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HAITI: Wealthy Prosper While Poor Starve
By Kevin Pina, HIP (The Haiti
Information Project)

Ed. Note: HIP is a fiscally sponsored
project of the Task Force on the Americas
and is a winner of the Censored 2008 Real
News Award for Outstanding Investigative
Journalism. Since this article was written
mounting protests throughout Haiti stand in
stark contrast to recent press releases and
interviews by UN officials who portrayed the
situation in Haiti as vastly improved under
President Rene Preval (2006-present).On the
contrary, protest, demonstrations and food
riots have broken out recently in Haiti’s
three largest cities. Five people were killed
in food riots in the city of Les Cayes.
Hundreds were arrested in Port-au-Prince
for looting markets for food.  The price of
staples such as rice and beans, whose import
is controlled by a few wealthy families, has

nearly doubled while unemployment
remains at close to 80%. (HIP, 4/4/08)

Men are forced into a Police truck for alleged looting in Port-Au-Prince.

Brennan Linsley, AP

Cité Soleil, Port au Prince a seaside
shantytown of more than 300,000 people
residing in homes made of cinder blocks
with tin roofs, has been described as
poorer than India’s infamous slums of
Calcutta. On any given day it teems with
the life’s blood of Haiti’s poorest citizens.
Despite the twists and turns of what resi-
dents describe as several foreign interven-
tions, members of the community still re-
count with pride how they served as a
launching site for former president Jean-
Bertrand Aristide’s first election campaign
in 1990.

Yannick Jean, a frail 70 year-old
woman whose longevity itself is a testa-
ment to hope, spoke in hushed tones as she
washed her clothes in a ditch of dirty wa-

ter, “We were the ones who presented
Aristide to Haiti when he ran for president.
He was our greatest hope. I am waiting for
him again.” A controversial figure, Jean-
Bertrand Aristide is a former Catholic
priest who was overthrown twice in Haiti’s
turbulent political history. His first ouster
was at the hands of Haiti’s former brutal
military with the support of the traditional
economic elite who live fabulously wealthy
lives as compared to Haiti’s average citi-
zens.

Where Yannick Jean washes her clothes
probably speaks more to Haiti’s current re-
ality and the contradictions of the current
United Nation’s mission than any expert on
development possibly could. Rising above
her and creating shadows over her dirty
laundry is a huge edifice of new construc-
tion that bears the mark GB. It is a new
building that covers several acres and is
home to the business of Haiti’s wealthiest
man, Gilbert Bigio.

While the surrounding residents of Cité
Soleil are forced to literally eat dirt in the
form of “mud cookies” to stave off hunger,
Bigio is a billionaire whose family sup-
ported the first coup against Aristide and
reportedly helped to back the movement
that forced his second ouster in 2004.

One need not look very far to see
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Dash of despair

Haiti, continued from page 1

where Gilbert Bigio’s interests lie in rela-
tion to Cité Soleil. According to his own
company’s web site his family maintains
controlling interests in sixteen of Haiti’s
largest companies. They are also the largest
Haitian partner in the wireless communica-
tions giant Digicel, a mammoth company
based in Ireland that has nearly cornered
the cellular market in the Caribbean.
Bigio’s family is not merely wealthy amidst
a sea of poverty- stricken residents in Haiti,
his family represents the uber-wealthy who
have benefited most since Aristide’s second
ouster in 2004.

The Office of Foreign Assets Control of
the US government froze all of the Bigio
family’s holdings in US banks following the
brutal military coup against Aristide in
1991. Since Aristide’s second ousting in
2004, the financial wealth of the Bigio fam-
ily along with those of other well off Hai-
tian clans such as the Mevs, Brandts, Acras
and Madsens have nearly doubled accord-
ing to a confidential source at a private ac-
counting firm.

Not to be forgotten is the fact that
Aristide’s forced departure in 2004 was le-
gitimized and enforced by a UN authorized
mission during the term of former Secretary
General Kofi Annan. The fact that a few
families of Haiti’s traditional elite continue
to exact exorbitant profits, while residents
of Cité Soleil are forced to eat mud pies
and bathe in ditches, has shaken confidence
in the non-governmental sector working
with the poor in Haiti.

A young woman who began her NGO

career to end poverty in Cité Soleil shakes
her head in disbelief as she watches
throngs wash their clothes and bathe next
to Bigio’s glistening plant. There are secu-
rity towers protected by armed guards at
every corner of the property while UN
forces in large armored personnel vehicles
patrol the outer perimeter. She asks not to
be identified and comments, “I bought into
the development model the UN used to
encourage us to come here and invest in
Cité Soleil. The US government funds our
organization through USAID and I came
here to make a difference in these people’s
lives. I am now faced with the reality of a
humanitarian crisis we cannot be expected
to solve. The UN’s main thrust seems to
be security at any cost. This can only result
in the loss of another generation of Hai-
tians in this community being lost to pov-
erty and misery. I am ready to quit unless
something changes soon.”

Protestors burned tires in front of the
Cité Soleil mayor’s office earlier this
month to protest a Pentagon financed paci-
fication program. The US Department of
Defense targeted $20 million in Cité Soleil
for the Haiti Stabilization Mission with the
stated objective, “to improve access to po-
lice and justice, strengthen local gover-
nance, provide vocational training and cre-
ate jobs through infrastructure and public
works projects.” Protestors complained
that rather than creating jobs and improv-
ing living conditions, it represents another
heavy-handed attempt by the US to control
residents through corrupt local politicos in
the mayor’s office.

In another corner of this community
and trying not to draw attention amidst the
children with bloated bellies and the flow
of traffic, is a representative of Aristide’s
Lavalas movement. Mr. Jean- Marie
Samedi was brutally beaten and tortured
after Aristide’s ouster in 2004. He is the
leader of a movement called the Base of
Lavalas Reflection and gave another view
to the already disfigured politics of suffer-
ing in this community.

Mr. Samedi commented, “At least the
people they called bandits and gangsters
shared what they had with the community
when they were here. People could eat.
They had food and had running water.
They didn’t have to eat dirt to live or have
to wash their clothes and their bodies in

ditches of dirty running water.”
As if to punctuate Mr. Samedi’s point,

several children run by with almost blondish
hair, a clear sign of malnutrition amongst
blacks in this Caribbean nation of 8.5 mil-
lion people. He continued, “They told us
that everything would change after they got
rid of the bandits and yet people cannot
feed their children. You see them forced to
wash in this dirty water. What did the
promise of the Bush administration and the
UN really mean to the people of Cité
Soleil? They have merely continued politics
as usual in Haiti. The rich get richer while
the majorities are forced to continue to suf-
fer in poverty. I challenge anyone to show
me the difference they have made for the
majority of the poor in Haiti.”

