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The most noteworthy events in April were: 

In Bolivia, the climate of conflict involving significant sectors of society could take on clear political overtones as the government looks toward the December 2014 elections, particularly since the most recent MAS congress announced that the re-election of President Evo Morales is its main strategic goal. In Colombia, even as President Juan Manuel Santos gains an increasingly positive international image, national surveys show a significant decline in his approval rating at home, especially among poorer Colombians. As a result, he reorganized his Cabinet, placing greater emphasis on social issues, especially housing. In Ecuador, key events included the vote on the Communications Law; the sentencing of brothers Roberto and William Isaías in the Filanbanco case, after a 12-year trial; the attorney general’s investigation of Fernando Yávar Núñez; the resignation of the governor of Guayas and five police chiefs; and President Rafael Correa’s announcement that he would not attend the sixth Summit of the Americas in Cartagena, Colombia. In Peru, outstanding events included the kidnapping of 36 employees of companies involved in the Camisea project and their subsequent rescue; the ongoing debate over the implications of going ahead with the Conga mining project, and the readjustments needed; and the re-establishment of good relations with Chile after an agreement was reached to hire a third party to handle the removal of mines along the countries’ shared border.

BOLIVIA

The climate of conflict that involves significant sectors of society – indigenous people, education workers, doctors, aides, health-care workers and medical students, organizations belonging to the Bolivian Workers Union (Central Obrera Boliviana), transportation workers, regional civic movements and other groups – could take on clear political overtones as the government looks toward the December 2014 elections, particularly since the last MAS congress proclaimed the re-election of President Evo Morales the principle goal of its strategy.

The Ninth Indigenous March, which the Confederation of Indigenous Peoples of Bolivia (Confederación de Pueblos Indígenas de Bolivia, CIDOB)
 has said it will stage to protest construction of the second leg of the Cochabamba-Beni highway,
 has drawn the attention of the government, as well as many public opinion leaders, because this conflict will have a significant impact on the overall political process.

As noted in previous reports,
 the Eighth Indigenous March was held between August and October 2011, with the goal of stopping the highway project. The march won huge popular support throughout the country, forcing the government to pass a law (Law 188) declaring the area “untouchable.”

Despite that victory for the indigenous movement, the government did not give up its plan to complete the highway; instead, it recognized the legitimacy of a demand made by a “counter-march” of coca producers, settlers and related organizations in the southern part of TIPNIS, which belong to the Indigenous Council of the South (Consejo Indígena del Sur, CONISUR). That march ended with the signing of another law (Law 222), which called for “prior consultation” about the highway, effectively overturning the “untouchable” nature of the area established by Law 188.

The government has been waging an intensive strategy to convince indigenous groups living in that region to speak out in favor of the highway during the “prior consultation” process. The strategy has involved the signing of various agreements aimed at “improving the living conditions of indigenous peoples in the Amazonian, eastern and Chaco regions,” and targets organizations that participated actively in the last march.
 

The government and its political ally organizations, however, are sending mixed messages. While the ministers of government and communications emphatically stated that it would respect the ninth indigenous march and ensure that it proceeded peacefully, organizations allied with the government mobilized to block the only route that the marchers could use and committed violent acts of intimidation against a radio station that had made comments in support of the indigenous march.
 

The Council of Small Farmer Federations of the Yungas (Consejo de Federaciones Campesinas de los Yungas, COFECAY), which includes coca producers in the La Paz department, also warned of a counter-march aimed at keeping the indigenous marchers from CIDOB from reaching the seat of government.
 Meanwhile, the government raised the possibility of expanding the time frame for the prior consultation to “build a climate of mutual trust between the government and indigenous peoples,” according to statements from the Ministry of the Presidency.
 The scenario is further complicated by the fact that President Morales has stated categorically that the only possible route for the road is the one through the heart of TIPNIS,
 which also lies at the heart of the conflict.

