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The most important events in February were: 

In Bolivia, political events became charged prematurely with electoral overtones that permeate all areas of the government’s agenda, with potentially high social, economic and institutional costs for public management.

In Colombia, the national government has faced a nationwide coffee growers’ strike, a truckers’ strike, sharp criticism from ranchers and cotton farmers, threats of division in its parliamentary bloc, criminal cases against senators from its party and a significant drop in its public approval rating. The erratic handling of the peace process with the FARC guerrillas, which sends contradictory messages about the viability of the dialogues, has not only overshadowed the progress being made in the talks, but has led again to a negative public opinion of the peace process.

In Ecuador, the presidential and legislative elections and the replacement of the top Army commander were among the month’s main news stories.

In Peru, the second month of 2013 was marked by three key items – the recall election facing Lima Mayor Susana Villarán, security problems that were reflected in a crime wave in the capital and President Ollanta Humala’s continued high approval rating.

BOLIVIA

 Reelection possibilities eyed

Although popular wisdom counsels that “being up early doesn’t make the sun rise sooner,” the next elections – scheduled for December 2014 – are already influencing the government’s national, regional and even international agenda.

The Senate’s decision to consult the Constitutional Tribunal about the draft Law for Regulatory Implementation of Article 168 of the Constitution, which refers to the reelection of the president and vice president,
 and various comments from government and opposition spokespersons about the issue, have dissipated any doubt about the electoral overtones to current events in Bolivia.
 

The controversy over the possibility of reelection has had the “virtue” – sought or unsought – of pushing to the back burner the scandal caused by last year’s discovery of a huge extortion network within the government, which also involves Judiciary and the Public Ministry employees, as well as the rape of Chuquisaca Departmental Assembly employee by an assembly delegate and other acts of corruption that cast a shadow over the government’s administration.

That is the backdrop for understanding the impact on public opinion of the Constitutional Tribunal’s ruling that some articles of the Framework Law for Autonomous Jurisdictions and Decentralization (No. 031 of 19 July 2010) are unconstitutional. Those articles refer to the removal of elected officials (mainly governors and mayors) from office in cases in which a prosecutor has only requested an indictment, a provision approved by the Plurinational Legislative Assembly and signed into law by President Evo Morales in July 2010, with the express purpose of removing elected authorities of opposition parties, as part of a strategy for gaining political control of all levels of the state.

Many analysts and political stakeholders have interpreted that ruling of unconstitutionality, as well as an earlier decision related to the Consultation Law for TIPNIS, as an important indication of the independence of the Constitutional Tribunal, which until recently was seen as merely an arm of the government’s political machinery. Others, however, see it as a shrewd maneuver by MAS to restore to the tribunal the legitimacy necessary to ensure that a ruling in favor of the reelection of President Morales and Vice President García Linera would not be challenged as partisan.

The position that the Constitutional Tribunal takes in several months
 will have great repercussions for Bolivia’s political scenario and for the electoral process that should culminate in December 2014 with the election of the president, vice president and Plurinational Legislative Assembly.

Relations with Chile deteriorate

After following an erratic course in recent years, relations with Chile have reached a low point unprecedented in the past few decades. All indications are that in both countries, the predominant view is that bilateral issues are to be handled merely as matters of domestic politics. The Chilean government’s declining popularity and expectations about Bolivian President Morales’ reelection appear to have a great impact on the attitudes and rhetoric of both governments, which are taking a confrontational tone that in the long run could have a negative effect on the real interests of both countries.

No one in Bolivia questions that sovereign access to the Pacific Ocean is a legitimate and unanimous demand. Serious doubts arise, however, about the best way to achieve it. In Chile, meanwhile, there seems to be growing support for a negotiated solution with Bolivia, not only because the demand is just, but because the country’s strategic interests could be seriously undermined by uncertain litigation, as could be signaled by the Bolivian government’s announcement that the interoceanic corridor agreed to in 2007 among Brazil, Bolivia and Chile would no longer include the later, but would the routed through Peru.
 Nevertheless, the government of Chilean President Piñera is taking an increasingly intransigent position.

The detention in Chile in late January of three members of the Bolivian Army, who were accused of entering illegally and carrying military weapons, only aggravated tensions between the two countries. Chile’s position could seem disproportionate and unfriendly, considering that similar situations in the past were resolved quickly and without major legal or diplomatic complications. Bolivian statements were also unfriendly and did not contribute to a mutual solution to the incident, much less the greater problem: the long-standing maritime demand. Fortunately, on 27 February, Chilean prosecutors and the Bolivian soldiers’ defense attorneys agreed that the soldiers would be freed “with no charges,”
 one piece of good news amid many belligerent signals.

