government and how they evolved in 2016 
to ilustrate some of the problems in more depth.
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Executive Power 

Peru’s executive branch is relatively powerful, however presidents themselves 
tend to be weak. The most important change in the executive branch in 2016 was 
the transfer of power from Humala to PPK. When analyzing the governmental 
dynamics of the two leaders, the year varied in some ways. The first half of 
the year was marked by instability and disruption of the cabinet—which, as 
discussed, was not new to the Humala administration that year. In contrast, 
the Executive Branch under PPK appeared to be more professional and slightly 
more stable, although some scandals and reshuffling have occurred (as noted 
above).

Like his predecessor, however, PPK finished 2016 with declining approval 
ratings that dipped to 48 percent in December (see Figure 4). This represents 
one of the sharpest drops in a president’s approval rating during the first six 
months in recent history. For example, Humala’s approval rating did not fall 
this low until his eighteenth month in power (Muñoz and Guibert 2016). In 
surveys, respondents report that their disapproval lies in concerns that PPK 
has not improved public security or reduced corruption enough (IPSOS 2016a). 
Critics also charged him with being weak and ineffective when facing a hostile 
Congress. For example, although legally PPK could have called a vote of no 
confidence during the censure process of Minister Saveedra, the president chose 
not to do so. In PPK’s mind, this choice preserved democracy; for critics, it was 
a sign of weak leadership. 

Figure 4. Presidential Approval Rates (% surveyed), 2016

 

 

 
 

Source: http://www.ipsos.pe/opinion_publica
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2017 will be an important year for PPK and his cabinet to demonstrate to 
Peruvians that their government can follow through on campaign promises. 
If PPK does not follow through, then he is sure to continue to fall prey to the 
low approval rates that almost every president since Alejandro Toledo has 
experienced throughout their time in office (Barrenechea and Villagarcia 2014). 

Legislative Power 

The legislative body in Peru is notoriously weak, and this did not change in 2016. 
As noted above, the major legislative changes in 2016 took place on 10 April, when 
Peruvians elected a new Congress. In terms of composition, 27.7 percent of the 
2016-2020 members are women, an increase from 21.5 percent in 2011 (IPU n.d.). 
However, only one indigenous member was elected, down from two during 
the previous term. This low number reflects the severe underrepresentation of 
indigenous people in Peru (Centro de Culturas Indígenas del Perú 2016).

The new congressional make-up did, however, reinforce some noteworthy 
trends. First, as noted above, Keiko Fujimori’s political party has a clear majority 
in Congress, with 56 percent of the seats, which means that the party can easily 
block reforms and only needs a few more allies to garner a supermajority when 
needed. Because PPK’s party has limited representation in the legislative body, 
divided government, gridlock, and political battles between the legislative and 
executive branches dominated the latter half of 2016.

Second, beyond gridlock, Congress is plagued by the ongoing weakness of 
political parties, a phenomenon that analysts and Peruvian citizens have 
lamented for decades. Peruvian political parties are ephemeral and personalistic, 
forming for elections around a political personality, then dying out quickly. This 
dynamic has led analysts to call Peru a “democracy without parties” (Levitsky 
and Cameron 2003; Tanaka 2005; Levitsky 2013). 

The 2016–2020 Congress already exhibits the continued problems with 
political parties in Peru. As Muñoz and Guibert (2016: 330) documented in last 
year’s annual summary, the previous Congress regularly suffered from party 
switching (transfugismo). Table 2 illustrates this trend. In 2011, Peruvians elected 
130 Congresspeople from six political blocks (or bancadas), a block being a 
loosely allied set of political parties that agree to work together on a common 
agenda. By the end of the congressional period in 2016, the number of blocks 
had expanded to nine due to party switching. In the new 2016 Congress, the 
blocks had almost completely changed. Notably, however, the only block that 
continued to have representation from 2011 to 2016 and into the new Congress 
is Keiko Fujimori’s party (in bold in Table 2).

Another problem facing the legislative branch in Peru in terms of its power is 
the relative inexperience of most members. In the 2011–2016 legislative period, 
more than 80 percent of the members of Congress were new to their positions 
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(Levitsky 2013). In the new term, 73 percent of legislators have no previous 
legislative experience (Asociación Civil Transparencia 2016). This large number 
of relatively inexperienced politicians often reinforces short-term thinking and 
weak policy platforms. 