Growing visibly angry and bitter Mr.
Samedi concluded, “The UN came in here
and slaughtered residents who supported
Lavalas on July 6, 2005 and again on De-
cember 22, 2006. And for what we have to
ask? So that Bigio and the Haitian Chamber
of Commerce could force us back into ac-
cepting this level of poverty? Nothing has
changed for the poor in Haiti.”
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MEXICO: Another “Plan Colombia”
By George Friemoth, Task Force on
the Americas

Officially titled the Merida Initiative but
popularly know as Plan Mexico, this plan is
likened to failed Plan Colombia with its vio-
lence and countless human rights violations
against the civilian population. Plan Colom-
bia has not accomplished its stated objec-
tive, the curtailment of cocaine production
and export. This new plan represents the
continuation of many years of fear-based in-
ternational policy by the US aimed at
achieving domestic security through the use
of military and law enforcement and aid to
foreign countries, in this case Mexico.

Rather than looking to root causes and
offering long-term solutions to problems
such as cross-border crime, narco-traffick-
ing and illegal migration, the issues that
Plan Mexico addresses, the Merida Initia-
tive signals an intensified focus by the
Mexican government on achieving domes-
tic public security through heavy-handed
imposition by military and police on the
lives of civilians in Mexico. This approach
relegates human rights to a politically cor-
rect afterthought rather than the guiding
principle that it should be as a matter of
law and ethics.

At a press conference on October 22,
2007, President Bush announced he was
sending to Congress a counternarcotics
and organized crime aid package that in-
cluded $500 million for Mexico and $50
million for Central America. The plan re-
fers to a total of $1.4 billion for Mexico
over the course of the next three years.
This funding request forms a part of the
controversial $46 billion supplemental bud-
get request by the president.

Due to the extremely troubling prece-
dent set by past counter-narcotic programs,
especially Plan Colombia, this aid package
set off some red flags in Congress and the
human rights community. Some 40% of the
funds are for new helicopters and surveil-
lance aircraft for the Mexican Army; $60
million is earmarked for Mexico’s justice de-
partment, to beef up forensic capabilities,
digitalize intelligence and train federal po-
lice. About $30 million would go for
stepped-up enforcement on the southern
border with Guatemala.

Mexico plans to put up the majority of

the funding: a whopping $7 billion, mak-
ing the Merida Initiative an $8.4 billion
program. Mexican President Felipe
Calderon is currently deploying over
27,000 troops to engage in joint efforts
with police in regions hit hard by drug-
related violence and civil unrest, such as
the southern states of Guerrero and
Oaxaca, and San Sálvador Atenco (near
Mexico City) and various other places in
central and northern Mexico.

Mexican officials are increasingly taking
the US to task for failing to stop its guns
from entering Mexico. The Initiative calls
for greater cooperation between the Bureau
of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms and
Mexican officials to interrupt arms smug-
gling. The Government Accountability Of-
fice (GAO) estimate that 90 % of all co-
caine entering the US comes through
Mexico and that Mexican cartels control
much of the distribution of these drugs
north of the border. The bulk of firearms
that end up in the hands of drug traffickers
in Mexico are smuggled in from the US
from Arizona and Texas where gun con-
trols are far less restrictive.

There are credible stories of women
who can earn the equivalent of a year’s
wages and send their children to school by
transporting drugs from southern Mexico
to northern Mexico. In the north, migrants
desperate to get to the US and unable to
pay $2500 for a coyote’s help, pay their
way by crossing the border transporting
drugs to the US. They can earn enough by
working in the US to support 3-5 family
members living in Mexico. The minimum
wage in Mexico is $4 per day, and many
people earn even less.

In light of this reality, increasing military
intelligence on the borders is not going to
change the fact that immigrating to the US
may be the most viable option for a parent
trying to feed his or her children. Likewise,
supplying helicopters and training pilots is
not going to help entire, rural communities
affected by natural disasters find the neces-
sary economic opportunities to avoid taking
the dangerous path of migration or to
refuse to sell access to an airstrip in their
communities to drug traffickers.

Past experience has shown that pro-
grams like the Merida Initiative are finan-
cially costly and expand the mandate of

military operations that invariably violate the
human rights of civilians, all the while failing
to achieve sustainable gains in human secu-
rity. The supply side of drug trafficking can
not be slowed down or stopped until the
demand side in the US is seriously and ef-
fectively addressed. A Rand Corporation
study found clearly that attempts to stop
drugs at their source is 23 times less cost
effective than domestic drug treatment at
home. The Merida Initiative proposes only
3% of its funds for state-side drug reduction
programs. History has proven time and time
again that military and law enforcement ef-
forts merely divert trafficking routes, creat-
ing a geographical shuffle of social and
criminal problems.

Some have expressed some reservations
about weapons falling into the wrong hands
under the Merida Initiative. What about the
possibility of law enforcement agencies be-
ing infiltrated by criminals? By providing ad-
ditional firepower and intelligence capabili-
ties to military and police forces that are
themselves infiltrated or collaborating with
the cartels, the Merida Initiative could fuel
Mexico’s violence, upping the ante in the
war for narco-supremacy.

The Mexico plan appears to be the initial
part of a much broader US security agenda.
The Merida Initiative is a direct result of
closed-door planning within the framework
of the Security and Prosperity Partnership of
North America (SPP), an extra-legislative
coalition of Mexican, Canadian and US
heads-of-state and representatives from pri-
vate industry and military-industrial com-
plex. The SPP is primarily concerned with
establishing an integrated North American
security zone in which government bolsters
the interests of transnational companies, fur-
thers the privatization and extraction of
natural resources, especially energy re-
sources, and controls political opposition in
the name of counter-terrorism. (For more
information on the SPP, see the Fall 2007
Report on the Americas article on line:
www.mitfamericas.org)

Sources: Latin America Working
Group, October and December 2007;
Miguel Augustin Human Rights Center,
December 2007; NACLA Report on the
Americas, March/April 2008
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COLOMBIA: War Against the FARC
By Roger Stoll, Task Force on the
Americas

On March 1st of this year, the Colombian
military illegally entered Ecuadoran territory
and assassinated two dozen people as they
slept. The dead were guerillas of the FARC-
EP (Fuerzas Armadas Revolutionarias de
Colombia - Ejército del Pueblo/Revolution-
ary Armed Forces of Colombia - People’s
Army), along with several international stu-
dent visitors. The main target of the attack
was apparently Raul Reyes, second in com-
mand of the FARC-EP and former chief ne-
gotiator during the peace talks that took place
from 1999 to 2002 under the Andrés
Pastrana government.

Ecuador, Venezuela and the Orga-
nization of American States con-
demned the attacks. Ecuador’s Presi-
dent Rafael Correa called Colombian
President Álfaro Uribe Vélez a “crimi-
nal, mafioso, paramilitary” heading a
“narco-government,” and withdrew
Ecuador’s ambassador. Venezuela’s
President Hugo Chávez called Uribe a
“puppy” of “the empire” and the attack
a “cowardly assassination,” and closed
Venezuela’s Colombian embassy. Ven-
ezuela and Ecuador each sent troops
and artillery to their respective borders
with Colombia. Meanwhile, statements
of support for the invasion, the assassi-
nations and the Colombian govern-
ment came from the US administration
as well as all three prospective US
presidential nominees.

