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President and Congress in Paraguay: legislative
success in foreign and domestic policy
Pedro Feliú Ribeiro a, Camilo Lopez Burian b and Rodrigo Pedrosa Lyra c*
aInternational Relations, University of Sao Paulo (USP), São Paulo, Brazil; bPolitical Science,
Universidad de la Republica (UDeLaR), Montevideo, Uruguay; cInternational Relations,
University of Sao Paulo (USP), São Paulo, Brazil

ABSTRACT
The president’s ability to legislate is a central element in studies of presidential
regimes. A debate persists about the existence of ‘two presidencies’, that is,
whether presidential legislative proposals are more successful in Congress
when the subject is foreign policy compared to domestic politics. The article
makes an empirical contribution in confirming the thesis of the two
presidents in a case whose legislative powers of the president are the lowest
in the region: Paraguay. Statistical analysis also reveals the importance of
political and economic variables in the propensity to approve matters in the
Paraguayan legislature, such as presidential popularity, unemployment and
the effective number of parties. While the National Congress constrains the
legislative production of the Paraguayan president in domestic issues, the
president’s foreign policy receives high support from legislators. The different
characteristics of foreign policy stimulate congressional delegation of the
matter to the president.

KEYWORDS Presidentialism; legislative success; foreign policy; domestic policy; Paraguay

Introduction

In a recent interview regarding his presidential term in Paraguay, Fernando
Lugo (2008–2012) said ‘First of all, winning elections is not everything. You
can win elections but at a very high price. And that price is not having gov-
ernability’ (Estrada, 2018). South America has shown several cases of presi-
dential mandates interrupted by the political judgment of Congress after
the 1990s (Pérez-Liñán, 2018). The region has presented a combination of
stable regimes and unstable presidents (Pérez-Liñán & Polga-Hecimovich,
2012). The president’s capacity to govern thus remains a central theme
when it comes to presidential stability in the region. Several researchers
have used a president’s legislative success as a key indicator of governance
capacity in Latin American presidential systems (Alemán & Tsebelis, 2005;
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Amorim Neto, 2006; Arnold et al., 2017; Chaisty et al., 2014; Cheibub et al.,
2004; Cox & Morgenstern, 2001; Figueiredo et al., 2009; Raile et al., 2011).

A president may have varying degrees of difficulty in getting approval for
her proposals, depending on the subject being debated. Different types of
policy proposals can generate different incentives for Parliament regarding
the Executive political agenda (Eshbaugh-Soha, 2010). The difference
between domestic and foreign policies is one of the most relevant in studies
of presidential legislative success (Baldwin & Magee, 2000; Conley, 1999;
Dahl, 1950; Mack et al., 2013; Meernik, 1993; Prins & Marshall, 2001).
Foreign policy has a unique characteristic when compared to other public pol-
icies, since the decision-making calculus is highly affected by the anarchical
structure of the international system (Amorim Neto &Malamud, 2015; Chau-
doin et al., 2015; Gustavsson, 1999; Rose, 1998). This externality places sub-
stantial demands for supra-party support of presidential foreign policy
(Huddy, 2013). When it comes to foreign policy, party politics stops at the
water’s edge (McCormick & Wittkopf, 1992).

In Latin America, the President is often regarded as the main leader in
foreign policy making (Burges & Chagas, 2017; Jenne et al., 2017;
Malamud, 2014; Mora & Hey, 2003). Congressional rejection of a given pre-
sidential foreign policy is likely to undermine the credibility of this central
state agent in the international system (Ripley & Lindsay, 1993). This paper
aims to analyse the political, economic and social factors associated with
the Paraguayan president’s ability to approve her bills, focusing on the differ-
ence between domestic and foreign policies. We seek to answer the following
questions: in a multiparty context, what capacity does the president have to
approve his or her foreign policy initiatives? What political, economic and
social factors are associated with the president’s legislative success in the inter-
national and domestic arenas?

