
QA summit of Mercosur leaders
last week was notable, among
other things, for the absence of
Venezuelan President Hugo

Chavez, who said Saturday he may with-
draw Venezuela's bid to join the trade bloc
due to objections from lawmakers in
Brazil and Uruguay. What is Venezuela's
future with Mercosur?

AGuest Comment: Marisa Ferreira:
"Venezuela's membership in
Mercosur and the recent prob-
lems are fundamentally related to

Chavez's interest in using Mercosur as a
political platform for challenging the US
and enhancing his influence regionally and
globally. The end of the honeymoon
appears to have been triggered by diverging
positions between Chavez and Lula con-
cerning Brazil's partnership with the US on
ethanol development and the approval by
Brazil's Congress of a motion asking
Chavez to reconsider his decision to revoke
RCTV's license. In response, Chavez called
the Brazilian congressmen 'parrots' of US
foreign policy. President Lula in turn,
defended his Congress' right to opine
about the issue. Chavez's threats to with-
draw Venezuela's bid to join Mercosur if
not approved by September is unlikely to
end in Venezuela's withdrawal, at least for
now, although it must be noted that he ter-
minated more than three decades of
Venezuelan membership in the Andean
Community on a similar whim last year. In

practical terms, Brazil's Congress still
needs to consider the Venezuelan bid.
Taking into account its July recess, it is very
unlikely that the entire process can be
undertaken in the next 90 days as demand-
ed by Chavez. Heavy on the minds of
Brazilian political leaders is that Venezuela
is now the destination for $2.9 billion in
Brazilian exports. For now, Presidents
Kirchner and Lula are coordinating their
efforts in order to keep Mercosur united
and restore the 'peace.'"
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PHOTO OF THE DAY

Colombian President Alvaro Uribe led a
march in Bogota Thursday, one of sev-
eral demonstrations nationwide, to
demand the release of the country's
kidnapping victims. See story on page 2.
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Political News
Colombians March to Demand
Freedom for Kidnapping Victims

More than a million people marched in
protest in Colombia's largest cities on
Thursday to demand the liberation of kid-
nap victims in the country, the Associated
Press reported. In Bogota, President
Alvaro Uribe, wearing a t-shirt that read
"Unconditional Freedom Now," led thou-
sands in a march to the city's main plaza,
while protests also took place in the cities
of Medellin, Cartagena, Leticia, and else-
where. The demonstrations, believed to be
the biggest since October 1999, when an
estimated five million Colombians partic-
ipated in a nationwide protest against vio-

lence and kidnappings, came a week after
the FARC rebel group revealed that 11 ex-
provincial lawmakers it was holding
hostage had been killed. The FARC
claimed the lawmakers were killed in a
crossfire during a June 18 attack by an
"unidentified military group," but the gov-
ernment has said it had no rescue opera-
tions in the area where the lawmakers were
being held and accuses the rebels of mur-
dering them. The FARC conditioned
handing over the corpses on the scaling
back of military operations in the area
where the lawmakers were killed. The
FARC holds some 50 prominent hostages,
including ex-presidential candidate Ingrid
Betancourt and three US civilian defense
contractors. In total, there are an estimat-
ed 3,000 kidnap victims in Colombia,
which leads the world in abductions,
according to the AP.

Peruvian Public School Teachers Go
on Strike to Protest Proposed Reform

Public school teachers in Peru went on
strike Thursday to protest a proposed edu-
cation reform that would require them to

pass periodic competency exams, the
Associated Press reported. However,
Education Minister Jose Antonio Chang
called the strike a failure, saying only 15
percent of Peru's approximately 350,000
teachers participated. The government has
declared the strike illegal. Teachers
launched the strike as lawmakers began
debating a bill Thursday that would allow
teachers to be dismissed who fail a compe-
tency test three times. The teachers' union,
Sutep, says the test will lead to "arbitrary"
firings. According to the AP, February test
results showed almost half of public
school teachers cannot solve basic math
problems and one-third are deficient in
reading comprehension. President Alan
Garcia has promised to reform the coun-
try's education system.