The legislative body did pass several laws in 2016,3 but there were no major 
reform initiatives such as the civil service reform (called SERVIR) that had taken 
place in recent years. This lack of major reforms in a calendar year is unusual 
in Peru, where politicians tend to promote several major institutional overhauls 
every year (Barrenchea and Villagarcia 2014; Muñoz and Guibert 2016). The 
unusual case of 2016 is probably due to a combination of factors. In an electoral 
year, lame duck legislatures tend to avoid major reform initiatives. Also, by the 
end of the year, PPK had not yet presented major reforms proposals, perhaps 
due to the fact that he it was still early in his term and he faced a divided and 
outright hostile Congress. He also often reminds citizens that Peru has many 
laws on the books and major reforms may not always be what the country needs. 
Instead, he has promised to improve the implementation of many existing laws 
and policies. 

Importantly, however, there is consensus among political forces that several 
major reforms are needed in Peru, such as electoral reform, political party 
reform, and judicial reform. Looking ahead, we should expect PPK and 
Congress to push for some major reforms, specifically judicial reform, which 
was a campaign promise for PPK. Therefore, 2017 promises to be a busy year in 
terms of legislative activities.

3 For a list of legislation, see Congreso de la República (n.d.).
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Table 2. Analysis of Peruvian Congress Political Blocks Over Time

2011-2012 2015-2016 2016-2017

Name of Party
# of 

Seats
Name of Party

# of 
Seats

Name of Party
# of 

Seats

Fujimorista 
Parliamentary Group

37
Fujimorista 

Parliamentary Group
34

Popular Force 
(formerly Fujimorista 
Parliamentary Group)

73

Peru Wins (Gana Perú) 47 Peru Wins (Gana Perú) 27
Broad Front (Frente 

Amplio)
20

National Solidarity 
(Solidaridad Nacional)

8
National Solidarity 

(Solidaridad Nacional)
7

Peruvians for Change 
(Peruanos por el 

Kambio)
18

Parliamentary 
Concertation 
(Concertación 
Parlamentaria)

6

Parliamentary 
Concertation 
(Concertación 
Parlamentaria)

9
Peru’s Alliance for 

Progress (Alianza para 
el Progreso del Perú)

9

Alliance for Change 
(Alianza por el Gran 

Cambio)
12 Perú Posible 11

Popular Action 
(Acción Popular)

5

Parliamentary 
Alliance (Alianza 

Parlamentaria)
20

Dignity and 
Democracy (Dignidad 

y Democracia)
12

Popular Alliance 
(Alianza Popular)

5

Popular Action and 
Broad Front (Acción 

Popular-Frente 
Amplio)

8

Christian People’s 
Party (Partido Popular 

Cristiano)- Alianza 
para el Progreso 

(Alliance for Progress)

7

Regional Union 
(Unión Regional)

6

Special group with no 
formal name

9

Total Seats 130 130 130

Sources: Asociación Civil Transparencia (2016: 4); Muñoz and Guibert (2016: 330).

In sum, Congress continues to face serious institutional problems in Peru. Weak 
political parties and inexperienced politicians prevent robust policy platforms 
from moving forward. Looking ahead, these problems will remain a major 
challenge to improving the quality of democracy in the country through the 
pending reform efforts. 
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The Judiciary 

There were no major changes in the judicial branch of government in 2016. One 
notable event involving the judicial system was a two-month strike at the end 
of the year to the demand higher salaries. This strike, which has since been 
resolved, left the courts even more backed up than they already were.

As noted above, Peruvians are very critical of the judicial branch. In fact, 
Peruvians distrust the judicial branch more than citizens in any other country 
in Latin America (Carrion et al. 2015). Thus, there is a general consensus in 
Peru that this branch is in need of serious reform. Deep-rooted problems with 
this system allow crime and corruption to flourish. Poorly trained and under-
funded police work with an Attorney General’s office that has been plagued 
by corruption scandals. There is a public perception that illegal networks in 
the judiciary involve the highest-level officials. Impunity prevails. The judicial 
branch’s handling of the Odebrecht scandal will test the system’s ability to 
handle the corruption that has permeated the state all the way to the very top.

IV. INTERGOVERNMENTAL RELATIONS 

Relations Between the Branches

With the judiciary so weak, tensions between the legislature and the executive 
have been heightened in Peru. The first major confrontation lay in Congress’ 
censure of PPK’s Education Minister. However, public battles took place all 
year. These tensions led Cardinal Juan Luis Cipriani to call a closed meeting 
between PPK and Keiko Fujimori in December. With Cipriani mediating, the 
goal of the meeting was to reduce tensions between the leaders, who had failed 
to meet privately since the July election. 

