
Venezuela's Chavez Narrowly Loses Constitutional Reform

December 3, 2007
	5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

75

80
	RENEE MONTAGNE, host:  It's a good day for Vladimir Putin.  For Hugo Chavez - not so good.  Both presidents were aiming to extend their power past their current terms.  As expected, President Putin's party won a huge victory in Russia's parliamentary elections.  We'll hear more about that in a minute.

Now a huge defeat in Venezuela.  Voters there rejected a referendum by 51 to 49 percent that would have cemented President Chavez's power and advanced the country towards socialism.  It would've allowed Hugo Chavez to run for reelection indefinitely.  Supporters said it would have deepened grassroots democracy, but a newly energized opposition said the country was hurdling toward dictatorship.

NPR's Julie McCarthy reports from Caracas.

JULIE McCARTHY:  The air was electric as the capital waited into the night for word on the outcome of this unusual contest that has seemed to breathe life back into Venezuela's fractious opposition.  When opposition leaders were barred from the room where national election officials announced the results, tempers overflowed.

Unidentified Man: (Spanish spoken)

McCARTHY:  But the anger was short-lived, as the opposition emerged as the victor by a razor thin margin.

Unidentified Group: (Chanting in Spanish)

McCARTHY: Chants of victory, as the opposition marked its first ballot-box success in the eight years since Chavez took power.  Opposition leader and former presidential candidate Teodoro Petkoff said the ball was now in the court of President Chavez, who has called those who failed to support him traitors and CIA stooges.

Mr. TEODORO PETKOFF (Opposition Leader, Former Presidential Candidate, Venezuela): (Spanish Spoken)

McCARTHY: The country has sent the message that Chavez needs to set aside the insults, the grabbing and the idea that those who oppose him are imperialists or serpents or coup mongers.  We are all Venezuelans, Petkoff said, and we want a normal climate of relations between the government and the opposition.

The referendum was a critical test for Latin America's most outspoken antagonist of Washington and his goal of expanding the socialist experiment here.  Chavez conceded defeat at a subdued news conference, saying he was determined to spare the country political tension.

President HUGO CHAVEZ (Venezuela): (Spanish Spoken)

McCARTHY:  I hope that we have put behind us the ways of violence and destabilization, Chavez said.  The democracy of Venezuela is maturing and will continue to mature with every election, he said.  But Chavez did not abandon his drive to overhaul the constitution and deepen what he calls popular power.  He said the proposal isn't dead.

Mr. CHAVEZ: (Spanish spoken)

McCARTHY:  For now, we can't do it - for now, he repeated to applause.

High-profile defections had strengthened the opposition in recent weeks. Among them was the former Chavez loyalist and defense minister, Raul Baduel. He stepped down last summer, and later condemned the constitutional package Chavez proposed as an undemocratic grab for power.

Mr. RAUL BADUEL (Former Defense Minister, Venezuela): (Spanish Spoken)

McCARTHY: The nature of the constitution does not permit one side or another to compromise it, the former Chavez ally said.  It is a contract, he said, between the people and the state.

Venezuela's students have been the bulwark of opposition in recent months.  Twenty-year-old Leonel Suarez, who is studying international relations, was simply glad to have stopped what he called Venezuela's headlong march toward a socialist state.

Mr. LIONEL SUAREZ (Student): (Spanish Spoken)

McCARTHY:  What we have been seeing is a political structure that takes us backwards, he says, and makes us into a country like Cuba.

But Luis Chacon, a high school drama teacher and diehard Chavez supporter, said it is a distortion to call the president a dictator.

Mr. LUIS CHACON (High School Drama Teacher): (Spanish spoken)

McCARTHY:  What dictator gives his people health care, education and social benefits? Chacon asked.  Dictators want to keep their people in ignorance and sickness in order to control them, he said.  But for the first time in my country, he added, someone has come with a heart and head to give the people their rights.

Despite yesterday's defeat, Chavez has five more years in office and still wields enormous power.  His allies dominate the national assembly, the courts and the armed forces.

Julie McCarthy, NPR News, Caracas.
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Venezuela's Chavez Narrowly Loses Constitutional Reform
What was said?  Cite the text:

1.
From line 5, was the “huge defeat” of the referendum a landslide victory?   

2.
What does Chavez call Venezuelans who oppose his referendum?

Implications of the Case:  What can you infer, predict, or evaluate?
3.
Use the TIME article below to explain Chavez’s name-calling and labels for his opposition.

4.
Chavez was elected to office in 1998 and has since been re-elected twice.  Should Venezuela consider adopting presidential terms limits as the United States did* after Roosevelt (FDR) was elected for a 4th term?  Why and why not?

5.
The controversy in Venezuela illustrates how political structures [re the constitution] and political policies [re socialism] are mixed for political purposes [ruling party vs opposition party].  

How are both Chavez and the opposition framing the problem to serve their own argument?  Write one or two sentences as a “public relations statement” for each perspective.
Relating to the Big Picture:

6.
In lines 26-7, McCarthy reports that defeat of the referendum was the opposition’s first victory during the Chavez regime.  Use the TIME article below to explain why Chavez has been so popular and “hard to beat”.

TIME: Hugo Chavez      …by Tim Padgett – April 30, 2006

The rise of Venezuela's left-wing President, Hugo Chavez, is a lesson in what can happen when the U.S. disses an entire continent. After 9/11, when most Latin American nations refused to endorse the U.S. invasion of Iraq, President Bush testily turned his back on the region—but not before he was widely accused of backing a failed 2002 coup against Chavez, Bush's loudest critic south of the border. Washington denies the charge, but the perception of U.S. bullying won Chavez international sympathy. His anti-U.S. Bolivarian Revolution has been roaring ever since. At the same time, U.S. influence in Latin America is perhaps at its lowest ebb. As the Bush Administration cuts development aid to the region, Chavez, who controls the hemisphere's largest oil reserves, is giving cash-strapped neighbors discounts and favorable financing on Venezuelan oil and billions of dollars in loans. That largesse, coupled with Latin America's sharp anti-globalization mood, is helping a stunning number of leftists win or lead in Latin presidential elections today.

Chavez's growing ties to Iran have prompted U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice to brand him a threat to hemispheric stability. "I sting those who rattle me," Chavez said recently in his weekly TV address, "so don't mess with me, Condoleezza!" But goading America into messing with him has so far proved to be a formula for success for Chavez, 51, who is widely expected to win re-election in December. 

From: http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1187165,00.html 

Hugo Rafael Chávez Frías is the current President of Venezuela. As the leader of the Bolivarian Revolution, Chávez promotes a democratic socialism political doctrine, Latin American integration, and anti-imperialism. He is also a critic of neoliberal globalization and United States foreign policy.                   wikipedia.org - 12/17/07

* US Constitution, Amendment 22 - Presidential Term Limits - proposed 3/21/1947, ratified 2/27/1951

No person shall be elected to the office of the President more than twice...
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