Our empirical data include all 1516 presidential legislative proposals in
both the Paraguayan Chamber of Deputies and Senate between 2003 and
2016. Paraguay is peculiar in the region in that its president has the
weakest legislative power among her South American peers (Payne et al.,
2003; Samuels & Matthew, 2003; Shugart & Haggard, 2001). Low legislative
powers diminish the propensity of presidential dominance on the legislative
agenda (Cox & McCubbins, 1992, 2005). On the other hand, presidents
with strong legislative powers can limit the legislative role of parliaments
and generate strong incentives for legislators to be strategically supportive
of government, no matter the issue in discussion (Baldez & Carey, 1999; Chas-
quetti, 2014). Paraguay does not have this relevant institutional bias. There-
fore it is a particularly suitable case to compare the legislative success of the
president in domestic and foreign issues, capturing the difference between
both policy dimensions without this very common (in South America)
cofounding institutional feature.
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Through a logistic model, we find two presidents in one: a president con-
strained by the legislature in domestic affairs and another with broad con-
ditions to approve the foreign policy agenda. Moreover, we find that
political and economic factors such as popular approval of the president,
unemployment and the effective number of parties (ENP) change congress’
propensity to approve a president’s legislative proposals.

This paper is structured as follows. In the next section, we present a litera-
ture review and research hypotheses. We focus on distinguishing foreign and
domestic policy, as well as revising the main explanatory factors of presiden-
tial legislative success in presidential regimes. Then, we describe our data and
methods. Afterwards, we present results and conclude with a discussion of our
findings.

Literature review and hypotheses

In presidential regimes, the executive and the legislative branches are separate
and independent in their origin and survival (Shugart & Carey 1992). Inter-
branch negotiations are needed because these independent branches need
each other to achieve any policy goals that require passing legislation
(Shugart, 2008). Notwithstanding, the ability of the president to approve legis-
lation in Congress may have a great deal of variation depending on the policy
area. Presidents may be more successful in getting approval for their foreign
policy than their domestic policy bills. In this scenario, while there is presiden-
tial supremacy inmatters related to foreign policy, the president suffers a strong
congressional constraint when it comes to domestic politics (Milner & Tingley,
2015). Aaron Wildavsky (1966) called this phenomenon the two-presidencies
thesis, alluding to the contrast between domestic and foreign policy in the pre-
sident’s ability to obtain majority approval in Congress.

Threemain factors account for legislative delegation to the president regard-
ing foreign policy. First, a high-skilled bureaucracy and thus privileged control
over information. Second, low electoral incentive. Third, the demand for state
secrecy and the speed of politics. (King, 1986; Mack et al., 2013; Milner &
Tingley, 2015; Ripley & Lindsay, 1993; Rudalevige, 2002; Sinclair, 1993).

Because the president is such a dominant actor in the foreign policy policy-
making process, many scholars argue for presidential supremacy over Con-
gress with regards to foreign policy formulation (Escobar & Gonzáles, 2012;
Lima & Santos, 2001; Monroy & Sánchez, 2017; Sanchez, 2014; Stuhldreher,
2003). For example, Alemán and Navia (2009:, p. 413) show that international
treaties in Chile are more likely to pass in Congress than legislative proposals
on domestic and fiscal policy. Similarly, Feliú and Urdinez (2017) demon-
strate the relevance of the two-presidencies thesis to the Argentine case,
showing different levels of legislative support for presidential initiatives
depending on whether the issue is a foreign or domestic matter.
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The two presidency thesis can also be observed in different domains of pre-
sidential activity, lending robustness to the thesis in the presidential system.
Marshall and Pacelle (2005) find the thesis is effective, demonstrating a differ-
ence in presidents’ strategies in issuing executive orders between foreign and
domestic policies. Canes-Wrone et al. (2008) argue that presidents have much
more influence on foreign affairs budgets and administrative agencies than in
the domestic sphere. By analysing Supreme Court rulings showing that judges
are more likely to support the president in foreign policy matters when com-
pared to other topics, Yates and Whitford (1998) conclude that even when it
comes to the judiciary, the American president has greater support regarding
foreign policy.

