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Abstract

Fieldwork was carried out in Quito (Ecuador), Bogota (Colombia) and Lima (Peru), between October 2010 and March 2011. 38 interviews were done to national decision-makers (current and former) on three case studies of the Andean Community (AC), as well as to bureaucrats working at the Andean Community General Secretariat (GS). Interesting literature was found in all three cities - both academic works and official documents. Interviews yielded very interesting answers and confirmed the soundness of questionnaires. Interviewees were in general very accessible and keen to help. Fieldwork findings, and in general the whole experience of having the chance to speak to decision-makers about Andean regionalism, made me reflect deeply on my research project, to the point that I decided to modify my research question and my thesis structure, and to define the orientation of my thesis in a better direction. 

PLANNING MY FIELDWORK

Fieldwork was planned with 8 months in advance. During the first year of my PhD in Manchester I worked hard on designing a doable research project, and choosing the case studies I would work at in my fieldwork. By the end of June 2010 I had accomplished this task and I had sorted the ethical procedures required at the University of Manchester. I had also obtained the financial aid of the Zochonis Special Enterprise Fund of the University of Manchester, the Society of Latin American Studies (SLAS) and the Norman Chester Fund of the Department of Politics of the University of Manchester. In July 2010 I completed the design of the questionnaires to be followed in my fieldwork interviews, and in August 2010 I started to contact interviewees in Bogota and Quito. All this previous planning allowed for my fieldwork to be successful and productive.   
CARRYING OUT FIELDWORK

In mid-September 2010 I based myself in my city, Bogota, and coordinated fieldwork preparation in Quito and Lima from there. I spend 18 days in Quito between October the 8th to 26th, 2010, and stayed at a friend’s house whose parents helped me significantly to contact several of my interviewees. These logistical conditions contributed a lot to my fieldwork in Quito. While interviewing some people, I found out that one of the case studies in my thesis was not very sound for my research purposes, and I started to think of dropping it, something that I finally did when I finished fieldwork. Interviewing this people helped me realise how much information I lacked on the topic, and made my fieldwork in Quito very valuable as I was able to critically think of my research design and improve it. 

Between November 2010 and January 2011 I did interviews in Bogota. It was not very easy to contact the people I needed, even though apparently I had so much better contacts in the city where I have lived my whole life. Perhaps I was too confident in that I would be able to reach all the people I needed, and at the end I had to struggle to get certain interviews. Many others I just could not do. Fieldwork in Bogota taught me that when doing research one cannot rely on the fact that one “knows the place and its people”. Fieldwork preparation must be undertaken with the same seriousness and dedication in all cases, and perhaps, even more in the place which one is supposed to know “really well”.

Finally, I spent 19 days in Lima, between January the 31st and February the 18th. I was able to stay at a friend’s house for some days, but others I had to stay in a hostel closer to the Andean GS. I was not able to contact many interviewees in Peru in advance, although I had contacted some people at the GS and some academics. People at the GS were extremely kind and showed great interests in my research. They allowed me to freely enter the GS building at any time, and people at the GS documentation centre were very keen to help. I found lots of fruitful information there. While interviewing certain GS and government officials, I found out that my case study on Peru’s resilience to adopt the Andean Free Trade Zone and the Common External Tariff was not well prepared. I was missing some information and was confusing certain events between FTZ and CET. This showed me that I should have paid greater attention to official documents and press reports when I was preparing my case studies during the first year of my PhD. Fortunately, I was able to understand my mistakes and loopholes, and I could obtain the information I needed from interviewees. 

Having the chance to speak directly to the people who daily deal with issues of regionalism was a wonderful experience. Before going to the GS, I had the view that people there did not work very much, or that they were very passive waiting for the instructions of the Andean Presidential and other executive organisms to do their jobs. Since these executive organisms have not advanced decisions particularly important in the last years, I thought that GS bureaucrats did not much work to do. I was surprised when I saw them working and realised the great effort they put in maintaining a regionalist project that has lots of things to be made in order for the different policy areas to be updated and eventually reach new agreements. All the people at the GS are very committed to Andean integration, and all regret that Venezuela had retired in 2006 because it caused a great vacuum in the process. Yet, they work every day to push national and government officials with several tasks that demand coordination and technical support, and they play a valuable role in bringing forward regionalism as a means to pursue economic and social development for Andean countries. Getting to know by first and what people do at the Andean GS changed to a great extent my views and hopes on the Andean Community. 

CONCLUSION  

My fieldwork experience taught me several things. First, a research project that involves a case study will hardly be completely defined and designed before carrying out fieldwork. The researcher must keep her mind open in order to change her assumptions and general conceptions on the case studies through carrying out fieldwork. The information I obtained through my interviews showed me that I was not well informed about some aspects of my case studies, and pushed me to modify my research question. As a result, my thesis project acquired more relevance and accurateness, and now I am able to follow a more doable and logic work plan than the one I had when I started fieldwork. 

Second, interviewing elites requires intensive preparation. Knowing people and having contacts is always good, but not indispensable. It is something that can even play against the researcher, for one may trust too much in her contacts and knowledge of the place, but this will never guarantee success in obtaining the interviews one needs. 

Third, it is important to spend time watching bureaucrats working in order to understand what they do and what they think. One fills her mind with prejudices about bureaucrats that often distort the definition of the research problem. Spending time with GS bureaucrats and asking them about their jobs taught me many things about the ways in which Andean regionalism unfolds that would be impossible to discover through reading books, journal articles, official documents and press reports. In this sense, fieldwork was key for my research. 

Finally, while doing my fieldwork I confirmed how lucky I am of having the opportunity to dedicate three years of my life to do research on a topic that fascinates me. And how lucky I was for having the opportunity to carry out fieldwork in three different countries, getting to speak to important decision-makers, government officials, GS bureaucrats and academics that enlightened my thoughts about my research topic. Fieldwork has made my PhD more worth doing, more valuable, more enriching, and it will always remain as a great experience for me to take courage in those times when writing my thesis causes me anguish and panic. And all of this was possible partly thanks to the financial aid provided by the SLAS Travel Grant. May I just say THANK YOU!

