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CUZCO (PERU), DEC. 8. Presidents
and high-ranking officials from
12 South American countries
are meeting in this ancient Inca
capital high in the Andes to cre-
.| ate a political and economic
bloc to deal on a more equal
footing with the United States
and Europe.

The leaders will meet for a
two-day summit starting on
Wednesday to sign an accord
establishing the South Ameri-
can Community of Nations. It is
the third meeting of the group
since 10 South American Presi-
dents first gathered in 2000 in
Brazil to discuss continent-wide
problems and solutions.

But with three of the 12 coun-
tries’ Presidents — Ecuador’s
Lucio Gutierrez, Uruguay’s
Jorge Batlle and Argentina’s
Nestor Kirchner — remaining at
home and sending representa-
tives, some critics questioned
how serious the commitment

America meet
r economic

Condat § Jodun A
was to forming a powerful re-
gional bloc. Proponents of the
new organisation were still opti-
mistic. “In the last 30 years we
have sought a Latin America
with the capacity for effective
international action and we
have not achieved it because
the countries of South America
have been scattered, not uni-
fied,” said the Peruvian Foreign
Minister, Manuel Rodriguez.
“With this new community, La-
tin America will be fortified.”

Caribbean community

He noted that the bloc would
complement the Caribbean
Community and the Central
American Common Market.

The 12 nations include Brazil,
Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay,
Bolivia, Chile, Peru, Ecuador,
Colombia and Venezuela, along
with Guyana and Suriname, two
countries that are participating
for the first time. — AP
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“Cuba will no

longer accep
US dqllars

Havana O 0ber26 \\\)c/

CUBA ANNOUNCED on Mon-
day that US dollars will no
longer be accepted at business-
es and stores on the commu-
nist island starting next
month in a move that will rad-
ically change the way cash
transactions have been done
there over the past decade.

The resolution by Cuba’s
Central Bank seemed aimed at
finding new sources for for-
eign reserves as the US gov-
ernment steps up efforts to
prevent dollars from reaching
the island as part of a strategy
to undermine Fidel Castro’s
government. Cuba’s national
currency, the peso, cannot be
used with international part-
ners.

“Beginning on November 8,
the convertible peso will begin
to circulate in substitution of
the dollar throughout the na-
tional territory,” Castro said in
a written message to the na-
tion. Castro also asked Cubans
to tell relatives living abroad to
send them money in other for-
eign currencies, such as Eu-
ros, British pounds or Swiss
francs.

-The US dollar has been a pri-
mary form of currency in
Cuba since the early 1990s,
when the island government
was forced to implement liber-
al reforms to cope with the loss
of Soviet aid and trade. The
possession of dollars was le-
galised in 1993 to draw hard
currency from tourism and
from family purchases at state
stores.

The move announced on
Monday was likely to hurt
mostly those Cubans who re-
ceive American dollars from
relatives living in the United
States. Cubans and others on
the island can still hold dollars
in unlimited quantities and
can change them into pesos be-
fore the new policy takes ef-
fect. But they will have to pay a
10 per cent charge to exchange
dollars afterward while there
will be no such charge for oth-
er currencies.

The Cuban government said
the change is necessary to pro-
tect its economy as the Bush
administration seeks to pun-
ish banks and businesses that
ship American dollars to
Cuba, which has been under a
US trade and financial embar-
go for more than 40 years.

AP
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WITH &}ERNATIONAL OBSERVERS certifying
the fairness of a referendum on the continuance
in office of Venezuela’s President, Hugo Chavez,
his opponents ought to have stifled their cries of
protest. However, the anti-Chavez movement
shows no sign of abating even though foreign
powers that support the opposition advised it to
accept the verdict. A motley collection of political
parties mounted a massive effort to persuade Ve-
nezuelans to vote “Yes” on the question whether
they wanted their President to quit office. An
elite-controlled media supported these efforts
and helped create the impression that the recall
vote would be a close run affair. However, the
result showed that a significant majority of voters
who participated in the exercise did not want to
oust their President. The beneficiaries of the so-
cio-economic reforms that Mr. Chavez has un-
dertaken since he first entered office in 1998
came out strongly to defend the gains they have
made. The apparent irreversibility of the reform
process has so alarmed the privileged sections
that they have tried various means to end the
presidential term of a person they denounce as a
dangerous demagogue. After the failure of a coup
they had backed in 2002, upper-crust Venezue-
lans resorted to the recall process although they
had opposed the constitutional changes that cre-
ated this mechanism. They apparently hoped
that a United States administration that has al-
ways given them its blessing would heed their
complaints about a stolen vote and somehow
nullify the outcome of the referendum.