It is important to highlight that the two presidencies thesis is not entirely
consensual. Some scholars advocate the idea that there is only a small differ-
ence between foreign policy and domestic policy, with no specific effects on
legislative behaviour (Diniz, 2012; Fleisher et al., 2000; McCormick et al.,
1997; Mello & Spektor, 2018; Neves, 2003). In the US case, the harmful reper-
cussions of the Vietnam War (Lindsay, 2003; Meernik, 1993) and the end of
the Cold War (Holsti & Rosenau, 1986; Kupchan & Trubowitz, 2007) are
elements that would explain the disappearance of the two-presidencies
thesis. In the context of multiparty presidentialism, the similarity between
executive and legislative relations in domestic and foreign policies is described
as a product of the president’s legislative powers and her ability to form
majoritarian coalitions in Congress, presenting high levels of legislative
approval in both policy arenas (Feliú, 2019; Ferrari, 2011; Flores, 2008; Fol-
lietti, 2005; Onuki et al., 2009).

Regardless of the particularities of the Paraguayan case, the country shares
one common feature with all other presidential systems: the president has the
constitutional prerogative to initiate foreign policy, represent the country in
an anarchic international system and operate the diplomatic apparatus.
Thus, despite the fact that three out of four presidents in our sample lacked
legislative majorities in Congress, the specificity of foreign policy and the
exclusive prerogatives of the president on the subject generate the expectation
of higher probabilities of approval in the country’s foreign policy matters. On
this note, we formulate the first hypothesis of our study based on the (in) con-
sistency of the two-presidencies thesis for Paraguayan multiparty
presidentialism:

H1: The Paraguayan president is more likely to approve his or her foreign
policy proposals when compared to domestic policy matters.

The level of popular support the president received during his or her term is
an essential factor in the president’s relationship with parliament (Barrett &
Eshbaugh-Soha, 2007). Popular presidents have more support from legislators
in presenting their initiatives, since rejecting them can mean an electoral cost
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to the legislator (Altman, 2000; Calvo, 2007; Mainwaring, 1997; Rudalevige,
2002). However, this positive relationship does not lead to consensus in the
literature (Canes-Wrone, 2004). Some works show little or no effect of presi-
dential approval on his or her legislative success (Alemán & Navia, 2009;
Bond & Fleisher, 1990; Darrieux, 2019), making the relationship between
popularity and legislative success still unclear. Nevertheless, because our
main interest is to test the two presidencies thesis in Paraguay, we expect
that if popularity of the president is relevant and positive to the probability
of approving a bill, it`s impact will be lower on foreign policy issues. We
develop an interactive hypothesis regarding presidential popularity, foreign
policy bills and the probability of congressional approval of a presidential
initiative. In line with our first hypothesis, we formulate the second hypothesis
of the study.

H2: The marginal effect of the president’s popularity on the probability of
approving a bill is positive and higher on domestic issues when compared to
foreign policy issues.

The president’s legislative success in the framework of multiparty presidenti-
alism can also be affected by the system’s degree of multipartyism (i.e. the
effective number of parties (Alcántara Saéz & Garcia Montero, 2008)).
With a higher effective number of parties, majority coalition formation
becomes harder, and ideological polarisation becomes more likely, making
it difficult for the president to pass legislative proposals (Cox & McCubbins,
2001; García Montero, 2009; Santos et al., 2014). Following the same logic of
the previous hypothesis, it is expected that an increase of the effective number
of parties would have a stronger negative impact on the probability of passing
a domestic policy presidential bill when compared with foreign policy bills.
We formulate a third interactive hypothesis to test the validity of the two pre-
sidencies thesis:

H3: The marginal effect of the effective number of parties on the probability of
approving a bill is negative and higher on domestic issues when compared to
foreign policy issues.

In addition to the three main hypothesis described above, we include four
important control variables that could have an effect on the propensity of
approval of a presidential bill. The first is the duration of debate on a bill.
Hiroi and Rennó (2018), drawing on a case study of Brazil, highlight political
conflict as one of the main reasons leading to the increased time of legislative
decision. Thus, it is expected a negative relationship between the time taken
and the legislative success of the president. Second, we include economic
and social variables that may affect the propensity to pass presidential propo-
sals: unemployment and inflation. Generally, unemployment (Henisz &
Mansfield, 2006) and inflation (Gibbs, 2009) are highly voter-sensitive
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indicators. Their deterioration generates an impact in the evaluation of econ-
omic management and undermines the ability of the head of state to approve
his or her proposals.