Relations Among Levels of Government 

Relations among levels of government—central, regional, and municipal—are 
also strained. Peru underwent a comprehensive decentralization process in 
2001. The process, which continues to unfold,4 has changed Peru irrevocably. 
Indicators show that the reform is institutionalized; reversing it would be 
extremely difficult. For example, public investments at the local and regional 
levels increased substantially during the 2007–2013 period. Municipal 
public investment budgets went from $2,214,000,000 USD to $7,179,000,000. 
USD Regional public investments also increased significantly, going from 
$1,500,000,000 USD to $3,036,000,000 USD (Guerra García 2015). Since 2002, 

4 For more in depth analyses of decentralization see McNulty (2011), Prodescentralización (2011) and (2015), 
Controlaría General de la República (2014), and Zas Fris (2005).
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subnational governmental elections have taken place regularly and without 
incident. Regional political parties have gained strength, and many of them 
now hold national political positions. Analysts document that economic 
growth in regions around the country has led to improved indicators of human 
development (ANGR 2014). 

Despite these transformations, 15 years after the reform process began, many 
Peruvians are pessimistic about the state of decentralization, fearing that the 
process has stalled and there is little political will to move it forward. Since 
the decentralization reform, citizens perceive very high levels of corruption 
in subnational governments (ANGR 2014; Muñoz 2014; Carrion et al. 2015). 
Further, many citizens blame subnational governments for failing to deliver 
basic services effectively, especially in rural areas. For example, in areas where 
transportation is extremely difficult, teachers have difficulties getting to their 
schools and sometimes do not even show up. 

Strengthening decentralization was not a major piece of the presidential 
candidates’ platforms, which suggests that little energy will be spent on 
improving the process in the coming years. Two of the most pressing problems 
are the central government’s continued recentralization of the national budget 
and poor relations and communication mechanisms across the various levels 
of government (Muñoz 2014). Recentralization of the budget began to take 
place under the Humala administration (see Table 3), despite criticism from 
decentralization experts (ANGR 2015; Baca 2016). 

Table 3. Percent of Total National Budget (Projected Budget)5

Level of Government 2004 2008 2015 2017

National 77 68 73 74

Regional 15 17 15 15

Local 8 15 12 11

Total 100 100 100 100

Sources: Participa Perú (2005); ANGR (2014), Baca (2016).

Relations among municipal, regional, and national government offices are often 
characterized by either a lack of communication or poor coordination (Muñoz 
2014). For example, there is still confusion across all levels of government and 

5 The Peruvian government tracks the “original” budget (called Presupuesto Institucional de Aperatura, or 
PIA), which is the projected budget that is approved for each level of government during the previous fiscal 
year, and the modified (Presupuesto Institucional Modificado, or PIM), which is the finalized version by the 
middle of the budget year.



STEPHANIE MCNULTY

582

the different national ministries when it comes to roles and responsibilities. 
Although the functions are delineated in the legal framework, several institutions 
are sometimes tasked with the same function. Subnational government officials, 
especially at the regional level, often claim that national officials attempt to 
control their spending. Regional governments also express frustration with the 
Ministry of Economics and Finance, or MEF. A general perception exists among 
regional officials that the MEF does not trust subnational governments to make 
sound spending decisions and therefore creates bureaucratic obstacles that the 
national government ministries do not face. Additional coordination problems 
can exist between municipal and regional governments, especially when the 
leaders of a region or city are not the same political party. This dynamic mostly 
manifests itself in the area of infrastructure spending, as infrastructure projects 
may not be coordinated for larger impact. 

One important phenomenon that has continues is the growing strength of 
regional political parties, called regional movements in Peru (see Grompone 
2016). Since the 2006 subnational elections, regional movements have been 
gaining gubernatorial seats every election and national parties have been losing 
power (López Ricci 2014; Prodescentralización 2015). This has exacerbated 
coordination problems between different levels of government as well as 
among regional governments. Another problem facing regional governments is 
corruption; by the beginning of 2017, more than half of the regional governors 
were under investigation for corrupt acts. 

Thus, deep-rooted problems with institutions continue to plague the executive, 
legislative, and judicial branches of government in Peru. Subnational 
governments also face several problems, including poor coordination and 
corrupt officials. No noteworthy events occurred during 2016 to alter this 
situation.