Behind the assault were impending agree-
ments between the Colombian government
and the FARC-EP to exchange prisoners, ne-
gotiated with the help of President Chávez.
Colombia had engaged in these talks largely
for the sake of appearances, sabotaging the
effort just as it was about to bear fruit, by
firing Chávez. Regardless, in a show of good
faith the FARC-EP unilaterally released at
least six people in the first two months of the
year. The Colombian government responded
with the March assassinations.

Treachery in negotiations is part of the
larger propaganda effort against the FARC-
EP and Colombia’s social movements. In
February the Colombian government spon-
sored demonstrations against the guerilla
force and its practice of holding captured sol-

diers and others. The demonstrations were
sharply denounced as “propaganda” by the
family of French-Colombian politician Ingrid
Betancourt, perhaps the most famous non-
combatant in FARC-EP custody. In response
to the official demonstrations, grassroots
demonstrations were held which identified
the Colombian government and its US mas-
ters as the cause of the war and its ravages.

Recent negotiations concerned the ap-
proximately 500 FARC-EP insurgents held
by the Colombian government, and the few
hundred prisoners of war and forty non-
combatants held by the rebels. These nego-
tiations reflect a long history of negotia-

tions on broader issues, including an end to
the war itself.

In 1982 a large portion of the insurgency
was lured into politics through peace nego-
tiations. The insurgents joined in the forma-
tion of a broad-left party called Unión
Patriótica (Patriotic Union), which included
many of Colombia’s most distinguished radi-
cals, scholars and activists. Some were assas-
sinated by government-directed death squads
while others were driven into exile or under-
ground, in what became one of the largest
political genocides in the hemisphere, ulti-
mately taking 5,000 lives.

Between 1999 and 2002 the FARC-EP
and the ELN (Ejército Liberación Nacional/
National Liberation Army), a much smaller
insurgent group, engaged in extended talks

with the Colombian government. A rebel-ad-
ministered region of Colombia the size of
Switzerland was a safe-haven during the talks,
becoming an island of relative peace and se-
curity. Twenty thousand Colombians mi-
grated there, seeking refuge from the terror of
the army, police and paramilitaries. But fol-
lowing the preferences of both the Clinton
and Bush administrations, the Colombian
government cut short the talks, bombed the
safe-haven and continued the war.

Then in 2004 Ricardo Palmera (alias
Simón Trinidad), FARC-EP peace negotiator
during the 1999-2002 talks, was kidnapped in
Ecuador, while pursuing prisoner-exchange

negotiations and taken to Washington,
DC. He was tried and convicted of
conspiracy in the “kidnapping” of three
US mercenaries taken by the rebels in
2003 as prisoners of war. It has been
internationally acknowledged that nei-
ther his capture, nor his extradition and
trial, meet any known standard of fair
judicial process, nor do the facts sup-
port the verdict.

In addition to the Colombian
state’s history of bad faith and treach-
ery in negotiations, there is a further
impediment to talks. Colombia, the US
and the EU have designated the
FARC-EP as a “terrorist organization,”
refusing to recognize it or the ELN as
oppositional armed movements entitled
to recognition under the protocols of
the Geneva Convention.

Colombia’s economic circum-
stances alone are enough to explain the

historic intransigence from above and resis-
tance and insurgency from below. The coun-
try is rich in natural resources of every kind:
minerals, fossil fuels, agricultural lands. But
capitalist development within colonial, neoco-
lonial and now neoliberal constraints has pro-
duced a modern Colombia of 45 million with
a poverty rate of 50% nationally and 80% in
rural regions. In wealth distribution Colombia
is the second most unequal country in the
hemisphere (Brazil is first). Three percent of
the population owns 70% of the arable land;
the richest 1% of the population controls
45% of the country’s wealth.

Much as it has done throughout the hemi-
sphere, the US, its imperial allies and client
regimes have imposed their favored economic
regimen on Colombia: privatization of na-

AFP/JEAN LUC PORTE

Commander Raul Reyes killed in raid on March 1. 2008
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tional industries and services, and opening
borders to foreign direct investment and re-
source extraction. This trend continues with
the recent proposed “free trade agreement”
between the US and Colombia.

This paradise for transnational capital has
been maintained through relentless violence
ever since US agents arranged for the assassi-
nation of the popular reformist presidential
candidate Jorge Eliécer Gaitán in 1948.
Gaitán’s death foreclosed even the possibility
of capitalist inegalitarian democracy, in favor
of the oligarchy that persists today. Civil war
followed Gaitán’s killing, taking 200,000 lives
in ten years.

Control and direction of the current war is
often in US hands. Funding comes primarily
from the US, but additionally through the ille-
gal Colombian cocaine trade, which is well-
integrated with the paramilitaries and the ex-
ecutive and legislative branches of the govern-
ment. The US trains Colombia’s military and
paramilitary officers and commanders, joins in
strategic sub-war rivalries (such as between
the Calí and Medellín drug cartels), and backs
Colombia technically and diplomatically in
any conflict with its neighbors. Venezuela’s
President Chávez has recently remarked on
the similarity of US-Israel relations. Indeed, in
recent decades Colombia has become the
world’s third greatest recipient of US military
aid (first and second are Israel and Egypt).
“Recipient” and “aid” are, of course, terms of
diplomatic art, since the country is central to
the long global war against popular and na-
tional sovereignty waged by the US and its
allies. The nature of this larger war is exempli-
fied by US Colombian policy, which has re-
mained the same whether packaged as a war
against socialism during the Cold War,
against drug trafficking during the 90s and
beyond, or against terrorism since the late 90s
and, especially, since 2001.

In its prosecution of the war the US/Co-
lombia side is famous for its violent repression
and routine atrocities, including massacres,
torture and assassination of labor activists and
other political, community and social move-
ment leaders. The methods of killing and tor-
ture omit no depravity, as numerous human
rights researchers have documented: Fifteen
thousand Colombians have been “disap-
peared,” including 1700 indigenous farmers
and organizers; 2,500 union members and, as
noted, 5,000 from the Patriotic Union party
of the 80s. Unsurprisingly, the US’s SOA/

WHINSEC (School of the Americas/West-
ern Hemisphere Institute for Security Coop-
eration) at Fort Benning, Georgia has trained
10,000 soldiers for Colombia, more than any
other Latin American country. Of 247 Co-
lombian officers cited for human rights viola-
tions in a 1992 Human Rights Watch report,
half were SOA graduates. Terror also comes
from the skies as poison sprayed over people,
animals, farm land, streams, rivers and lakes,
ostensibly to kill coca plants but effectively
destroying rural health and livelihoods, driv-
ing people from their land.

This human displacement is one of the
most important results of the war. Four mil-
lion Colombians have been condemned to in-
ternal or external exile. Most often the dis-
placed survive as marginal and surplus labor
living in squalor in sprawling urban areas. In
this way, land and resources are concentrated
in fewer and fewer hands to the benefit of
domestic elites and international capital. Un-
der these conditions a popular insurgency be-
gan and flourished, now represented prima-
rily by the FARC-EP. With deep roots in the
Colombian peasantry, an international repu-
tation, longevity, and substantial territorial
control and influence, it is an organization the
US and Colombia considered of sufficient
political and military significance to warrant
the March attack, despite predictable interna-
tional condemnation.