The third control variable is the house of legislative decision. The preroga-
tives granted to the Chamber of Deputies or Senate, as well as its internal
regulations, vary in each country. In some cases, there may be an imbalance
of functions between the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate or even
different legislative procedures (García Montero, 2009). These distinctions
can affect legislative behaviour and the relations between the two powers
and, consequently, the legislative success of the president (Diniz, 2005;
Neiva, 2011). The temporal distance of the president’s election can also be
an influencing element of legislative success of the president (Eshbaugh-
Soha, 2005). Newly elected presidents may enjoy greater support from law-
makers due to the recent effect of the elections, called a ‘honeymoon
period’ (Alemán & Navia, 2009; Altman, 2000; Cárdenas et al. 2008; Mack
et al., 2013; Molinas et al., 2004). We include the ‘honeymoon period’ as
the fourth control variable. In the next section, we present the data and
methodology.

Data and methods

The data in this article cover all presidential legislative bills, both in the
Chamber of Deputies and Senate, between 2003 and 2016, totalling 1516 leg-
islative proposals initiated by the Executive branch. Our dependent variable is
the approval or not of the presidential bill in each chamber. In order to dis-
tinguish foreign policy from domestic policy, we use the following definition:
official activity formulated and implemented by authorised agents of a sover-
eign state directed at the external environment of states (Milner & Tingley,
2015; Tayfur, 1994). The above definition captures a central element that dis-
tinguishes foreign policy from domestic policy: the external environment. By
classifying the legislative proposals discussed in the Paraguayan legislature
based on this criterion, it is possible to preserve the specificity of foreign
policy matters. Therefore, we coded foreign policy themes as one, and other
topics as zero.

We obtained monthly presidential popularity data through the Executive
Approval Project1, and also recorded monthly unemployment and inflation.
Data was extracted from the Directorate of Statistics and Central Bank of
Paraguay, respectively. To determine the effective number of parties (ENP),
we use the widespread formula of Laakso and Taagepera (1979). The ENP
provides a weighted count of the number of parties in the legislature, which
we obtained from the Paraguayan Superior Electoral Court. To determine
the president’s honeymoon period, we adopted the same criteria as Alemán
and Calvo (2008), coding the first year of the presidential term as ‘1’ and
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all others as ‘0’. Proposals in the Senate were coded as ‘1’ while those in the
Chamber of Deputies were ‘0’. The length of time of a bill in Congress is
measured in months, being coded as ‘time’. Table 1 below presents the
descriptive statistics of all variables used in the statistical test. ‘Approval’ is
the dichotomous dependent variable while the others are independent
variables.

The dependent variable ‘Approval’ has 90% of approved legislative matters
and, consequently, only 10% of rejected proposals. Our analysis removed the
ongoing bills and presidential proposals started before 2003. Out of 14,482
legislative proposals from both branches between 2003 and 2016, 1516 presi-
dential bills are covered. Economic variables – inflation and unemployment –
averaged 0.4 and 6.9, respectively, with significant variability during the
period. The popularity of Paraguayan presidents also varied considerably,
both between presidents and within their terms. President Fernando Lugo
(2008–2012), for example, had a minimum popular approval rating of 17%
and a maximum of 93% during his tenure.

The effective number of parties, on the other hand, varied less – there were
between 4.3 and 5.2 effective parties in the studied period. The average dur-
ation of a bill in Congress was around 5 months, with proposals that have
been processed in less than one month and others over 7 years. The
primary dichotomous variable, foreign policy, shows that 44 per cent of the
presidential bills discussed in the Paraguayan Congress are foreign policy
issues. Furthermore, almost one fifth of the bills were initiated during the pre-
sident’s honeymoon period. Finally, the Senate decided a little more than 50%
of all presidential legislative matters.