Mr. Chavez’'s opponents will not forgive him
because he is the first leader in Venezuela's histo-
ry to use the country’s oil wealth for the benefit of
the masses instead of letting it be monopolised
by a local elite and foreign companies. This
wealth has been channelled into programmes for
raising literacy levels, improving institutions of

Y% /A LEADER ES o
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higher education, and enhancing health care\ For
instance, thousands of Cuban doctors were hited
to provide effective yet inexpensive healthcare for
the needy among the 25 million Venezuelans.
Residents of slums are being provided title to the
sites they reside on and poor peasants are being
helped to recultivate abandoned fields. Signifi-
cantly, these programmes are not being carried
out in a top-down manner or even with the gov-
ernment as the nodal agency. Grassroots net-
works are being encouraged to initiate measures
to increase employment and improve welfare.
Women have been empowered since they head
the local committees that draw up and imple-
ment many of these programmes. As a result of
the Chavez administration’s efforts at various lev-
els, Venezuela’s Jess-privileged classes have rea-
son to believe, for the first time in recent memory,
that they can improve their lot. While Mr. Cha-
vez's rule might not be blemishless, his under-
privileged compatriots clearly know they have a
vital stake in his administration. This realisation
led to a massive mobilisation of the pro-Chavez
vote in the referendum.

. Mr. Chavez’s troubles are not over as his do-
mestic detractors and their foreign supporters
will persist with confrontation. They cannot
countenance the success of this experiment in
social democracy — the “Bolivarian revolution”
as its proponents term it — since it sets an exam-
ple for the rest of Latin America. The history of the
region has usually featured a template in which
unelected despots allowed local elites and their
foreign backers to exploit the impoverished mass-
es. That historical trend is now under challenge in
Venezuela. Genuine democrats and progressive
people round the world must wish Mr. Chavez
well as he pursues his agenda for socio-economic
relief and acts as an agent of change — against
formidable odds. P



~REFERENDUM / OPPOSITION CRIES FOUL

‘An irrevers

victory:

CARACAS (VENEZUELA), AUG. 16.
The Venezuelan President, Hu-
go Chavez, survived a popular
referendum to oust him in a
vote that attracted so many Ve-
nezuelans that they over-
whelmed  baliot  stations,
according to results announced
on Monday.

Backers of the Lefiist Presi-
dent immediately set off fire-
works and began celebrating in
the streets of the capital in the
pre-dawn darkness.

The Opposition  quickly
claimed fraud.

Francisco Carrasquero, Presi-
dent of the National Elections
Council, said 58 per cent of vot-
ers voted “no” to the question
of whether Mr. Chavez should
immediately end his term in of-
fice, and 42 per cent voted
“yes.” That tally was with 94 per
cent of the votes counted, Mr.
Carrasquero said.

“It is absolutely impossible
that the victory of the ‘no’ be
reversed,” Mr. Chavez, standing
on a presidential palace balcony
in the pre-dawn darkness, told
thousands of jubilant support-
ers. “This has been a great vic-

tory for the Venezuelan
people.”

