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THESIS ABSTRACT.

The thesis examines and accounts for patterns of income
maintenance among elderly shanty town residents in Greater Buenos
Aires (GBA), Argentina. It uses a framework which includes both
macro-level institutional responses to ageing (such as national
pension and assistance programmes) and responses at the micro-
level (individual and household strategies). First, the thesis
accounts for the high proportion of elderly in Argentina and
explains the origin of shanty towns in GBA. This is followed by
an analysis of the evolution of official social security
programmes at the national and local levels and the extent to
which gaps in them have been filled by non-state institutions.
Particular attention is paid to the up-grading of limited,
pluralistic inttiatives in the early twentieth century, the
imposition of a public sector welfare monopoly in the 1940s and
the gradual reintroduction of the voluntary and private sectors
since the 1970s. Despite the development of a complex
bureaucratic apparatus, the mismanagement of insurance funds and
an inconsistent commitment to assistance financing prevented
universal state protection for the elderly. Case studies of three
shanty towns draw attention to the significance of community
initiatives for elderly welfare. Whilst these perform a number
of functions, they serve primarily as conduits for resources from
supra-local state and non-state agencies. A questionnaire survey
and semi-structured interviews demonstrate the economic dynamics
of individual households containing elderly members. It is shown
that most elderly combine income from a number of sources,
including pensions, continued employment and family support and
that the relative importance of these different sources is
strongly influenced by their gender and labour histories. The
significance of bureaucratic obstacles and disinformation in
preventing access to support from state programmes 1is also
highlighted.
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Note on interviews and translations.

Interviews which were tape recorded are coded as follows:
By location:-

VA Villa Azul
vVZ Villa Zavaleta
vJ Villa Jardin

This is followed by a number which refers to the individual
interviewee and then, in some cases, by another indicating the
precise position on the tape. On the counting device used 48
units were the equivalent of one minute of conversation. Where
an interview took up more than one side of a tape, the side
number is indicated immediately before the precise position.

For example, Tape VJ3 1/200-210 refers to the first side of a
taped interview with Ana Gorostiaga, a resident of Villa Jardin.

Quotations from taped interviews have been translated into
English. The translations attempt to convey the style as well as
the content of the conversations, which often included
grammatical inaccuracies, slang and idiomatic expressions.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION.

1) Introduction.

This thesis addresses two separate issues. The first is the
recognition that, in almost all countries, the state is unable
or unwilling to provide for the income needs of all groups who
are outside the workforce, be they children, the unemployed, the
disabled or the elderly. This 1is particularly apparent in
developing economies such as Argentina. It is, therefore,
important to assess the degree to which the state provides for
the income needs of these groups and alternative sources of
economic support available to them. This provides an empirical
basis for the current debate about the role of the public sector

in welfare provision.?

The second issue reflects the rapid acceleration of demographic
ageing which is projected to occur in many developing economies
over the next few decades. As yet this has generated insufficient
interest, either from academics or policy-makers. Increases in
the number and proportion of elderly will further reduce the
capacity of the state to support the non economically-active
population. Argentina is one of the few developing economies
which have already undergone rapid demographic ageing and it is
instructive to examine how the state and other actors have been

able to meet this challenge.

lRecent contributions to this debate include World Bank
Averting the old age crisis, Washington (1994) and P.Evans.

D.Rueschmeyer and T.Skocpol, eds Bringing the state back in,
Cambridge MA (1985).
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This chapter begins by reviewing the secondary literature which
deals with the issue of economic survival of the elderly. Rather
than restrict its scope to Argentina, it includes research about
Latin America as a whole. This recognises the similarity of
institutional traditions and structures that prevail in much of
the continent. The review draws attention to appropriate
theoretical and conceptual insights in existing work as well as
to significant gaps and limitations. The chapter then explains
the objectives and orientation of the thesis, putting these in
the context of the broader literature. Finally, it provides some
information about research methodology and the structure of the

remaining chapters.

2) Literature review.

No single body of writing encompasses the overall concerns of the
thesis. The research topic draws from material on social policy,
demography, labour markets, organisational structures and other
issues, produced by a wide range of academic disciplines. The
most important of these are considered below and are loosely
grouped into the following areas: social security, micro-level
studies and surveys of other income maintenance institutions.
Each of these areas makes some reference to the means by which
the elderly may be able to obtain income, but do not consider the
problem as a whole. As will be demonstrated, even taking the
literature in its entirity, many issues of significance to the

thesis receive scant if any attention.
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a) Social securitv.