To test the hypotheses of this research, we used logistic regression in our
analysis of the data. Since our dependent variable is dichotomous, logistic
regression is adequate to predict which of the two categories, approval or rejec-
tion, an observation is most likely to belong to, given the variables listed above.
We have run twomodels, model 1 without interactions andmodel 2 with three
interactions terms. Interaction terms between foreign policy and presidential
popularity, and foreign policy and the effective number of parties are used to

Table 1. Summary statistics.
Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Approval 1516 .903 - 0 1
Unemployment 1516 6.94 .915 5.5 9.2
Inflation 1516 .413 .891 −2.2 3.7
President Popularity 1516 43.1 19.29 5 93
ENP 1516 4.91 .290 4.3 5.3
Time 1516 5.02 9.73 0 84.2
Foreign Policy 1516 .443 - 0 1
Honeymoon 1516 .196 - 0 1
Senate 1516 .511 - 0 1

Source: elaborated by the authors.
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test hypothesis two and three, including one more interaction between foreign
policy and the control variable ‘unemployment’. The SPost software for
STATA (Long & Freese, 2014) was used to perform the statistical test and
robustness check. Routines used for estimation as well as model robustness
test results are available in a supplementary document. In the following
section, we present the results of the estimated logistic models.

Results

Table 2 presents the estimation results for model 1, without interactions, and
model 2 with the three interactions described above.

Model 1 reveals that foreign policy issues have a positive and significant
impact on the probability of approval of a presidential legislative initiative.
The OR column in Table 2 reports the odds ratios. Foreign policy matters
are 8.4 times more likely to be approved when compared to domestic
policy matters, when keeping the other variables in the model constant on
average in model 1. Presidential popularity has a positive and significant
effect, indicating that the greater the popularity of the Paraguayan president,

Table 2. Results.
Model 1 Model 2

β OR Β OR

Foreign Policy 2.13*** 8.42 −7.47 .0005
(.338) (5.38)

Unemployment -.752*** .471 -.942*** .389
(.151) (.167)

Inflation .133 1.14 .132 1.14
(.123) .(126)

President Popularity .037*** 1.03 .040*** 1.04
(.009) (.011)

Honeymoon -.044 .956 .044 1.04
(.429) (.407)

ENP −2.63*** .071 −2.68*** .067
(.623) (.650)

Time -.091*** .912 -.091*** .912
(.007) (.007)

Senate .739** .976 .742** 2.10
(.315) (.319)

Foreign Policy x Unemployment .834*** 2.30
(.332)

Foreign Policy x President Popularity -.011 .988
(.015)

Foreign Policy x ENP .768 2.15
(1.0)

Constant 18.843*** 20.378***
(2.99) (3.31)

Obs 1512 1512
Log Likelihood −309.260 −305.445
Likelihood ratio test 342.29*** 349.92***
Pseudo R2 0.35 0.36
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the greater the chances of approval. Among the economic indicators, unem-
ployment had a more significant impact on the proposal’s probability of
approval. The higher the unemployment, the lower the chance of passing
the proposal, as indicated by the odds ratio being lower than one in the
model 1 in Table 2.

Model 1 also confirms the expectation that a larger effective number of
parties is associated with lower legislative approval of presidential bills. The
Executive’s initiatives are more likely to pass in the Senate when compared
to the Chamber of Deputies. The time taken to process legislative proposals
indicates that the longer the delay, the lower the chances of approval. Here
the expectation is confirmed, a longer procedure time may mean a larger pol-
itical conflict over the matter, increasing the probability of its disapproval. The
honeymoon period and inflation, by contrast, are not significantly associated
with the propensity of legislative approval.

To test our three hypotheses we need to extend our logistic model by adding
some interaction terms. These interaction terms allow us to estimate the mar-
ginal effect of foreign policy on the probability of approval at different values of
unemployment, presidential popularity and the effective number of parties. In
logistic models with interactions, a statistically significant product term coeffi-
cient is not a sufficient condition for substantively meaningful interaction
between independent variables in their effect on approval (Berry et al., 2010).
Therefore, we present the probability of approval of bills in domestic and
foreign matters at different levels of the interacting independent variables.