The FARC-EP developed from much
older self-defense efforts of rural communi-
ties against the attacks and encroachment of
the government and wealthy landholders. In-
spired by communist ideology, these commu-
nities had formed rural collectives beginning
in the 20s, seeking to live autonomously. The
FARC-EP was established immediately fol-
lowing the May 1964 US/Colombian assault
on sixteen of these communities in the
Marquetalia region of the Tolima depart-
ment. Within a year, the ELN, a much
smaller Marxist-Leninist guerilla force
formed, but from a largely urban base of stu-
dents and intellectuals.

The FARC-EP has roughly 16-20,000
troops, 33% of whom are women, and has
control or influence in one third of the coun-
try. Its clandestine political activities include
participation in the social movements of
workers, peasants and students. It is finan-
cially self-sufficient, with a small portion of
its funding deriving from two sources: taxes
on enterprises within its zones of influence,
including peasant coca farming, and proceeds

from the kidnapping and ransoming of politi-
cians and wealthy Colombians. The FARC-
EP rejects the charge of kidnapping-for-ran-
som, explaining that the captives are debtors
who failed to pay a 10% tax on profits levied
by the rebels on persons or corporations
worth at least one million dollars.

The insurgency’s international reputation
is indicated by Venezuelan President Chávez’
recent request that the FARC-EP and the
ELN be removed from the US and EU “ter-
rorist” lists. Chávez insists the rebels are le-
gitimate insurgent forces entitled to recogni-
tion under international law. He has described
the political goals of the rebel armies as
“Bolivarian” and praised slain FARC-EP
commander Raul Reyes as “a good revolu-
tionary.”

The rebel force has also noticed US at-
tempts to destroy Venezuela’s government
under President Chávez. In response to the
failed 2002 US-sponsored coup, the FARC-
EP expressed solidarity with Venezuela, vow-
ing to defend it in the event of US attack —
an attack that would likely come at least in
part from Colombian territory.

Besides the urban social movements and
the insurgency, over forty “peace communi-
ties” exist. They expressly distance them-
selves from the insurgency and the
government’s forces. They insist on their neu-
trality and philosophy of “non-violence,”
which the government does not respect, sub-
jecting them to repeated threats, forced dis-
placement, assassination of their leaders and
massacres. The treatment of these peace com-
munities, like the treatment of organized la-
bor, civil political opposition, and all Colom-
bian social movements for democracy, is evi-
dence that the US/Colombia axis does not
care how the struggle is waged; political
change itself is to be prevented.

As President Chávez has asserted, the
Colombian people’s struggle and insurgency
are part of a greater project of liberation in the
Western Hemisphere. Against this project the
US has concentrated its resources in Colom-
bia, with a strategy of political repression,
economic neoliberalism, displacement of
peasant farmers and the extermination of
armed and unarmed opponents and reform-
ers. There US regional power continues to be
severely, perhaps decisively, tested.

Source: America’s Other War:
Terrorizing Colombia by Douglas
Stokes; London, Zed Books, 2005

Farc, continued from page 4
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By Jan Bauman, Task Force on the
Americas

ARGENTINA: Patricia Isasa

With a warm abrazo and a traditional
Argentine kiss on the cheek, Patricia Isasa
greeted my husband David and me shortly
after our recent arrival in Buenos Aires.

We first met Patricia when she came to
the Bay Area in 2005 as a guest of MITF.
Months earlier Dale and George had met this
remarkable and courageous woman in
Buenos Aires and invited her to come to
Marin to relate her harrowing story as one of
the victims of the “dirty war” that enveloped
Argentina from 1976 to 1983 and to also
attend the SOA demonstration at Ft.
Benning, GA.

In 1976, as a 16-year-old high school
student in the town of Santa Fé, Patricia had
been abducted by security forces linked to
the fascist junta that had staged a coup and
ended any semblance of democracy in the
country. For two and a half years she was
held in a concentration camp subjected to
torture that included sleep deprivation, loud
noise, electric shock treatment and physical
violation. For the first three months of her
imprisonment she was a desaparecido, with
her parents having no knowledge of her
whereabouts or whether she was dead or
alive. One of her torturers was Domingo
Marcellini, a 1973 graduate of the SOA.

Patricia was more fortunate than most.
It is estimated that somewhere around
30,000 people were disappeared and mur-
dered by the regime. Many of the survivors
were not as fortunate as Patricia who went
on to become an architect. But she never
forgot what happened to her and to so many
others. For many years she has pursued the
torturers and today, following former Presi-
dent Nestor Kerchner’s abolition of impu-
nity, several of the torturers are behind bars
while others are awaiting trial. Marcellini,
the SOA grad, was one of the first to go to
prison but because he is now 70 years old,
he is under house arrest.

Patricia’s days are full and we were
grateful and happy that she had time to spend
with us and to show us many parts of the
city. Since she has received death threats due
to her continuing work to bring justice, the
government has provided her with round-
the-clock body guards. With one of her
armed bodyguards sitting in the back with

David, Patricia took us to some of the more
interesting parts of Buenos Aires. As we
walked the streets, her bodyguard stayed
close behind. I thought that with a guard no
one would dare to grab the camera that
hung around my neck.

On a trip to the Tigre delta on the out-
skirts of Buenos Aires, Patricia preferred
to be alone with us so that we could talk
without being overheard by her bodyguard
who followed closely behind in his own
car. “He’s been trained to drive and shoot
at the same time,” Patricia told us. We
hoped that there would be no need for him
to display his skills.

Two days before we left Argentina,
Patricia took me to the infamous Escuela
Mechanica de la Armada (Navy School of
Mechanics) where at least 5000 prisoners of
the state were murdered. As Patricia drove
down the 12 lane wide Avenida del
Liberatador toward the school, she told me
that the Argentine regime, unlike that of El
Salvador, did not leave the bodies of their
victims on the streets. Most kidnappings,
she said, were done under the table and
most people did not know what happened
to their family members. Even today, 30
years later, most of the regime’s victims re-
main disappeared. For the past few years a
DNA project has helped to identify a few of
the victims but many more remain unknown.

The Mechanics School was not the only
concentration camp in Argentina. Many of
the 400 camps were in private homes that
the military would rent for a few months,
use it as a torture center, and then move on
to another house.

I asked Patricia how many of those
who were tortured have come forth and
have expressed a willingness to participate
in the trials. No more than 200, she told
me. Among those are family members of
the victims. There are also a few of the
perpetrators who are hoping to make a deal
for a lesser sentence if they give a little
information.

About 15 minutes from downtown
Buenos Aires, we pulled into the gated
School, now deserted by the military that
were told to leave in 2004. The infamous
center has been designated as a Space for
Memory where groups such as the Madres
of the Plaza de Mayo will have offices. The
complex will become a testimony to the

evils of the fascist regime.
As we entered the Casino, the torture

center where 5000 people lost their lives, a
chill came over me. Patricia first took me
into the basement of the building pointing
out the chipped stairwell that had been
marred by the chains of prisoners who had
been dragged down and up the stairs. She
showed me the now empty large room
where the prisoners were first brought. Dia-
grams showed where the small torture rooms
had once been.