Since the first influential publications of the late 1970s?,
Latin American social security systems have generated an
increasing amount of academic interest and a growing body of
secondary literature. These have focused on a number of issues,
including the historical evolution of systems, their financial
foundations, organisational structures and the levels of coverage
they afford. More recently, the literature has examined attempts
and proposals to undertake sweeping reforms of beleaguered social

security programmes.

The concept of social security is not easily defined, since it
is understood in diverse ways by different countries or social
groups. Whilst it generally consists of some form of income
maintenance, this may be complemented by an array of other
services: for example, the Mexican Institute of Social Security
also provides medical care, vocational training and theatre.?
The most widely-accepted definition has been put forward by the

International Labour Organisation (ILO) :

. .the protection which society provides for its members, through a series
of public measures, against the economic and social distress that
otherwise would be caused by the stoppage or substantial reduction of
earnings resulting from sickness, maternity, employment injury,
unemployment, invalidity, old age and death; the provision of medical

2C.Mesa-Lago Social security in Latin America: pressure
groups, stratification and inequality, Pittsburgh (1978) and

J.Malloy The politics of social security in Brazil, Pittsburgh
(1979) .

3J.Midgely Social security, inequality and the Third World,
London (1984), p.79.

17



care; and the provision of subsidies for families with children.*

This definition emphasises objectives rather than techniques.
Recognising this, the ILO identifies various approaches for

achieving these goals, the most important of which are:

1) SOCIAL INSURANCE® is financed from contributions of members,
their employers and sometimes the state. It is a legal obligation
and entitles aﬁfiliates, and often their debendents, to
protection against specific risks which lower or place an

additional burden on income.

2) SOCIAL ASSISTANCE is financed by the state alone. Benefits are
generally available, though often means tested, and are usually
paid as a legal right in prescribed cases of need. Often the aim

is to bring income up to a community-determined minimum.

3)OTHER SERVICES, INCLUDING MEDICAL INSURANCE. Since this thesis
is only concerned with income maintenance, forms of social
security which perform other functions are excluded from the

analysis.

Despite the general acceptance of the ILO definition, there

remain some areas of ambiguity in the literature. Mesa-Lago

‘International Labour Organisation (ILO) Introduction to
social security, Geneva (1984), p.3.

The Spanish term for this is Segquro Social, not to be
confused with Sequridad Social, which refers to social security

as a whole (see CEPAL El desarrollo de la seguridad social en
America Latina, Santiago (1985), p.3).

18



regards social security as intrinsically universal, claiming it:
covers practically the entire population against all social risks.®

However, the ILO definition of social security does not
necessarily entail universality. Rather, it is presented as an
umbrella term for grouping together various strategies which go
some way towards providing protection. To avoid confusion, this
thesis uses the ILO definition, whilst Mesa-Lago’s is termed
"comprehensive, universal social seéurity". A second problem is
a tendency to equate social insurance with social security.
Whilst the former often comprises the bulk of social security
expenditure this does not justify the exclusion of assistance and
other programmes from general analyses.’ Likewise, the more
limited literature on assistance generally treats it as a
separate issue and not as part of social security as a whole.
These tendencies have contributed to a general neglect of non-
insurance programmes and a failure to integrate different strands
of social policy. A final confusion concerns the role of the
state in social security. The ILO definitions of both social
insurance and social assistance implicitly restrict these areas

of action to state agencies. This is echoed in the traditional

éC.Mesa-Lago "Introduction" in C.Mesa-Lago, ed The crisis of

social security and healthcare: Latin American experiences and
lessons, Pittsburgh (1985), p.3.

"There are many examples of this tendency, both in the
Spanish and the English language. literature: see G.Mackenzie
Social security in developing countries: the ILatin American
experience, (IMF Working Paper), Washington (1988) and F.Cuvi
Ortiz "La seguridad social y la tercera edad" Seguridad Social
(1987) .
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Latin American view that social security was to be administered,
if not always funded, by the public sector. However, as is shown
below, recent debates about reforming social insurance schemes

have posed a radical challenge to this view.

Most accounts of the historical evolution of social security
systems in Latin America trace the up-grading of isolated
charitable initiatives and occupational pension schemes into
large-scale publicly édministered programmes, embracing, in many
cases, the majority of the population. The timing of this process
varied by country, but occurred approximately from the end of the
nineteenth century to the 1970s. Numerous explanations have been
put forward to explain this development. The literature on social
insurance stresses the importance of ?olitical factors, such as
the actions of autonomous pressure groups or policies of
cooptation.® Revisionist accounts have laid more emphasis on the
economic significance of social insurance as a means of
generating forced savings.®’ Studies of social assistance refer
to a gradual change in attitudes towards poverty and public
responsibility, although they also stress the significance of

political factors.?

