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ANDEAN CURRENT EVENTS REPORT

The following were the most noteworthy events in August: 

In Bolivia, controversy erupted over the appointment of a former minister of government as representative to the United Nations, and the Supreme Electoral Tribunal began drafting the law that will regulate the creation and functioning of political organizations. In Colombia, the president announced that conversations have been held with the FARC about beginning peace negotiations in the near future. In Ecuador, the main news was the granting of asylum to Julian Assange, along with expressions of solidarity from ALBA, UNASUR and the OAS, and subsequent contacts between Ecuador and the United Kingdom. In Peru, the new Cabinet, headed by Juan Jimenez Mayor, appeared before Congress on 21 August. Meanwhile, after having dominated the political agenda and created significant social tension for months, the Conga mining project was suspended until 2014.

BOLIVIA

While the appointment to the United Nations of the former minister of government sparked controversy, the Supreme Electoral Tribunal began drafting a law to regulate the creation and functioning of political organizations under the new Constitution. Meanwhile, the president announced the goal of eliminating extreme poverty and ensuring that all Bolivians’ basic needs are satisfied by 2025, when the country will celebrate the bicentennial of its independence.

Appointment of former government minister as representative to the United Nations sparks controversy

The appointment of former Government Minister Sacha Llorenti as Bolivia’s representative to the United Nations has unleashed intense controversy. Some observers say the government’s decision amounts to impunity for a former official who presumably had direct responsibility for the violent police crackdown in Chaparina (Beni Department) against participants (including women and children) in the eighth indigenous march, which took place in September and October 2011 in defense of the Indigenous Territory of Isiboro-Sécure National Park (TIPNIS). The government rejected those accusations, saying they were an attempt by the political opposition to regain lost ground. 

The issue is actually more complex, because the indigenous organizations that led the march are the main critics of Llorenti’s appointment. They have also filed a motion for preventive detention against the former government official who, without clear arguments, was omitted from the criminal proceedings opened against Ministry of Government officials and top police officials for human rights violations in Chaparina.

The incident raises some difficult questions: How consistent is the government’s rhetoric about indigenous rights? And how important, in fact, are human rights and enforcement of the law for the government? This matter is a thorn in the government’s side and is likely to permeate political debate for some time.      

New winds blow in the Plurinational Electoral Body

Defying the opposition’s pessimistic predictions, the Supreme Electoral Tribunal began drafting a law to regulate the creation and functioning of political organizations under the new Constitution.

National and departmental members of the Plurinational Electoral Body (Organismo Electoral Plurinacional, OEP), representatives of political and social organizations, and international experts
 participated in work sessions held between 1 and 4 August. Presentations by experts and the discussions that followed led to the identification of key areas to be regulated by the law, including internal democracy, public financing, intercultural democracy, and ways of interconnecting representative democracy, direct democracy and communal democracy.

In all the events, the OEP made a clear commitment to ensuring that the drafting of the law will be participatory and transparent, and to respect the principle of pluralism in the design of the system of political organizations, in strict compliance with the constitutional mandate. The political leaders who participated were also clearly interested in bringing consistent proposals to the table.

This is a very important sign of the institutional and legislative reconfiguration of Bolivia’s political system, in the wake of adoption of the new Constitution, which could contribute significantly to overcoming, or at least moderating, the polarization that prevails.

Immediately after this important event, the Supreme Electoral Tribunal chose its new leadership, swearing in Judge Wilma Velasco as its new president. As vice president of the tribunal, she showed clear, constructive leadership during intensive work sessions to analyze the key issues to be included in the new political organizations law. These are clearly encouraging signs for Bolivian democracy.

Elimination of extreme poverty by 2025

President Evo Morales has proposed that Bolivia eliminate extreme poverty and ensure that its people’s basic needs are satisfied by 2025, when the country celebrates the bicentennial of its independence. 

According to official data, since 2006, Bolivia has reduced poverty by 10 percent in urban areas and 20 percent in rural zones. President Morales said his government’s public policies have lifted 600,000 rural residents and 400,000 city dwellers out of extreme poverty, significant figures for a country with a population estimated at slightly more than 10 million people. These figures have been confirmed by the United Nations, and the vice president of the World Bank has indicated that his organization supports the country’s poverty-reduction policies. 