On 23 March, the date on which Bolivia commemorates the loss of its coast in the 1879 “War of the Pacific,” President Morales is likely to make significant announcements about this sensitive issue, as he did in 2011.

 “Nationalization” of SABSA and regulation of interest rates: Economic measures or political maneuvers?

On 18 February, the government announced the “nationalization” of SABSA (a subsidiary of the Spanish companies Albertis and Aena), manager of Bolivia’s major airports. Strictly speaking, the move was an expropriation of the shares of the Spanish company, supposedly for having failed to fulfill investment commitments made in 2006.
 This is the third “nationalization” of Spanish companies by the Morales Administration.

The Spanish government’s reaction was swift and drastic, as it announced that it would “review all bilateral relations” and that it was “disappointed” by Bolivian government’s treatment of Spain, which had accompanied the process of change that is currently under way. The Spanish government said the posting of military troops in the affected airports created a “sense of hostility.”
 

Meanwhile, officials of the Executive an Legislative branches announced that they are making final arrangements for promulgation of a Financial Services Law, which will replace the current Banking Law, which dates back to 1993 and which has been modified several times in the past 20 years. One of the most significant proposed changes is the setting of interest rates by the state, rather than by market forces.
 

In early 2013, the Ministry of Economy announced that the measure would lower interest rates for housing and productive activities while increasing income for depositors.
 More recent statements by other officials have been more incisive. Vice President García Linera said the excessive profits made by banks in recent years must be shared with all Bolivians, through a regulatory system that transfers 50 percent of bank profits to the state.
 The president of the Central Bank of Bolivia also said the new law would end abuses by financial institutions. 

In opposition, the National Association of Banks and other associations of financial institutions expressed concern about the measures planned by the government, saying they would jeopardize the stability of the financial system and have a negative impact on economic growth rates.

The Ministry of Economy has said that in the case of financial destabilization, it could promote the nationalization of banks, as happened in Mexico.
 

Meanwhile, economic analysts noted that the regulation of interest rates on loans could be extremely counterproductive for most people, because artificially low rates have a greater impact on the highest-risk borrowers, usually those who are poor, who would no longer be able to get loans in the formal system and would be left to the usury of the informal sector. They also said that from the standpoint of macroeconomic stability, with a fixed exchange rate and an economy that still operates with dollars, as Bolivia’s does, the country is importing the effects of U.S. monetary policy into a different economic situation.

According to those critics, while the United States needs low interest rates to reactivate its economy, low rates could overheat Bolivia’s economy, causing increased inflation and decreased growth.
 They have also reminded the government that the nationalization of banks in Mexico in 1982 and the poor public administration of those institutions led to the Mexican financial crisis of the 1990s, which finally ended with the reprivatization of banks and their sale to foreign interests, a model that is still in effect.

Regardless of the arguments on both sides, it is clear that the private financial sector in Bolivia has made the highest profits in its history during the past six years, and that, for basic reasons of social responsibility, it should make a more significant contribution to the reduction of the poverty rates that persist in the country.

It is to be hoped that the steps taken have been studied adequately and that they can be implemented without undesired collateral effects.

COLOMBIA

Dark times for President Santos

In Colombia in the 1980s, there was a popular expression that no one could become president without the support of coffee growers. Although that is an exaggeration, especially now that coffee has lost its economic predominance, the phrase came to mind in recent weeks because of the national strike by coffee farmers, in response to what they say is government neglect at a time when the revaluation of the country’s currency threatens to break a sector that was already in crisis. Although it is unrealistic to think that the strike could threaten President Juan Manuel Santos or that it, alone, could undermine his possible hopes for reelection, the fact that one of the country’s oldest agro-industrial sectors has turned its back on someone who was, years ago, its representative to the International Coffee Organization reflects the current troubles of the Santos Administration and its inability to connect with various sectors of the country. 

Throughout February, besides the coffee growers’ strike and subsequent roadblock, along with the sometimes violent response from police, the government also faced a truckers’ strike, sharp criticism from ranchers and cotton farmers, signs of political crisis in sectors of its parliamentary bloc that still waver between supporting President Santos or former President Alvaro Uribe, and a significant drop in the administration’s public approval rating, which fell below 50 percent for the first time. Although none of these factors alone could be considered a major crisis, the fact that they all coincided in February caused problems for the government and appear to have strengthened the opposition. The coffee growers’ strike gave both the leftist Polo Democrático Alternativo party and the right-wing Centro Democrático, led by former President Uribe, a national spotlight for their criticism of the government and some of their possible 2014 presidential candidates, and allowed them to become direct or indirect spokespersons for some sectors of the coffee industry.