‘Clear lead’

Mr. Carrasquero stopped

short of declaring Mr. Chavez
the outright winner of the refer-
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endum. But vote counts he re-
leased — 49.91 lakhs against Mr.
Chavez’s recall and 35.76 lakhs
in favour — indicated an insur-
mountable lead. ’
Haydee Deutsch, an Opposi-
tion leader, said fraud had been
committed and that the Oppo-
sition ‘has no doubt that we
won by an overwhelming ma-
jority.”
Qil prices fluctuate

Questions about the future of
the world’s fifth largest oil ex-
porter led to record high oil
prices. On Monday, crude oil
prices hit a new all-time high of
$46.90 per barrel amid uncer-
tainty about Mr. Chavez's rule
and continuing unrest in Iraq.

However, after the news of
Mr. Chavez victory came in,
crude oil futures declined.

Plea to accept outcome

Mr. Chavez called on the Op-
position to accept the results,
and pledged that he would also
do so. Venezuelans could either
vote ‘“no’”’ to allow Mr. Chavez
to serve out the remainder of his
six-year term, which began in
2000, or ‘“‘yes” to recall him.

For Mr. Chavez to lose, more
must vote against him than the
nearly 3.8 million who voted for
him in the 2000 presidential
elections, and there must also

be more “yes” votes “no”’
votes. — AP
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“Chavez

By Dan Glaister \(‘q/

CARACAS, AUG. 14. Dressed in a
pink lurex trouser suit and
munching on a bar of chocolate
shared with her sister and a
friend, Cristina Mas did not fit
the typical image of a political
activist.

But the shopkeeper from the
La Candelaria neighbourhood
of Caracas has been on every
march against the Venezuelan
President, Hugo Chavez, since
protests began four years ago.

Final protest

“This is a dream for me,” she
shouted, trying to make herself
heard over the noise of hun-
dreds of thousands of marchers
walking through the centre of
the city. Ms. Mas was taking
part in the final protest to mo-
bilise voters for tomorrow’s ref-
erendum that will decide
whether the charismatic Mr.
Chavez continues his six-year
reign as President of the oil-rich
country.

The vote will, in part, be a
verdict on his attempts to tackle
poverty. Recent polls have
shown Mr. Chavez to hold an
advantage of 10-25 per cent
over the Opposition, a disparate
coalition of some 14 groups and
parties. But judging by the
mood on Thursday’s march, few
people place any faith in the
polls.

Despite the political tension
evident across the capital, the
atmosphere was more carnival
than protest. Sound systems
blared from the back of lorries,

(ytur Q!lang on Wpoll/

stilt-walkers  totigred through
the crowds, firgworks were
launched and drummers shim-
mied their way through the
demonstrators.

Vital function

Ms. Mas had not considered
herself a political person before
she became involved in the pro-
tests. ‘1 hated politics,” she
said, “'I considered myself a very
materialistic person. But we've
sacrificed things here that peo-
ple were used to. And for what
result? He's done nothing for
social welfare, nothing to im-
prove the economy. This now
has become like my personal
struggle.” But she conceded
that Mr. Chavez had performed
one vital function for his
country.

““He’s achieved something
that nobody has ever managed
to do — he’s politicised people.
So when we get rid of Chavez we
won'’t return to the bad ways of
the past. In the future, with the
next President, if he doesn’t act
correctly, we'll throw him out as
well,” she said.

Around her, five marches
converged on the city, bringing
to a head a campaign that has
gained more signatures on a
petition to recall the president
than were cast in his favour
when he was elected in 1998.

Under attack

But the campaign has come
under attack. Critics point to
the money allegedly supplied by
George Bush's administration
to kick-start the Opposition, the

THE HINDU

stagnaht neo-liberalism of the
campaign’s economic policies
and the preponderance of the
country’s discredited former
political elite among its highest
ranks.

The pro-Chavez ‘no’ cam-
paign has adopted red as its col-
our, the ‘yes’ campaign, yellow,
blue and red. Irving Bandes was
sporting his yellow “Primero
Justicia” T-shirt with pride.

Like Ms. Mas, he has not mis-
sed a demonstration against Mr.
Chavez, travelling from his
home state of Miranda, half-an-
hour from the capital.

Back at the Miraflores Palace,
the man who engineered the
country’s new constitution was
assuring the press of his forth-
coming victory and of his inten-
tion to stand for re-election in
the unlikely event that he
should lose.