If it is not interrupted by the roadblocks and counter-marches threatened by organizations aligned with MAS,
 the Ninth Indigenous March will demonstrate the degree to which MAS has managed to regain control over indigenous organizations, which virtually rebelled during the eighth march.
 It will also reveal, beyond official rhetoric, the government’s goals and interests in the area of indigenous rights, environmental management, protection of biodiversity, and exploitation of renewable and non-renewable natural resources – in short, the concept of “living well (vivir bien) in harmony with Mother Earth,” the cornerstone of the “democratic and cultural revolution.”

Meanwhile, protests led by public school teachers, doctors, aides, health-care workers and medical students over the past few weeks, along with roadblocks by public transportation workers and some small farming communities, the dispute between the departments of Tarija and Chuquisaca over hydrocarbon surpluses, and demands by the Bolivian Workers Union (Central Obrera Boliviana, COB) were at the core of social and political tension in April and will probably continue to occupy center stage. This is nothing new, except for the proliferation of flashpoints and the increasing violence by both police and protestors, as was seen during the recent 49-hour strike called by COB.

What may be changing is the government’s approach to handling these conflicts. After a long stretch of self-sufficiency and underestimation of the factors behind the conflicts, the government – or, at least, some of its key representatives – has made a greater effort to build consensus with social organizations.
 This tactical shift could mean one of two things: a) the government is very concerned about the fissures and disputes that are spreading within its own ranks
 and is trying to reduce the related risks as much as possible, or b) the government has already started campaigning for President Morales’ re-election and is trying to regroup, establishing new reciprocity pacts with social organizations that were strong contributors to MAS in past elections. It is most likely a combination of the two.

COLOMBIA

Paradoxically, as President Juan Manuel Santos gains an increasingly positive image internationally, largely because of his government’s high profile at the recent Summit of the Americas, national polls show a significant decline in his approval rating at home, particularly among poorer Colombians. As a result, he reorganized his Cabinet, placing greater emphasis on social issues, especially housing. This strategy has been seen not only as the foundation of a possible future re-election campaign, but also as a counterbalance to the recent emergence of several leftist political movements.

Cabinet changes: Technical strategy or first step toward 2014 presidential election?

In a surprise move, President Juan Manuel Santos announced a significant Cabinet change, with Interior Minister Germán Vargas Lleras giving up that portfolio to become minister of housing. The news puzzled observers, not only because Vargas’ high political profile contrasts with the traditionally low profile of the Ministry of Housing, but also because the government still has an ambitious legislative agenda of political and legal issues that will require the kind of effective mediation with Congress for which Vargas is known.

One public opinion poll appears to explain the decision. In the large national survey, published a week before the Cabinet change, President Santos received his lowest approval rating since taking office (58 percent), especially among poorer Colombians. The idea of putting one of his most important and effective ministers in charge of housing could be designed to strengthen the government’s social policies, or at least to change public perceptions in that regard. That hypothesis is strengthened by the fact that, along with the announcement of the Cabinet change, the president committed to delivering at least 10,000 houses for free to “the poorest of the poor,” as he put it.

Technical arguments notwithstanding, the decision also appears to be part of a political strategy aimed at the 2014 presidential elections. If President Santos decides to seek re-election, this Cabinet change could help increase his popularity while temporarily neutralizing Vargas’ political aspirations. Having placed third in the 2010 presidential elections, having control of one of the main parties in the governing coalition (Cambio Radical), having a higher approval rating than the president and having his own political agenda which indicates an intention of aiming for the presidency, Vargas could be a serious rival for Santos. By committing him to delivering a certain number of houses as minister, which by some estimates will take two or three years, the president could be trying to ensure that he will stay in the Cabinet, making it impossible for him to run in the next election.

In any event, some critics accused the government of populism, arguing that delivering housing is merely a campaign strategy. Others said it addressed a social need, which has brought the national government closer to leftist sectors, which are its natural opposition. Vargas and Bogotá Mayor Gustavo Petro, for whom housing is also an issue, may also find ways to collaborate on a matter of common concern. On the flip side of the coin, with this Cabinet change the political faction loyal to former President Álvaro Uribe lost the last of its bureaucratic posts in the Santos government: now-former Housing Minister Beatriz Uribe. Although there was speculation that the president would try to maintain equilibrium by naming to the Interior Ministry someone who could establish lines of communication with uribismo, he appointed Federico Rengifo, former secretary general of the presidency and one of his closest advisers.