But it is the handling of the peace process with the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) that has most affected the president’s image. It is important to keep in mind that in recent weeks, both the government and the guerrillas have accused each other of foot-dragging, suggested that the process is at a standstill and even threatened to stop the talks under way in Havana, Cuba. More than reflecting an irremediable impasse in the process, this scenario was the result of a specific event: President Santos’ statement that the FARC were among the major illegal land grabs, an accusation the guerrilla group denied. It subsequently counterattacked, suggesting the historical existence of an alliance between the political class and paramilitary groups to seize broad swaths of land, displacing millions of people. These accusations, although serious, are neither new nor surprising. They have been part of both government and guerrilla rhetoric for a number of years. It is therefore unrealistic to think that they could quash the peace process.

In any event, the fact that over the past few months, the government has been inconsistent in its rhetoric about peace – moving with surprising speed from optimism to desperation, insisting one day on the need to talk while the armed conflict is under way, and then condemning guerrilla attacks on military forces, or threatening to suspend the talks just days after asking Colombians to be patient with the process — has undermined public confidence in the peace process, as recent polls show. Ironically, judging by the joint communiqués issued periodically by government and the guerrillas, the progress being made in Havana is significant, realistic and encouraging, especially compared to past peace processes. It is known, for example, that on the issue of integral rural development, the first of five points on the agenda, the two sides have drawn up three pages of agreements. That may seem like a paltry advance to some people, but given the historical differences between the visions of the two sides, it is a real achievement. This level of agreements with the guerrillas was not achieved in nearly four years of peace talks during the Pastrana Administration (1998 – 2002). 

It is clear, then, that the peace process’ loss of credibility is due not to failures in the process itself, but to the ambiguity of the messages coming from the president’s office. Correcting that will undoubtedly be a priority for the government in the coming months, since President Santos’ political future – whether he aspires to reelection or some international position
  – depends directly on the success of the talks.

Congress’ image is further tarnished

In mid-February, the Colombian courts revived one of the highest-profile court cases of recent decades – the “parapolitics” investigation of public officials for alleged ties to illegal, right-wing armed groups, in which more than 100 former parliamentarians and even more local public officials are implicated so far. Although the case had dropped out of the public eye, the Supreme Court’s decision to order Senator Piedad Zuccardi held in preventive detention while the investigation moves ahead returned it to the public agenda.

Electorally speaking, the court’s decision dealt a harsh blow to President Santos’ Partido de la U, which put Zuccardi in office. This new chapter in the “parapolitics” case also comes on top of a long list of corruption scandals in Congress,
 which have made Congress one of the most discredited institutions in the country, with public approval ratings that do not top 30 percent, according to recent surveys. Just as the senator was being detained, it was revealed that in a month, Congress will begin to debate legislation disguised as a parliamentary Code of Ethics, which actually is an effort to reduce the ability of state oversight bodies to investigate and sanction members of Congress, creating a first level of investigation in which members of Congress would decide whether their colleagues should be disciplined. 

These events seem to illustrate the lack of political will for self-reform among the current parliamentary majorities, as well as the disconnect between Congress and the public. As a result, new alternative political movements, such as Pido la Palabra, which includes center-left political, social and academic leaders who have a background in fighting corruption, seem to be gaining ground ahead of the 2014 elections.

ECUADOR

General elections

President Rafael Correa won reelection by a landslide, with 57 percent of the vote on the first ballot and an absolute majority in the National Assembly.

Polls, analysts, previous election results and public sentiment agreed that President Correa would win a second four-year term outright on 17 February, without the need for a runoff. The elections, which were calm, drew significant international attention and massive voter turnout.

Before beginning a new four-year term, President Correa had already established the longest period of political stability in Ecuador’s fluid history. His time in office has seen economic progress, which was probably a factor in his margin of victory. Ecuador, where half the population was living below the poverty line, has reduced poverty to less than one-third and, for the first time in its history, has reduced extreme poverty to the single digits. Urban unemployment is at the lowest level since the country began keeping such records, and social investment and investment in infrastructure are several times the levels seen under previous administrations.