8Compare the arguments put forwards by C.Mesa-Lago in Social
security in Latin.., pp.5-10 and those of J.Malloy in The

politics of social.., pp.3-10.

°C.Lewis "Social insurance: ideology and policy in the
Argentine ¢.1920-66." in C.Abel and C.Lewis, eds Welfare, poverty
and development in Latin America, London (1993), pp.187-90 and

W.Baer The Brazilian economy: growth and development, New York
(1989), p.79.

1°F.Tenti Fanfani Estado v pobreza: estrategias de
intervencidn, Buenos Aires (1989).

20



The political origins of Latin American social security are
reflected in the structures of the welfare organisations and the
various services they provide. Whilst the administration of
social security in developed countries is typically performed by
single, centralised units, Latin American systems have been shown
to be highly stratified and fragmented.!! They generally
incorporate national and local agencies as well as bodies
responsible for particular occupational groups or contingencies.
These problems have been exacerbated by the tendency of Latin
American.governmentsito treat social security agencies as sources
of privileged public sector employment, used to reward political

loyalties.??

Most studies of social insurance schemes draw attention to the
detrimental effects of their disorganised administration. First,
they are shown to be inefficient: the share of budgets allocated
to management has been significantly higher than in other
regions.?® Secondly they are inegalitarian, enabling the

survival of privileged funds.'® Thirdly, they are partly blamed

1Cc.Mesa-Lago argues that the degree of stratification of
Latin American funds varies according to the period of their
establishment, with countries such as Costa Rica with relatively
recent, unified systems (see "Social security in Latin America
and the Caribbean: a comparative assessment" in E.Ahmad, et al,

eds Social security in developing countries, Oxford (1991),
pp.358-362.

27 .Malloy the politics of social.., pp.74-9.

13C.Mesa-Lago "Social security: ripe for reform" Inter-

American Development Bank Economic and social progress in Latin
America. 1991 Annual report, Washington (1991), pp.201-3.

MH.Dieguez and H.Petrecolla "Estudio estadistico del
sistema previsional argentino en el periodo, 1950-1972"
Econdémica, Buenos Aires (1977).
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for high levels of evasion, both by employers and workers, thus
reducing the revenue and coverage afforded by insurance
programmes.’® Administrative stratification also fosters
corruption. Unofficial estimates gauge that 40 per cent of social
insurance contributions in Brazil had simply gone missing by
1991.'® This undermines the credibility of the system and

discourages participation.

The literature pays insufficient attention to one other
potentially significant consequence of organisational
fragmentation: the creation of obstacles and delays for pursuing
benefit claims. The scant references to these problems may be
because they are particularly difficult to quantify. These issues

receive more detailed attention in later chapters of this thesis.

There are few studies of the organisational structure of social
assistance agencies in Latin America. Given that assistance
budgets are generally a small fraction of sums spent on .
insurance, it is unlikely that their administration is as complex
or extensive. However, accounts of large-scale initiatives often
draw attention to the high 1levels of wastage caused by

inefficient implementation, clientelism and corruption.?!’

15C,Mesa-Lago Social security and prospects for equity in
Latin America, (World Bank Discussion Paper), Washington (1991),
p-25.

11 Pais, Montevideo, 31st March 1991.

"G.Midre "Bread or solidarity? Argentine social policies,
1983-1990" Journal of lLatin American Studies, (1992), pp.343-73.
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Considerable attention has been paid to the ways in»which Latin
American social insurance is financed. This draws attention to
the huge amounts of funds involved and the mounting financial
crises faced by such systems. Problems of high administrative.
costs and corruption have been compounded by a number of other
effects. These include a general failure to project the long-term
financial requirements of pension schemes. This was
understandable at the beginning of the century when the economic
and demographic data needed for such forecasts was often absent.
However, as this data became more available there have been few
attempts to achieve long-run equilibrium. In the absence of
effective taxation systems, social insurance contributions became
a major source of public revenue in some countries. In others the
problem was not so much state borrowing as its failure to meet
its own contribution obligations. Whichever occurred, the direct
result was public indebtedness and the depletion of the financial
resources of social insurance programmes. As initial surpluses
based on high ratios of workers to beneficiaries began to dry up,
many programmes were forced to switch from fully-funded financing
(which finances benefits from the ‘interest accrued by
contributions) to a pay-as-you-go system (which employs annual
fund income to cover expenditure). Resistance to higher levies
from both labour and employers meant that the main cost was
usually borne by the pensioners themselves with benefits sharply

devalued by inflation.?