When we went upstairs, we went
through the large entry hall. To the left were
the once opulent, but now water stained and
abandoned, quarters of the military that ran
the camp. To the left was the stairway that
leads to other rooms where prisoners were
kept in tight spaces until they were to be
killed. Every week, Patricia said, up to 50
prisoners would be stripped naked, given an
injection and loaded into a truck that carried
them to the nearby domestic airport. From
there they would be flown over the Rio Plata
and thrown into the river. It was only when
bodies began washing up on the shores of
both Uruguay and Argentina that the military
started throwing the bodies further out into
the ocean.

One small room was for pregnant
women who were kept there until their deliv-
ery. They were taken to another room, tied
down and after delivery their baby was taken

continued on page 7

Patricia in Buenos Aires
           Photo: Jan Bauman
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Military Crisis in South America
By Raul Zidechi

Ed note: Author is on the editorial staff
of Brecha de Montevideo (Uruguay) and
professor of social movements at
Franciscan Multiversity of Latin America
and a monthly contributor to IRC
Americas Program. Article is excerpted.

The US government’s support of Plan
Colombia has resulted in making Colombia’s
military forces the most powerful in South
America, altering the military balance of
power in the region and thereby creating a
military crisis there.

Presently, the three branches of the
armed forces in Colombia have 270,000 uni-
formed members, not to mention 147,000
armed police officers. In total, there are more
than 400,000 armed men and women in Co-
lombia, including a Rapid Deployment divi-
sion and an Elite Anti-terrorist Forces divi-
sion. Compare these numbers to France that
had 137,000 troops and Israel with 125,000
in 2007. The military might of Colombia has
climbed at an exponential rate overtaking
Brazil which has a population four times that
of Colombia and seven times more territory.

In 2007 alone the Colombian army cre-
ated 52 new units. They received donations
of Black Hawk helicopters from the US,
bought 13 fighter planes from Israel and 25
super Tucano fighter planes from Brazil in
2006. Colombia’s armed forces are superior
to those of its neighbors, Venezuela and Ec-
uador. The ratio of troops is 6:1 with Ven-
ezuela, 11:1 with Ecuador. But the main dif-
ference is in US training and support: Co-
lombian troops have been trained in jungle
warfare and can count on the logistical back-
ing of Washington.

This drastic change in military power in
South America took place in only a few
years. It is the result of Plan Colombia. Un-
der the guise of combating FARC guerillas
and drug smuggling, Colombia has received
$5 billion in military assistance from the US
government. Colombian President Uribe’s
government has purchased transport and at-
tack helicopters, light armor infrared
goggles, pipeline protection, swift boats,
turbo-powered airplanes with ground attack
capabilities, spy planes and air traffic control
and radar to track illegal flights.

Is all this military buildup for the sole

purpose of defeating 20,000 guerillas and
stopping cocaine trafficking? Sociologist
James Petras says it’s directed at
“Colombia’s neighbors (Venezuela, Ecua-
dor, Panama and Brazil) who are suffering
the same adverse effects of neoliberal poli-
tics and have shifted politically against the
military domination and economic interests
of the US.” This is why the strategy thought
up for Plan Colombia does not consist so
much in winning the internal war as it does
in spilling over into neighboring countries as
a way of neutralizing their growing au-
tonomy from Washington. Militarizing the
relationships between nations is always
good business for whoever supports the he-
gemony with military superiority.

Ecuador’s President Rafael Correa men-
tioned that the cost of controlling the border
with Colombia, where there were 10,000
soldiers stationed before the events of
March 1 (Colombia forces attacked the
FARC inside Ecuador) is more than $100
millions dollars per year. Colombia does not
control this border and pushes the guerilla
forces towards Ecuadoran soil, as a way of
creating instability. In recent years, Ecuador
has dismantled some 40 FARC camp-
grounds at its border and has voiced dozens
of complaints against Colombia for fumiga-
tion of supposed coca crops that end up
seriously affecting the health of Ecuadorans
who live on or near the border and just filed
a lawsuit in the Hague.

In effect, evidence indicates that Com-
mander Reyes, the most visible face of the
FARC for his status as a negotiator, had
been located (in Colombia) on previous oc-
casions, but was not attacked. The decision
to unleash an action of this type and at this
moment appears as one way to undermine
Correa’s ability to govern at a time when his
progressive program of change which in-
cludes a new constitution, state control of
oil and an alliance with Brazil, has just got-
ten underway. Not to mention his stated in-

tention of not renewing the US lease of
Ecuador’s Manta air base.

In addition, US destabilization of Ven-
ezuelan President Hugo Chavez’s govern-
ment by the US has been going on for quite
some time now. The Colombia-United
States military operation that violated
Ecuador’s sovereignty on March 1 was also
directed at Chavez and his “Bolivarian Revo-
lution.” Venezuela’s border is not secure
from penetration just as Ecuador’s was not.
Because of Colombia’s mobilization of
paramilitaries, certain groups have concen-
trated along the border of five Venezuela
states (departments). From there they
smuggle gasoline, hoard food supplies and
help create insecurity, corrupting local offi-
cials and generating a climate of violence.

Brazil, on the other hand, has made its
border impermeable going back to the presi-
dency of Fernando Cardoso (1995-2003).
The Clinton administration’s attempt to in-
volve Brazil in the objectives of Plan Colom-
bia resulted in two agreements between Bra-
zil and Colombia in 2000. One was to pre-
vent the war in Colombia from spilling into
the Brazilian Amazon; the other was to pre-
vent guerillas and drug smugglers from
crossing its border.

Colombia’s recent incursion into Ecua-
dor sent a strong message to Brazil to not
only maintain security on its border but also
consider building up its armed forces to
counter Colombia’s adoption of “pre-
emptive war,” which has become the
Pentagon’s most widely used military strat-
egy since the terrorist attacks of September
11, 2001. But Brazil wants to promote busi-
ness and limit militarism by containing the
tendencies toward war and putting a stop to
polarization. For this reason, the construc-
tion of a South American Community of Na-
tions is more urgent than ever.

Source: IRC Americas Program,
www.ircamericas.org, March 26, 2008

Argentina continued from page 6

•

away to be given to someone in the military
or in the police. The mothers, who rarely
saw their babies, then suffered the same fate
as most of the prisoners.

On our final day in Buenos Aires, we
went to lunch with Patricia where a Dutch

filmmaker offered to take a photo of the
three of us. I told the filmmaker about
Patricia. She was interested in her history
and they exchanged cards. As we left the
restaurant I told Patricia that I had a new
word to add to her English vocabulary,
“serendipity.”
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PERU: National Agrarian Strike Against US Trade Deal
By Daniel Denvir, US journalist based
in Quito, Ecuador

A two-day national agrarian strike
against a pending Free Trade Agreement
(FTA) with the United States ended on
Wednesday February 20th, leaving four
farmers dead after President Alan Garcia
declared a state of emergency and ordered a
violent crackdown. Farmers are demanding
financial support from the government in
the face of a predicted increase in the im-
portation of highly subsidized US crops
with the passage of the trade deal. 700
farmers were detained, a number of whom
face terrorism charges.