The sustainability of those accomplishments will be largely influenced by the fortunes of Ecuador’s main export products, including petroleum. Nevertheless, the structural transformations achieved in the first dozen years of this century, particularly beginning in the second half of the last decade, give reason to hope that groundwork can be laid for long-term sustainability. Ecuador could stop having to import oil and could become a net exporter of electricity by 2017. As a result of a process of education reforms, which achieved universal primary education and are nearing the same for secondary education while significantly increasing the number and quality of educators, the country can think seriously about developing a more diversified, more competitive and therefore less volatile productive structure. The first economic question for the next administration is whether Ecuador will be able to maintain those levels of investment, realistically increasing foreign investment, which is relatively low, especially in comparison to neighboring Colombia and Peru.

But perhaps the greatest questions for the next term revolve around how the government will manage the significant accumulation of power that it has achieved. The resounding electoral victory will translate into a solid absolute majority in the National Assembly, on top of the substantive influence that exists in the other branches and functions of the state.

The possibility that this huge and legitimate power will be used to strengthen socially inclusive and politically pluralistic civic dynamics will depend on the guidance offered by Alianza País and the leadership of President Correa, who will have held office for 10 years by the time his new term ends.

The main course in this regard will probably be set by the content and the forms of debating the legislation that the government plans to promote in the National Assembly, including the Communications Law, the Comprehensive Criminal Code, the Water Law and the Land Law.

But it undoubtedly will also depend on how much realism and consistency the opposition shows during the next administration. The support expressed for Guillermo Lasso de CREO, who received some 22 percent of the vote, makes him a key political player, and his party caucus will probably be one of the largest among the scant opposition forces in the National Assembly. In the speech in which he conceded defeat and congratulated President Correa, Lasso said that “Ecuador had triumphed” in the election and defined himself as the country’s second most important political leader. Lucio Gutiérrez of the PSP, who was the opposition leader with the most votes in the 2006 election, won 6.8 percent this time, a significant drop, although not as great as that suffered by Álvaro Noboa of PRIAN, who received only 3.7 percent. The Partido Roldosista PRE saw its efforts collapse with the unsuccessful candidacy, with religious overtones, of Nelson Zavala, who received 1.2 percent. As they consider strategies for building consensus, these right-wing forces will have to consider the future possibilities of Mauricio Rodas of SUMA, who received 3.9 percent of the vote after running on a platform calling for renewal, in the context of an opposition that will require enormous dedication if it expects to still be politically relevant in 2017.

Alberto Acosto, the candidate of the Coordinadora Plurinacional de las Izquierdas – a convergence of various leftist platforms, including the indigenous Pachakutik and the traditionally leftist MPD – won 3.3 percent, less than expected, although it will still have some distinguished National Assembly members and will continue to hold an important place in the political sentiment of active sectors of the population. Nevertheless, it will have to make a serious effort to avoid irreversible isolation. This will also be true for RUPTURA de los 25, whose candidate, Norman Wray, won 1.3 percent of the vote, and which will be forced to rethink its political identity. So far, it has kept its distance from the Coordinadora de Izquierdas, with which it chose not to form an alliance, and Alianza País, from which it split away to take a stance critical of the civic revolution process.

Voter turnout was generally high – about 75 percent of registered voters – and the turnout of younger voters was especially noteworthy. As in previous elections, the turnout of women voters probably slightly exceeded that of men, and the proportion of National Assembly seats held by women could rise to more than the current level of approximately one-third of all Assembly members, which is comparatively high in the region. It is ironic that there were no female presidential candidates, considering that of six of the eight presidential tickets had women running for vice president. The exceptions were the two that received the highest number of votes – President Correa and Jorge Glass, and Guillermo Lasso and Juan Carlos Solines.

Once again, because of challenges to ballots by the opposition, especially in Guayas, the province with the largest number of voters in the country, the release of official election results for Assembly members was postponed, and the National Electoral Council (Consejo Nacional Electoral, CNE) had to push back the deadline for announcing results by 10 days. The opposition claimed that crucial votes for important representatives in the National Assembly were being invalidated in Guayas,
 Manabí and Pichincha.

Surprising change in Army leadership

General Marco Vera resigned as the Army’s top commander on 22 February. When the new commander, General Jorge Peña, took over, the outgoing commander said he had resigned “because of the promotion of officers.”
 According to opposition media, the new commander’s installation “... came amid a climate of tension because of the promotion of three Army colonels.” The pro-government El Telégrafo printed a transcription of the remarks by Defense Minister María Fernanda Espinoza at that ceremony. She said, “We have invested strongly in equipment and we honor the members of the military,” and added that “equipping the armed forces has cost US$680 million.”

