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 I. Introduction 
 
The democratic system established by the 1988 Constitution in Brazil has become an 
important test case for comparative institutional analysis. On the one hand, it epitomizes 
everything that, according to the existing comparative literature, should undermine the 
consolidation of democracy: a presidential regime with a weak and fragmented party 
system; extremely permissive electoral laws that favor candidates over political parties; a 
strong brand of federalism, alleged to be one of the most “demos-constraining” in the 
world (Stepan 2000); a fragmented congress that torpedoes presidential initiatives; 
presidents who are able and willing to bypass congress and rule by decree; and a 
pervasive pattern of clientelism and rampant economic inefficiencies. 
 
Yet, Brazilian democracy survives. And there is evidence that it survives well. Recent 
work has demonstrated that many of the consequences that were expected to follow from 
this combination of institutions were not observed. Roll-call analyses of votes in 
Congress show that the levels of party discipline are considerably higher than one would 
expect given the permissiveness of the electoral and partisan legislation; presidents are 
able to approve most of what they send to Congress and, even when they rule by decree, 
they do so with the support of a majority of legislators. Thus, the image of a political 
system on the brink, irremediably deadlocked and unable to implement policies of any 
significance is far from accurate. In spite of its presidential system and other institutional 
features that some tend to see as a pathology, Brazilian democracy has performed 
reasonably well.  
 
In this paper we address one aspect of this alleged pathological situation. According to a 
widely held view of Brazilian politics, part of the difficulties presidents find in governing 
the country stem from the fact that legislators respond to state pressures rather than to 
partisan and national considerations. Owing to their institutional position, governors not 
only influence national debates, but are also able to determine outcomes via the control 
they exert over their states’ legislative delegations.  
 
Our goal is to investigate this view’s empirical validity by searching for the effect of 
Brazilian strong federalism on the behavior of national legislators. We do so by 
examining two different data sets. We first examine legislative behavior through roll call 
votes in the Brazilian Câmara dos Deputados on a set of measures that redefined the 
federalist pact established in 1988 in favor of the central government. We show that 
Brazilian legislators do not behave any differently when they vote on measures that are 
likely to generate a clash between governors and the central government, that is, the 
measures over which the governors are likely to exert the strongest pressure on their state 
delegations. We then examine the impact of several political and partisan variables on the 
distribution of the federal investment budget to the states. The argument we test is that 
the influence of governors on the behavior of legislators is stronger than the influence of 
the president and political parties, and that the source of this influence is eminently 
institutional. In other words, that the influence of governors over the behavior of national 
legislators is a product of the political, administrative and fiscal autonomy granted to the 
states by the 1988-constitution. We show that governors do indeed matter for the 
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allocation of budgetary funds to the state. Yet, they matter not because of their 
institutional position, but because of their political and partisan identity. 
 
In the next section we provide a brief review of the post-1988 status quo regarding 
federalism, a summary of the diagnostics that were made with respect to governability, 
and a review of the main changes that occurred since then in this area. In section III we 
deal with the data on roll call and in section IV with the budget data. In section V we 
conclude the paper by making explicit the mechanisms that explain the ability of the 
central government to change the federal status quo in an environment that is, at the 
surface, completely hostile to any changes. 
 
 
II. Brazilian federalism and governability 
 
The Brazilian constitution of 1988 has been criticized on many grounds, ranging from the 
number of articles it contains to the substance of many of its institutional and economic 
provisions. Next to the form of government it stipulates – presidential – federalism is 
probably the subject that has attracted the most attention in explanations for the crisis of 
governability that has allegedly plagued Brazilian democracy since its inception.  
 
Although not new in Brazil, federalism in the 1988 constitution was, in many ways, 
radical. Among other things, it consolidated the fiscal decentralization that was initiated 
in the early 1980s as the military regime navigated the process of democratization that it 
had unwittingly launched and was losing.  
 
Fiscal decentralization in the 1988 constitution was the result of a set of measures that, 
first, increased the fiscal capacity of sub-national units and, second, transferred resources 
from the federal to the lower levels of government. The states benefited mostly from the 
first type of measures. The ICMS1, the main source of revenue to the states, had its basis 
broadened by absorbing a number of taxes that were previously collected by the federal 
government. In addition, state governments acquired the right to set their own rates for 
and to administer the collection of the ICMS (leading, according to some analysis to a 
“fiscal war;” Abrucio & Costa 1998). Municipalities, in turn, benefited mostly from the 
transfer of resources from the upper levels of government that was mandated by the 1988 
constitution. The rates for the automatic transference of revenue to the lower levels of 
government were dramatically increased. Thus, the Fundo de Participação dos Estados 
(FPE), would automatically receive 21.5% (up from 14%) of all federal revenue 
generated by the income tax and the tax on industrial products. The Fundo de 
Participação dos Municípios (FPM), in turn, would receive 22.5% (up from 17%) of 
federal and state (ICMS) revenue. 
 
The massive transfer of resources to the lower levels of government mandated by the 
1988 constitution was not accompanied by the redefinition of the responsibilities of the 
different levels of government. The constitution did not expand the areas that fell under 
the responsibility of state and municipal governments in the same proportion that it 

                                                                 
1 Imposto de Circulação de Mercadorias e Serviços, a sales and services taxes. 
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increased their revenue. As many analysts have suggested, the post-1988 regime required 
the federal government to share the bonus and keep the onus. 
 
For politicians and analysts alike, this situation represented an unbearable burden to the 
central government and could eventually lead to financial and administrative chaos. The 
fiscal decentralization prescribed by the 1988 constitution would become, thus, one more 
item in the list of eventual institutional reasons why Brazil was ungovernable. It would 
also be seen as a sign of the “inconclusive nature of democratic institutionalization in 
Brazil” (Kugelmas & Sola, 1999:76-78). To sum up a series of arguments that were made 
in a variety of ways and in different media, fiscal decentralization would make the 
solution of the main national problems – inflation, poverty and inequality – even more 
complicated.2 As Kugelmas & Sola (1999:79) put it, “The federal regime in Brazil is an 
element of a political- institutional imbroglio characterized by a multiplicity of veto 
points.”3 
 
The strong federalism of the 1988 constitution reinforced a long-held view of Brazilian 
politics in general and the Brazilian Congress in particular: that what matters are state and 
local interests, and that these interests prevail over national concerns in determining the 
behavior of Brazilian politicians. Thus, governors are said to exert the strongest influence 
on parliamentary behavior, over and above political parties, the president, or the payoffs 
generated by legislative organization. This is possible because governors influence both 
the electoral chances (gubernatorial coattail effects are said to be stronger than 
presidential) and the resources that politicians need to satisfy their constituencies. The 
states are so central that parliamentary careers at the national level are geared towards 
paving the way to a position at the sub-national level. For this reason, the executive’s 
ability to construct a stable governing coalition, not strong to begin with by virtue of the 
presidential system, is weakened (Samuels 2000b).4  
 
Governors, thus, are central in the Brazilian system. According to Abrucio (1998:170), 
their power at the national level lies in their capacity to form their own delegations to 
Congress (the “bancadas dos governadores”). For him, national politics follows a state 
logic, according to which loyalty to local electoral bases dominates national and partisan 
concerns. In this sense, the National Congress is transformed into an “Assembly of 

                                                                 
2 Consider two examples. Based on the assumption that “federalism always constrains national majorities”, 
Ames (2001) emphasizes the “excess of veto players” rooted in Brazil’s political institutions, which 
according to him are “at the heart of the nation’s crisis of governability”  (p. 3, 18, 23, 292). He remarks 
furthermore that Brazilian federalism is comparatively very strong displaying high scores on all of the 
criteria used by Stepan (1999) for the assessment of twelve federal democracies. According to Stepan’s 
analysis, Brazil is one of the most “demos constraining” federations in the world, an extreme case of 
systems that facilitate the formation of veto groups capable of blocking majorities (p. 219-238). He also 
warns about the risks this institutional feature represents for democratic legitimacy and consolidation 
(1999: 207). 
3 As a matter of fact, the very decision to confer greater fiscal autonomy to the lower levels of the 
federation in 1988 is interpreted as the result of a fragmented decision-making system with power dispersed 
among a variety of state and local actors. 
4 Note also that, in this view, fiscal decentralization is the consequence of politician’s ambition to construct 
careers at the state and municipal levels. 
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States”: “twenty-seven ‘state delegations’ are formed with great independency from the 
political parties” (1998: 178-9).  
 
All these arguments predict decisional paralysis in general, but particularly regarding the 
federal status quo. Yet, the status quo established by the 1988 constitution has remained 
anything but unchanged. If one cannot speak of a process of re-centralization since then, 
one can at least say that federal relations in Brazil have been significantly transformed 
and not always in the direction of further centralization. 
 
The transformation of federal relations in Brazil since 1988 took place at several levels. 
For one, the federal government was able to stop the process of decentralization of 
resources. This was accomplished mostly through the imposition of new taxes not subject 
to redistribution to the lower levels of government that was mandated by the constitution, 
or the establishment of higher rates for taxes that already existed and were equally 
immune to redistribution. 5 Moreover, the federal government was able to re-define its 
relationship with the states and municipalities. Through the Fundo Social de Emergência 
(FSE),6 the central government was able to keep a share of the income tax withheld by 
public employees, which would otherwise be transferred to the states and municipalities 
through the FPE and FPM.7 The Lei Kandir, in turn, exempted primary and semi-
processed good from the ICMS, reducing the revenue basis of the states but increasing 
the competitiveness of Brazilian exports.  
 
