
QVenezuelan President Hugo
Chavez last week called on his
supporters to place a referendum
before voters in February to abol-

ish presidential term limits. Venezuelans
voted down a similar ballot question last
year. What is driving Chavez's timing to
call for the referendum now? Would a ref-
erendum have better chances than it had
last year? What would voters’ approval of
a referendum mean for political and eco-
nomic change in the country?

AGuest Comment: Javier Corrales:
"The referendum may not have a
better chance of succeeding this
time around, but this may be

Chavez's last chance. He is rushing because,
politically, he is bleeding profusely. In late
2007, he lost the referendum to change the
Constitution. In March 2008, he was forced
to restrain his belligerence toward
Colombia. Throughout the year, his party
suffered defections. And in November, the
opposition won five governorships and the
mayoralties of Caracas and Maracaibo.
Also, two political tsunamis are heading his
way: the effects of the drop in oil prices,
which will be felt by mid-2009, and the
elections for the National Assembly in
December 2010, which will reduce
Chavez's control of the legislature. Chavez
has to act before it's too late. If he wins this
time, Venezuela will be abandoning an ele-
mentary democratic precept well under-
stood in Latin America since the Mexican
Revolution: that in presidentialist coun-

tries with weak and malleable institutions
of checks and balances, incumbency comes
with extraordinary advantages that must
be contained by term limits. When the state
also enjoys a monopoly over the most
important source of dollar revenues, in this
case, the oil sector, the incumbent's advan-
tage is even greater. Permitting the indefi-
nite re-election of the president in these
contexts is tantamount to jeopardizing fair
electoral competition and thus alternation
in power, both of which are sine qua non
principles of democracy."
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What are the Chances for Chavez's Referendum Proposal?

Continued on page 3

Peruvian Foreign Minister Jose Antonio
Garcia Belaunde demanded that Yale
University send back tens of thousands
of artifacts. The demand followed Peru's
filing of a lawsuit seeking the items'
return. See story on page 3.

File Photo: TV Peru.

Peruvian Foreign Minister
Demands Yale Return Artifacts



Economic News

Brazilian Real Surges After Central
Bank Leaves Rate Unchanged

The Brazilian real surged Thursday after
the country's central bank decided to keep
a key interest rate unchanged, Bloomberg
News reported. The central bank, led by its
president Henrique Meirelles, left the
benchmark lending rate steady at 13.75
percent. At 3:41 pm New York time, the
real rose 3.4 percent to 2.37 per US dollar,
making the Brazilian currency the top
gainer among the 16 currencies that are
most traded against the greenback. The
central bank's decision—on concerns of
inflation—to keep the rate unchanged
keeps the interest rate at a two-year high.
On Thursday, the yield on the country's
January 2010 overnight futures contract
dropped 11 basis points to 12.83 percent.
The yield on Brazil's zero-coupon local
currency bond fell 4 basis points to 13.19
percent, said Banco Votorantim. The
bond is due in July 2009. The real was also
helped Thursday by higher commodity
prices. Approximately two-thirds of the
country's exports are commodities,
including oil, iron ore and coffee. After
Wednesday's meeting, the central bank
indicated it may start cutting rates as soon
as its next meeting in order to stimulate
the economy. Central bank members con-
sidered cutting rates before finally decid-
ing to leave them unchanged during the
meeting, according to a statement from
the central bank. A forecast from Credit
Suisse said economies in Latin America
would grow 1.4 percent in 2009, a lower
estimate than the firm's previous estimate
of 4.5 percent.

Political News

Venezuela Indicts Chavez Opponent
Rosales on Corruption Charges

Venezuelan authorities indicted a main
opponent of President Hugo Chavez
Thursday on corruption charges. Manuel
Rosales, who unsuccessfully ran against
Chavez for president in 2006, was
charged in Caracas with "illicit enrich-

ment," according to Reuters. The state
prosecutor's office says the charges stem
from an investigation of Rosales' finances
in which Rosales was unable to explain
how he acquired some funds. Rosales,
who last month was elected the mayor of
Maracaibo, the country's second-largest
city, says the charges against him are
trumped-up. "The only thing missing is
for them to investigate me for the assassi-

nation of John Fitzgerald Kennedy,"
Rosales told reporters. "Today we've come
to confront this political lynching that
they are trying to do, a terrorist trial, a
political trial," Rosales said. Government
Communications Minister Jesse Chacon
said the charged are not motivated by
politics. A conviction against Rosales
would be a setback for Chavez's oppo-
nents, who won several large states and
also the mayorship of Caracas in last
month's local elections. Earlier this year,
the government prevented several oppo-
sition candidates from seeking office,
leading critics to argue Chavez has been
using his power to silence his opponents.
The case threatens Rosales' possibility of
running for president in 2012. Chavez
has started a petition drive to place a ref-
erendum on the ballot in February asking
voters whether presidential term limits
should be abolished. [Editor's note: see
related Q&A on page 1.] Under current
law, Chavez would be required to leave
office in 2013. In December of last year,
voters rejected a similar referendum. In
Caracas on Thursday, Chavez told sup-
porters that opposition gaining ground
"would be chaos for Venezuela" while his
continuation in office would be "a guar-
antee of peace for all Venezuelans."