Some local analysts, however, have noted that the socio-economic improvement has been based on the economic bonanza resulting from high prices for Bolivia’s exports of raw materials, and they question whether such a significant segment of the population will be able to remain above the poverty line when the international commodities price boom ends, as it could soon.

Some critics called President Morales’ proposal nothing more than good intentions, while others said it amounted to a campaign promise. Overall, they said that to eliminate extreme poverty, the economy would have to grow at an average of more than 10 percent annually for the next 25 years, and warned that the current climate for foreign investment in Bolivia and prospects for its insertion into international markets, which are needed to achieve that growth, could be obstacles to achieving the goal.

COLOMBIA

For the first time in nearly a decade, the entire country is talking about peace in the wake of President Juan Manuel Santos’ revelation of secret conversations with the FARC guerrillas aimed at starting peace negotiations soon. While right-wing political sectors in general, and former President Alvaro Uribe in particular, have sharply criticized the effort, the support expressed by the international community, the majority of parliamentarians, opposition parties, the media and broad sectors of the public is cause for cautious optimism.

 “The victory is peace”

“Let there be no mistake about it: the victory is peace.” With this surprising statement, President Juan Manuel Santos acknowledged what was, until recently, just a rumor or an argument used by some political sectors to try to undermine his administration’s legitimacy: the government’s willingness to seek a negotiated solution to the armed conflict, prioritizing dialogue with the guerrilla groups over military strategy.

Even more surprising was the announcement that peace negotiations were already under way. The President acknowledged that secret exploratory conversations had been held with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionaras de Colombia, FARC), which the National Liberation Army (Ejército de Liberación Nacional, ELN) might also join, and there are strong indications that there is a road map for starting formal dialogue in Norway in the near future. 

Those announcements underscored a substantial and definitive shift in Colombia’s political agenda, as they broke, for the first time in nearly 10 years, the peace taboo – promoted to a great extent by former President Alvaro Uribe – by which anyone who dared propose anything other than the guerrillas’ full surrender was considered a guerrilla collaborator or “echo chamber.” In contrast, President Santos has expressed a commitment to peace negotiations, and the majority of parliamentarians, including the opposition Polo Democrático Alternativo (PDA), as well as the media, the international community and some sectors of society, have closed ranks behind him.

This, however, does not mean the idea has no detractors. Uribismo is the main political current opposed to the process. But while the former president’s popularity and his electoral hopes for 2014
 mean he should not be underestimated as an opponent, that sector has been significantly weakened by the trials of some of his closest allies, including former Generals Santoyo and Del Río. General Santoyo, one of the former president’s security chiefs, recently confessed in a U.S. court that he had collaborated with paramilitary groups, and General Del Río, one of the military officers closest to former President Uribe since the 1990s, was convicted in Colombia because of his relationship with paramilitary groups in a case involving the murder of a farmer.

In any event, the electoral prospects of the Colombian right in general and uribismo in particular will depend largely on the failure of peace negotiations, as occurred in 2002, when the peace process between then-President Andrés Pastrana (1998 – 2002) and the FARC collapsed. The coming weeks are expected to bring a rising wave of criticism of the government, and this sector is likely to be an obstacle throughout the peace process.

Similarly, President Santos’ possible reelection will depend on the success of negotiations with the guerrillas. In the two remaining years of his administration, most of the government’s efforts will focus on the peace process. The recent turnover in a significant part of the ministerial Cabinet is part of this new strategy, which will probably be accompanied by efforts to get Congress to pass enabling legislation for the Legal Framework for Peace, which was approved several months ago,
 and to modify the Justice and Peace Law, the current legal framework for the demobilization of armed groups and reparations for victims, to pave the way for the eventual demobilization of the guerrilla forces.

The greatest challenge, however, may be to convince the public, especially key groups, such as the business sector, that a negotiated settlement of the conflict is the best option for the country. Without widespread public support, which would make this government policy a true state policy, the still-incipient peace process will probably fail when it encounters its first obstacles. The appointment in late August of Luís Eduardo Garzón to handle social dialogue, civic mobilization and education for peace appears to be President Santos’ response to this challenge, as Garzón – a longtime union leader, co-founder of the country’s largest leftist party (PDA), former Bogotá mayor and former presidential candidate and co-president of the Partido Verde, which is currently part of the government’s congressional bloc – has influence and credibility in various spheres.