Summit of the Americas: success or failure?

In contrast to the downturn in President Santos’ popularity at home, internationally his government is riding a wave of prestige. During the sixth Summit of the Americas in Cartagena, some of the world’s most influential media reported on the so-called “Colombian miracle,” noting the country’s booming economy and growing leadership in the world, although until a decade ago it was cited as an example of a failed state.

But despite the positive press and the presence of 30 heads of state from around the hemisphere, four shadows hung over the summit, calling into question its success and that of government diplomacy. First, presidents Rafael Correa (Ecuador) and Daniel Ortega (Nicaragua) stayed away to protest the decision not to invite Cuba. Second, presidents Evo Morales (Bolivia) and Cristina Fernández (Argentina) left before the summit officially ended, in protest over the Colombian government’s unwillingness to address the issue of the Malvinas Islands. A third blemish for Colombian diplomacy was the cancellation – at the last minute and with no explanation – of the planned bilateral meeting between President Santos and President Dilma Rousseff (Brazil). The greatest defeat, however, was the fact that it was impossible to sign a final joint declaration, although that was seen from the outset as the summit’s main goal.

The summit also marked the definitive political break between President Santos and former President Uribe, which had been foreseen for several months. After the former president sharply criticized the summit’s cost, the rapprochement with Cuba and Venezuela, and the current administration’s leadership of the effort to reframe the fight against drugs, President Santos changed his traditional position of not responding to his predecessor’s attacks, saying, “Uribe is part of the past” and suggesting that the former president felt stripped of power. This new round revived the hypothesis that former President Uribe is seeking legal options for returning to power in 2014, possibly running for vice president with the idea of serving as the power behind a puppet president, as some of his closest advisers suggested.

The birth of a new left?

In early April, the last 10 police officers and soldiers captured by the FARC guerrillas were freed, after being held for between 12 and 14 years. Behind that accomplishment is the hand of Piedad Córdoba, a humanitarian mediator and former senator, who, after dedicating nearly eight years to that cause – at great political cost – announced the creation of a new political movement, Izquierda Liberal en Marcha. Although the new party is affiliated with the Partido Liberal, which supports the government, it emerged as a group in opposition to the national government and to the current party leadership.

While observers initially doubted the movement’s likely success, because Córdoba has little support from the public or within the Partido Liberal, the scenario could be changing. A huge march on 21 April in Bogotá marked the debut of the Marcha Patriótica (which includes Córdoba and other well-known leftist political and social leaders), which has brought together more than 1,500 social, farmer and university organizations from around the country in an effort to change the current economic model, promote agrarian reform and defend the self-determination of peoples. Although the march was peaceful, the national government accused the movement of having ties with and receiving money from the FARC. It has also been suggested, without definite proof, that along with the FARC’s announcement that it would give up kidnapping, this movement is part of a new guerrilla strategy to position itself as a legitimate political player. Those accusations have repeatedly been denied.

The movement emerges at a critical time for the left, given the fragmentation still evident in its largest party, the Polo Democrático Alternativo, which is dogged by court cases against some of its leaders, as well as the hard times currently afflicting its main dissident group, the Progresistas movement. Its main leader, Bogotá Mayor Gustavo Petro, currently has an approval rating of less than 40 percent, which is considered particularly low, given that he took office only three months ago.

Against this backdrop, it is not impossible to imagine that the Marcha Patriótica or Izquierda Liberal en Marcha could fill the vacuum on the left end of the political spectrum, growing and even consolidating as a political option in the medium term. To a great extent, however, that will depend on clarifying, beyond the shadow of a doubt, the lack of any ties to illegal groups.

ECUADOR

April brought surprises in the form of the voting on the Communication Law; the sentencing of brothers Roberto and William Isaías in the Filanbanco case, after a 12-year trial; the attorney general’s investigation of Fernando Yávar Núñez; the resignation of the governor of Guayas and five police chiefs; and the president’s announcement that he would not attend the sixth Summit of the Americas in Cartagena. 

