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Featured Q&A With Our Board of Advisors

Indigenous leader and Nobel

Peace Prize winner Rigoberta

Menchu last week announced

her intention to run for president
in Guatemala this year. What are the
chances Menchu will win? Can she defeat
Guatemala's established political parties?
Do you see her candidacy as being divi-
sive or unifying?

Guest Comment: Francisco

Villagran: "Rigoberta Menchu's

candidacy is a positive develop-

ment that will trigger a great deal
of interest in an electorate that until now
appeared to be deeply dissatisfied with the
other options (70 percent are undecided).
Her chances of an outright win are not
high, but she could come in a strong third
place. Her movement, Winagq, is new and
lacks organization throughout the country.
So does the party that will present her. But
her entry into the race will shift the balance
among current candidates and energize the
election. Ms. Menchu will not automatical-
ly win the indigenous vote, since there is
indigenous participation in other political
parties. Her situation is similar to Barack
Obama's (will he win all the African-
American votes, or just a plurality?)
Guatemala's non-indigenous ladinos may
still regard her with some suspicion, but
she has earned the respect of political and
business leaders. Her role as a goodwill
ambassador in the current government has
allowed her to engage a wider array of
social and political sectors. A key question

Inside This Issue

is what platform she will present and how
she intends to address the serious problems
facing the country. Ms. Menchu will have
to present credible ideas on how to tackle
complex economic, social, and security
challenges. What is perhaps most impor-
tant is that her participation represents a
major turning point for Guatemala and
will provide the indigenous population
with a much stronger voice and larger
space in the country's political life. As for
her own prospects, Ms. Menchu may be
trying to position herself for a more suc-
cessful run in 2011. After all, according to
the Maya Calendar, 2012 is the year of
revival and success for the Mayan people."

Continued on page 4

PHOTO OF THE DAY

Dominican President Leonel Fernandez
(second from left) on Thursday cele-
brated the entry into force of a free
trade pact with the US with US
Ambassador Hans Hertell (second from
right). See story, page 2.

Photo: Dominican government.
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Ecuadorean Election Court
Sets April 15 for Referendum

Ecuador's top election court on
Thursday set April 15 as the date for
a referendum on whether or not to
elect a 130-member assembly to
rewrite the Andean nation's
Constitution, Reuters reported. "The
call for the referendum has been
approved as it was planned,"
Election Court President Jorge
Acosta was quoted as saying on local
radio. The country's president,
Rafael Correa, is pushing for the
assembly as a means for weakening
the influence of traditional parties.

Castro Could Return to Power
Soon—~Cuban Foreign Minister

Cuban leader Fidel Castro is not
only recovering well, but "could
return to work soon," the
Communist nation's foreign minis-
ter, Felipe Perez Roque, said
Thursday, according to the
Associated Press. "I can't give an
exact date for when he could go
back to work," Perez Roque was
quoted as saying in Honduras dur-
ing a press conference with that
country's president, Manuel Zelaya,
"That will happen when he has satis-
factorily concluded his recovery
period," he added.

Brazil's AmBev Posts 69 Percent
Growth in Fourth-Quarter Profit

Brazil-based beverage company
AmBev said Thursday its fourth-
quarter profit rose 69 percent to
1.18 billion reais ($US 554 million)
on a "vigorous" market in Brazil and
strong sales in Latin America,
Reuters reported. AmBey, a unit of
global brewing giant InBev, said
sales increased 13.4 percent to 5.27
billion reais, while EBITDA (earn-
ings before interest, taxes, deprecia-
tion, and amortization) grew 23 per-
cent to 2.33 billion reais.
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Economic News

Free Trade Deal Between the US,
Dominican Republic Goes Into Force

A free trade agreement between the
United States and the Dominican
Republic went into force on Thursday as
part of a wider pact with Central
American countries, leaving Costa Rica as
the only country not to implement the
trade agreement. The implementation of
the free trade deal as part of an agreement
between the US, the Dominican Republic,
and five Central American countries,
known as DR-CAFTA, will result in duty-
free treatment for more than 4,000
imported goods in the Caribbean nation,
local daily Listin Diario reported. A wide
variety of imports of US goods, from
chicken breast to lobster, will receive
immediate tariff cuts of 10-20 percent,
with other reductions to be phased in
gradually. The tariff reductions are expect-
ed to result in cheaper goods for
Dominican consumers and greater invest-
ment in the country by companies looking
for a duty-free platform to export to the
US. However, critics of the deal say it will
hurt local businesses unable to compete
with bigger US companies. Dominican
President Leonel Fernandez called the
trade deal's entry into force an "historic