In addition to the restoration of its fiscal capacity, the central government was also able to 
impose measures that restrained the states’ autonomy with regard to fiscal and debt 
matters. It did so by privatizing or simply closing state banks, by establishing restrictive 
rules for the creation of state debt, and, finally, by setting stringent controls over the sub-
national units’ financial performance. This latter action culminated with the approval of a 
“law of fiscal responsibility” in 2000, which establishes ceilings and other regulations for 
personal spending and lower-level government indebtedness. 
 
Finally, the provision and management of social services was gradually reassigned to 
local governments. As a detailed study of six areas of social policies in the 1990’s shows, 
the central government has implemented a deliberate policy of redefinition of 
competencies among the various levels of government. As a result, the highly centralized 
institutional format of the Brazilian system of social protection started to vanish as 
decentralization in the implementation of these policies became a reality. (Arretche 
2000).  
 
Many of the measures that led to a redefinition of the federal status quo in Brazil required 
constitutional changes, a large number of which took place after 1994, during the 
                                                                 
5 This includes the creation of the CPMF, a tax on transactions by check and of the CSLL, a tax on net 
profit, higher rates for the COFINS (old FINSOCIAL) and the IOF, a tax on financial transactions. This 
process has been amply documented by Giambiagi and Além (2001). 
6 Twice renames, first as Fundo the Estabilização Fiscal  (FEF) and, subsequently, Desvinculação das 
Receitas da União (DRU). 
7 According to Giambiagi & Além (2001:168), the net impact of the FSE on the federal accounts was 0.5% 
of the GDP. 
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Cardoso administration. The Cardoso government’s success in approving policies against 
the interests of the states is acknowledged even by the staunchest believers that Brazil 
suffers from a crisis of governability and that the origins of this crisis lies on the 
pathological combination of institutions represented by the post-1988 regime. Yet, since 
institutions have remained the same throughout the period, Cardoso’s success is often 
attributed to his virtú, to circumstantial factors, or to a combination of both. 8 Moreover, 
this success, we are often told, is partial since it falls short of the “right” policy, which 
although often left implicit is close to the kinds of policies favored by international 
agencies. At this point the institutional explanation comes again to the fore since it is the 
multiplicity of institutional veto-players – among them the state governors – that is 
singled out as the factor that prevents the accomplishment of the really ‘desirable’ or 
‘necessary’ policies. 
 
We remain agnostic about the quality of the policies that have been implemented in 
Brazil since 1988. What matters to us is that despite the large number of institutional 
veto-players that may exist in the Brazilian system, it is clear that the federal government 
was successful in passing significant legislation imposing political controls and financial 
losses on the state and municipal governments. Since these measures where opposed by 
state governors, the fact that they were approved in Congress does not square with the 
view that the Brazilian legislature is an “assembly of states,” where governors control 
their states’ delegations over and above political parties. 
 
 
III. Governors and Parties as Determinants of Legislative Behavior 

 
In this section we analyze roll-call data to assess the role of state caucuses in the behavior 
of individual legislators in congress. The hypothesis we test is that governors are able to 
influence the members of their state delegations over and above national and partisan 
concerns. Our goal is to search for the influence of the “state” in the behavior of national 
legislators. We devised a series of comparisons on the basis of which we can infer 
whether this influence is indeed present.  
 
That such influence exists is the received wisdom about the consequences of federalism 
in Brazil. To recall Abrucio’s formulation, the Lower House is chamber actually 
composed of “twenty-seven ‘state delegations’” (1998: 178-9). Others have also made 
claims that are similar in spirit. Samuels (2000a:16), for instance, goes on to say that: 
“The strength of the gubernatorial effects conforms to an emerging academic consensus 
that state-based politics affects Brazilian national politics in important ways. With their 
power over members of congress and the president’s need to obtain congressional support 
for his proposals, governors can promise to support, or at least not to interfere with the 
president’s agenda. Because almost every important issue on the political agenda – fiscal 
reform, tax reform, decentralization in a wide variety of policy arenas, judicial reform, 
police reform, and administrative reform – touches on federal relations, Brazilian 
presidents confront potentially fatal opposition from state governors. Governors can 

                                                                 
8 See, for examples, Mainwaring (1997: 104-105), Sola (1999: 71-73), Abrucio (1998: 227). 
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choose to pressure deputies from their states if the president proposes a policy reform that 
would significantly reduce states’ political autonomy.”  
 
We work with roll-call votes taken in the Lower House (Câmara dos Deputados-CD) 
between 1989, the first full year of the new constitution, and 2000.9 In the Brazilian CD, 
roll call will happen under two circumstances. First, it is mandatory when approval is by 
some qualified majority (either an absolute majority, necessary for approving leis 
complementares, or by a super-majority, necessary for approving constitutional 
amendments). Whenever approval is only by simple majority roll call is not required but 
may be requested either by a proportion of the legislators or by the party leaders.  
 
Because of these rules, it is not necessarily the case that roll call votes will always be on 
conflictive issues. Although constitutional amendments and leis complementares often 
have substantive and political relevance, the fact that they can only pass with a roll call 
vote makes it possible that one will take place on some issue about which there is no 
conflict. Yet, for all other matters roll call requests are a scarce resource,10 and hence are 
not likely to be used for decisions of no particular relevance. Hence, although in general 
the more important and politically divisive issues are decided by a roll call vote, 
unanimous roll call decisions do occur.  
 
Some peculiarities of roll-call vote in the Brazilian house are extremely useful for our 
analysis. One of them is the fact that, prior to the vote, party leaders announce the party’s 
position, that is, they publicly announce how the party would like its members to vote on 
the issue. Another feature is that the government has its own leader on the floor, who, in 
such capacity, announces the government’s position with respect to the vote to be taken. 
Thus, one is able to compute the rate of congruence between the individual legislators 
and the party’s position and the individual legislator and the government. 
 
Our analysis is based only on the votes for which the positions of the government and/or 
the political parties were announced.11 We also exclude from it the cases of unanimous 
decisions. A roll call is unanimous if there is no conflict among party leaders and at least 
90% of the legislators voted according to the leaders’ orientation. 12 We include votes in 
which there is consensus in the floor but no consensus among leaders, as well as cases in 
which leaders agree but the floor is divided (that is, less than 90% of the floor followed 
the leaders’ recommendation). Although these cases are extremely rare, their exclusion 
would bias the results toward greater congruence between legislators and political parties. 
                                                                 
9 This analysis is based on the CEBRAP roll call data set. We thank Mona Lyne for making available her 
update of these data for 1999-2000. 
10 The CD’s standing orders limit the circumstances under which roll call votes may be requested (in the 
cases, of course, in which they are not required). For instance, they can only be requested one hour after the 
last roll call. 
11 We believe that strategic announcement of positions by the government or the party leaders, although a 
possibility, is not of relevance here. The practice of announcing a position is almost universal. Moreover, 
our examination of the data did not suggest any pattern in the cases in which the government or the party 
leaders did not announce their positions.  
12 We consider the leader vote orientation for the seven bigger party, the only one to have the right to do so 
for the whole period. A conflict among them asks for at lest one “yes” and one “no” vote orientation. Valid 
votes exclude absences, obstruction and abstention.      
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Between 1989 and 2000, there were 1092 roll calls taken in the CD, of which 861 meet 
our criteria for inclusion in the analysis. 
  
As Figueiredo and Limongi (1999, 2000) have extensively demonstrated, voting in the 
Brazilian CD is highly partisan. The congruence between the vote of individual 
legislators and the position announced by the party leaders is quite high, both in absolute 
terms and relative to the expectations derived from the form of government and the 
electoral rules governing legislative elections in Brazil. Thus, if one assumes perfect 
discipline -- i.e., that the members of all parties in the chamber follow the vote announced 
by their leaders – and computes the expected result of the vote, one can correctly predict 
the approval or rejection of 95 percent of the roll calls. Moreover, decision-making by the 
legislative floor is far from being random. Parties are meaningful players in the CD and 
they strongly influence voting outcomes, rendering the decision making process 
predictable (Figueiredo & Limongi 2000:159-160). Thus, to use Cox and McCubbins’ 
(2002) expression, the majority in the Brazilian CD is rarely rolled. 
  
At the same time, the average floor discipline in the Lower House is 90%, that is, for any 
roll call nine in ten representatives voted according to their leader’s recommendation. To 
vote with the party, thus, is the norm in the Brazilian CD. In more than 90 percent of the 
cases the proportion of disciplined vote was superior to 80 percent. In only twelve of 575 
cases, the proportion of representatives voting according to party position fell bellow 70 
percent of the floor (Figueiredo & Limongi 2000:158-159). As one can readily see, this 
pattern is far from the personalistic or erratic behavior that those who deduce legislative 
behavior from electoral rules say characterize the Brazilian Congress (e.g., Carey and 
Shugart’s 1994, Ames 2001, and Mainwaring 1999).  