Figure 1 shows the estimated marginal effects of foreign policy on the prob-
ability of approval at different levels of unemployment while holding other vari-
ables at their mean and other non-continuous variables at their mode. In the
graph, the horizontal axis represents the unemployment rate; the vertical axis
shows the probability of passing the legislation and the dotted lines show the
95 per cent confidence intervals. The grey line corresponds to foreign policy
themes, while the black line corresponds to domestic policy themes.

As shown in Figure 1, in cases where unemployment is low there is a high
probability of legislative success (approximately 90%) in both foreign and
domestic topics. As unemployment rates increase, differences become
starker, and foreign policy proposals become more likely to be approved
than domestic policy proposals in a statistically significant manner. Consider-
ing a rate at the upper end of distribution of unemployment (9%), the confi-
dence interval of the probability of passing a foreign policy subject does not
stray from 90%. On domestic matters, the confidence interval of the prob-
ability of passing a domestic policy matter falls between 50% and 70%. A
deterioration of the Paraguayan economy affects the legislative approval
chances of domestic policy matters but does not change legislative approval
of foreign policy issues. This supports the argument that as economic con-
ditions worsen, legislators are more willing to be deferential to the president

THE JOURNAL OF LEGISLATIVE STUDIES 9



to avoid blame for a worsening economy (Gibbs 2009). But when it comes to
foreign policy, its specificity when compared to domestic policy makes the
effect of unemployment almost null in presidential legislative success,
giving support for hypothesis one of this study.

Figure 2 exhibits the marginal effect graph for the interactions between pre-
sidential popularity and the legislative success of her proposals in both dom-
estic and foreign matters.

Presidential popularity positively affects the legislative success of the presi-
dent in domestic issues, while in foreign policy issues the effect is very small.
As president’s popularity rate increases, differences between foreign and dom-
estic policies are less relevant, and foreign policy proposals have a similarly
high probability of being approved compared to domestic policy proposals.
For example, when the president’s popularity is above 70%, differences are
not statistically significant. On the other hand, if we consider a very unpopular
president, with only 10% of approval rate, her domestic bill will have a 70%
chance of approval in Congress, while foreign policy bills will have more
than 90% probability of approval. The logic that connects presidential popu-
larity to a greater probability of approval of executive matters, as mentioned
earlier, is based on the legislative cost of opposing a popular president. Just as
associating the image of the legislator with a popular president can yield many
votes, the opposite is also true, causing the opposition to lose votes. This logic,
though, does not apply to foreign policy. The analysis of Figure 2 supports
hypothesis two and enhances the specificity of foreign policy.

)

y y

Figure 1. Marginal Effects of Unemployment and Type of Policy on the probability of
Approval.
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Figure 3 displays the marginal effect of the effective number of parties and
the domestic/foreign policy dichotomy on the propensity of presidential leg-
islative success.

The effective number of parties in Paraguay does not vary much across
time. However, but similar to the other figures, the negative impact of the
increase in the ENP on the probability of approval is more significant in dom-
estic policy than in foreign policy. A large number of parties with legislative
representation can be a hindrance to achieving the majorities needed for leg-
islative approval. Considering the highest effective number of parties of the
sample, 5.3, and keeping everything else constant, domestic policy proposals
have little more than 70% chances of approval, while foreign policy proposals
still have a more than 90% chance of approval.

The displayed figures show that the probability of legislative success of the
president in foreign policy issues does not vary for different values of our main
explanatory variables, presenting very high probabilities of approval, always
around 90%. On the other hand, the probability of approval of domestic
issues is more sensitive to variations on our main independent variables.
This interpretation provides empirical support to the two-presidencies
thesis for the Paraguayan multiparty presidentialism. The ability of the Para-
guayan president to approve his or her foreign policy agenda is significantly
higher when compared to that of approving other political issues.

In a context of a weak president in a multiparty system, foreign policy
remains an area of high legislative success for the president. Seeking to

)

y y

Figure 2.Marginal Effects of President Popularity and Type of Policy on the probability of
Approval.
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overcome Alfredo Strossner’s (1954–1989) authoritarian period, the 1992
constitution built a weak presidential figure and a legislature with broad
control mechanisms over legislative production. A clear example of this
setup is the ability to censure the ministers of state and the president’s
difficulty in governing by decrees. According to Molinas et al. (2004, p. 83),
Paraguayan presidents dominate legislative production on broad national
(including foreign policy) issues related to the public sector and budget,
while legislators dominate individual, local, and the private sector.