Friday, March 2, 2007

day" for his country and thanked US
President George W. Bush for his efforts to
make the agreement happen, Listin Diario
reported. Fernandez said the Dominican
Republic had an "historic opportunity
through trade, investment, and the devel-
opment of local industry to definitively
transform its economic structure and con-
front the social problems that we have
inherited." The US, the Dominican
Republic, and the five Central American

Dominican President Leonel
Fernandez called the trade deal's
entry into force an "historic day"

for his country.

countries—Costa Rica, El Salvador,
Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua—
signed the agreement in August 2004. El
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and
Nicaragua implemented the agreement
last year. Costa Rica is the only country
not to, with ratification bogged down in
the country's legislature amid strong
domestic resistance to the trade agree-
ment. On Monday, tens of thousands of
Costa Rican farmers, union workers, and
activists marched in the nation's capital,
San Jose, to protest the agreement. A

pact, Veroneau said.

signed last year, according to Reuters.

Trade Official: US Expects to Sign FTA with Panama by June

The United States expects to sign a free-trade agreement with Panama in May or June,
Deputy US Trade Representative John Veroneau said Thursday, according to Reuters.

"We will be notifying Congress sometime in March [of] our intent to sign" the Panama

His comments came as the US Trade Representative's office was engaged in intense
negotiations with the Democrat-controlled Congress over final labor provisions of the
trade pact with Panama and two other agreements with Colombia and Peru that were

Democrats say the labor provisions in agreements with Colombia and Peru are not
strong enough and want the agreements amended to include an enforceable obligation
that the countries abide by core international labor standards.

Veroneau did not say whether the Bush administration would agree to a provision
allowing the US to impose economic sanctions on Peru, Colombia, and Panama if
those countries fail to abide by international labor standards, Reuters reported.
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recent, local newspaper poll, however,
found that more Costa Ricans support the
free trade agreement than oppose it. US
Trade Representative Susan Schwab said
in a statement Thursday that the "we will
continue our work with Costa Rica with
the goal of putting the agreement into
effect at the earliest possible date."

Kirchner Touts His Government's
Feats on Economy, Human Rights

Argentine President Nestor Kirchner
hailed his government's performance on
the economy and human rights during his
state-of-the-nation address Thursday, the
Associated Press reported. In his speech to
lawmakers, Kirchner said Argentina's
economy grew 8.5 percent in 2006 and
that since he took office in May 2003 the
economy has posted annual growth rates
of over 8 percent, following an economic
collapse in 2001-2002. Economists expect
growth to decelerate this year and point to
high inflation and a lack of investment as
impediments to continued strong growth.
Kirchner also said human rights continue
to be a priority of his government, which
has urged courts to continue prosecuting
human rights abuses dating from a 1976-
83 military dictatorship, according to the
AP. "This government isn't seeking
vengeance," Kirchner said in his speech.
"What it wants is what the majority of
Argentines desire: justice, memory, and
truth." Trials and investigations of human
rights abuses from the era of military rule,
during which close to 13,000 people are
officially believed to have died or gone
missing, were reopened after the Supreme
Court in 2005 annulled a series of 1980s
amnesty laws protecting retired military
and police officers from prosecution, a
decision which Kirchner supported,
according to the AP. Kirchner also defend-
ed his ties to Venezuelan President Hugo
Chavez, describing as harmless economic
agreements with Venezuela. Kirchner's
opponents say the Argentine leader has
become too close to Chavez, an outspoken
critic of the US who wants to steer
Venezuela toward his version of socialism.
"Nobody here is subordinated to anybody,
ideologically speaking," Kirchner said.
"We will always be an independent and
Latin American nation."
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Company News