®NGcleo de Estudos de Politicas Piblicas (NEPP) Brasil
1987: relatdrio sobre a situacao social do pais, Campinas (1989).
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The budding academic interest in Latin American social security
had had very little time to debate possible solutions to these
financial difficulties when, in 1980, a radical reform was
implemented in Chile.® This entailed the transfer of pension
fund management from the public to the private sector. Following
this, the focus of enquiry shifted towards aséessiﬂg the relatiVe
merits of the Chilean reform and its potential applicability to
other Latin American countries.?® By the late 1980s, advocates
of the Chilean system had gained the initiative and similar
reforms were being proposed for countries such as Argentina,

Brazil and Peru.

Table TI:1 Economically active population covered by social

insurance in selected lLatin American countries, 1960-1985.

1960 1970 1980 1985
Argentina 55.2 68.0 69.1 79.1%*
Brazil 23.1 27.0 87.0 na
Chile 70.8 75.6 61.2 79.2
Colombia 8.0 22.2 30.4 30.2
Mexico 15.6 28.1 42.0 40.2

*1984

Source: C.Mesa-Lago‘Social security and prospects for equity in

Latin America, World Bank Discussion Paper, Washington (1991),
p.50.

YR.Frediani Exigencia y realidad de la politica social en
América Latina: comparacidén, capacidad y funcionamiento de los
sistemas de sequro social de Chile y Uruguay, Buenos Aires (1988)

provides a good comparison of the reformed Chilean system and a
fairly typical example of the old-style model.

2p.vittas and A.Iglesias The rationale and performance of

personal pensgion plans in Chile, Washington (1992) give a very
positive account of the Chilean reform. P.Lloyd-Sherlock Social

insurance reform in an ageing world: the case of Latin America,

London (1992) provides a more cautious analysis.
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The principal concern of this thesis does not lie with the
evolution and structures of the institutions themselves but their
impact on the economic welfare of the elderly. Coverage must be
considered in terms of the proportion of the population included,
the contingencies provided for and the value of benefits. Table
I:1 provides an optimistic picture, indicating that, by the 1980s
social insurance schemes included a substantial part of the
economically active populations of the larger Latin American
economies. However, this data should be treated with considerable
caution. A general, undiscriminating use of top-line, official
data may mask the true impact of such programmes on the
populations they are designed to serve. Several studies have
shown that the figures presented in Table I:1 may be misleading,
often underestimating true levels of evasion.?! Moreover, it is
important to note that the most widely-used figures are based on
affiliation to insurance programmes, not the receipt of benefits.
Insufficient contributions, bureaucratic obstacles and delays

could mean that the two do not automatically coincide.??

The literature makes some reference to those groups which lie

2lE.Isuani provides an alternative figure of 42% for
Brazilian coverage in 1979/80 in "Social security and public
assistance" in C.Mesa-Lago, ed The crisis of social security and

healthcare: Latin American experiences and lessons, p.95.
S.Lischinsky in "La afiliacién al sistema previsional (1944-

1955) . Logros y dificuldades en su expansién." (mimeo), Rosario
(1989) shows that official Argentine data was very inaccurate.

Also see C.Mesa-Lago Social security and prospects.., pp.47-49
for general criticisms of official data.

22p . LLloyd-Sherlock Social insurance reform.., p.20 notes
that whilst Chilean insurance funds allegedly included 79 per
cent of the working population in 1992, only 42 per cent of the
total were regularly making contributions.
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beyond social insurance protection, stressing variations in
affiliation between different occupational groups. A number of
explanations have been put forward for this pattern. The first
stems from the politicised, ad hoc extension of systems in which
more powerful interest groups such as the military, organised
urban labour and the civil service were able to command coverage
superior to that of weaker groups, such as rural labour and the
self-employed.? Other explanations are based on economic
factors. These include the difficulty of monitoring evasion in
small-scale, informal production units and the inability or
unwillingness of the poorest sectors of the population to make

2% Consequently, the rise in poverty and

regular contributions.
expansion of the informal sector in recent decades have been
identified as formidable obstacles to the diffusion of social

insurance.?®

Whilst the literature has gone into some detail in explaining the
effects of poverty and informality on social insurance, there are
a number of weaknesses in its interpretations. These result from
the general tendency to consider these relationships from a

large-scale institutional perspective rather than the users’

#This argument was originally put forward in C.Mesa-Lago
Social security in Latin.., pp.5-14.

2gee C.Mesa-Lago "Social security and extreme poverty in

Latin America" Journal of Development Economics (1983) and
V.Tokman "The informal sector in Latin America: from underground

to legality" in G.Standing and V.Tokman, eds Towards social

adjustment: labour market issues in structural adjustment, Geneva
(1991) . .