Voting in the Brazilian Lower House also clearly follows a pattern that is consistent with 
the parties that participate in the federal government coalition. Figueiredo & Limongi 
(1999 and 2000) show that the average congruence between legislators from parties who 
form the government and the government’s position as announced by its leader in the CD 
is 86.7% for the 1989-99 period. The rate of congruence increases to 89.7% when all 
coalition parties recommend the same position. Figueiredo & Limongi (2000:162-163) 
conclude that presidents need party support in order to have their agenda approved, and 
that they get it. The president and party leaders bargain and strike political deals that last 
over time, thus providing the government with a stable basis of support for its legislative 
agenda.  
 
This pattern is due to the extensive legisla tive powers held by the president and the 
distribution of legislative rights within the legislature in favor of party leaders. 
Constitutional rules that give the president strong powers over the legislative agenda and 
the CD’s standing orders provide the executive and party leaders with the means to 
neutralize legislators' incentives for individualistic behavior. Members of Congress may 
have electoral incentives to pursue their own particularistic interests, but they just do not 
have the capacity to influence legislation in such a way as to achieve these objectives. 
Institutional arrangements, both constitutional and infra-constitutional, conspire against 
their capacity to realize them. In general, the legislative agenda is set by the president and 
the party leaders. Individual proposals, i.e., those made by independent legislators have 
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little chance to prosper. Even the right to present amendments is highly limited since, in 
most cases, in order for the amendments to be considered at all they need the support of 
party leaders. Committees, in turn, are weak and have little influence over the decision 
making process. Most bills that become law are considered under urgency procedures, 
which are in fact equivalent to the approval of a discharge petition and a special rule. 
This is so because bills that are considered under urgency are immediately taken from the 
committee and sent for floor consideration under very restrictive amendment rules. The 
CD’s standing orders consider that party leaders are perfect agents of their caucuses for 
purposes of deciding on all procedural and agenda matters. Hence, using their agenda 
powers, party leaders and the president are able to strongly influence legislators’ 
behavior.   
 
We take these findings as our point of departure and proceed to search for the influence 
of the “states” in the pattern of roll call voting. We implement three tests. The first test 
uses all roll-call votes on which the government has announced its position and focuses 
on the legislators who belong to the political parties that are part of the government 
coalition (i.e., parties who hold formal cabinet positions). In order to know the position of 
the government on any given issue we need the government leader’s orientation, which 
was announced in 609 roll calls. As discussed above, the level of congruence between the 
individual legislator’s vote and the party’s position is considerably high, indicating that 
the government is able to count with the support of a stable majority in the CD. If federal 
legislators also respond to regional pressures, if they also act as representatives of their 
states regardless of their party affiliation, we should observe consequences of such 
influence on the behavior of the legislators that belong to parties that form the 
government coalition. In particular, we should find a smaller level of congruence among 
legislators from states controlled by opposition governors than among legislators from 
states controlled by the governors from parties in the federal coalition. 
  
Table III.1 reports the average rate of congruence of the members of the presidential 
coalition controlling for the party of the governor. It is apparent that there is no 
significant difference between the behavior of legislators from government and 
opposition states. The level of support the government elicits among legislators in its 
coalition is the same regardless of the governor’s position with respect to the federal 
government. Thus, the relevant information for predicting the behavior of an individual 
legislator in a roll call vote about which the government has a position is the party the 
representative belongs to, that is, whether or not the legislator belongs to a party that 
participates in the federal government coalition. The state of origin of the legislator tells 
us little about how he or she will vote. Note that for legislators from both government and 
opposition states, overall congruence is high and almost identical. 
 

*** Table III.1 here *** 
 
Table III.1 may represent too demanding a test of the governors’ power over their 
caucuses. The governors influence may be restricted to a selected set of issues, in 
particular those issues that most directly affect their institutional interests. As we 
discussed in the previous section, the “federalist pact” that was defined by the 1988 
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constitution did not remain unchanged and many, if not most, of these changes were 
made through ordinary legislation and constitutional amendments. To the extent that 
these measures, in one way or another, redefined the federalist status quo, which clearly 
benefited the sub-national levels of the federation, it is reasonable to expect that the 
pressures from the governors on their state delegations would be the strongest when they 
were voted. Moreover, if it is true, as Samuels (2000c) argues, that Brazilian politicians 
are more concerned with their careers at the state rather than the national level, legislators 
should be more likely to respond to governors’ pressures precisely when measures 
intended to change the status quo are voted. Thus, if governors do indeed influence the 
behavior of legislators over and above political parties and the presidency, we should 
observe a decline in the level of discipline of the government base when such measures 
are voted.  
 
For lack of a better expression we call these measures “anti- federalist.” We identify five 
different types of anti- federalist measures: 
 
• Group I is composed general changes in the tax legislation (in the sense that the 

effects of which on the distribution of resources among the different levels of the 
federation could not be assessed through a reading of the bill’s summary). They were 
included in the analysis because they change the central government fiscal revenue 
and were instrumental in the re-equilibration of its accounts. They include, for 
instance, changes on the corporate income tax or the rural property tax. 

• Group II is composed of measures that increased the central government revenue 
outside of the scope of revenues subject to constitutionally mandated redistribution to 
the sub-national levels. They include, for instance, bills that increased the rates of 
social contributions as the COFINS. They also include new taxes (such as the CPMF 
and the CSLL) that although sometimes tied to specific areas of expenditures are 
always exempt from redistribution to states and municipalities. 

• Group III includes political decisions that affect directly the interests of some sates , 
such as the creation of new sates, the establishment of special export zones, and the 
renegotiation of state debts. 

• Group IV is composed of a set of measures that should elicit the strongest state 
opposition. It includes all the alterations of the tax system that directly affected the 
states’ share of revenue. Examples include the establishment of the FEF, the Lei 
Kandir  (see part II) and the end of many pre-designated areas in which federal funds 
should be spent. 

• Group V is composed of measures that limit and regulate the way state governors and 
mayors can spend their resources. They include the Lei Camata and the Law of Fiscal 
Responsibility (see part II).  

 
 
For each group, we compare the behavior of legislators from government parties, 
controlling by the position of their state governors, i.e., whether they belong to 
government or opposition parties. There are two ways in which we may detect the effect 
of governors on the behavior of individual legislators. First, if governors are influential, 
we should expect that the overall level of discipline of the government legislators will be 
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lower when “anti- federalist” measures are voted. Second, if governors are influential, we 
should expect to observe an even weaker level of congruence in states that are governed 
by opposition governors. Table III.2 allows us to make these observations. 
 

*** Table III.2 here *** 
 
Note, in the first place, that there is no difference between the level of congruence of the 
government legislative basis as we move from one set of measures to another. In general,  
the government may expect that its legislators will vote in accordance with its 
recommendation in about 87% of the time, regardless of the type of measure that is being 
voted on. There is some variation from one group of “anti- federalist” measures  to 
another. For example, roll calls dealing with social security issues  – Group I – show the 
lowest rate of congruence, whereas the ones in which states lost resources to the national 
government – Group IV – or had their ability to spend limited and regulated – Group V – 
show the highest level of congruence. This, however, is unlikely to be due to the degree 
of “anti- federalism” of these issues. We may speculate, for instance, that the relatively 
low level of congruence found in Group I may be due to the fact that these are issues that 
entail costs to very specific groups and hence make legislators more sensitive to 
constituency pressures. 
  
When we control for the position of the governor we find that there is, indeed, a reduction 
in the level of congruence of government legislators from states controlled by an 
opposition governor. When “anti- federalist” measures are voted, there is a reduction of 
about 5.5% points in the congruence of government legislators from opposition states 
compared to that of legislators from government states. This is not as large a difference as 
we would expect to find if Congress were, in fact, nothing but an “assembly of states.” 
Moreover, the difference is almost entirely due to the measures in Group III, rendering 
the differences in the other groups almost negligible. 
  
One final way to test the power of gove rnors in influencing the behavior of Brazilian 
national legislators is to examine the index of similarity for each state caucus, controlling 
for the type of measure that is being voted.13 If state interests matter for the behavior of 
legislators over and above their partisan affiliation, we should observe that state 
delegations are more cohesive on issues that are of interest to the states, such as the “anti-
federalist” issues. Hence, if there is a “state effect,” if governors are able to command 
their delegations, we should observe an increase in the rice index of these delegations on 
the issues that are of largest concern to the states. A lack of difference, not to speak of a 
reduction in the cohesiveness of the delegation on “anti- federalist” issues, should be 
taken as an indication that state delegations cannot be seen as groups that vote together 
over and above partisan and other interests.  
 

                                                                 
13 Since state delegations do not have formal leaders who announce the delegation’s position, we may not, 
as before, compute the congruence of individual legislators with their leader. Instead, we use the Rice 
Index, defined as |% Yes Vote - % No Vote|. This index may take values between zero, when the 
delegation is maximally split  into two equal opposing camps, and one, when all the members of the 
delegation vote in the same way. 
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The data relevant for this analysis are presented in table III.3. Note, in the first place, that 
the rice index is  rather low in all states for every of the groups of measures represented in 
table III.3, with averages across states ranging from 55% to 65%.14 There are few state 
delegations that have an index greater than 80%. Hence, in general, there are very few 
instances in which state delegations behave as a unitary actor. Rather, given the relatively 
low absolute values of the rice index for the 27 states in all of the groups of measures we 
created, we may say that there is, indeed, a reasonable degree of conflict within each state 
delegation. 
 