“Given the advantage we
have (in the polls) over the Op-
position, it is totally impossible
that we will lose on Supday,” he ;
said. But, he added: “If I come
to lose the referendum, that ve-
ry same day I will hand over the
presidency to the Vice-Presi-
dent. And perhaps I'll go and
rest for a few days and to reflect
before steeling myself to be a
candidate again.”

Mr. Chavez spoke of Gabriel
Garcia Marquez, Abraham Lin-
coln, Aristotle, Noam Chomsky
(who, Mr. Chavez reminded his
listeners, had referred to Aris-
totle as a ‘‘dangerous radical”
and the Uruguayan writer
Eduardo Galeano. — ©Guar-
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A J&  WORKING WITH BRAZIL 7}\\

THERE IS MORE to Brazil President Luiz In-
acio Lula da Silva's five-day visit to India than
the development of bilateral economic rela-
tions. True, the second visit in eight years by a
Brazilian head of state signifies the sea change
in economic relations between two of the big-
gest developing countries in the world. Two-
way trade has doubled in four years and now
stands at over $1 billion a year. Mr. Lula heads
a high-level delegation that comprises a num-
ber of provincial governors, senators and busi-
ness chiefs. Five bilateral agreements,
including two on space and tourism, are to be
signed and representatives of the two coun-
tries are exploring cooperation in pharmaceu-
ticals and information technology. The
Brazilian President’s visit has already wit-
nessed an unusual and significant develop-
ment, the signing of a framework preferential
trade agreement between India and the Mer-
cosur group made up of Argentina, Brazil, Pa-
raguay and Uruguay. However, beyond
cementing bilateral and regional ties, Mr. Lula
has travelled to India to further a grander
strategic vision that Brazil hopes it can make a
reality along with India, China and South Afri-
ca.

Brazil, under Mr. Lula, has realised that the
only way developing countries can retain a
measure of national autonomy in a unipolar
world is through the larger economies of the
South forging closer economic relations and
formulating common positions in global fora.
The alliance Brazil so successfully crafted and
led on agriculture issues at the 2003 Cancun
meeting of the World Trade Organisation
demonstrated that this strategy could work in
furthering the interests of the developing
countries. Earlier, Brazil had overseen the for-
mation of a tricontinental body, the India-
Brazil-South Africa Dialogue Forum, to facil-
itate, among other things, closer coordination

/

among the three countries in the international
arena. Cancun, however, was only one event
and the IBSA Forum is still only a channel for
dialogue. The leading developing countries
have a great deal more to do by way of building
formal and informal ties among themselves
before they can attempt to acquire muscle and
negotiating independence in international ec-
onomic organisations.

On the eve of his visit to India, the Brazilian
President stated that India and Brazil could
“change the trade geography of the world”; on
his arrival, he declared his country sought “a
strategic alliance” with India. What this means
is clear: if the two countries increase bilateral
trade manifold and simultaneously adopt com-
mon positions in global negotiations, they can
have a major influence on the shape of world
trade agreements. If this alliance includes Chi-
na and South Africa as well, the impact on the
content of global pacts will be much greater. In
that event, the pattern of world trade could
change. Brazil hopes to unveil its plans in grea-
ter detail at the eleventh United Nations Con-
ference on Trade and Development that it will
host later this year. India, however, is yet to
reveal its mind about the Brazilian vision. It
has of course worked with Brazil at the WTO
and has been an active member of the IBSA
Forum, but it has not openly demonstrated
much interest in creating a larger alliance of
major developing economies to work on a
broader agenda. India’s unwillingness to dis-
please what the Government calls its “natural
ally”, the United States, may underlie this hes-
itation — just as Brazil’s discomfort at being
dominated by the U.S. is driving its search for
allies in the South. However, it is in India’s
long-term economic interest to develop a mea-
sure of policy autonomy in a globalised world.
The country has much to gain from respon-
ding more positively to the Brazilian initiati\%
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