PERU

Recall election targets Lima’s mayor and city council

The National Election Board (Jurado Nacional de Elecciones, JNE) set 17 March as the date for the recall election that will decide the future of the Lima city government. Meanwhile, public opinion polls show a shrinking gap between votes for a recall, which still lead, and votes against it. Besides the “No recall” camp’s positive campaign, one argument that has drawn opposition to the recall is the evidence that interrupting the term of the mayor and city council could seriously affect the city by paralyzing a package of private investments worth approximately US$2.5 billion over the next two years. The mayor is halfway through a four-year term.

Two political groups clearly emerged in February: Apra and Solidaridad, the party of former Lima Mayor Luis Castañeda Lossio, are aligned with the pro-recall or “Yes” vote; the “No” or anti-recall group includes current Mayor Susana Villarán’s Fuerza Social party, as well as center and center-right groups, such as the Partido Popular Cristiano, Perú Posible, Somos Perú and Acción Popular. Spokespersons for the fujimorista group Fuerza Popular have stated that its members are free to choose whether to vote “Yes” or “No.”

Until slightly more than a months ago, opinion polls showed the “Yes” ahead by about 30 points. Today, all—CPI, Ipsos-Apoyo, Datum, Idice— show that the gap has shrunk to between nine and four points. The race will be close. The percentage of people who are undecided or say they will cast blank ballots remains at 10 percent.

The voting process – especially the vote counting – will be complex. Each person must vote for or against recalling the mayor and each of the 39 members of the Lima City Council (the process involves not only the council members from Fuerza Social, but all of them, including those from parties that support the recall). Each polling place has a list of 200 voters, which means the vote counters will have to count 8,000 separate votes (40 x 200). Electoral bodies, such as the National Office of Electoral Processes (Oficina Nacional de Procesos Electorales, ONPE), are trying to alleviate the foreseeable difficulties with  information campaigns, but the time the vote counting will take is a problem with practically no solution. The following table, circulating in social networks, calculates the time required, assuming that 150 of the 200 voters registered for each polling place actually go to the polls.
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Actividad Tiempo unitario Acumulado
1. Separar los votos en 4 grupos 5 segundos por voto 750 segundos
Leer resultado
Mostrar a los miembros de la mesa
Poner las cédulas en cuatro grupos
2. Contar las cédulas agrupadas
Contar las cédulas 1 segundo por voto (150°) 900 segundos
Escribir las cantidades en la hoja borrador 5 segundos por grupo (20°) 920 segundos
Sumar las cantidades 40 segundos 980 segundos
Pasar en limpio la hoja borrador 60 segundos 1040 segundos

Tiempo utilizado por autoridad = 17 minutos 20 segundos
Muttiplicado por 40 autoridades = 11 horas 33 minutos

* Elescrutinio es solo el recuento de los votos, una vez que termina la votacion, a las 4 de la tarde
. No cuenta descansos, interrupciones, discusion sobre votos viciados, objeciones de personeros, etc.




Time required for vote counting* (polling place with 150 votes)

Activity





Unit time


Cumulative

1. Separate the votes into 4 groups

5 seconds per vote

750 seconds

Read result


Show the other vote counters


Put ballots in four groups

2. Count the grouped ballots

Count the ballots


1 second per vote (150)

900 seconds


Write numbers on draft sheet

5 seconds per group (20)
920 seconds


Add the numbers


40 seconds


980 seconds


Copy result onto clean sheet

60 seconds


1,040 seconds

Time per elected official = 17 minutes 20 seconds

Multiplied by 40 elected officials = 11 hours 33 minutes

* This is only the vote counting at the end of the voting, at 4 p.m. It does not include breaks, interruptions, discussion of spoiled ballots, challenges by poll watchers, etc.

The “No” campaign on billboards and in radio and television spots, organized by Brazilian consultant Luis Favre, has made an good impact,
 including TV personalities and other artists along with “ordinary” people and maintaining a moderate tone, avoiding confrontation or “electoral warfare.” The recall supporters, meanwhile, have called the mayor “incapable” and led demonstrations outside the building where she lives in the district of Jesús María.