*** Table III.3 here *** 
 
The comparison of means in each state shows that there is no statistically significant 
difference in the level of cohesiveness of the state delegations when they vote on “anti-
federalist” and other measures. Moreover, there is not even a consistent trend in the 
direction of increased cohesiveness, even if not statistically significant, as we go from 
general to “anti- federalist” measures. Cohesiveness is smaller when “anti- federalist” 
measures of any type are voted in 6 states. When Group I measures are voted, it is 
smaller in 14 states; in 13 when Group II measures are voted; in 11 when Group IV 
measures are voted; in 7 when Group V measures are voted; and in 5 when Group III 
measures are voted.  
 
It is clear, thus, that there is no indication that governors are capable of controlling their 
state’s congressional delegations beyond party lines. That states play a role in Brazilian 
politics is a truism given that the country is a federation and congressional districts are 
defined by state borders. Yet, that this role is excessive, that it prevents the government 
from governing and obtaining stable, partisan legislative support is, at the minimum, a 
myth that finds no support in empirical evidence. 
 
 
IV. Governors and Parties in the Distribution of Investment Resources in the 
Federal Budget 
 
The objective of this section is to study the distribution of investment resources to the 
states in the federal budget. The idea is to test whether the states, in the person of the 
governors, are independent agents in the budget process. The view that originates from 
the literature on federalism in Brazil suggests that they are; that by virtue of their 
institutional position, governors are capable of controlling their states’ congressional 
delegation and, in this way, influence (or, more appropriately according to this view, 
undermine) national public policies. The alternative view, which we seek to defend here, 

                                                                 
14 The rice index is sensitive to the size of the group to which it refers. This, however, is not of relevance in 
this analysis as all of the comparisons we make hold group size constant. What matters to us is not that 
there is a large variation in the rice index between, say, the states of Sao Paulo (with 70 representatives) 
and Acre (with 8 representatives), since this variation is largely due to both of the size of their delegations 
and the distribution of seats by parties within each state. Rather, what matters here is the variation of the 
rice index within each state as a function of the measures that are being voted. 
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is that governors are, indeed, important political actors (aft er all, the country is organized 
as a federation and congressional districts are coterminous with the states). Their 
institutional power, however, is not sufficient to eliminate the influence of political and 
partisan factors. In this section we show how this is so by studying how the share of 
investment resources in the federal budget is distributed to the states. 
 
The budget in Brazil is voted by the National Congress (Congresso Nacional), which is 
the body that is formed when the Câmara dos Deputados and the Senado Federal meet in 
a joint session. Even though bills are introduced into the National Congress and are 
considered by a temporary committee composed by members of both the Câmara and the 
Senado, voting in the National Congress is sequential. The bills are first voted by 
members of the Câmara and subsequently by members of the Senate. A bill that is not 
approved in both votes is defeated in the National Congress.15 
 
As Figueiredo and Limongi (2002) describe, the federal budget process in Brazil is highly 
centralized and the role individual legislators play in it has been considerably curtailed. 
The 1988 constitution maintained the centralized structure for the review of the annual 
budget proposal that was introduced by the military: a joint committee of deputies and 
senators (CMO) formed each year. In 1995, congressional rules established a set of 
restrictions on individual amendments by assigning a limited and equal amount of 
resources (1.5 million reais) to each legislator and limiting the number of amendments 
(10) that each could present. On the other hand, the new rules gave priority to the 
collective allocation of amendments, i.e., to those amendments that were introduced by 
state and regional delegations (bancadas) and the permanent legislative committees. The 
new rules also increased significantly the party leaders’ participation in and control over 
the CMO. 
  
In this section we focus on the portion of the budget that is reserved for investment 
projects, the part in bold in Figure 1. This is a small portion of the total budget (4.3% of 
the proposed budget in the 1996-99 period), but it is the only one where the executive can 
freely propose and the legislative can freely amend. All the other major budget items are 
either mandates created by previous budget decisions (e.g., personal and other current 
expenses, which accounted for 73.1% in 1996-99) or expenses with the federal, national 
and international, debt (which accounted for about 15% of the 1996-99 proposed 
budget).16 For these reasons they should be taken as given in the budget process.  
 

*** Figure 1 here *** 
 
The available data on the federal investment budget can be divided into what was 
approved by the National Congress and what was executed by the federal government. 
Both the approved and the executed budget, in turn, can be divided in terms of 

                                                                 
15 Malapportionment of seats with respect to population is a major characteristic of any federal chamber 
and, as any student of Brazilian politics knows, is also significant in the Brazilian lower chamber. We 
return to this issue below. 
16 The remainder was taken by financial operations (6.6%) and a contingency reserve (about 1%). 
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proponents, as shown in Figure 2.17 Together this information provides an indicator of the 
preferences of both the executive and the legislative regarding the distribution of 
investment resources to the states of the federation.  
 

*** Figure 2 here *** 
 
In the budget process the executive acts in two moments: when it proposes a budget to be 
considered and voted by the Congresso Nacional, and when it executes the budget that 
was approved by the legislature.18 Since we do not have information about the budget 
that was initially proposed by the Executive, and since the government has considerable 
discretion in the execution of the approved budget, we take the end-of-the-year executed 
budget as an indicator of the preferences of the government in this area. 
 
Congress, in turn, can only act on what was proposed by the executive. According to the 
1988 constitution, all budget measures are to be initiated by the Executive. Moreover, 
although Congress is constitutionally allowed to amend the Executive’s proposal, there 
are important limitations to this power, both in terms of the areas in which it can act (see 
above) and in terms of how it can do so (no new expenditure can be added). In general, as 
Figueiredo and Limongi (2002) emphasize, the Executive occupies a strong position vis-
à-vis the Legislative throughout the budget process. Thus, in this analysis, congressional 
preferences are revealed by the budget that was approved by the legislative majority. In 
addition, we also study the amendments to the Executive’s proposal approved by the 
legislative. As Figure 2 illustrates, legislative amendments can originate in individual 
legislators, state delegations, regional delegations, committees, and “relatores.” 
According to some analysts the amendment process is akin to a localist orgy, the moment 
when legislators feel the strongest regional and local pressures. If this is the case, the role 
of governors should be most strongly felt during this moment.  
 
Our dependent variables are constructed as the ratio between the share of total resources 
allocated to state i and the share of total population residing in state i.19 If the ratio is 
equal to 1, they get a share of investment resources that is proportional to their 
population. If the ratio is larger than 1, their share of investment resources is larger than 
their population. If the ratio is smaller than 1, their share of investment resources is 
smaller than their population.  
 
Table IV.1 provides an overview of how the resources where distributed during the 1996-
99 period.  
 

*** Table IV.1 here *** 

                                                                 
17 See the appendix in Figueiredo and Limongi (2002) for the methodology used in the allocation of budget 
items by origin. 
18  In fact, there is an additional moment, prior to execution, namely when the president vetoes parts of the 
budget approved by the Congress. This, however, is of little substantive relevance. 
19 This measure is identical to the one used by Ansolabehere, Gerber and Snyder, Jr. (2000) to study the 
effects of overrepresentation on the distribution of resources across counties in the United States. See also 
Horiuchi and Saito (2001) for an application to Japan. 
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Our goal here is not to test a theory of budget allocation. Rather, our goal is to assess 
whether sub-national factors play a role over and above other factors in the process of 
allocation of investment resources to the states. In order to do so we adopt an indirect 
strategy. We start with a simplified empirical model of how resources are allocated 
among the states in Brazil. We then devise a number of different measures that, once 
added to this model, allow us to make inferences about the role of governors on this 
allocation. 
 
We start, thus, with an empirical model according to which the allocation of investment 
resources to the states is a function of the state’s per capita income and of the 
malapportionment of seats with respect to population. It is plausible to think that there is 
a demand component in the allocation of resources to each state. Although somehow 
related to the state’s per capita income, it is not clear a priori what this relationship is. We 
can think, on the one hand, that the scarcity of projects will make demand for investment 
resources higher in poorer states. On the other hand, demand for investment resources 
could be higher in richer states due to the larger magnitude of their projects. Whatever the 
direction, we should expect that a state’s economy, as indicated by its per capita income, 
will have an impact on the distribution of investment resources relative to its population. 
The variable we use in the analysis is INCOME, which averaged R$3,012 for the 1996-
99 period. 
 
Malapportionment of seats in congress is a more complicated topic and should be 
discussed in detail. In a way that does not make it any different from other federations, 
the upper house in Brazil is the territorial chamber and is highly malapportioned with 
respect to population. Each of the 27 members of the federation (26 states plus the 
Federal District of Brasilia) is represented by three Senators who are elected in 
majoritarian elections for an 8-year mandate (renewed every four years by 1/3 and 2/3 in 
alternation). Contrary to other federations, however, the lower house, is also highly 
malapportioned with respect to population. Legislative elections adopt an open-list PR 
system with the states as electoral districts. District magnitude is a truncated function of 
population: it is proportional to the state population, but the state delegation can be no 
smaller than 8 and no larger than 70. The resulting malapportionment of seats is, of 
course, significant. Table IV.2 presents the ratio between the share of total seats allocated 
to state i and the share of population residing in state i for each of the three chambers (the 
Câmara dos Deputados, the Senado Federal and the Congresso Nacional),.  