Rights in Cuba Still Being Violated
Despite Transfer of Power—Report

Nearly a year since Cuban leader Fidel
Castro handed over power to his brother,
Cuba continues to violate civil liberties,
although the number of political prisoners
has fallen, a Cuban rights group said
Thursday, according to Reuters. In a bian-
nual report, the Cuban Commission for
Human Rights and National
Reconciliation, an illegal group that is
nevertheless tolerated by the Cuban gov-
ernment, said the number of Cubans in
jail for political reasons dropped from 283
to 246 in the first half of the year, contin-
uing a two-year trend, but said the overall
rights picture has not improved in the
Caribbean nation. "The systematic and
institutional violation of each and every
civil, political and economic right listed in
the Universal Declaration on Human
Rights persists," the Commission said in
the report, noting that freedom of expres-
sion and association, and the right to form
labor unions or political organizations,
remain suppressed and criminalized.
Cuba watchers have been looking for signs
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Mexican Miners Hold 
One-Day Strike for Safety

Mexican mineworkers staged a one-
day strike on Thursday to demand
better safety standards and improve
collective labor's position in
Mexico's mining industry, National
Mining and Metal Workers Union
spokesman Carlos Pavon said,
according to the Associated Press.
Pavon said a majority of the union's
34,000 members participated in the
walkout. Mexican miners have
demanded better safety conditions
ever since 63 miners were killed last
year in an underground explosion.

Saca Says El Salvador Could
Withdraw Troops From Iraq

The president of El Salvador, Tony
Saca, said Thursday his government
could gradually withdrawal the
country's soldiers from Iraq, El
Nuevo Herald reported. "To the
extent hostilities decrease and Iraqi
security forces can take control of
the situation ... we will gradually
withdraw our troops," Saca was
quoted as saying. El Salvador, with a
contingent of about 380 soldiers, is
the only Latin American country to
still have troops in Iraq. Five
Salvadoran soldiers have been killed
in Iraq since 2003.

Mexico's ICA Wins Government
Highway Concession

Mexican construction company ICA
won a 20-year government conces-
sion to operate two existing high-
ways and build a 43-mile-long road
in between them that will require
$300 million in investment, Reuters
reported on Thursday. The contract
follows pledges by Mexican
President Felipe Calderon to
improve the country's highways,
including encouraging private com-
panies to build roads and charge
tolls for their usage.

The demonstrations, believed to be the biggest since October 1999,

came a week after the FARC rebel group revealed that 11 ex-provincial 

lawmakers it was holding hostage had been killed.



of a possible political and economic open-
ing in the country ever since Castro ceded
power to his younger brother Raul Castro
in order to undergo stomach surgery.
Fidel Castro is reportedly recovering and
in recent months has written several op-
eds on a range of topics, although he has
not been seen in public apart from tele-
vised images.

Company News

Santander Expects to Double its
Latin America Income by 2010

Spain's largest bank, Santander, said
Thursday it expects to double its income
from Latin America over the next three
years, Reuters reported. "Our slogan for
the next three years is clear: double and
win," Santander's director for Latin
America, Francisco Luzon, was quoted as
telling a business conference in Spain.
Luzon said by 2010 the bank aims to
increase its private banking clients in
Latin America by at least nine million to
over 30 million and increase the number
of small- and medium-sized business
clients to 1.2 million from 780,000.
Santander forecasts current account cus-
tomers in Latin America increasing to
eight million from five million currently,
credit card customers rising to 19 million
from 11 million, and debit card customers
growing to 28 million from 21 million,
Luzon said. To propel growth, the bank
plans to invest 1 billion euros ($US 1.36
billion) in technology in the region and
another 1 billion euros in property by
2010, according to Reuters. It also expects
to invest 800 million euros between 2006
and 2009 to modernize its offices and call
centers. In 2006, Santander posted a 29
percent increase in profits from Latin
America amid a 26 percent  increase in
revenues.