Page 2 of 4

NEWS BRIEFS

Copyright © 2008, Inter-American Dialogue

IInntteerr--AAmmeerriiccaann  DDiiaalloogguuee’’ss  LLaattiinn  AAmmeerriiccaa  AAddvviissoorr FFrriiddaayy,,  DDeecceemmbbeerr  1122,,  22000088

US Officials Disagree With Brazil
on Main Cause of Gol Crash

The US National Transportation
Safety Board (NTSB) identified
problems with Brazil's air traffic
control system as the primary cause
of a 2006 midair collision between a
corporate jet and a Gol airlines
plane that killed 154 people, report-
ed Reuters on Thursday. Brazil's air
force said earlier this week that the
corporate jet's American pilots did
not have sufficient knowledge of the
plane's avionics, which it said also
contributed to the crash. A lawyer
for the American pilots said the
Brazilian air force was engaging in a
"cover-up" to protect itself.

Ten Killed in Gang-Related
Gunfight in Western Mexico

A gang-related gunbattle in the
Mexican state of Sinaloa left ten
people dead this week, reported the
Associated Press on Thursday. The
shootout took place in front of a
police station in the town of El
Rosario, where police later found
nine assault rifles, a number of
handguns, and 200 shells, although
no arrests were made. Sinaloa, along
with Baja California, tops the list of
states with the most drug-related
killings, according to the office of
Mexico's attorney general.

Colombia Studies Undersea 
Power Cable to Puerto Rico

Colombia is investigating the possi-
bility of laying an undersea power
cable to Puerto Rico, the Associated
Press reported Thursday. The proj-
ect would carry electricity to Puerto
Rico and could cut Puerto Rico's
dependence on oil, lowering its elec-
tricity bills. The underwater cable
would be the world's longest,
stretching almost 620 miles—260
miles longer than a cable between
the Netherlands and Norway.

“ The only thing missing is 

for them to investigate me 

for the assassination of

John Fitzgerald Kennedy.”
— Manuel Rosales



Peruvian Foreign Minister 
Demands Yale Return Artifacts

Peruvian Foreign Minister Jose Antonio
Garcia Belaunde is demanding that Yale
University return tens of thousands of
artifacts that scholar Hiram Bingham III
removed from the country between 1911
and 1915, the Associated Press reported
Thursday. Garcia Belaunde's demand

came after Peru filed a suit against Yale
seeking the return of the items. The law-
suit was filed December 5 in Washington.
"The government of Peru authorized that
the pieces leave the country on loan. Thus,
Yale has no right to demand certain things
in order to return" the items, Garcia
Belaunde told RRP radio in Lima late
Wednesday. Earlier this week, officials at
the university in New Haven, Conn.,
expressed disappointment that Peru has
not followed through on a 1997 agree-
ment that would have resulted in many of
the items being returned. The university
said it would have sent back all "museum
quality objects" after Peru constructs a
museum that is jointly-funded and
adheres to "standard technical require-
ments for security and preservation."
Garcia Belaunde said Peru already has
museums that are properly equipped to
preserve the artifacts. Peru also objects to
parts of the agreement that would allow
Yale to keep artifact fragments for "99
more years." In the lawsuit, Peru wants all
the items to be returned and is demanding
that Yale pay monetary damages for hold-
ing the items fraudulently.

Mexico Says It Will Slash 
Pollution by Half by 2050

A top Mexican official on Thursday said

the country will slash its output of green-
house gases by half by 2050, the Voice of
America and wire services reported.
Mexican Environment Minister Juan

Rafael Elvira made
the statement dur-
ing United Nations
talks on climate
change in Poznan,
Poland. He added
the target for the
reduction will be
half of Mexico's
2002 greenhouse
gas emissions.
Mexican President

Felipe Calderon will outline more details
of the plan in February, Elvira said. In
related news, a new report from the World
Bank urges Latin America to battle global
warming even in the midst of a souring
economy. The report, entitled "Low
Carbon, High Growth: Latin American
Responses to Climate Change," says that
although Latin America is less of a pol-
luter than other regions, its carbon emis-
sions are on the rise. Based on the most

recent trends, per capita emissions will
increase by a third between 2005 and
2030, the report said. That would be a
faster increase than the global average of
24 percent.