 
*** Table IV.2 here *** 

 
Much has been made of the malapportionment of seats in the Brazilian legislature. It is 
often invoked as one more piece of evidence of the excessive power of states in the 
Brazilian federation (as opposed to the power of political parties or the president) or, 
more generally, of the negative impact of federalism on governability in the post-1988 
period. This, however, is not correct. Malapportionment, of course, violates the principle 
of one-person, one-vote. In addition to this obvious normative implication, this also has 
distributive consequences. For instance, Ansolabehere et al. (2000) show that the 
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distribution of state transfers to counties in the US is related to the degree in which they 
are overrepresented in the state legislatures. They also show that the impact of 
overrepresentation was significantly reduced by the court mandated redistricting of the 
1960s, which equalized representation across counties. Horiuchi and Saito (2001) shows 
a similar relationship for Japan. As we will see below, to no one’s surprise, a similar 
pattern can be found in Brazil with respect to the federal investment budget, both 
approved by the legislative and executed by the government. Moreover, to the extent that 
malapportionment favors relatively poor states, even after one controls for per capita 
income, such distortions should not be immediately and necessarily seen as bad public 
policy. 
 
Yet, in itself, malapportionment is not evidence that legislative politics revolves around 
state interests to the detriment of partisan or national (as represented by the president) 
interests. The way malapportionment distorts the decision making process, thus causing 
problems for governability or the executive’s capacity to govern, needs to be specified. 
Malapportionment would be a problem if it, for example, caused specific coalitions of 
overrepresented states to bloc legislation of interest to the rest of the country. But as 
Santos (1987) has demonstrated for the 1946-1964 period in Brazil, this could not be the 
case since the underrepresented (or “modern”) states together were able to form a 
majority in congress, whereas the overrepresented (or “traditional”) states were not able 
to do so alone. Since the direction and magnitude of malapportionment today is the same 
as it was in the 1946-64 period, we have no reason to believe that things have changed 
since 1988. Malapportionment, thus, should be taken as a given, and not as a piece of 
evidence that state interests dominate other interests in the Brazilian legislature. The issue 
at stake is whether, given malapportionment, the distribution of budgetary resources by 
the legislative and the executive is influenced by state or partisan/national factors. 
 
In the literature on the effects of federalism in Brazil, legislators operate according to the 
interests of state governors. State governors control their states’ representatives in such a 
way that their actions reflect local or regional interests rather than partisan or national 
interests. This is possible, of course, not only because state governors are strong, but also 
because, as it is often argued, national parties are weak (Mainwaring 1999, Lamounier 
1994). 
 
It is undeniable that governors play a fundamental role in the control and distribution of 
resources in their states. The argument in the literature, however, is that they matter more 
than the president (the alleged bearer of national interests) or the parties that support him. 
In fact, there are two arguments in the literature: 
 
• That the influence of governors on the behavior of legislators is stronger than the 

influence of the president and political parties. 
 
• That this influence is institutional, that it is a product of the political, administrative 

and fiscal autonomy granted to the states by the 1988-constitution. In this sense, the 
power of governors does not depend on any political or partisan circumstances. 
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In order to test the empirical validity of these claims we consider two sets of variables. 
First we consider a set of variables that has the president as the point of reference. Here 
we are interested in investigating whether the distribution of investment resources across 
the states depends on the states’ political relevance to the president. Presidents may use 
their budgetary power to build and sustain their support coalition. For instance, they may 
reward states controlled by governors who are political allies by allocating to them a 
disproportionately high share of investment resources. They may punish states that did 
not vote for them in the election that brought them to office. If, after controlling for 
demand and malapportionment, these factors still matter for the distribution of federal 
resources among the states, we infer that the legislative process is not governed by purely 
“federal” issues and is also subject to political and partisan forces. 
 
The variables we use in this part are: 
 
• FEDCOAL: Share of state delegation who belongs to the parties forming the federal 

government coalition.   
• PRESCOAL: Dummy variable coded 1 if the governor belongs to one of the parties 

in the national government coalition; 0 otherwise. 
• PRESPART: Dummy variable coded 1 if the governor belongs to the party of the 

president; 0 otherwise. 
• COALONLY: Dummy variable coded 1 if the governor belongs to one of the parties 

in the national government coalition and is not a member of the party of the 
president. 

• PRESVOTE: Proportion of the state’s popular vote given to the president in the last 
election. 

 
We assume that these variables may influence both what the legislature approves and 
what the government executes. Since the point of reference is the president, or more 
specifically, the federal government, that is, the political importance of the state from the 
government’s perspective, we believe that the latter effect should be stronger. However, 
the president may play a role even in the approval of the budget by the legislature. The 
reasons have to do with the fact that the constitution grants him exclusive agenda power 
on this matter and limits congress’ ability to amend the government’s proposal. 
Moreover, when it comes to the budget bill, the legislative process is highly centralized in 
the hands of the party leadership, who works in close collaboration with the executive 
(Figueiredo and Limongi 2002). Thus, our expectation is that, if these variables influence 
the budgetary process at all, they should influence both what the legislative approves and 
what the government executes, with a stronger effect on the latter. 
 
The second set of variables we consider has to do with the partisan and political 
characteristics of the governors. They are: 
 
• NPARTY: Number of parties in the electoral coalition that supported the governor in 

the last election. 
• GOVCOAL: Share of state delegation who belongs to the parties in the governor’s 

electoral coalition. 
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• ROUND2: Dummy variable coded 1 if the governor had to go to the second round in 
order to be elected. 

• WEAKGOV1: Dummy variable coded 1 for the governors who do not belong to the 
presidential coalition and who have a low level of control over the state delegation to 
the National Congress (low level = 66% or less of the state delegation belong to 
parties outside of the governor’s electoral coalition); 0 otherwise. 

• WEAKGOV2: Dummy variable coded 1 for the governors who do not belong to the 
presidential coalition, who have a low level of control over the state delegation to the 
National Congress (as defined above), and who were elected in the second round. 

 
The idea here is that, if the arguments about the role of governors in the legislative  
process are true, we should find no effect of these variables after controlling for per 
capita income and malapportionment. If the power of the governors is institutional, the 
distribution of budgetary resources should not vary according to their political 
circumstances. If the distribution of investment resources to the states, after controlling 
for the malapportionment of seats in Congress, is dependent on how strong the governors 
are, then we may infer that legislators and the government are sensitive to the governors' 
political and not their institutional power.  
 
In this case, we see no reason to expect that the effect of these variables, if any, will be 
any different for the approved and the executed budget. We do expect, however, that the 
process of legislative amendment will be more sensitive to the institutional pressures 
stemming from the governors than the overall budget. For this reason, if the hypothesis 
derived from the literature on Brazilian federalism is correct, we should expect to find 
that the variables indicating the governors’ political strength will have a weaker effect on 
the legislative amendments.  
 
The models we estimate, thus, are the following: 
 
Log(INVESTMENT RESOURCES) = ß0 + ß1 Log(INCOME) + ß2 Log(MALPP) 

 + ß3 (POLITICAL) + e. 
 
INVESTMENT RESOURCES stands for one of the three budget concepts: approved by 
the legislature, amended by the legislature, or executed by the government. INCOME and 
DISPROP enter as defined above. Since RESOURCES and MALAPP have highly 
skewed distributions, we use their logs in estimation. POLITICAL stands for each of the 
variables (entered in estimation one at a time) that indicate the importance of the states 
for the president (the “presidential” variables) or the political and partisan circumstances 
of the governors (the “governors” variables). If the literature on federalism is correct, and 
governors in Brazil exert undue influence in Congress based on their institutional 
position, we should find that ß3 is not statistically different from zero. OLS results are 
presented in tables IV.3 (for the “presidential” variables) and IV.4 (for the “governors” 
variables).20 
 
                                                                 
20 All tests indicate that there are no fixed effects in these data. Models in tables IV.3 and IV.4 pool the 
annual observations for the 1996-99 period, yielding a total of 108 cases. 
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*** Tables IV.3 and IV.4 here *** 
 

To begin with, the effects of per capita income varies more than what we would expect. 
As a matter of fact, it only exists for the amendments of the legislative. For the total 
approved investment budget and the budget executed by the government, per capita 
income has always a positive sign. However, it is never statistically different from zero. 
The amendments of the legislative, however, are highly sensitive to per capita income 
and the effect is always negative. Amendments proposed and approved by the legislators 
tend to disproportionately allocate resources to poorer states. The effect is not trivial: an 
increase in one standard deviation from the average per capita income reduces the ratio of 
investment to population from 2.93 to 2.30. 
 
Malapportionment exerts a strong influence on the distribution of budgetary resources in 
Congress. Consistent with the findings reported by Ansolabehere et al. (2000) and 
Horiuchi and Saito (2001), unequal legislative representation does lead to unequal 
distribution of resources. The effect is fairly consistent and considerably strong across the 
three budget concepts: an increase in one standard deviation from the average 
malapportionment in the Congresso Nacional increases the states’ ratio of resources to 
population by more than a factor of six. 
 
These, however, are not our main focus here. What matters is what we find with respect 
to the other, political and partisan, variables, given these effects. And here, what we 
discover is that these variables have a non-trivial effect on the distribution of investment 
resources to the states.  
 