V. GENERAL EVALUATION OF THE QUALITY  
OF DEMOCRACY IN PERU

2016 proved to be an interesting year, bringing some changes and much 
continuity. The national elections demonstrated the resilience of the right in 
Peru, through the election of PPK and the continued strength of the fujimorista 
movement. At the same time, myriad actors who oppose Keiko Fujimori and 
her party came together in opposition to her candidacy in the second round 
of the presidential election, ensuring PPK’s win in the closest presidential 
election in Peru’s democratic history. This win ensured a polarized citizenry 
and divided government in years to come. At the same time, Peru experienced 
continued problems low levels of economic growth, corruption, weak political 
parties, and ineffective state institutions. These problems will surely dominate 
the agenda in 2017.
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What does the analysis above tell us about the quality of democracy in Peru? 
Diamond and Morlino (2005) argue that to determine the quality of democracy, 
we should explore three areas: procedures, results, and content (see also IDEA 
2016). Procedural quality rests on a “strong, vigorous, diffuse, and self-sustaining 
rule of law,” active participation in the public sphere, “electoral competition 
between different political parties,” and vertical accountability (Diamond and 
Morlino 2005: xiv-xix). Content refers to the substance of democracy, specifically 
levels of freedom and equality. And results can be viewed as a regime that meets 
the citizens’ expectations and needs. Given their framework, the analysis above 
suggests that while democracy as a set of norms and procedures does appear to 
be fully institutionalized (i.e., there is very little threat of non-democratic actors 
rising to power), the quality of democracy in Peru remains relatively low. This 
section briefly explores the three areas to support this argument. 

Procedures

Procedurally, Peru has been moderately successful in working toward 
improving the quality of democracy. The 2016 electoral process suggests that 
democratic procedures are institutionalized in Peru. The successful succession 
of several elected governments since the fall of the Fujimori regime in 2000 
represents a break from Peru’s lengthy history of swinging back and forth from 
democratic to authoritarian regimes. Elections have been competitive, free and 
fair since 2001. One red flag with regard to competitive and fair democratic 
procedures in 2016 is the JNE decision to disqualify two candidates just weeks 
before the first round. Critics charge that the JNE overreached its mandate and 
made the decision based on political, not technical, criteria. However, in the end 
this decision did not trigger an electoral crisis, and the procedural aspects of 
democracy in Peru remain intact. 

Rule of law continues to be very problematic in Peru, however. Citizens view 
crime and corruption as the two most pressing national problems, and the judicial 
branch has failed to effectively attack these complicated issues. Transparency 
International (2017) ranked Peru 101 out of 172 in its 2016 Corruption Perception 
Index, which is right in the middle of the other South American countries. 

Content

Broadly speaking, Peruvians enjoy high levels of individual freedoms. Freedom 
House (various years) has consistently ranked Peru as “Free” since 2002. When 
breaking down the analysis to explore political rights and civil liberties, Freedom 
House highlights several problems that detract from the quality of these 
freedoms, such as exclusion, corruption, high levels of crime and violence, and 
weak political parties. Thus, while freedom is not at risk, it does face challenges. 
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Equality, on the other hand, is a more serious problem in Peru. Income inequality 
continues to plague the country and has proven very difficult to attack in recent 
years. Although Figure 3 above demonstrates that poverty levels have declined 
significantly, reductions in the Gini Coefficient have stalled. World Bank data 
(various years) show that from 2000 to 2010, the Gini Coefficient went from 50.77 
to 45.11, but the Gini Coefficient has dropped only slightly in more recent years, 
hovering at 44.14 in 2014 (the last year that data are available as of this writing). 
The discussion of the social and economic spheres above also demonstrates that 
the discrimination and exclusion of the historically marginalized continues to 
be persist. 

Results

Is the state generating results that satisfy citizens? Diamond and Morlino 
use citizen support for democracy as an indicator of the results that emerge 
from democratic regimes. In Peru, support for democracy is slowly declining. 
According to Latinobarómetro (2016), in 2016 only 53 percent of Peruvians 
agreed with the statement that democracy is preferable to other forms of 
government, which represents a slight decline from the previous year. 
Peruvians also report low levels of confidence in their institutions and trust in 
their government, and most of these perceptions have also been getting worse 
with time (Latinobarómetro 2016). 

VI. CONCLUSION

This brief analysis of the three areas of quality democracies clearly suggests that 
Peru had a low to moderate level quality of democracy as of the end of 2016. 
This analysis complements Peruvian scholars’ Paola Muñoz (2014) and Jorge 
Aragon’s (2016a and 2016b) assessments of democracy in this Andean country. 
Of course, the analysis is not exhaustive, and future work should continue to 
explore the areas in more depth. Nonetheless, this analysis lends support to the 
argument that it is imperative that Peruvians effectively address the problems 
of weak institutions—including Congress, the judiciary, and political parties—
high levels of corruption, and stalled economic growth. Doing so would ensure 
that 2017 will bring many more changes, for the better. 
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