Company News

Mexico's Cemex Issues 
$72 Million in New Debt

Mexican cement producer Cemex has
issued 970 million pesos ($US 72 mil-
lion) worth of long-term debt, the com-
pany said in a press release Thursday.
Cemex carried out the transaction by
exchanging shorter-term Certificados
Bursatiles for new notes. The offering,
finalized on Wednesday, was initiated on
November 12. Three-quarters of the new
offering replaces notes that are due this
month and next month. The company
added the transaction "demonstrates
Cemex's ability to tap the medium-term
capital markets successfully without gov-
ernment guarantees."
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AGuest Comment: Mark
Weisbrot: "The Venezuelan
economy has grown by 94 per-
cent in the last five and a half

years in real inflation-adjusted terms.
Income has basically doubled and it has
become more equally distributed. With
that result, I think that anybody is going
to see that the chavistas are in a stronger
position now than they would possibly
be in the future. There is a world reces-
sion, and it will eventually affect
Venezuela, although how much it does
depends on what Venezuela and the
region do in terms of policy. But the
main thing is that there are huge real
income gains for the country and Chavez
is probably trying to take advantage of
that. It's tough to say whether a referen-
dum would have better chances than last
year, because part of the reason they lost
last time was that a lot of Chavez's sup-
porters didn't turn out. Did they not
turn out because they didn't care or they
were against it, or did they not turn out

because the party didn't have the organ-
ization? That we don't really know. The
polling there is extremely unreliable. I
don't think voters' approval of a referen-

dum makes a huge difference for the
political and economic change in the
country. Obviously Chavez has been an
important leader, and probably will
remain so for some time to come. He's
changed the country a lot, but I don't
think that the changes that you've seen in

Featured Q&A
Continued from page 1

Continued on page 4

“ The chavistas are in a stronger

position now than they would

possibly be in the future.”
— Mark WeisbrotPeru wants all the items to be

returned and is demanding that

Yale pay monetary damages.

Elvira

File Photo: Mexican Gov't.
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terms of, most importantly, the govern-
ment having control over its oil
resources, and using them to promote
broadly shared prosperity, would be
turned back. I think that would continue
even if Chavez weren't to be the next
president, provided that it was still a gov-
ernment from the Left."

AGuest Comment: Michael
Penfold: "Venezuela is facing an
increasingly polarized society
and a crisis of governability that

will stem from the economic adjustments
due to declining oil prices and another
referendum on whether term limits for
the presidency should be eliminated or
not. No matter what the results are for
this new referendum that probably will
take place in late February or early March
2009—called by Chavez after contentious
regional and local elections in late
November—Venezuela is in a lose-lose
situation. Chavez has yet again opened
the Pandora's Box: most Venezuelans are
living in a permanent uncertain situation
from a political and social point of view.
The needed stability to face pressing
issues on the social and economic front
keep evaporating due to continued elec-
toral battles. Looking beyond the consti-
tutional arguments on whether Chavez
can push for an amendment on term lim-
its after losing the constitutional referen-
dum in December 2007 by a short mar-
gin, the question is: can he win this new
referendum? Certainly, but it is not guar-
anteed. In a recent poll conducted by
Ecoanalitica in the most important cities
in the country on this particular issue, 66
percent of the respondents rejected the
idea and only 32 percent supported it.
Among chavistas, over 18 percent rejected
eliminating term limits for the presiden-
cy. During the recent regional and local
elections that took place in late
November, Chavez garnered over 53 per-
cent of the vote while the opposition
obtained the difference, although it did
win in the most populous and urban
states in the country. Chavez won over 81
percent of the mayorships and consoli-
dated a unified political party. The oppo-
sition managed to win in previously

strong chavista bastions such as Caracas
and Miranda. If we take these numbers as
accurate and do the math we come out
with the following results: in the regional
elections Chavez obtained 5,541,942

votes and the opposition managed to get
4,342,109 votes, while a dissident chavista
movement gained close to 370,000 votes.
If we agree that close to 18 percent of
chavistas reject the idea of eliminating
term limits for the presidency then
Chavez would obtain 4,544,392 votes;
that is, Chavez would win the referendum
on a very close call. However, if the dissi-
dent vote also rejects the idea of term
limits then Chavez would lose the refer-
endum by 167,717 votes. In other words,
this referendum will depend on Chavez's
ability to convince his own voters and
dissidents that this is a needed reform for
the country. This seems to be a difficult
task. The opposition basically has to
mobilize its own base and convince these
dissidents that eliminating term limits is
a terrible idea for the country. Venezuela
is playing a very dangerous game. In the
face of declining oil prices, this referen-
dum will leave the country more divided
and unstable."

Javier Corrales is Associate Professor of
Political Science Amherst College.

Mark Weisbrot is Co-Director of the
Center for Economic and Policy Research.

Michael Penfold is Associate Professor at
IESA and Director of Ecoanalitica.
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“ This referendum will depend

on Chavez's ability to convince

his own voters and dissidents

that this is a needed reform for

the country.”
— Michael Penfold