Amid this scenario, the Marcha Patriótica political movement, recently created by leaders of the center-left,
 will play a key role, especially because its ranks include politicians who have served in the past as mediators between the government and the guerrillas, with marked success in the liberation of hostages. There is already talk of the possibility that, in the medium to long term, this group could serve as a political platform for guerrilla leaders who have rejoined society. For the same reason, however, the movement has been stigmatized by some sectors, which suggest that it is the political arm of the FARC. Even the PDA decided to maintain a distance from the new group, to avoid such accusations, and expelled the Partido Comunista from its ranks because of its close ties to the Marcha Patriótica. 

Although it is too early to predict how this initiative will end, it is clear that overcoming the traditional mutual distrust between the government and the guerrillas, as well as the widespread public apprehension toward the FARC, will not be easy.

ECUADOR

Highlights in Ecuador during August included the granting of asylum to Julian Assange, along with expressions of solidarity from ALBA, UNASUR and the OAS, and subsequent high-level contacts between Ecuador and the United Kingdom about the matter; the president’s Independence Day address expressing confidence in the government’s position; the turnover in politically important ministries; the rapprochement between business leaders and the government; and the deepening crisis of substituted signatures in the case of re-registration of political parties.

Asylum for Julian Assange

After it was revealed on 14 August that the British government had sent a memo stating that “there is a basis in law in the United Kingdom – the Diplomatic and Consular Premises Act of 1987 — that would permit us to take steps to arrest Mr. Assange within the current premises of the [Ecuadorian] embassy,”
 the Ecuadorian government granted Mr. Assange diplomatic asylum.

The Ecuadorian National Assembly held a special session during which it approved, by a wide majority, a statement condemning the United Kingdom’s position.

There was a prompt international response. The foreign ministers of ALBA met in Guayaquil on 18 August, the UNASUR foreign ministers on 19 August and the OAS ministers on 23 August. Point 6 of the ALBA statement said: “We warn the Government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain of the serious consequences that would be unleashed around the world in case of direct aggression against the territorial integrity of the Republic of Ecuador in London.”
 The first point of the UNASUR statement said: “1. To express its solidarity and support the Government of the Republic of Ecuador in the face of the threat of violation of the office of its diplomatic mission.”
 The resolution of the 27th consultation meeting of OAS ministers of foreign affairs stated, in points 4 and 5: “4. To reject any attempt that might put at risk the inviolability of the premises of diplomatic missions, to reiterate the obligation of all states not to invoke provisions of their domestic law to justify noncompliance with their international obligations, and, in this context, to express its solidarity and support for the Government of the Republic of Ecuador. 5. To urge the Governments of Ecuador and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland to continue to engage in dialogue in order to settle their current differences in accordance with international law, taking into account the statements made recently by authorities of both governments.”

After these statements and resolution, President Correa “stated that on 23 August, the United Kingdom sent the Ecuadorian Ministry of Foreign Affairs a note in which it said that ‘at no time was there any threat against the Embassy of Ecuador.’ Although there clearly was a threat, we understand this communiqué to be a retraction, which we welcome.”
 

In his weekly address on 25 August, the president said the impasse over the embassy in London was over. Vice President Lenin Moreno met in London on 29 August with British Foreign Secretary William Hague. Hague and Moreno“… reaffirmed the commitment of the United Kingdom and Ecuador to dialogue and find a diplomatic solution” to the difficult situation, according to a communiqué from the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office.
 

President Correa’s State of the Nation address

On 10 August, in the traditional report to the nation from the National Assembly, the president spoke about the national government’s accomplishments and criticized the National Electoral Council for the report on valid signatures that it presented to the National Assembly after the crisis over the substitute signatures erupted, saying it had not adequately clarified that after the sample of signatures was checked, Alianza País had a much higher proportion of valid signatures than the CNE report indicated. He also criticized the National Assembly for allowing unethical people to engage in legislative activities and “in the epilogue to his report, he suggested expelling a group of opposition Assembly members, because they allegedly abuse the right to immunity.”

