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overnment bureaucrats in air-conditioned offices still retain a high degree of control
in selecting and prioritizing community projects.
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even set foot in the barrios and as Victor Diaz, Coordinator
of the utility’s Community Management Office put it,
“planned everything from their air-conditioned offices!

The model has also translated into real service
improvements. In Antimano, several major infrastructure
projects have been planned and implemented with
community participation, reducing water cycles in some
sectors from every two months to as little as every eight
days or even continuous service in some sectors. The
service has also become much more predictable so
residents no longer plan their lives around water. However,
challenges still remain.

Popular Power from the Top Down?

While the utility is now more responsive to communities,
it is difficult to discern how much decision-making power
the MTAs have in practice. Government bureaucrats in
air-conditioned offices still retain a high degree of control
in selecting and prioritizing community projects. For
community activists, this means that true popular power is
along way off.

The bureaucratic agencies also work at a far slower rate
than the community organizations, frequently falling short
of people’s heightened expectations.

Despite persistent promises that water cycles will be
shortened, some sectors still only receive water every

21 days, for 3 days at a time. One sector in Antimano is

still waiting for a project that they've been pushing for
since 2003. And community members often have to play
institutional ping-pong, pitching proposals to a plethora of
state agencies before securing support.

This points to a difficult balance that the government
tries to achieve: incorporating checks and balances to
ensure accountability, while also being flexible enough to
respond to the needs of communities. The balancing act
does not always succeed.

But the problem of bureaucracy is not only a problem
of inefficiency or excessive paperwork. Many believe
that the MTAs and other community organizations
have become too top-down. From the government’s
perspective, institutionalizing the organizations is
essential for strengthening the Bolivarian Process and
giving communities the support they need to carry
out their work.

However, for community organizers the government’s
top-down directives can be a source of frustration. Some
even believe that by making organizations jump through
administrative hoops, the government is attempting

to neutralize their ability to organize outside of state-
sanctioned channels — a way of controlling them.

Top-down control becomes more serious when state
officials actively resist MTAs' efforts to influence decision-
making. As water reformer Santiago Arconada suggests,
the leadership of the water utility and the municipality
are often reluctant to cede greater responsibilities to the
communities because it means giving up their

own privileges.

In this context, participants in the MTAs and other
community organizations in Venezuela find themselves
torn between maintaining their firm commitment to the
government while also denouncing the negative elements
of the process such as bureaucracy and inefficiency.

Excessive state dependence also threatens the technical
water committees’ long-term sustainability, since it is
unclear if they could outlast a change in administration at
the national level.

Recognizing this, Hidrocapital's Victor Diaz, himself

an Antimano resident, admonishes the parish’s MTA
participants to assert their independence and put pressure
on the state to live up to its promises:“If the opposition
wins one day, | won't be here anymore. A new government
will bring in different civil servants. This is why you need to
learn to be autonomous”

Victor's statement strikes at the heart of one of the central
contradictions of the Process: to what extent can popular
power be decreed from above?

Spronk and McMillan conclude that future efforts to
improve services and build popular power will depend
on both state-supported participatory efforts backed
by strong public financing such as the MTAs — what
development scholars refer to as “invited” spaces for
participation — and grassroots organizing that can
challenge the status quo and push for deeper structural
change, or “invented” spaces for participation.

Carmen Rojas, community activist and MTA participant,
sums up the major challenge going forward: “No one is
going to give us power. We need to take it ourselves.” il
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