Sources: ExxonMobil to Cede
Control of Oil Project in Venezuela

US oil giant ExxonMobil Corp. will cede
control of a multibillion-dollar heavy oil
project in Venezuela to the government by
a May 1 deadline imposed by President
Hugo Chavez, Reuters reported on
Thursday, citing unnamed "industry
sources." The president of ExxonMobil's
Venezuela division has signed an internal
memo saying the company was preparing
a transition before May to hand over con-
trol to state-owned oil company PDVSA,
one of the sources said. Such a move
would come as a surprise, as ExxonMobil
had been expected to put up the greatest
resistance to the government's plans to
seize control of four heavy oil projects, in
which ExxonMobil and five other foreign

oil companies—the US' Chevron and
ConocoPhillips; Britain's BP; Norway's
Statoil; and France's Total—have invested
an estimated $17 billion. On Monday,
Chavez used new powers given to him by
Venezuela's National Assembly to decree
the takeover of the heavy oil projects with
a minimum 60 percent stake in the proj-
ects by PDVSA, declaring "the privatiza-
tion of oil in Venezuela has come to an
end." Chavez has set a May 1 deadline for
the transfer of control to take place.
ExxonMobil currently has operational
control of the Cerro Negro project as
part of a joint venture with PDVSA. The
other foreign companies involved in the
projects have expressed doubt they will be
able to meet the government's deadline
for negotiating the transfer of control.
ConocoPhillips CEO James Mulva said
Thursday his company has had "no mean-
ingful discussions with the Venezuelan
leadership," according to Reuters.
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Continued from page 1

Guest Comment: Pedro

Trujillo: "Although she has not

formally launched her cam-

paign, the Nobel Prize winner's
candidacy is exciting the state of political
polarization that has existed until now.
One thing is the knowledge people have
about Menchu and another very differ-
ent thing is the political approval that
her proposals could get. The new candi-
date is known throughout the country
(by over 90 percent), but in no way does
she have the same level of political
approval. Some accuse her of being a liar
and taking advantage of the situation the
Nobel Prize put her in. Others consider
her an indigenous leader that really
could be successful. At this stage of the
campaign, I don't think that Menchu's
message can reach the approval levels of
the two frontrunning political parties:
the UNE and the PP. In any case, her can-
didacy will be a 'rehearsal' for more con-
crete proposals and the search for politi-
cal niches that could culminate in the
2011 elections. Moreover, the candida-
cy—not yet coalesced into a political
program—is seen as more divisive than
unifying. On the one hand because it is
'felt' that she could respond to indige-
nous interests and approaches more than
to universal proposals and, on the other,
because Menchu was politically active on
behalf of and represented very specific
left-wing groups, with very defined
interests, to the extent that there is no
confidence the new party will be unify-
ing in a society that is already sufficient-
ly divided."

Guest Comment: Donald
Planty: "I  believe that
Rigoberta Menchu's candidacy
for president of Guatemala is
admirable because it will help both
Guatemalans and outsiders to focus on
the plight of Guatemala's indigenous
peoples. Guatemala's Mayan descen-
dants comprise some 60 percent of the
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country's population but are still largely
marginalized from the mainstream of
Guatemalan society. This means that the
vast majority of nearly 7 million people
live a subsistence existence without
access to basic education, healthcare, or
land. If Rigoberta does nothing more
than draw more national and interna-
tional attention to this situation, she will
have done Guatemala and the world a
great service. I do not think, however,
that her political base is strong enough
or sufficiently organized to win the pres-
idency. The traditional parties—
although several are political parties in
name only—have more money, a better
political structure, and candidate name
recognition. The leading candidate,
Alvaro Colom, is the likely winner, since
he is a repeat candidate with broad name
recognition around the country.
Unfortunately, however, Colom was
implicated in a corruption scandal the
last time around and has other liabilities.
On the question of divisive or unifying,
all Guatemalans should want a more
inclusive society, one that is healthier,
better educated, and better able to com-
pete in the global marketplace.
Therefore, they should welcome
Rigoberta's participation in the political
process.”

Francisco Villagran is Ambassador of
Guatemala to the Organization of
American States.

Pedro Trujillo is Director of the Institute
of Political and International Relations
Studies at the Universidad Francisco
Marroquin in Guatemala.

Donald Planty is President of Planty ¢
Associates LLC and a former US
Ambassador to Guatemala.
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