Principal parliamentary debates

Communication Law

The media law, which was expected to be approved or voted down in the session on 11 April, ended up subjected to an article-by-article vote because of a motion by Tomás Zevallos –an assembly member from the PSP-Socialismo alliance – that received 63 votes of approval in a rare case in which all assembly members were present in the chamber. The motion surprised the opposition and even some members of the governing bloc, and led assembly member Dalo Bucaram of the Partido Roldosista Ecuatoriano (PRE) to move to censure the president of the National Assembly, Fernando Cordero. That motion was rejected when it did not receive the necessary support, and Cordero suspended the session to analyze ways to move more quickly – and perhaps with greater legitimacy – in the vote on the law.
 

President Correa vetoes the entire Organic Law on the Legislative Function 

After vetoing the entire reform to the Organic Law on the Legislative Function, President Rafael Correa send a letter to National Assembly President Fernando Cordero, sharply questioning the assembly members’ work. Correa asked the assembly to “...take its work seriously, so political action will be build a better system of rights, instead of taking the easy way out to gain the political or public spotlight.”
 This drew varied reactions from assembly members, including Cordero, who said the president’s letter was discourteous.

According to the opposition, the presidential veto confirmed the legislature’s subjugation to the executive branch. The assembly must now decide whether to let the president’s veto stand.

Events related to the judicial system

Embezzlement sentence against defendants in the Filanbanco case, which caused economic harm to thousands of Ecuadorian families in the early 2000s.

After 12 years of criminal proceedings, the National Court of Justice handed down a sentence against the defendants responsible for the collapse of Filanbanco, which affected thousands of savers throughout Ecuador. They were sentenced to six to eight years in prison for direct responsibility and two to three years for complicity. The case was handled by 54 judges over more than a decade. The defendants’ lawyers are widely expected to file an appeal, which will probably be unsuccessful. The question now is whether the Isaías Dassum brothers, former majority shareholders in the now-defunct Filanbanco, will be extradited from the United States, where they have been living for several years under the protection of a network of lawyers and special interests.
 Upon hearing the sentence, Attorney General Galo Chiriboga probably echoed the sentiments of many Ecuadorians when he said, after hearing the sentence, “An unfortunate story is coming to an end; I am grateful to the National Court.”
 

Investigations of the Guayas prosecutor for alleged irregularities

In his weekly radio broadcast on 7 April, President Correa called for judges to bring the full weight of the law to bear on Judge Ricardo La Mota, who freed a suspect who had a extensive criminal record and who had been caught with a large number of weapons in his possession. A few days after taking that action, Judge La Mota was detained by police. While in detention, he claimed to have been pressured by Fernando Yávar Núñez to free the suspect. After establishing the relationships among those involved in the case, Attorney General Galo Chiriboga decided to investigate. In response, Yávar Núñez claimed to be the victim of persecution that was actually meant to target his son, Fernando Yávar Umpiérrez, one of three prominent members of the Temporary Judiciary Council – a claim met with public skepticism.

Former judge linked to the El Universo case releases video as proof of her statements

Former Judge Mónica Encalada, who was in charge of the proceedings against the daily El Universo in the middle of last year, and who later claimed, from Bogotá, to have been bribed not to rule on the case, held a press conference at which she presented a video to support her statement. President Correa’s lawyer, Gutemberg Vera, denied that the video was true. The video met with controversy and various interpretations. Some law it as proof of government meddling in the judicial system, while others said the video was a manipulation, because it appeared to have been edited, with cuts in key places.
.
Corruption cases in the Guayas Governor’s Office lead to the resignation of the governor and five police chiefs 

An investigation by the National Secretariat of Management Transparency (Secretaría Nacional de Transparencia de Gestión, SNTG) revealed irregularities in police stations in Guayaquil and Durán between July and December 2011. Investigators heard testimony about abuse of authority, arbitrary detention, extortion and intimidation by police chiefs against owners of bars and discotheques in Guayaquil and Durán. The government blamed Roberto Cuero, former governor of Guayas, for acts of corruption by five police chiefs (four men and a woman) and requested his resignation. Five police chiefs also resigned and are being investigated.