The variables that indicate the position of the governors and their states with respect to 
the president have a limited effect. Indeed, the only variable that matters in the 
distribution of resources across states is whether the governor belongs to the presidential 
coalition. As we know, all presidents in general (Cheibub, Przeworski and Saiegh 2002) 
and all Brazilian presidents since 1988 (Amorin Neto 1998) had to form a legislative 
coalition, which they did in part by distributing cabinet posts. Our data suggest that 
another strategy adopted by the president might have included the distribution of 
investment resources. The coefficient on the variable indicating whether the governor 
belongs to a party in the government coalition is always positive, although with levels of 
significance slightly higher than what is usually tolerable. Interestingly, however, once 
we separate the governors who belong to the president’s party from those who, although 
in the government coalition do not belong to the president’s party, we find that it is the 
latter who mostly benefits from a disproportionate distribution of resources. The ratio of 
resources to population (in terms of the executed investment budget) is 50% larger for 
governors who are in the periphery of the government coalition. This effect is only 
slightly smaller when we consider the approved budget and the portion of the budget 
amended by the legislature. 
 
Regarding the second set of variables, the ones that indicate the political strength of the 
governors, there is no doubt that they matter, both statistically and substantively, for the 
distribution of federal investment resources to the states. States with governors that were 
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supported in their election by a large coalition of parties get disproportionately more 
investment resources. The same is true the larger the share of the state delegation that 
belongs to the governor’s coalition. which indicates that the influence of governors over 
their delegation is conditioned by their partisan affiliation. States with relatively weak 
governors lose in the distribution of investment resources. When their governors failed to 
be elected in the first round and, in addition, do not belong to the president’s coalitions or 
face a congressional delegation with a relatively strong opposition, they receive 
disproportionately less resources than they would receive on the basis of their population.  
 
It seems very clear, thus, that federal investment resources are distributed according to a 
political and partisan logic. State politics and governors obviously do matter in this 
process: states receive disproportional resources over and above their population, income 
and malapportionment, partly due to the governor party affiliation and the party 
composition of the state delegation. The evidence we presented, however, suggests that 
the role governors may play is not entirely derived from their institutional power and is 
not idiosyncratic. This role is, at least in part, a result of elections in the states, which, in 
turn, affect the president’s capacity to build and sustain a governing coalition. It follows, 
at least in part, a logic that is guided by the president’s concern with building and 
sustaining a governing coalition and the partisan identity of the governor and the federal 
deputies. In our opinion, this is not compatible with the usual view of the effects of 
federalism in Brazil. 
  
One additional, and final, point has to do with the portion of the budget amended by the 
legislature. If anything, the effect of the “governors” variables becomes stronger when we 
consider legislative amendments. The coefficient on the number of parties of the coalition 
that elected the governor is twice as large; the coefficient on the share of the state caucus 
that belongs to the gubernatorial coalition increases by a third; and the coefficient on the 
variable that indicates whether the governor had to face a second round of elections to 
come to office increases by close to 50%. Thus, the idea that the amendments proposed 
and approved by legislators would be more vulnerable to the institutional power of 
governors is not supported by the data. They depend, in a measure that is at least as 
strong for the investment budget as a whole, on the political and partisan traits of 
governors. 
  
 
V. Conclusion 
 
According to Willis, Garman and Haggard (1999), “When party leaders are organized at 
the sub-national level and occupy positions in sub-national government, then national 
legislators often act as ‘delegates’ representing sub-national interests.” We showed, 
however, that in at least two important areas, Brazilian legislators, who compete for votes 
in electoral districts identical to states, do not act as delegates of these states. When 
members of the Câmara dos Deputados voted on the measures that redefined the 1988 
“federalist pact” more favorably to the central government, we found no evidence that 
they acted as a unified “state” delegation protecting the status quo that had so benefited 
the lower levels of the federation. Similarly, we found no evidence that governors 
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influence the distribution of federal budgetary resources simply by virtue of their 
institutional position. Rather, they matter to the extent that they serve the political 
purposes of the presidency and belong to specific political parties. Beyond the truism that 
states play a role in the Brazilian political system, there is no empirical support to the 
view of the Brazilian Congress as an “Assembly of States.” Perhaps in a way that some 
might, for rather unspecified and idealistic reasons, find insufficient, the fact is that 
political parties play a central role in the process of legislative decision-making in Brazil. 
 
What is the mechanism that generates this result? In our view, the role of political parties 
and the ability of the president to form stable legislative coalitions are a result of both the 
way the Brazilian congress is organized and the president’s ability to control the 
legislative agenda. These factors neutralize the centrifugal incentives generated by 
Brazil’s strong federalism and permissive electoral and partisan legislation. 
 
The Brazilian congress is highly centralized. Legislative rights heavily favor party 
leaders, who are taken to be perfect agents of their caucuses (bancadas) when it comes to 
most procedural decisions (such as the request for roll-call votes, the closing of debates 
and, most importantly, the request of urgency in the consideration of a bill). According to 
the Câmara’s standing orders enacted in 1989, the procedure for processing a bill can be 
altered from ordinary to special in the cases “acknowledged through deliberation by the 
floor as being urgent” (article 151). In practical terms, the approval of a request for 
urgency means that the issue to be discussed is discharged from the committee and 
included in the day calendar for floor deliberation. Bills that are appreciated as urgent 
cannot be freely amended: only those amendments signed by at least 20% of the lower 
house are accepted, which implies that in order to be viable an amendment has to be 
supported by party leaders. Party leaders, in turn, can present a request for urgency, the 
weight of their signatures depending on the number of legislators they represent. Most 
urgency requests (as well as other matters) are deliberated in the meetings of the college 
of leaders, a body that is also in charge of elaborating the agenda of legislative work, 
composed by the speaker and leaders of parties with more than six legislators. Legislative 
procedures, therefore, are highly centralized and this centralization significantly limits the 
legislative rights of individual members of congress and their ability to influence 
legislation. 
 
Brazilian presidents, in turn, have significant legislative powers, which allows them to 
directly influence the definition of the legislative agenda. Using its decree-power, the 
executive places on the agenda what it deems to be the most relevant and pressing issues. 
The president can also influence the pace of ordinary legislation by requesting urgency 
for the appreciation of specific bills (which will give each house 45 days to deliberate on 
them). The president has also, as we saw, the exclusive right to initiate legislation related 
to the definition of the budget, as well as taxation and public administration. Therefore, 
the executive monopolizes the legislative initiative on the most crucial areas of policy-
making. Finally, the president can initiate constitutional amendments. 
 
Given this framework, we can see that it is via the participation in the government that 
individual legislators will obtain access to resources they need for political survival: 
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policy influence and patronage. Once the government is formed, through the formal 
agreement of parties, party leaders become the main brokers in the bargaining between 
the executive and the legislators. They exchange political support (votes in Congress) for 
access to policy influence and patronage. The executive, in this sense, provides party 
leaders with the means to punish individual legislators who do not follow the party line 
since the former can deny the latter’s share of patronage (or policy influence). The 
executive, in turn, given the resources it controls, is in a very advantageous position. 
Contrary to what is currently assumed about Brazil, presidents do not need to bargain on 
a case-by-case basis in order to approve legislation. They are in a position to demand 
support for their entire legislative agenda. Hence, the actual pattern of legislative-
executive relation in Brazil’s presidential regime is rather different from what a mere 
counting of institutional veto players would suggest. The organization of Congress and 
the executive’s agenda power are capable of neutralizing the paralyzing effect of the high 
number of apparent veto players one finds in the Brazilian system.  
 
To conclude we turn to the issue of federalism and governability. Those who identify 
federalism as one of the main sources of the problem of governance in Brazil (who, by 
the way, tend to be the same as those who identify the absence of “strong national” 
electoral parties as another source) are possibly disregarding the issue of representation, 
particularly of regional representation. In order to be able to consider simultaneously both 
aspects – governability and representation – one has to perform a thought experiment and 
imagine what a federal country like Brazil would look like if they were unitary (or, for 
that matter, if the electoral system were of closed- list PR with national leaders in Brasília 
deciding, for instance, who will be on the party lists competing in Rio Grande do Sul and 
Roraima). We believe that the result would not be a desirable scenario in any respect and 
that the problems of representation such a framework would generate would certainly be 
inferior to the present situation / might very well lead to worse problems of governability 
such as civil war and/or secession. Thus, a certain moderation of policy reform, both 
cause and consequence of the necessity to accommodate a diversity of interests through 
intense bargaining, may be the price to be paid for the continued unity of the country and 
a more sustained level of policy implementation. 
  