The strike, called by the Peruvian
Farmers Confederation (Confederación
Campesina del Peru, CCP) and other na-
tional agrarian organizations began on
Monday, February 18th and ended once
the government agreed to talks. The strike
was in protest of what the CCP called
“government indifference that has de-
scended into the total abandonment of our
nation’s farms.” Over the last week teach-
ers, doctors and residents also struck, an-
gry at a series of neoliberal policies ad-
vanced by the Garcia administration.

The CCP also demanded an end to plans
to privatize and exploit public lands in the
Amazon, attacks on teachers´ job security,
attempts to privatize water and a proposed
law that would allow the privatization of
cultural patrimony, including a number of
sites in historic Cusco. Tens of thousands of
Cusco residents blocked access to the an-
cient Incan ceremonial complex of Machu
Pichu and other popular tourist sites and
partially shut down the city’s airport, leav-
ing over two thousand tourists stranded.

The Garcia administration vacillated be-
tween declarations that the strike was a
failure and angry denunciations of farmers
as “extremists” and “enemies of national
development.” According to José
Coronado of the CCP, “On Monday the
18th, when men from the country began
their protest, the Minister of the Interior,
who in reality is a minister of nothing, came
out and said that the country was in order,
that nothing happened, while the country’s
highways were blocked by the agrarian
strike. And the person pretending to be the
Minister of Agriculture, who in reality is

nothing more than a private banker, came
out to say that the agrarian strike is a fail-
ure, and then, as if nothing happened, went
on to declare a State of Emergency in the
provinces where the strike was strong.”
While claiming on television that all was
normal, police cracked down against pro-
testers in an effort to stamp out the strike,
which generated an estimated $8.6 million
in economic losses.

The CCP and other groups condemned
the Garcia administration’s violence and
called for an end to the criminalization of
protest. It was also noted that official rac-
ism played a large role in the violence, a
variety of brutality uniquely acceptable

Source: Latin American Information
Agency, www.alainet.org

On March 7, the Center for Justice and Account-
ability (CJA) reported that a federal judge ordered
former Peruvian Major Telmo Hurtado to pay $37 mil-
lion in damages to two Peruvian plaintiffs and the es-
tates of their family members who were killed in the
Accomarca Massacre in 1985 in Peru.

The lawsuit filed on behalf of the families accused
Hurtado of leading a group of soldiers who slaughtered
69 unarmed civilians living near the village of
Accomarca in the Andean highland of Peru.

The court found that Major Hurtado and his troops
were responsible for the murders of the civilians, in-
cluding children and infants. Hurtado expressed no
remorse for his actions and justified the killing of chil-
dren and infants saying the young would eventually be
indoctrinated by the Maoist group, Sindero Luminoso
(Shining Path).

The claims echo the findings of Peru’s Senate
and a Commission for Truth and Reconciliation formed
in 2002.The commission concluded more than 26,000
civilians died or disappeared in the area surrounding
Accomarca. When the amnesty law was repealed,
Hurtado fled to Miami Beach. He is wanted in Peru for
murder and crimes against humanity.

Source: CJA, March 7, 2008; South Florida Sun-
Sentinel, March 6, 2008.

Victory for Survivors of Massacre

against indigenous people. Coronado
charged that “today Alan Garcia came out
and congratulated the police that assassi-
nated our brother farmers and producers,
who are considered second class citizens
and accused of being terrorists.” But the
violence indicates a desperate Garcia ad-
ministration, forced to simultaneously con-
front large-scale protests and blockades all
over the country. Activists are holding
Garcia responsible for the police violence.

According to Coronado, when the govern-
ment says, “just repress them!” the police
hear “just kill them!”

The state of emergency suspended a
number of constitutional rights, including
the right to public assembly and the right
against arbitrary home searches. The decla-
ration also gave the military control over
domestic policing in the eight provinces.

The US Congress voted to approve the
Peru Free Trade Agreement in December.
Presidential candidates Obama and Clinton
along with other prominent Democrats,
lined up to support the deal. While claim-
ing that the US needs to stop passing more
NAFTA-style trade deals, Obama claimed
that the Peru agreement marked progress
for labor rights: “The Peruvian agreement
contains the very labor agreements that la-
bor and our allies have been asking for,”
he said. Apparently, the demands of Peru-
vian farmers have not been noted. Shame-
fully, the AFL-CIO declined to oppose the
deal claiming that the deal contained en-
couraging labor and environmental protec-
tions, giving a number of Democrats cover
to vote “yes.” This was despite the strong
opposition of Peruvian unions and farmer
organizations; a sad moment for interna-
tional solidarity.

With four Peruvian farmers dead and
millions of people in the United States de-
manding an end to free market fundamen-
talism, it is remarkable that these protests
received so little attention in the US press.
Does the Peruvian strike not contradict the
argument that our free trade deals are pacts
of charitable benevolence, an economic
program guaranteed to lift the stubborn
masses out of poverty? In a moment of
anti-immigrant hysteria and nationalism-fu-
eled wars of aggression, it is a dangerous
prospect that we might sympathize with the
Peruvian strikers. As people in the US and
Latin America increasingly oppose corpo-
rate-written trade deals, they are terrified of
our solidarity.

It is time for people to join together
across borders. Despite the machinations of
some Democrats and labor leaders, workers
and farmers throughout the Americas are
demanding a new model.
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Letter from Venezuela’s Communications
Minister to the Washington Post

By Andrés Izarra, journalist, Minister of Communication
and Information, Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela

To:  Jackson Diehl
       Deputy Editor, Editorial Page
       Washington Post

Over the past several years, we have informed you of our concerns regarding the hostile, distorted and inaccurate coverage
of Venezuela in your newspaper, and particularly on the Editorial Page. Previously, we communicated our alarm at the
unbalanced reporting and writing on Venezuela during the period 2000-2006, which evidenced one-sided analyses and false
claims regarding President Chávez’s tendencies and events within the country. Since then, however, the Post coverage has
gotten worse. More editorials and OpEds have been written this past year about Venezuela than ever before, 98% of which
are negative, critical, and aggressive and contain false or manipulated information. We are therefore led to believe that the
Washington Post is promoting an anti-Venezuela, anti-Chávez agenda.

President Chávez has been referred to in Washington Post editorials and OpEds during the past year as a “strongman”,
“crude populist”, “autocrat”, “clownish”, “increasingly erratic”, “despot” and “dictator” on 8 separate occasions and his
government has been referred to 7 times as a “dictatorship”, a “repressive regime” or a form of “authoritarianism”. Such
claims are not only false, but they are also extremely dangerous. The U.S. government has used such classifications to
justify wars, military interventions, coup d’etats and other regime change techniques over the past several decades.

Far from a dictatorship, President Chávez’s government has the highest popularity rating in the Venezuela’s contemporary
history and Chávez has won three presidential elections with landslide victories and several other important elections,
including a recall referendum against his mandate in August 2004, which he won with a clear 60-40 majority. Hugo Chávez is
the first president in Venezuela’s history to include the country’s majority poor population in key decision and policy-making.
The creation of community councils that govern locally and the increase in voter participation are clear signs of a vibrant,
open democracy, demonstrating that Venezuela is far from a dictatorship.