Army general at head of Joint Command of the Armed Forces relieved of his duties 

Army Gen. Ernesto Gonzáles, chief of the Joint Command of the Armed Forces, was relieved of his duties and replaced by Lt. Gen. Leonardo Barreiro, who had served as commander of the Ecuadorian Air Force since April 2010. This makes him “…the only active-duty officer from the Military Front who, after the police insubordination of 30 September 2010, approved Operation Rescue, carried out by the armed forces to rescue Correa from the Police Hospital.”
 The change comes after four years during which Army officers headed the Joint Command. The appointment of the Air Force officer meant that the heads of the Army and Navy, Marco Vera and Jorge Gross, respectively, were not affected by the change. Vera and Gross were on the short list of names submitted to the president for the appointment of the chief of the Joint Command.

Universities closed because of low academic standards

The evaluation of universities – which SENACYT president René Ramírez described as an “academic bailout, similar to the bank bailout” undertaken by the Ecuadorian government more than a decade ago – that began more than two years ago took a dramatic turn this month, when 14 universities around the country were shut down, affecting more than 38,000 students. The government is considering forms of assistance so they will not suffer academically or economically. According to Guillaume Long, president of the Council on Evaluation, Accreditation and Quality Assurance of Higher Education (Consejo de Evaluación, Acreditación y Aseguramiento de la Calidad de la Educación Superior, CEAACES), the closures strike “… a blow at commercialization, swindling, fraud and the poor quality of higher education in the country ... a higher education that often has been a fraud.”
 

Changes in the Cabinet

Ximena Ponce, former minister of economic and social inclusion, left that post on 18 April after several years of government work. She was replaced by Doris Soliz, who had been head of the Coordinating Ministry of Social Development. It was also announced that Javier Ponce would leave the Defense Ministry to take charge of the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock, while Miguel Carvajal was named to head the Defense Ministry.

President announces he will not attend the sixth Summit of the Americas in Cartagena

President Correa did not attend the sixth Summit of the Americas in Cartagena, Colombia. Foreign Minister Ricardo Patiño called the decision a matter of sovereignty, principles and dignity, saying, “Ecuador believes that in this stage of Latin America’s history, it is absolutely unjustifiable that a country or countries, we don’t know exactly, can have veto power, can force other countries to attend a Summit having vetoed the presence of one of us; it could easily have been Ecuador.”

PERU
One of April’s most noteworthy events was the kidnapping of 36 workers employed by companies involved in the Camisea project and their subsequent rescue. Meanwhile, debate continued over the implications of going ahead with the Conga mining project with the necessary readjustments, and good relations were re-established with Chile after an agreement was reached to hire a third party to clear land mines from the border.

Kidnapping of 36 workers employed by companies involved in the Camisea project

On 9 April, 36 workers from the Camisea project were kidnapped in the province of La Convención, in the Cusco region. The armed group that carried out the kidnapping had done something similar in 2003, when it captured a large group of workers from the Techint, another company involved in Camisea.

The self-proclaimed Militarizado Partido Comunista del Perú (MPCP) is a splinter group (1992-1993) of Sendero Luminoso, the organization led by Abimael Guzmán. MPCP is headed by the Quispe Palomino brothers, who are based in the Apurímac and Ene River Valley (known as the VRAE, for its Spanish initials) in the high jungle of the Ayacucho, Cusco and Junín regions, the main cocaine-producing center.

One of the major problems now is to clearly determine what kind of group the MPCP is. The government and the media refer to it as “Sendero Luminoso,” narcoterrorists, terrorists or drug traffickers. This lack of definition reflects lack of knowledge about its nature and makes it difficult to design an appropriate strategy for combating it.

The armed group has obvious ties to drug trafficking, but it is not as clear whether it is still a terrorist group with basic ties to drug trafficking, or if it is now an armed drug-trafficking “firm.” Its leaders have said they do not want to destroy the large hydrocarbon production companies operating in the area; instead, they seek to establish a modus vivendi with those companies, based on extortion of protection money. Unlike Guzman’s Sendero Luminoso, MPCP’s targets exclusively the military and, especially, the police. It does not attack political authorities and it is careful to maintain good relations with the rural population.