Soledad Buendía took office as minister of coordination of policy, replacing Betty Tola, who may have been removed from the post because of her agreement with a change to the heroes law. Agreement on that law was reached with the National Assembly without consulting the office of the president, which said the law had budget implications and could therefore be proposed only by the president, as established in Article 135 of the Constitution. Buendía, who was a substitute Assembly member for César Rodríguez, who resigned from Alianza País, and is very close to Minister of Economic and Social Inclusion Doris Solís, is expected to coordinate relations with the National Assembly and internal consultation within Alianza País much more closely with the president, with an eye to the choice of future National Assembly candidates. When Buendía was sworn in, her husband, Edwin Jarrín, resigned his Transparency Secretariat post, and Diego Guzmán took his place. Carina Vance also officially became health minister and Pablo Romero became secretary of intelligence. Both had been serving in those positions on an interim basis.

In an move that was unusual for this administration, the president and some of his ministers and closest collaborators met with the heads of business associations and nearly 200 business leaders in an event that lasted more than four hours, and which included agreements on labor and tax issues. The president also announced that he would travel to Brussels to head the coming trade negotiations with the European Union.

Signature scandal – National Electoral Council

After verification of a sample of signatures submitted by political organizations (movements and parties) in the re-registration process indicated that in some cases as many as 30 percent of the signatures were not valid, the National Electoral Council (Consejo Nacional Electoral, CNE), under pressure from the executive branch, decided to verify all of the signatures submitted.

Without changing the February 2013 election date, a new timeline initially gave the political organizations until 22 September to resubmit signatures, then extended that deadline to 17 October, because the verification planned by the CNE ran into a series of technical obstacles and increasing political and organizational criticism, touching off a crisis for which many analysts say no broadly acceptable solution is in sight. The announcement of which political organizations will participate in the elections is expected in late October. 

At a convention to be held in Guayaquil on 1 September, after a joint campaign tour by its primary candidates, the coalition of leftist groups plans to choose its official candidate, who is expected to be Alberto Acosta, former president of the Constituent Assembly and a well-known former leader of Alianza País.

PERU

On 21 August, the new Cabinet headed by Juan Jiménez Mayor appeared before Congress. Also, after months of being at the center of the political agenda and creating the greatest social tensions the Humala Administration has faced, the Conga mining project was suspended until 2014. The executive branch also sent Congress draft legislation that would include “denial of the crimes of terrorism” in the Criminal Code, and an effort in Congress to censure the education minister over the new Teacher Development Law failed.

Presentation of the new Cabinet before Congress

The new ministerial Cabinet, headed by Juan Jiménez Mayor, appeared before Congress on 21 August, as required under the Constitution. The law calls for the Cabinet to present its government plan for a vote, and Congress approved the plan.

The Cabinet chief’s presentation had three main points: public security and national defense; dialogue, especially in cases of social conflict; and a change in the government’s and society’s relationship with extractive industries. He also emphasized the recently approved Teacher Development Law, which he said was the most important state reform adopted during this administration.

In speaking about public security and national defense, besides addressing the acquisition of equipment and the centralization of procurement to avoid corruption, he announced a pay increase for the military and police and underscored the need for a new protocol for police operations, to avoid police brutality. He also referred to what he called crimes related to social protest and said the government will pay particular attention to the increase in drug trafficking and the political resurgence of Sendero Luminoso among teachers and in universities. 

In presenting the proposal for managing dialogue in cases of social conflict, the Cabinet chief said the issue was important, but also went on the defensive, making every effort to ensure that the government’s willingness to dialogue with social protest movements, especially those opposed to mining, would not be interpreted as a sign of weakness.

In speaking about changes related to extractive industries, the Cabinet chief – like President Ollanta Humala, in his Independence Day State of the Nation address on 28 July – reaffirmed that water was more important than gold, and that the government would emphasize water conservation and the regulation of water use. The most important announcement was the creation of a national environmental oversight agency that would be responsible for evaluating and monitoring environmental impact studies. He did not clarify, however, whether that power would be withdrawn from the Ministry of Energy and Mines and given to the Environment Ministry, or if an autonomous environmental agency would be established.

Although the Cabinet chief did not explicitly mention the prolonged conflict over the Conga mining project in Cajamarca or the government’s approach to social conflicts in general, those topics underlay much of his presentation.  