President Fernando Lugo’s mandate is a telling example which helps
understand these results. The case is compelling given Lugo’s turbulent
relationship with the Paraguayan Congress and the gradual decline in his
popularity throughout his term, driven by paternity scandals and difficulty
in implementing campaign promises. President Lugo ended up initiating
few legislative matters on issues central to his successful electoral campaign:
land reform and social policies (Palau & Ortega, 2008).

In fact, it was not Lugo but Congress that initiated agrarian reform and
social policy proposals. The PLRA (Authentic Radical Liberal Party) and
the ANR (National Republican Party, best known as Colorado Party) were
the authors of the vast majority of these. In contrast, the large amount of
foreign policy matters approved by the Lugo government indicates the iso-
lation of international issues from domestic political disputes. The first
mover effect of the international commitment signed by the president is an
important explanatory mechanism of the two-presidencies thesis. This

)

s

y y

Figure 3. Marginal Effects of the Effective Number of Parties and Type of Policy on the
probability of Approval.
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factor is explicit in the case of the ratification of the UNASUR treaty, signed in
2008 by Duarte and processed between 2009 and 2011 under Lugo’s mandate.
The case is interesting because the major political party in Congress demon-
strated objections to the regional treaty, as declared in plenary by Senator
Hugo Estigarribia (ANR):

The Colorado Party’s foreign policy adviser has studied and the Executive
Committee has studied this topic…we were against the integration of
UNASUR… (Diario de Sesiones 2011)

President`s Lugo chancellery increased the level of previous international
commitment by agreeing that Paraguay would assume the pro-tempore pre-
sidency of UNASUR in August 2011, succeeding Ecuador. In the face of leg-
islative resistance, even the Ecuadorian ambassador in Paraguay intervened in
the process by opening a dialogue with the president of the Colorado Party
(ABC Color, 2011). After several negotiations, legislators supported the ratifi-
cation of the treaty, which took place between June and August of 2011 in
both houses. The high cost of rejection of the matter and its approval
explain the functioning of the thesis of the two presidents.

Despite the greater probability of approval of the presidential when it
comes to foreign policy, there are occasional critical congressional vetoes in
the country’s foreign policy direction. Based on our sample of bills, the rejec-
tion of Venezuela’s entry into MERCOSUR is undoubtedly a relevant case
that demonstrated how Congress can exercise its veto power on an essential
topic of Paraguay’s foreign policy agenda. According to Lambert (2016), in
the last 60 years, Brazil has a huge influence on Paraguayan foreign policy,
which characterises this bilateral relationship as extremely asymmetric.
Given Brazil’s relevance to Paraguay, the case of vetoing Venezuelan entry
into the regional bloc is quite significant. Therefore, one should not interpret
the two-presidencies thesis as the abdication by Congress of its prerogatives in
foreign policy. Instead, it shows a higher propensity for cooperation with the
president in international affairs when compared with domestic issues.

Final considerations

Foreign policy is not entirely isolated from party political disputes in Para-
guay. Regardless, this paper suggests that when it comes to foreign policy, par-
liamentary interference in presidential proposals occurs much less frequently
when compared against domestic policy. The system of legislative delegation
of foreign policy to the executive is based on the presidential capacity to
initiate policy and generate a prior commitment of the country in an anarchic
environment such as the international one.

Advancing debates on the two-presidencies thesis, we find evidence that
the president’s ability to pass his or her policy proposals is sensitive to
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factors exogenous to the political system, such as presidential approval and
unemployment. We also find strong evidence that the president has a
broad capacity to conduct foreign affairs, even facing an institutional
context of low presidential legislative powers such as the Paraguayan. In the
delicate presidential-congressional relations, the president’s foreign policy
agenda has a high probability of legislative approval.

Note

1. Available at http://www.executiveapproval.org/.
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