In the post-1988 democracy in Brazil, the national government governs and governors 
matter but do not rule. The institutional position of governors is not sufficient to allow 
them to undermine the policies of the federal government since there are other 
institutional mechanisms that the latter may use to prevent this from happening.  
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Table III.1
Average Congruence of Government Legislators in CD Roll Calls

by Governor's Party, 1989-2000
Government States Opposition States N

Jose Sarney 79.76 75.02 8
Fernando Collor 84.06 80.68 74
Itamar Franco 80.16 81.46 38
Fernando Henrique Cardoso I 88.04 87.76 353
Fernando Henrique Cardoso II 91.67 90.80 136
ALL 87.77 87.01 609
* Government States = Governor belongs to the PSDB, PFL, PMDB, PTB or PPB

Table III.2
Average Congruence of Government Legislators in CD Roll Calls

by Type of Measure and Governor's Party, 1989-2000
Type of Measure All Government States Opposition States
"Non-Federalist" 87.69 79.16 79.76
"Anti-Federalist" 86.88 87.47 81.93
Group I 78.58 79.23 76.78
Group II 86.36 86.40 86.00
Group III 82.29 86.07 79.40
Group IV 92.23 92.11 92.75
Group V 89.63 92.14 92.80
Groups I + II 82.97 83.26 81.93
Groups III + IV + V 90.27 91.11 89.35
* Government States = Governor belongs to the PSDB, PFL, PMDB, PTB or PPB
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Table III.3
Index of Coheseveness of State Delegations to the CD by Type of Roll Call, 1989-2000

State All Non-Fed. "Anti-Fed." Group I Group II Group III Group IV Group V
RR 79.29 77.84 84.48 83.88 84.78 79.71 86.76 86.17
AP 54.17 53.51 56.51 54.64 58.50 55.41 45.60 75.30
PA 42.23 41.83 43.66 37.85 39.95 48.18 40.92 56.34
AM 73.56 72.88 75.99 70.01 79.87 66.25 78.20 84.93
RO 64.08 63.33 66.76 64.29 60.48 68.99 70.21 70.99
AC 63.23 63.57 62.02 66.70 50.99 63.14 61.51 71.69
TO 78.02 76.73 82.64 81.98 88.62 81.32 83.25 75.21
MA 61.75 60.10 67.67 61.09 64.18 70.36 66.32 80.72
CE 60.18 59.65 62.08 57.11 66.28 59.09 62.32 65.31
PI 78.86 78.29 80.90 74.63 75.67 81.22 87.86 84.85
RN 84.15 83.46 86.65 80.89 84.81 76.65 92.86 97.04
PB 65.61 63.84 71.97 62.59 69.59 70.79 75.64 82.88
PE 40.67 39.76 43.94 35.04 49.88 54.39 33.15 53.68
AL 60.57 60.30 61.54 63.79 50.90 68.70 79.45 37.92
SE 50.99 51.62 48.76 52.74 42.42 57.14 44.27 51.21
BA 56.55 55.50 60.29 50.35 53.67 65.18 62.88 73.36
MG 52.35 52.26 52.66 49.99 52.07 62.66 49.40 51.69
ES 46.27 45.96 47.37 46.11 46.99 53.49 45.90 45.47
RJ 33.16 32.29 36.27 29.23 33.09 48.72 28.58 49.54
SP 34.82 35.21 33.41 28.45 28.84 39.84 31.25 43.21
MT 70.37 68.84 75.82 63.88 77.01 72.85 78.00 89.29
DF 32.61 33.51 29.36 37.44 23.80 44.51 18.31 28.90
GO 63.56 63.12 65.17 55.58 67.07 66.20 63.29 76.99
MS 68.48 68.82 67.28 68.93 55.67 71.91 70.25 72.09
PR 53.37 52.20 57.57 57.53 54.81 52.12 55.34 71.14
SC 44.05 43.91 44.56 44.35 39.72 53.22 47.29 38.04
RS 28.96 30.26 24.30 23.50 19.62 35.98 14.64 35.63
Average 57.11 56.61 58.87 55.65 56.27 61.78 58.28 64.80
* Entries are the average index of rice for each state delegation as defined in the text
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Table IV.1
Share of Investment Resources and Population, 1996-99

STATE Total Approved Legislative Approved Total Executed Population
ACRE 1.43 2.19 1.34 0.32

ALAGOAS 2.60 3.59 2.59 1.67
AMAPA 0.83 1.20 0.52 0.26
AMAZONAS 1.81 2.35 1.45 1.55

BAHIA 5.96 6.03 5.85 7.95
CEARA 5.86 4.61 6.59 4.33
DISTRITO FEDERAL 4.43 2.82 4.96 1.18

ESPIRITO SANTO 1.86 2.31 1.63 1.79

GOIAIS 3.48 4.92 3.32 2.92
MARANHAO 3.27 3.85 3.44 3.31
MATO GROSSO 3.47 3.92 3.80 1.44
MATO GROSSO DO SUL 2.37 3.51 2.17 1.23
MINAS GERAIS 9.82 8.53 11.09 10.58
PARA 3.08 3.54 2.66 3.55
PARAIBA 2.65 3.61 2.32 2.08
PARANA 4.33 4.07 4.13 5.73
PERNANBUCO 5.51 5.72 5.57 4.67

PIAUI 2.43 3.03 2.41 1.68

RIO DE JANEIRO 6.49 4.21 5.95 8.48
RIO GRANDE DO NORTE 2.21 2.73 2.13 1.62

RIO GRANDE DO SUL 5.49 5.22 5.36 6.11
RONDONIA 1.73 1.97 1.73 0.79
RORAIMA 1.44 1.61 1.54 0.16
SANTA CATARINA 3.70 3.14 4.50 3.11
SAO PAULO 9.89 5.44 9.48 21.79
SERGIPE 1.90 2.93 1.71 1.04
TOCANTINS 1.99 2.93 1.77 0.68
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Table IV.2
Malapportionment in the Brazilian Legislature, 1998

State Chamber of Deputies Senate Congresso Nacional
ACRE 4.91 11.66 5.83

ALAGOAS 1.06 2.23 1.22
AMAPA 6.00 14.24 7.12
AMAZONAS 1.00 2.38 1.19

BAHIA 0.96 0.47 0.89
CEARA 0.99 0.85 0.97
DISTRITO FEDERAL 1.31 3.12 1.56

ESPIRITO SANTO 1.09 2.07 1.22

GOIAIS 1.13 1.26 1.15
MARANHAO 1.06 1.12 1.07
MATO GROSSO 1.08 2.57 1.28
MATO GROSSO DO SUL 1.26 3.00 1.50
MINAS GERAIS 0.98 0.35 0.89
PARA 0.93 1.04 0.94
PARAIBA 1.13 1.79 1.22
PARANA 1.02 0.65 0.97
PERNANBUCO 1.05 0.80 1.01

PIAUI 1.16 2.21 1.30
RIO DE JANEIRO 1.06 0.44 0.98
RIO GRANDE DO NORTE 0.96 2.28 1.14

RIO GRANDE DO SUL 0.99 0.61 0.94
RONDONIA 1.98 4.70 2.35
RORAIMA 9.68 22.98 11.49
SANTA CATARINA 1.00 1.19 1.03
SAO PAULO 0.63 0.17 0.56
SERGIPE 1.50 3.56 1.78
TOCANTINS 2.28 5.41 2.70
Average 1.78 3.45 2.01
Entries are ratio between share of seats allocated to state i  and share of population in state i .
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Table  IV.3:  Impact  o f  "Pres ident ia l  Var iables"  on  the  Dis tr ibut ion  of  Federal
Investment  Budgetary  Resources  to  the  States ,  1996-99  (OLS)

Dependent  Var iab le :  Log  o f  Approved  Inves tments  Per  Capi ta
( 1 ) (2) (3) ( 4 ) (5)

I N C O M E 1.9510E-05 1 .9510E-05 1.7730E-05 2.2580E-05 1.9110E-05
(1 .31) (1.10) (0.98) (1 .26) (1.00)

M A L A P P 0 .8468 0 .8536 0 .8382 0 .8387 0 .8443
(17 .56) (17.74) (16.96) (17 .58) (17 .37)

F E D C O A L 0.2718
(1 .08)

P R E S C O A L 0 .1218
(1.62)

P R E S P A R T Y -0.0637
(0.75)

C O A L O N L Y 0.1282
(1 .99)

P R E S V O T E 0.1214
(0.71)

Constant -0.2339 -0 .0930 0.0241 -0.0791 -0.0619
(-0.97) (0.34) (0 .95) (0.29)

R
2

0.76 0 .76 0 .76 0.77 0.76

Dependent  Var iab le :  Log  o f  Executed  Inves tments  Per  Capi ta
I N C O M E 3.5880E-05 2 .6680E-05 2.2780E-05 3.0370E-05 2.4070E-05

(1 .42) (1.20) (1.01) (1 .36) (0.98)
M A L A P P 0 .8014 0 .8127 0 .7930 0 .7899 0 .7986

(13 .28) (13.60) (12.79) (13 .28) (13 .11)
F E D C O A L 0.3860

(1 .22)
P R E S C O A L 0.1977

(2.12)
P R E S P A R T Y -0.0588

(-0.55)
C O A L O N L Y 0.1818

(2 .26)
P R E S V O T E 0.1131

(0.28)
Constant -0.3759 -0 .1975 -0.0143 -0.1558 -0.0944

( -1 .25) (-1.67) (-0.16) ( -1 .51) (-0.348)
R

2
0.64 0 .65 0 .64 0.65 0.64

Dependent  Var iab le :  Log  o f  Approved  Amendments  Per  Capi ta
I N C O M E -5 .7460E-05 -7 .4010E-05 -7 .0300E-05 -6 .7050E-05 -6 .5160E-05