The Editorial Page inaccuracies and distortions extend beyond the mere labeling of President Chávez. On more than 11
occasions, editorials and OpEds have falsely claimed that President Chávez “controls the courts and the television media”.
Venezuela has five branches of government - all of which are autonomous from one other by Constitutional mandate: the
Executive, the Legislative, the Judiciary, the Electoral and the People’s Power. Unlike the United States, which allows for
the Executive to appoint supreme court justices, in Venezuela, the high court magistrates are determined through a
selection process and a vote in the National Assembly. The Executive branch in Venezuela plays no role in the assignment
of judges to the courts. Communications media in Venezuela continues to be majority controlled by the private sector,
despite what the Post Editorial Page claims.

Post editorials and OpEds also erroneously referred to the constitutional reform package last December on more than 8
occasions as enabling President Chávez to “rule indefinitely” or become a “de facto president-for-life”. The Constitutional
reform did seek to abolish term limits, but not elections. Venezuelans would still have the right and duty to nominate
candidates and vote for them in transparent electoral processes. Interestingly, the Post made no similar accusations against
President Alvaro Uribe of Colombia when he twice made moves to change constitutional law to permit reelection to a second
term. Uribe succeded in 2004 and is now again seeking to amend that law so he can run for a third term. Where are the
Post’s cries about dictatorship and de facto president-for-life in Colombia?

The Post has also severely manipulated and outrighted censored information about economic growth in Venezuela. Twice,
recent publications on the editorial page described the Venezuelan government economic measures as “disastrous, crackpot
economic policies”. Under Chávez’s economic policies, extreme poverty has diminished to an all-time low of 9.4% (2007)
from a high of 42.5% in 1996. Unemployment has been reduced to 6.9% (2007) from 16.6% in 1998. Minimum wage has
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been raised substantially during the Chávez government to become one of the highest in the developing world, and there
has been a significant reduction in Venezuela’s public debt. Chávez also paid off Venezuela’s loans to the World Bank and
International Monetary Fund and has increased investment in the nation’s agricultural production industry.

Nevertheless, the Post fails to reflect any of these positive, progressive advances in its coverage and statements on
Venezuela. Instead, Post editorials are dedicated to accusing President Chávez of engaging in an “arms race” (4
occasions), “violating human rights” (3 times), “facilitating/endorsing drug-trafficking” (6 times) and “promoting an anti-
American agenda” (6 times). Worst of all, despite Chávez’s own statements to the contrary, the Post continues to
perpetuate the dangerous myth that Chávez is an “anti-semite” “aligned with terrorist nations or groups” (9 times).

Mr. Diehl, you should certainly know that the United States is currently waging an international war against terrorism. Within
that framework, the Bush administration has clearly stated that those nations associated with or friendly to terrorist states
or groups can be subject to preemptive invasion or intervention. Are you seeking such an end in Venezuela?

Your editorial on February 15, 2008, “Mr. Chávez’s Bluff”, goes one step too far. The piece is an outright call for a boycott of
Venezuelan oil, an act that would irreparably harm both the peoples of Venezuela and the United States. As the Post
applauds the mafia tactics of one of the world’s wealthiest corporations, ExxonMobil, it’s evident that its allegiance lies with
corporate profits over people’s rights.

And your latest editorial on March 5, 2008, “Allies of Terrorism” is well beyond a mere criticism of President Chávez’s
policies; it’s a direct threat to the people of Venezuela. By accepting at face value - with absolutely no investigation or
verification - the documents alleged to have been found on a computer belonging to Rául Reyes from the FARC, the Post
recklessly condemns both Venezuela and Ecuador as nations that promote and harbor terrorism and justifies the most
violating, reviled and dangerous Bush doctrine of modern times: Preventive War. By comparing Colombia’s violation of
Ecuador’s sovereignty to a US attack against al-Qaeda, the Post shamelessly validates the most irrational war in history
and calls for its expansion into Latin America. We find the Post’s defense of the violation of Ecuador’s sovereignty and its
satisfaction with such aggressive - and illegal - tactics, together with the warning that Venezuela is in “danger”, extremely
disturbing.

We are outraged with the Washington Post’s editorial coverage of Venezuela. The Post was once the bastion of genuine
investigative reporting and truth-seeking. Those days are well gone and the Washington Post has now become nothing
more than a tabloid serving special interests. The noble principles Eugene Meyer envisioned for the Washington Post in
1935, including “telling the truth as nearly as the truth can be ascertained”, “telling ALL the truth so far as it can be learned,
concerning the important affairs of America and the world"  and “the newspaper shall not be the ally of any special interest,
but shall be fair and free and wholesome in its outlook on public affairs and public persons,” have been violated by editors
like you, Mr. Diehl, who have chosen to promote a harmful personal agenda instead of ensure the ongoing greatness of
your newspaper.

Source: CommonDreams.org, March 28, 2008

BOLIVIA: US Undermines
Morales

In the February 2008 issue of The Pro-
gressive, Benjamin Dangl wrote: “Declassi-
fied documents and interviews on the ground
in Bolivia prove that the Bush Administration
is using US taxpayers’ money to undermine
the Morales government and co-opt the
country’s dynamic social movements-just as
it has tried in Venezuela and traditionally
throughout Latin America.”

One example: Throughout 2006, four
resource-rich opposition regional depart-
ments pushed for greater autonomy from the

Sources: ABC News, Feb. 8; El Nuevo
Topo, Feb. 8; The Progressive,
February 2008.

NEWS BRIEFS Morales-led central government, often
threatening to secede from the nation. US
funds have emboldened them with the
USAID’s Office of Transition Initiatives
funneling “116 grants for $4,451,249 to help
departmental governments operate more
strategically,” says a  declassified message
from the US Embassy in Bolivia to Wash-
ington.

On February 8, 50 officers of the special
intelligence police unit (COPES) were found
to be receiving monthly paychecks of $300-
400 from the US Embassy in La Paz. The
Morales government ordered the COPES be
dissolved immediately and initiated an inves-
tigation.

Also on February 8, a Fulbright scholar,

John Van Shaik was asked by an US em-
bassy official, Mr. Cooper to spy on Venezu-
elans and Cubans residing in Bolivia. When
he objected and reported the incident, the
embassy told him it was a mistake and that
Cooper would be sanctioned. However, the
same requests by Cooper were made to
Peace Corps volunteers earlier in July and
November 2007 and the US embassy said
then it would take action against Cooper but
didn’t. Fulbright scholars and Peace Corps
volunteers are prohibited from involvement
in politics.
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ECUADOR: Nightmare
Ends for Intag

On March 14, the National Constitu-
tional Assembly overwhelmingly approved
a general amnesty in favor of 360 defend-
ers of the environment who were facing
criminal lawsuits as a consequence of their
opposition to large hydro, petroleum, min-
ing projects in Ecuador. Included in the
amnesty were over 40 Intag residents fac-
ing lawsuits presented by Canada’s Ascen-
dant Copper Company. This is a huge vic-
tory for Intag residents who struggled in
opposition to Ascendant’s mining project.