2’These issues are considered in detail by C.Mesa-Lago in La
-seguridad social y el sector informal, Santiago (1990), pp.3-36.
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viewpoint. This deflects attention from a number of key issues.
The first is an unresolved debate within writing on the informal
sector about the extent to which informality is a safety net for
'inadeqnate welfare or is a means of avoiding payment of social
security and tax levies: in other words, whether it is driven by
inadequate protection or driven from inappropriate measures.?®
Other issues include the effects of education, access to
information and bureaucratic obstacles to affiliation. This is
particulafly'significant for self-employed workers, on whom falls
the full burden of contributions as well as responsibility for
handling paperwork and dealing with government agencies. These
issues can only be examined effectively through micro-level

studies.

Latin American social insurence systems often provide a narrower
range of benefits than those in developed countries. For example,
few provide effective unemployment benefits. However, those
contingencies of greatest significance to the elderly: old age,
widownnod and invalidity, are included in every country. Indeed,
old age pensions account for the great majority of social

7

security expenditure in the region.?’” It is also important to

consider eligibility criteria for such benefits. In most Latin

2%6gee R.Hakkert and F.Goza "Demographic consequences of
austerity in Latin America" in W.Canak, ed Lost promises: debt,
austerity and development in Latin America, Colorado (1989),
pp.23-24 and B.Roberts "The changing nature of informal
employment: the case of Mexico" in G.Standing and V.Tokman, eds
Towards social adjustment.., p.100 for examples of these opposed
interpretations.

27TILO The cost of social security. Thirteenth international
enquiry, 1984-86. Basic tables, Geneva (1990).
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American systems these are based on a minimum period of
contributions and a minimum retirement age. These compare
favourably with systems in developed countries. However, it
should not be assumed that eligibility for benefits automatically
determines access to them. This relationship must be tested,

again through the use of micro-level studies.

Whilst many published sources compare levels of quantitative
coverage in different countries, regions and groups, very little
has been done to compare and assess the real value of benefits.
A small number of studies have demonstrated that values often
vary widely between occupational groups in an individual
country.?® Even less interest has been shown in changes in the
real values of benefits over time and their capacity to meet the
basic needs of their recipients. It is possible that the welfare
gains from the expansion of nominal coverage in some Latin
American countries may have been more than off-set by falls in

the real values of pensions.

Thus, there are a number of significant gaps in the existing
literature on Latin American social insurance. These often result
from a preoccupation with the institutions themselves rather than
their impact on individuals and households. They also reflect a
failure to integrate analyses of social insurance with broader
social policies and factors that influence the economic

livelihood of target populations. The failure to combine studies

®H.Dieguez and H.Petrecolla "La distribucidén funcional del
ingreso y el sistema previsional en la Argentina" Desarrollo
Econémico (1974) provide a rare example of such a study.
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of public insurance and public assistance is particularly
puzzling. Mesa-Lago has argued that incomplete insurance
protection should be complemented by up-graded, universal
assistance programmes,?® but has published no empirical research
about present relationships between the two. By focusing an
enquiry on particular groups as opposed to a particular
organisation, it is possible to examine these issues and to
assess the consequences of macro-institutional failure at the

micro level.

There is virtually no published material dealing with the
coverage of social assistance in Latin America. The limited
secondary literature places most emphasis on the rationale,
organisational structure and efficiency of such programmes. The
lack of empirical research on assistance partly results from the
extreme heterogeneity of programmes, in terms of scale of
implementation, problems addressed and methods applied. Official
data sources are often less complete, accessible or reliable than
those for insurance programmes. This thesis circumvents this
problem by analysing assistance through both official statistics

and data obtained from the users themselves.

Another weakness 1in the 1literature on both insurance and
assistance results from a tendency to ignore initiatives which

are not undertaken at the national level. Several Latin American

?%C.Mesa-Lago "Social security: ripe for reform.", pp.211-
14. W.Schulthess and R.Lo Vuolo "Transformacién del sistema
previsional de autdnomos: paso inicial para una reforma en la
seguridad social" Desarrollo Econdmico (1991) make the same point
with specific reference to Argentina.
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countries have complex gebgraphical hierarchies of social
insurance which include provincial and municipal funds. 1In
countries such as Argentina and Chile there has been a shift
towards decentralisation of assistance schemes. There are,
however, no generally available studies which make specific
reference to these issues for Latin America. In order to develop
more coordihated-social'pblicies, it is necessary to fill this

gap in the literature.

b) Micro-level studies.