Suspension of Conga mining project

After having been at the center of the political agenda for 10 months and creating the greatest social tension that has occurred during the Humala Administration, the Conga mining project was suspended until 2014. The suspension did not stem from an agreement among the players involved – the national government, the regional government of Cajamarca (which opposes the project) and the Yanacocha mining company (whose majority stakeholder is U.S.-based Newmont Mining Corporation). Newmont president Richard O’Brien, who was in Peru during the third week of August, said at the end of the visit that the social conditions necessary for starting the project do not currently exist, and that an agreement is needed among the national government, the regional government and the 32 small farming communities (comunidades campesinas) closest to the project. He added that until 2013, the company will devote its efforts to building infrastructure to ensure the supply of water to the area, and that in 2014 it will assess whether conditions exist to begin construction of the mine.

The central government, which maintained the state of emergency in the area,
 insisted that the project will go ahead and said it is crucial to convince the population that the water supply is guaranteed.

Meanwhile, an Ipsos-Apoyo poll conducted exclusively in the Cajamarca region found that 78 percent of the population opposed the Conga project, a figure that rose to 83 percent in rural areas. Publication of those results in the daily El Comercio had a resounding effect on public opinion and the stakeholders directly involved.

The dialogue facilitators, Catholic Archbishop Miguel Cabrejos and the Rev. Gastón Garatea, a Catholic priest, named by the national and regional governments, respectively, made a great effort to bring representatives of the national and regional governments and the company to the table. But the dialogue never really got off the ground because Regional President Gregorio Santos refused to participate, saying his government had nothing more to discuss. The facilitators’ work was positive, however, because it reduced tension; holding meetings with each party involved also helped the stakeholders clearly formulate their views. In a public statement on 17 August, the two facilitators described their work and said they were willing to continue collaborating in a dialogue to resolve the problem, which continues despite the suspension, since there is strong opposition in the area: the request is that the project be declared non-feasible.

Proposed “denial” law
In response to the growing activity of the so-called Movimiento por la Amnistía y Derechos Fundamentales (Movadef), a group linked to Sendero Luminoso (SL), one of whose main demands is the liberation of SL leaders, including Abimael Guzmán and those who were arrested with him (and, in general, of the “actors in the war,” such as former President Alberto Fujimori and others responsible for human rights violations by the state between 1980 and 2000), the executive branch submitted to Congress a draft bill to include “denial of the crimes of terrorism” in the Criminal Code. 

The measure would “punish with a prison term of no less than four years and no more than eight” anyone who publicly “approves, justifies, denies or minimizes the crimes committed by members of terrorist organizations,” with the latter understood to be groups indicated in Law 25475 of May 1992. In other words, it refers to the crimes committed by Sendero Luminoso and the Movimiento Revolucionario Tupac Amaru (MRTA) during the internal armed conflict between 1980 and 2000, but does not impose any such sanction on those who express the same opinion about systematic excesses during military crackdown that occurred in response to the actions of those subversive/terrorist groups, or paramilitary groups whose members have received stiff prison terms (the Colina and Rodrigo Franco groups).

Since it was proposed, the measure has been controversial. Among its opponents are Luis García Toma, former president of the Constitutional Tribunal, who has said that it seriously jeopardizes freedom of expression, and others who have criticized it because it does not punish those who justify or minimize human rights violations committed by the state.

Censure attempt against the education minister fails  
After several weeks of harsh media criticism of the reform of the public teaching system, promoted by the Education Ministry through the new Teacher Development Law (Ley de Desarrollo Magisterial), Congress called Education Minister Patricia Salas to respond to questions. An effort to censure her failed, however, as it was ultimately supported only by the fujimorista parliamentary bloc.

The main criticisms of the proposal are that reforms to the current law would have been sufficient, and that the ministry is making too many concessions to SUTEP
 regarding teacher evaluations related to promotions. The minister and her collaborators argued that the earlier law had failed, because in four years it had only managed to cover 50,000 of the country’s approximately 400,000 public schoolteachers. At that rate, officials said, it would take more than a decade and a half to bring all teachers into the system. They also said the former law contained no incentives for schoolteachers.

The new law would involve all public school teachers from the beginning; those who had opted to be part of the Public Teaching Career would be rewarded by being placed at higher levels At the same time, the minister, with the support of the minister of economy and finance, announced the first pay raise for teachers in five years.

SUTEP is the largest national union and is organized nationwide. Despite the discrepancies among political groups within it, and its scant contribution to improving the quality of education, it is the Peruvian union with the greatest ability to mobilize its rank and file.
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