Ascendant Copper’s concessions in
the Intag and Junin region were revoked
earlier on January 25 by the Ecuadoran
federal government. The revocation ap-
plied also to 587 mining contacts because
companies failed to pay fees on conces-
sions for reserves of copper, gold and
other metals. By scrapping some conces-
sions (there are nearly 4,000), President
Rafael Correa sent a signal to the private
sector that he wanted to overhaul rules
for the industry.

Source: Intag Solidarity Network, Jan.
31, 2008; Reuters, Jan.25, 2008.

GUATEMALA: New
President Elected

The new president of Guatemala is
Alvaro Colom of the National Unity for
Hope party (UNE). In November 2007 he
defeated retired general Otto Molina who
ran on a tough-on-crime platform and was
implicated in human rights abuses includ-
ing the 1998 murder of Bishop Gerardi.

The traditionally disenfranchised rural
and indigenous carried the day, as their
votes earned Colom his victory. Colom
campaigned on empowering people. If he
sets out to tackle poverty, violence and
racism, he will have to contend with a
well-entrenched system of privilege and
impunity that resists reform. Colon’s
vague promises, the weak image that he
projects, and his penchant for making
questionable alliances do not bode well for
the formidable tasks that he will face dur-
ing his term in office.

Source: NISGUA Special analysis,
December 2007, www.NISGUA.org

Source: The Weekly News Blast, Cuba
Central Team, March 3, 2008, The
Advocate, Latin America Working
Group, April 2008

On February 24, an era ended with
the retirement of President Fidel Castro;
Cuba’s National Assembly voted as ex-
pected to make Raul Castro the nation’s
new president of the Council of State.
The real surprise came with the election
of Jose Ramon Machado as first Vice
President. There were expectations that
Carlos Lage, a younger reform-minded
leader would be elected as vice president.

Machado is a 77 year old who fought
with Fidel and Raul in the Sierra Maestra
Mountains during the insurgency against
dictator Batista and is considered to be
Raul Castro’s right hand man. He’s been
responsible for supervising Cuba’s inter-
national education programs since July
2006 when Fidel became ill and delegated
powers to others. His background and
views give the coming economic reforms
greater legitimacy and acceptance.

In his first speech as president, Raul
Castro stressed the need for structural
changes and possible decentralization.
“Today a more compact and operational
structure is required, with a lower number
of institutions under the central adminis-
tration of the State and better distribution
of their functions.” He reiterated that “the
country’s top priority will be to meet the
basic needs of the populations, both ma-
terial and spiritual, based on sustained
strengthening of the national economy
and its productive basis.”

The apparently seamless transfer of
power from Fidel to Raul demonstrates
the resilience of the Cuban system. This
resilience flies in the face of US policy,
again proving the ineffectiveness of the
half-century long strategy for dealing with
the island. If the US were truly interested
in promoting democracy, freedom, and
economic prosperity in Cuba—and not
converting into policy a vendetta held by
the hard-line faction of the Cuban-Ameri-
can community in south Florida as a pay-
back for election favors—it would ease
or lift the embargo and remove travel re-
strictions and allow the free exchange of
ideas to occur.

CUBA: Fidel Steps Aside VENEZUELA: PDVSA
Wins Against Exxon/Mobil

On March 19, a London High Court
judge, Paul Walker suspended a court order
which froze $12 billion of assets owned by
Venezuela’s state oil company, Petroleos de
Venezuela (PDVSA). Judge Walker made
public the arguments of his decision to
overturn immediately the $12 billion injunc-
tion that the US oil giant, Exxon/Mobil ob-
tained against PDVSA in January. He estab-
lished a period of time to decide the amount
Exxon has to pay PDVSA because of dam-
ages caused due to the asset freezing mea-
sure. The judge also ordered Exxon to pay
all the costs spent by PDVSA in this legal
case. Exxon also has to notify and inform
all those people contacted at the start of the
legal battle that the freezing of Venezuelan
assets has been revoked.

Source: Hands Off Venezuela, March
18, 2008.

IMMIGRATION: Laws
Waived for Border Fence

In an April 1 statement, Homeland Se-
curity Secretary Michael Chertoff said the
federal government plans to speed up
completions of 470 miles of border fence in
the southwestern US by the end of 2008 by
using two waivers to bypass some three
dozen federal and state environmental and
land-management laws. The move is permit-
ted under an exemption granted by congress
in the Real ID Act of 2005.

Rep. Bennie Thompson, (D-MS) who
chairs the House Homeland Security Com-
mittee, said the administration’s use of the
waivers exceeds what Congress intended.
“Today’s waiver represents an extreme
abuse of authority. Waiver authority should
only be used as a last resort, not simply be-
cause the Department has failed to get the
job done through the normal process.”

The waiver allows the agency to skip
carrying out detailed reviews of how the
fence will affect wildlife, water quality and
vegetation in the ecologically sensitive af-
fected border areas. Two environmental ad-
vocacy organizations, Defenders of Wildlife
and the Sierra Club, filed a petition in
March asking the Supreme Court to review
the constitutionality of the waiver provision.

Source: LA Times, 4/2/08
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Brazil: August 3-17

Join the Task Force and trip leader Brazilian- American Ericka Omena Erickson as we build solidarity ties with Brazil-
ian social movements while experiencing the beauty and culture of Brazil and grassroots social and environmental
justice projects. Destinations include Rio de Janeiro and Salvador, Bahia and visits will include MST (Landless Work-
ers Movement) encampments and cooperatives, barrios, reforestation projects and women's groups. Cost $1,950, in-
cludes within country flight, accommodations, 2 meals/day, guides and translation. Endorse by friends of MST. See
www.Brazil2008.com

Venezuela: August 9-19
Experience the hope, energy, creativity and controversy of the Bolivarian Revolution! This 10-day delegation
will be led by Lisa Sullivan who has lived and worked in Venezuela for over 20 years. Participants will spend
time in the urban areas of Caracas, Barquisimeto, in the rural area of Sanare, in the foothills of the Andes
and the Caribbean coast of Aragua. Meetings will include government and opposition leaders, local
communities, cooperatives, community media as well as dancing to the rhythms of Afro-Venezuelan drums.
Cost: $1350; accommodations, 2 meals/day, translation. Sponsored by the Task Force and SOA Watch.

Bolivia: September 12-22
As Evo Morales and his MAS (Movement Toward Socialism) political party and followers clamor for change
from the neo-liberal, Western economic model to a pluri-cultural, indigenous focused one, the social
movements which brought Morales to power are taking on renewed significance. Visit Cochabamba, La Paz,
a coca farm, the beautiful Yungas and Santa Cruz where the main opposition gets support from the US.  Trip
leader, GeorgAnn Potter lives in Bolivia and is well connected to the social movements and the government.
Cost $1400, includes, hotels, most meals and all in country travel.

Contact: geodale1@earthlink.net, or 924-3227 for more information.