During the past twenty years increasing attention has been paid
to the micro-level economic relations of individuals and
households in Latin America. These have tended to focus on a
number of specific issues, such as the role of women, kinship

°® Very few of

networks, employment strategies and nutrition.?
these make specific or even passing reference to the condition
of the elderly. This reflects the fact that rapid demographic

ageing is yet to occur in most of the continent.

The limited number of small-scale studies of the elderly in Latin

America pay little attention to economic issues. Instead they

¥por good examples of these see S.Chant "Single-parent
families: choice or constraint? The formation of female-headed
households in Mexican shanty towns." Development and Change
(1985) ; R.Martinez Norueiga Empresas familiares -su significacién
social vy su problemdtica, Where? (1984); L.Lomnitz Networks and
marginality. Life in a Mexican shanty town, New York (1977); and

P.Aguirre Impacto de la hiperinflacién en la alimentacidén de los
sectores populares, Buenos Aires (1990).
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stress psychological, sociological and medical aspects of
ageing.?* The financial welfare of the elderly is presumed to be
largely governed by macro-level factors.?? This view is clearly
contradicted by the fact that large numbers of elderly do not
recelive insurance pensions and by surveys which draw attention
to the importance of household relations, labour force

participation and other issues.?®

There are a number of reasons for making micro-level studies of
the economic condition of the elderly. Projections of rapid
demographic ageing indicate that the elderly will be playing an
increasingly important role in the economic life of families and
households in the near future. Given the large amount of
financial resources devoted to social security provision for this
group, it is important to examine the effects of these programmes
at the grassroots 1level. Such studies provide insights into
relationships between public policy and the complex dynamics of
micro-economic behaviour. One study of poor households in Greater

Buenos Aires, whilst not making specific mention of the elderly

3'See M.Oddone "Ancianidad, contextos regionales y redes de
intercambio" Revista Medicina de la Tercera Edad, Buenos Aires
(1986) or Pan American Health Organisation Mid-1life and older
women in Latin America and the Caribbean, Washington (1989) for
examples of this tendency.

2This is most clearly the case in R.Knopoff et al
Dimensiones de la vejez en la sociedad argentina, Buenos Aires
(1991) in which the only chapter dealing with the material
welfare of the elderly is entitled "El bienestar de los ancianos:
un problema para la seguridad social" (Elderly welfare: a problem
for social security).

3¥Centro Latinoamericano de Demografia (CELADE) Argentina:

situaccidn vy necesidades de la tercera edad. Algunas ciudades
selecionadas., Santiago (1989).
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postulated that:

..in such conditions [of povertyl poor and marginal groups -excluded from
effective forms of institutionalised social security- create their own
social solidarity and mutual aid as a spontaneous response to a socio-
economic situation which imposes severe restrictions on them. The actors,
confronting a situation of chronic economic insecurity, become aware of
the need to create their own social network of mutual support as a means
of adaptation.?®*

This implies that poor elderly excluded from social security
schemes will seek to obtain support through informal networks
with people experiencing similar economic privations.
Unfortunately, the study provided no empirical data to back up
this observation. To assess its wvalidity, this thesis draws
direct comparisons between the income patterns of those elderly
included in social security schemes and those without official

protection.

c) Surveys of other income maintenance institutions.

There are a number of institutions other than public sector
initiatives or micro—levell strategies which may affect the
economic welfare of the elderly. These include non-governmental
organisations (NGOs), grassroots community initiatives and
various forms of mutual aid. These issues have generated
increasing academic attention in recent years. During the 1980s
a trend towards redemocratisation in Latin America saw the

appearance of new social movements concerned with a wide range

34g.Ramos Las relaciones de parentesco y de ayuda mutua,
Buenos Aires (1981), pp.19-20.
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of issues and operating outside established political
frameworks.?*® At the same time, the general failure of states to
mitigate the social cost of economic crises led to the emergence

and rapid growth of NGOs and other voluntary initiatives.3¢

The literature on these emergent welfaré structures generally
places more emphasis on the evolution and nature of the
organisations themselves than their concrete impact on their
target groups. This is partly because they often provide indirect
forms of assistance which are not easily quantifiable. Virtually
no studies consider the importance of such initiatives for the
elderly. This is surprising, given the prominent role played by
the elderly in new social movements in countries such as
Argentina.?’ This thesis includes detailed accounts of a number
of such organisations and asseses their capacity to meet the

economic needs of poor elderly.

3¥E.Jelin Los__ nuevos movimientos sociales/2. Derechos
humanos, obreros, barrios, Buenos Aires (1985); A.Escobar and

S.Alvarez, eds The making of social movements in Latin America:
identity, strategy, and democracy, Oxford (1992).