( -2 .32) (-3.32) (-3.22) ( -3 .04) ( -2 .72)
M A L A P P 0 .9664 0 .9679 0 .9380 0 .9553 0 .9592

(16 .35) (16.14) (15.70) (16 .29) (16 .09)
F E D C O A L 0.4782

(1 .55)
P R E S C O A L 0.0502

(0.53)
P R E S P A R T Y -0 .2229

(-2.16)
C O A L O N L Y 0.1689

(2 .13)
P R E S V O T E 0.4393

(1.10)
Constant -0.1049 0.2877 0.3660 0.2088 0.0557

( -0 .36) (2.42) (4.29) (2 .05) (0.21)
R

2
0.77 0 .76 0 .77 0.77 0.76

Significance:  I ta l ic  < 0 .10 , B o l d  <  0 . 0 5, Both  <  0 .01 . K E Y :  RENDA: Log of  s ta te ' s  per  capi ta
income;  MALAPP:  Share  of  sea ts  in  Nat iona l  Congress /Share  of  popula t ion ;  FEDCOAL:  share
of  s ta te  de legat ion  to  Nat .  Congress  be longing to  the  government  coal i t ion;  PRESCOAL:
Governor  i s  par t  of  the  government  coal i t ion;  PRESPARTY: Governor  i s  par t  of  the  pres . ' s
par ty;  COALONLY: Governor  is  par t  of  the  government  coal i t ion,  not  of  h is  par ty;  
PRESVOTE:  share  of  s ta te ' s  popular  vo te  g iven  to  the  pres ident .  N=108.
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Table IV.4: Impact of "Governors Variables" on the Distribution of Federal
Investment Budgetary Resources to the States, 1996-99 (OLS)

Dependent Variable: Log of Approved Investments Per Capita
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

INCOME 1.7880E-05 3.7290E-05 2.7070E-05 1.9510E-05 2.9840E-05
(1.02) (2.08) (1.53) (1.09) (1.72)

MALAPP 0.8378 0.8612 0.8746 0.8536 0.8817
(17.63) (18.75) (18..42) (17.74) (18.89)

N P A R T Y 0.0197
(2.20)

G O V C O A L 0.0062
(3.59)

ROUND2 -0.1925
(-3.01)

W E A K G O V 1 -0.1218
(-1.62)

W E A K G O V 2 -0.3432
(-3.65)

Constant -0.0897 0.2877 0.3660 0.2088
(-1.08) (-2.82) (1.27) (0.42)

R 2
0.77 0.78 0.78 0.76

Dependent Variable: Log of Executed Investments Per Capita
INCOME 2.2950E-05 4.3280E-05 3.3790E-05 2.6680E-05 4.0730E-05

(1.02) (1.89) (1.52) (1.20) (1.91)
MALAPP 0.7924 0.8161 0.8330 0.8127 0.8511

(13.17) (13.91) (13.90) (13.60) (14.83)
N P A R T Y 0.0185

(1.65)
G O V C O A L 0.0064

(2.92)
ROUND2 -0.2205

(-2.73)
W E A K G O V 1 -0.1977

(2.12)
W E A K G O V 2 -0.4884

(-4.23)
Constant -0.1216 -0.3749 0.0639 0.0001 -0.0417

(-1.16) (-2.26) (0.71) (0.00) (-0.52)
R

2
0.65 0.66 0.66 0.65 0.69

Dependent Variable: Log of Approved Amendments Per Capita
INCOME 4.3280E-05 -4.4860E-05 -6.0770E-05 -7.4010E-05 -6.6390E-05

(-3.47) (-2.08) (-2.82) (-3.32) (-2.97)
MALAPP 0.9480 0.9871 1.0036 0.9679 0.9884

(16.93) (17.87) (17.30) (16.14) (16.44)
N P A R T Y 0.0409

(3.885)
G O V C O A L 0.0090

(4.33)
ROUND2 -0.2602

(3.33)
W E A K G O V 1 -0.0502

(0.54)
W E A K G O V 2 -0.2267

(1.87)
Constant 0.1156 -0.1591 0.4349 0.3379 0.3234

(1.19) (-1.15) (4.99) (3.91) (3.83)
R 2

0.79 0.80 0.78 0.76 0.77
Significance: Italic < 0.10 , Bold < 0.05 , Both < 0.01 . KEY : RENDA: Log of state's per capita
income; MALAPP: Share of seats in National Congress/Share of population; NPARTY: Number
of parties in the governor's electoral coalition; GOVCOAL: Share of state delegation to the Nat.
Congress belonging to the governor's electoral coalition; ROUND2: Governor was elected in the
second round;  WEAKGOV1: PRESCOAL=0 and GOVCOAL<66%; WEAKGOV2:
PRESCOAL=0 and GOVCOAL<66% and ROUND2=1.  N=108.



 
 30 

References 
 
Abrucio, Fernando Luiz. 1998. Os Barões da Federação: Os Governadores e a 
Redemocratização Brasileira. São Paulo: Hucitec. 
 
Abrucio, Fernando & Valeriano Fereeira Costa. 1998. Reforma do estado e o conetxto 
federativo brasileiro. Série Pesquisas no. 12. São Paulo, Fundação Konrad Adenauer. 
 
Ames, Barry. 2001. The Deadlock of Democracy in Brazil. Ann Arbor: Michigan 
University Press. 
 
Ansolabehere, Stephen, Alan Gerber and James M. Snyder, Jr. (2002). “Equal Votes, 
Equal Money: Court-Ordered Redistricting and the Distribution of Public Expenditures in 
the American States.” Massachusetts Institute of Technology, manuscript. 
 
Amorin Neto, Octávio. 1998. “Of Presidents, Parties, and Ministers: Cabinet Formation 
and Legislative Decision-Making Under Separation of Powers.” Ph.D. dissertation, 
University of California, San Diego. 
 
Arretche, Marta. 2000. Estado Federativo e Políticas Sociais. Rio de Janeiro: 
Revan/Fapesp. 
 
Carey, John M and Matthew Soberg Shugart. 1994. “Incentives to Cultivate a Personal 
Vote: A Rank Ordering of Electoral Formulas.” Electoral Studies(14):417-39. 
 
Cheibub, José Antonio, Adam Przeworski and Sebastian Saiegh. 2002. “Government 
Coalition and Legislative Effectiveness Under Presidentialism and Parliamentarism.” 
Manuscript, Yale University/New York University. 
 
Cox, Gary W. and Mathew McCubbins. 2002. “Agenda Power in the House of 
Representatives” in David W. Brady and Mathew McCubbins. Party, Process and 
Political Change in Congress: New Perspective on the History of Congress. Palo Alto 
Stanford University Press.  
 
Figueiredo, Argelina and Fernando Limongi. Executivo e Legislativo na nova ordem 
constitucional. Rio de Janeiro: Editora FGV. 1999. 
 
Figueiredo, Argelina and Fernando Limongi. 2000. Presidential Power, Legislative  
Organization, and Party Behavior in the Legislature. Comparative Politics 32 (2):151- 
170. 
 
Figueiredo, Argelina and Fernando Limongi. “Inventivos eleitorais, Partidos e política 
orçamentária. Dados 45(2) pp 303-44. 2002. 
 
Giambiagi, Fábio and Ana Cláudia Além. 2001. Finanças Públicas: Teoria e Prática no 
Brasil. Rio de Janeiro: Campus. 



 
 31 

 
Horiuchi, Yusaku and Jun Saito. (2001). “Electoral Reform and the Distribution of Public 
Expenditures: Evidence from Japan.” Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the 
American Political Science Association, San Francisco, September. 
 
Kugelmas, Eduardo and Sola, Lourdes. 1999. “Recentralização/Descentralização: 
Dinâmica do Regime Federativo no Brasil nos Anos 90”. Tempo Social- Revista de 
Sociologia da USP, Vol 11, no. 2, Outubro. 
 
Lamounier, Bolívar. 1994. “A democracia brasileira de 1985 à década de 90: a síndorme 
da paralisia hiperativa in João Paulo dos Reis Veloso (coord) Governabilidade, sistema 
político e violência urbana. Rio de Janeiro: José Olympio, pp 25-63. 
 
Samuels, David. 2000a. “Concurrent Elections, Discordant Results: Presidentialism, 
Federalism, and Government in Brazil. Comparative Politics (October):1:20. 
 
Samuels, David. 2000b. “The Gubernatorial Coattails Effect: Federalism and 
Congressional Elections in Brazil.” Journal of Politics 62(1):240-253, February.  
 
Samuels, David. 2000c. “Ambition and Competition: Explaining Legislative Turnover in 
Brazil.” Legislative Studies Quarterly 25(3):481-497, August. 
 
Santos, Wanderley Guilherme dos. 1987. Crise e castigo. Partidos e generais na política 
brasileira. São Paulo: Vértice. 
 
Stepan, Alfred. (1999) “Para Uma Nova Análise Comparativa do Federalismo e da 
Democracia: Federações que Restringem ou Ampliam o Poder do Demos”. Dados – 
Revista de Ciências Sociais, Vol  42, no. 2. IUPERJ, Rio de Janeiro.  
 
Stepan, Alfred. 2000. “Brazil’s Decentralized Federalism: Bringing Government Closer 
to Citizens?” Deadalus 129(2):145-170, Spring. 
 
Mainwaring, Scott. 1997. “Multipartism, Robust Federalism, and Presidentialism in 
Brazil” in  Scott Mainwaring and Matthew Shugart, eds. Presidentialism and Democracy 
in Latin America. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, pp. 55-109. 

Mainwaring, Scott. 1999. Rethinking Party Systems in the Third Wave of 
Democratization: The Case of Brazil. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 

Willis, Eliza, Christopher Garman, and Stephan Haggard. 1999. “The Politics of 
Decentralization in Latin America.” Latin American Research Review 34(1):7-56. 

 