The process is also giving a glimpse of the possible behavior of political organizations in the run-up to the next general elections, scheduled for 2016. Apra is trying to regain a leading role, with former President Alan García as its likely candidate; the former chief executive has not shied away from public comment, although he has stated that “it is a neighborhood matter” in which he is not involved. President Ollanta Humala’s Partido Nacionalista does not officially support the “No,” but its grassroots representatives and party networks are campaigning against the recall. According to Congressman Daniel Abugattás, president of its political commission, “[…] at the grassroots level in districts, a decision has been made to support the No to the recall individually. The party members have met and determined that that is the best decision for the good of Lima.” The fujimoristas, concerned above all about obtaining a pardon for their leader, Alberto Fujimori, have been careful to keep a low profile, although in January the “Yes” campaign’s “faces of the people” included Congresswoman Martha Moyano.

 Insecurity: violence in the city

Security is a serious problem throughout the continent,
 and although Peru is far from having the one of the region’s highest crime rates, the perception of Peruvians is that insecurity is increasing and crime is an everyday threat, especially in large and mid-size cities. According to Macroconsult, “According to the ‘Regional System of Standardized Indicators of Coexistence and Public Safety (SES),’ Peru’s murder rate puts it in 9th place (out of 15 countries), with 17.1 murders per 100,000 inhabitants, below the alarming levels of countries such as Honduras and El Salvador, which have rates of 74 and 61, respectively.” In February, the concern was reflected in the media, and political authorities were forced to improvise responses to demands for action.

The National Police – as Interior Minister acknowledged in an interview in the daily La República — have long lacked the necessary attitude, tools and infrastructure. “I understand people’s indignation,” he said. “However, the Police are not able to respond because of attitude, lack of training and equipment.”

The police are also one of the country’s most discredited institutions; nevertheless, security in large cities such as Lima also demands a change of attitude among the public and is directly connected with the urgent need for urban order. There is a risk that the media, political parties and parliamentarians will reduce the problem to a need for a crackdown on crime, more police and better weapons, absolving the public of its commitment to maintaining order, which is crucial for peaceful coexistence.

The events that led to the recent wave of concern in the media and urban areas were three recent murders that sounded the alarm: that of businessman Félix Gonzales, who was killed when he was carrying out a transaction in a notary’s office just a few yards from two important police facilities; that of Luis Choy, a photographer for the daily El Comercio, who was shot to death outside his home; and that of police officer Hernán Garfias, who was murdered when he tried to stop a robbery at a restaurant.

Unlike past months, this time the concern about security does not center on remnants of Sendero Luminoso with ties to drug trafficking, who operate in the area of the Apurímac, Ene and Mantaro river valleys (known as VRAEM), in the regions of Cusco, Ayacucho, Junín and Huancavelica. 

 President Humala’s government: relative stability

Apart from criticism of the government for the problems of insecurity – which has focused on Cabinet chief Juan Jiménez Mayor, Interior Minister Wilfredo Pedraza and, especially, National Police Chief Raúl Salazar – in recent months, several factors have given President Humala space to operate calmly.

Latent and active social conflicts, many of which are related to mining, are being addressed in difficult – and unpredictable – negotiating processes. The armed band of the Quispe-Palomino brothers, operating in the VRAEM region as a remnant originally tied to Sendero Luminoso, has not staged significant actions. Along with the lull in social protests and armed violence, there has been an increase in anti-poverty social assistance programs, which have had a positive impact on the president’s popularity. Not only have these programs expanded, but they are also better targeted and designed, in an effort to increase their ties to regional economies.

Peru’s economy grew by 6.3 percent in 2012. And although the benefits are distributed inequitably, there is a growing middle class that has increased its consumption of goods and services. Official estimates of GDP growth for 2013 range from 6 percent to 7 percent,
 which would give the Peruvian economy 13 years of sustained growth.

President Humala has been overcoming difficulties in communication, and it appears that most Peruvians are now “in tune” with his dry style and short, sharp and sometimes controversial phrases. A remark at the dedication of a water and sewer project was characteristic: “Economic growth belongs to the Peruvian people, who go out every day at five in the morning and build the country. Those fat guys think economic growth is due to them.” The media are also giving the president breathing room, since it is clear that he is far from following a chavista path, as his opponents feared when he took office.

Meanwhile, surveys confirm that the president’s approval rating exceeds 50 percent (Ipsos-Apoyo gave him 55 percent, one point more than in January),
 and his wife, Nadine Heredia, also gets high marks (60 percent approve of her work as first lady). In recent months, the president’s approval rating has risen among the social groups and regions that supported him most strongly in the 2011 elections. Those voters were disillusioned initially when the government changed its stance on campaign promises, opting to continue with the economic model that he and his backers had questioned.
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