3¢L,.Landim "Non-governmental organisations in Latin America"
World development (1987).

3"H.Leis El1 movimiento por los derechos humanos vy 1la
politica argentina, Buenos Aires (1989) refers to the central

role played by elderly women in the human rights movement in the
late 1970s. The high level of political mobilisation among
elderly in the early 1990s is reflected in frequent newspaper
accounts of protests and demonstrations against state pension
policy (for example, see "Las protestas de los jubilados en la
mira" Clarin, Buenos Aires, 20.10.92).
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3) Orientation.

As has been shown, most of the literature dealing with the
economic welfare of groups such as the elderly is primarily
interested in the institutions created to this end>rather than
their actual impact on the daily lives of these groups. Thus,
micro-level studies focus on the form and dynamics of households,
whilst analyses of social security systems emphasise their
structure and organisational efficiency. These issues are
important enough to justify the écademic attention which has been
devoted to them. However, the institutional focus has led to a
number of gaps in research. Little has been done to assess
relationships between the various forms of institutions and
strategies or the wayé in which they combine to form patterns of
resource opportunities and constraints for particular groups.
This can only be done by complementing an institutional approach

with a group and problem-specific one.

This thesis focuses on a specific contingency (the maintenance
of income when elderly) for a narrowly defined group (shanty town
residents in Greater Buenos Aires). These parameters were
selected for a number of reasons. As mentioned earlier, the
elderly already account for the bulk of social expenditure in
many developing countries. As demographic ageing accelerates over
the next decades, this will pose even greater challenges. The
elderly are in many respects more easily defined and identified
than other groups which could have been chosen for study, such

as the unemployed. Greater Buenos Aires was selected since it
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already contains far higher proportions of elderly than most
other large Latin American and third world cities. In addition,
Argentina has a long-established social security system which has
suffered from problems characteristic of the region. To narrow
the focus of enquiry still further it was elected to restrict the
investigation to those elderly in a condition of poverty, since
it is 1likely that this group suffers most hardship from any
shortcomings in social policy. Thus, much of the thesis deals
specifically with the cases of a number of shanty towns. This
narrow definition of target group is coupled with a strictly
economic focus. As such, the thesis is only concerned with the
economic welfare of the elderly, excluding healthcare and other

issues from its enquiry.

The thesis maps out the full range of income maintenance
institutions and strategies potentially available to elderly
shanty town residents, noting areas of complementarity, over-lap
and conflict between them. In this way the thesis is able to
integrate both micro and macro-scale perspectives of the same
phenomenon. The research also clarifies the relationship between
state and non-state action in the realm of welfare. Within this
investigation a number of more specific questions are posed.
These include the effect of gender and past employment on elderly
income maintenance, gaps between potential and actual access to
institutional support and the economic impact of 1local

organisations.
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4) Methodology and structure.

The integration of data from macro, micro and intervening levels
about elderly income maintenance presents a number of
methodological challenges. The first of these is the availability
of information. Whilst there are a large quantity of national-
level data for social insurance coverage, these suffer from a
number of weaknesses. As has already been mentioned, the
reliability of these data has not been fully tested at ground
level. Moreover, these sources are not sufficiently disaggcegated
to provide information about specific sub—groups‘such as shanty
town residents. Data for social assistance and smaller-scale
insurance programmes are much less complete and those for micro-
level institutions and strategies are almost totally absent.
Thus, the problem is not just putting the various sets of

information together, but how to fill the gaps in it.

In the absence of adequate primary data sources at the micro
level, the thesis must generate its own. This can only be done
by directly surveying and interviewing a representative sample
of elderly. Since the thesis lacks the resources to conduct a
full survey on a nationwide or even city-wide basis it focuses
on case studies of three individual shanty towns with different
socio-economic and institutional characteristics. These are put
within the broader context of macro-level institutions. The case
studies do not'necessarily comprise a representative sample of
all elderly shanty town residents, but provide numerous insights

into how a complex array of phenomena interact and bear on the
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economic possibilities of individuals.

The research is based on a wide range of sources, including
archives, official data sets, newspaper articles, NGO reports,
taped interviews and informal conversations with interested
actors, direct (sometimes participant) observations and a
questionnaire. Different chapters of the thesis tend to draw more
on particular types of data. As such, it is more appropriate to
examine problems relating to specific data collection methods at
the beginning of those chapters rather ﬁhan in the introduction
to the ;hesis as a.whole5 Although this eclecticism of data
presents a challenge when different sources contradict each
other, it is a useful means of combining divergent perspectives
of the same issue. Where problems of contradiction occur, they

are dealt with on an individual basis.