The government’s response to the kidnapping was disorganized. After all the kidnapped workers were freed, President Humala hurriedly spoke of an “impeccable victory.” The adjective was questioned, not only because it was impossible for 1,500 troops to have been dispatched to corner the kidnappers – as the government announced – but also because of revelations of serious errors during the police and military operation, which ended with the deaths of two police officers and two soldiers and the disappearance (and probably deaths) of two other young police officers.

In short, there is serious doubt about the strategy for combating this group and the drug traffickers operating in the area. Moreover, there is a risk that both will expand into provinces in the high jungle in the Puno region. Rumors are also circulating that the companies paid a ransom to free the kidnap victims; although the government has denied the rumors, doubt persists.

The problem in the VRAE and neighboring areas, where part of Peru’s energy reserves are located, may have a solution only in the medium term and after significant adjustments to the government’s political and military strategy.

Will the Conga mining project go ahead, with adjustments?

On 17 April, the foreign experts contracted by the government to evaluate hydrological aspects of the environmental impact assessment (EIA) for the Conga Mining Project in the northern department of Cajamarca published their conclusions. The report suggested that the project is feasible, but that the amount of water available from reservoirs should be increased and that two of the four lakes slated for destruction in the Yanacocha Mining Company’s original plan could be preserved.

On 20 April, President Ollanta Humala, flanked by most of his ministers, made a short, televised speech in which he said the project – which represents an investment of US$4.8 billion – “will go ahead, but with adjustments.” Those adjustments particularly involve guaranteeing the provision of more water than originally calculated, which must benefit the 13 provinces in the Cajamarca region. The president also said the company must agree to create 10,000 jobs and hire local labor.

The government’s decision met with two reactions. In Cajamarca, opposition continues from the regional Defense Front; Tierra y Libertad, a small political group mainly based in that region; and, with some doubts, from Regional President Gregorio Santos, a member of the Partido Comunista del Perú-Patria Roja. Santos wavered about accepting “Conga with adjustments,” while the other two main leaders of the protest, Marco Arana (Tierra y Libertad) and Wilfredo Saavedra (Frente de Defensa del Pueblo) have reiterated their opposition to the project. They have also set a deadline of 31 May to launch an indefinite strike if the government goes ahead with its plan.

The Yanacocha Mining Company, which is promoting the project, published a communiqué in several national media on 24 April, indicating that it is evaluating the financial and economic cost of the readjusted project, and that it will respond once it finishes that assessment.

The experts’ report gives the Humala Administration more maneuvering room, but there is still significant social polarization because of opposition to the project in the Cajamarca Region, and the outcome is difficult to predict. The risk that the region could be militarized to allow the project to go ahead also cannot be discounted.

Peru-Chile: a return to good relations

Torrential rains along the border between Peru and Chile sent anti-personnel mines planted during the government of General Augusto Pinochet drifting toward Peru; according to the Peruvian Foreign Ministry, some even crossed the border. When the Chilean Army began clearing the mines, the Peruvian Foreign Ministry filed a protest, because some members of the military may have entered Peruvian territory. The Chilean government claimed that had not occurred, that the it had the obligation to remove the mines under the terms of the Ottawa Convention, and that the matter was the sole responsibility of Chile. It thus rejected Peru’s proposal for a joint operation to remove the mines.

After various exchanges between the two foreign ministries – during which the possibility was raised that Peruvian President Ollanta Humala might not attend the next meeting of the Pacific Alliance, to be held in Chile in June – President Humala and President Sebastián Piñera of Chile took advantage of the Sixth Summit of the Americas in Cartagena, Colombia, to agree that a private company should clear the mines along the shared border.

The agreement eased tensions, and several days later, Peruvian Foreign Minister Rafael Roncagliolo stated that Peru sought “serene and tension-free relations” with Chile.

This incident – now consigned to the past – occurred as the two countries’ maritime boundary dispute makes its way through the International Court in The Hague. The oral phase of the case should begin soon, and the court’s decision is expected in mid-2013. In the coming months, both foreign ministries and governments will make their best efforts to ensure that the controversy plays out peacefully, within the framework of international law.
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