Mexican Towns Evacuated After
Pipeline Explosions, Leak

Mexican authorities and state-owned oil
monopoly Pemex evacuated several
neighborhoods in towns in the central
state of Guanajuato on Thursday after two
pipeline explosions and a pipeline leak. In

a press release, Pemex said there were no
injuries or material damage as a result of
the accidents, which took place in span of
20 minutes around 1 am on Thursday.
According to Bloomberg News, the explo-
sions and gas leak prompted the evacua-
tion of some 4,100 residents from neigh-
borhoods in the towns of Salamanca and
Celaya. The Guanajuato government said
evacuees would be allowed to return to

their homes once pipeline fires resulting
from the explosions were put out, which
was expected to take as long as eight
hours, Bloomberg News reported. Pemex
said it planned to investigate the causes of
the accidents once the fires were put out.
Separately, Pemex said in a press release
Thursday it fixed a gas leak in Mexico City
caused by heavy rains and flooding in
recent weeks.
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AGuest Comment: Thomas
O'Keefe: "Venezuela is current-
ly an associate member of
Mercosur (along with Chile

and the rest of the Andean Community
countries). Ideally, Venezuela should not
be anything more than that, and hope-
fully the recent announcement of Hugo
Chavez about withdrawing his request to
become a full member of Mercosur

means that the status quo will hold.
Having Venezuela as a full member of
Mercosur never made any economic
sense and was a recipe for disaster in
terms of the future credibility of
Mercosur as a regional trading bloc. For
example, Venezuela had already indicat-
ed it wanted wholesale exceptions to the
Mercosur Common External Tariff,
among other demands. Full membership
for Venezuela also threatened to politi-
cize Mercosur into something it was
never meant to be: an ideological coun-
terforce to the United States in the
Western Hemisphere."

AGuest Comment: Rubens
Barbosa: "To forecast the
future is difficult. To speculate
about the future of Venezuela

under Hugo Chavez is impossible.
Recent events related to Chavez's attacks
to the Brazilian Congress created addi-

tional uncertainty about Venezuela's
accession to Mercosul. This week,
Chavez's ultimatum to the Brazilian
Congress was the last straw. The
Congress will react strongly and will let
the three-month deadline expire without
approving Venezuela's accession.
Technical negotiations to allow the
incorporation of the Common External
Tariff, and Mercosul decisions and regu-
lations into the Venezuelan juridical sys-
tem are behind schedule due to Chavez's
resistance to accept the obligations of the
Asuncion Treaty. According to recent
statements by Chavez, he is no longer
interested in joining Mercosul, as it
stands. He dislikes the old Mercosul and
favors his new alternative—ALBA. From
Venezuela's point of view, joining
Mercosul is very attractive politically, but
there is an economic cost, given
Argentina's and Brazil's agriculture com-
petitiveness. Some segments of the
Venezuelan economy are concerned
about trade liberalization in relation to
Brazil, both in agriculture and in indus-
trial goods. The Brazilian government
will probably make an effort to approve
Venezuelan accession to Mercosul in
Congress, but the environment is chang-
ing, and it would not be a surprise if
Chavez decides to opt out and disengage
from serious talks with the other four
partners."

Marisa Ferreira is a Foreign Legal
Consultant at Saul Ewing LLP.

Thomas O'Keefe is President of Mercosur
Consulting Group Ltd.

Rubens Barbosa is Head of the Sao
Paulo Industrial Federation's Foreign
Trade Council and a former US 
Ambassador to the United States.
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Featured Q&A
Continued from page 1

“ Having Venezuela as a full

member of Mercosur never made

any economic sense and was a

recipe for disaster in terms of the

future credibility of Mercosur as

a regional trading bloc.”
— Thomas O'Keefe