One methodological point of relevancevto the thesis as a whole
is the way in which the "elderly" are defined. 0ld age is a very
complex phenomenon, which cannot simply be reduced to the number
of years a person has lived. Account must be taken of a person’s
physiological and psychological condition, their economic and
social status and their self-perception. Whilst recognising the
shortcomings of using age as a means to define elderly, no other
definitions provide practical alternatives. A definition based
on life-cycle stages might take into account when a peréon
becomes a grandparent or retires from economic activity. However,
this approach automatically excludes those people who never had

a family and those who were never economically active in the
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first place. In addition, it could lead to socio-economic bias,
since rich people can afford to retire sooner than the poor can.
Likewise, definitions based on a person’s mental or physical
health are fraught with difficulties. Since all age groups suffer
from health problems this would require the establishment of some
form of morbidity threshold. Finally, a definition could be left
to the individual him/herself. This approach is useful in as much
as the self-perception of an individual has a strong effect on
his/her economic behaviour. However, it may lead to considerable

methodological difficulties, especially for quantitative surveys.

This thesis elécté to definevthé éiderly in.ﬁerms of age; Thié
does not necessarily mean that age is the best indicator, but
reflects practical methodological considerations. The thesis is
concerned with the plight of the elderly only in as much as they
constitute a group which would be included in a universal social
security programme. Since most social security benefits for the
elderly set specific lower age limits, it is logical for this
thesis to do the same. Furthermore, most of the available
statistical data refer to age rather than other indicators. Using
a more complex definition would have made the compilation of a

significant quantitative survey impossible in the time available.

This still leaves the question of what age should be used as a
cut-off point in defining the elderly. Since ageing is a gradual
process any threshold will inevitably be artificial. Often,
studies of ageing find it useful to distinguish between the

"young old" and the "old old", arguing that the former group
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remains relatively fit and active, whilst the latter is highly
dependent on the care and support of others.?*® In many respects
the "young old" group may have more in common with those in late

middle age than with the "old olds".

Given its focus on income maintenance strategies, this thesis
elects to define the elderly aé those at or above the minimum
retirement age in Argentina at the period of the investigation:
65 for men and 60 for women. This definition is a general
guideline rather than an absolute rule and the thesis draws on
pre-existing research and official surveys which sometimes use
different cut-off points. The questionnaire survey also takes a
flexible approach including a number of respondents aged between
55 and 60 who nevertheless were considered (both by themselves

and by those living with them) to be elderly.

Chapter two provides and analyses background context which is
required for a full understanding of the research. It examines
the pattern of ageing which has occurred in Argentina and the
evolution of shanty towns in Greater Buenos Aires. The subsequent
chapters form a progression from macro to micro perspectives.
They begin with an analysis of elderly income maintenance in
Argentina and Greater Buenos Aires as a whole, then examine the
cases of particular neighbourhoods and finally consider
individual experiences. This hierarchical structure enables an

accumulation of information so that the later chapters are

38K .Tout Ageing in developing countries, London (1989) pp.8-
10.
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presented in the 1light of findings of earlier ones. Thus,
although the final chapter is primarily concerned with the
experiences of individuals, its findings are only meaningful when

placed in national, regional and local contexts.
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CHAPTER TWO: AGEING, EMPLOYMENT AND SHANTY TOWNS IN GREATER

BUENOS ATRES: GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS.

1) Introduction.

This chapter is divided into a number of sections each dealing
with a particular feature of Argentina;s social and economic
development in the twentieth century. Rather than considering
these processes in isolation, this structure helps clarify areas
where important inter-relationships occurred. The opening
section charts and explains the growth of the.aged prglatiqn.in_
Argentina, making comparisons with other regions and
highlighting trends in Greater Buenos Aires (GBA). This reveals
that the Argentine capital had a demographic structure more akin
to Western Europe than Latin America, with a high proportion of
elderly residents. Following this, the chapter examines the
evolution of labour markets in the country, emphasising those
developments most likely to affect the groups studied in this
thesis. It then considers how Greater Buenos Aires was able to
meet the housing needs of migrants drawn by employment
opportunities and how the nature of this problem changed over
time. Particular attention is paid to the origins and
characteristics of shanty towns in the city, as well as the

peculiarities of their demographic structures.

2) Demographic ageing in Argentina.

Figure II:1 shows that gradual demographic ageing began to occur

in Argentina from around the First World War, that this

41



Figure II:1 percentage of total population aged

over 65 years old, 1870-2020.
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Figure II:2 Crude birth rate per 1000 in Argentina

and ltaly, 1870-1990
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