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Venezuela: Issues for Congress

Summary

Under the rule of populist President Hugo Chavez, first elected in 1998, Venezuela has undergone
enormous political changes, with a new constitution and unicameral legislature, and even a new
name for the country, the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela. Human rights organizations have
expressed concerns about the deterioration of democratic institutions and threats to freedom of
expression under the Chavez government. President Chavez won reelection to another six-year
term on October 7, 2012, by a margin of 11%, capturing about 55% of the vote compared to 44%
for opposition candidate Henrique Capriles. While Chavez’s continued popularity and use of state
resources helped his reelection, high rates of crime, inflation, and other economic problems
eroded his support somewhat as did an energetic campaign run by Capriles. Looking ahead,
Venezuela is schedule to hold state elections on December 16, 2012. Henrique Capriles will run
for reelection as governor of the state of Miranda against former Vice President Elias Jaua. At this
juncture, Chavez appears to have bounced back from two bouts of an undisclosed form of cancer,
although his health status raises questions about Venezuela’s political future.

U.S. Policy

The United States traditionally has had close relations with Venezuela, a major supplier of foreign
oil, but there has been friction and tensions in relations under the Chavez government. Over the
years, U.S. officials have expressed concerns about human rights, Venezuela’s military arms
purchases, its relations with Cuba and Iran, and its efforts to export its brand of populism to other
Latin American countries. Declining cooperation on anti-drug and anti-terrorism efforts has been
a major concern. The United States has imposed sanctions: on several Venezuelan government
and military officials for allegedly helping the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC)
with drug and weapons trafficking; on three Venezuelan companies for providing support to Iran;
and on several Venezuelan individuals for providing support to Hezbollah. Despite tensions in
relations, the Obama Administration remains committed to seeking constructive engagement with
Venezuela, focusing on such areas as anti-drug and counter-terrorism efforts. In the aftermath of
President Chavez’s reelection, the White House, while acknowledging differences with President
Chéavez, congratulated the Venezuelan people on the high level of participation and the relatively
peaceful election process.

Legislative Initiatives

As in past years, there have been concerns in the 112" Congress regarding the state of
Venezuela’s democracy and human rights situation and its deepening relations with Iran. H.R.
3783, approved by the House on September 19, 2012, would require the Administration to
conduct an assessment and present “a strategy to address Iran’s growing hostile presence and
activity in the Western Hemisphere.” H.R. 2542, approved by the House Subcommittee on the
Western Hemisphere December 15, 2011, would withhold some assistance to the Organization of
American States unless that body took action to invoke the Inter-American Democratic Charter
regarding the status of democracy in Venezuela. H.R. 2583, approved by the House Committee on
Foreign Affairs July 19, 2011, includes a provision that would prohibit aid to the government of
Venezuela. Other legislative initiatives include H.Res. 247, which would call on the Secretary of
State to designate Venezuela as a state sponsor of terrorism; and H.R. 6067, which includes a
section imposing restrictions on U.S. nuclear cooperation with any country assisting the nuclear
program of Venezuela or Cuba or transferring advanced conventional weapons or missiles to
Venezuela or Cuba.
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In action on FY2013 foreign aid appropriations, the report to the House Appropriations
Committee bill, H.R. 5857 (H.Rept. 112-494, reported May 25, 2012), directs that $5 million in
Economic Support Funds be provided for democracy programs in Venezuela, the same amount
appropriated in FY2012, and $2 million more than requested by the Administration. In contrast,
the report to the Senate Appropriations Committee bill, S. 3241 (S.Rept. 112-172, reported May
24, 2012), recommends $3 million for democracy programs in Venezuela to be administered by
the National Endowment for Democracy.
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Recent Developments

On October 13, 2012, President Chavez swore into office Foreign Minister Nicolas Maduro as
vice president, along with five other cabinet ministers. A close confidant of Chavez, Maduro will
retain his position as foreign minister, which he has held since 2006. President Chavez had
announced on October 11 that he would appoint Maduro as vice president, replacing outgoing
Vice President Elias Jaua, who will be running for the governorship of Miranda state in regional
elections scheduled for December 16, 2012. Under Venezuela’s Constitution, the president has the
power to appoint and remove the vice president; it is not an elected position. Also on October 11,
defeated opposition presidential candidate Henrique Capriles announced that he would run for
reelection as governor of Miranda state in a race against the former vice president. (See “October
2012 Presidential Election” below.)

On October 7, 2012, President Chavez won reelection to another six-year term by a margin of
11%, capturing about 55% of the vote compared to 44% for opposition candidate Henrique
Capriles. The presidential inauguration is scheduled to take place on January 10, 2013. Most
reports indicate that election day was peaceful with only minor irregularities. A White House
spokesman, while acknowledging differences with President Chavez, congratulated “the
Venezuelan people on the high level of participation, as well as on what was a relatively peaceful
process.” (For more details, see “Election Results and Implications” below.)

On September 29, 2012, two supporters of presidential candidate Henrique Capriles were shot
and killed during a campaign event in the western state of Barinas. (See “Background on the
Election” below.)

On September 18, 2012, Venezuelan security forces captured a major Colombian drug trafficker,
Daniel Barrera, who reportedly was based in Venezuela since 2008. (See “Counternarcotics
Issues” below.)

On September 14, 2012, President Obama issued the eighth annual determination (as part of the
annual narcotics certification process) that Venezuela had “failed demonstrably” to meet its
obligations under international counternarcotics measures. (See “September 2012 Presidential
Determination” below.)

On September 4, 2012, Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos and Rodrigo Londofio (also
known as Timochenko), the leader of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC),
announced that official peace talks would begin in Norway in October 2012 and continue in
Cuba. President Chavez praised the forthcoming talks. Along with Cuba and Norway, Venezuela
and Chile will also be involved in supporting the talks. (See “Colombian Terrorist Groups”
below.)

On August 25, 2012, an explosion at a Venezuelan oil refinery killed more than 40 people, and
raised questions about whether the government has neglected maintenance and safety in its

management of the state oil company, PAVSA. (See “Energy Issues” below.)

For developments earlier in 2009-2012, see Appendix B at the end of this report.
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Political Situation

For more than a decade, Venezuela has experienced significant political changes under the rule of
populist President Hugo Chavez, and for a number of years there has been concern about the
deterioration of democratic institutions and threats to freedom of expression in the country.

Background: Chavez’s Rise to Power and Rule from 1998-2008

With his election as president in December 1998, Hugo Chavez began to transform Venezuela’s
political system. The watershed election, in which former coup leader Chavez received 56% of
the vote (16% more than his closest rival), illustrated Venezuelans’ rejection of the country’s two
traditional parties, Democratic Action (AD) and the Social Christian party (COPEI), which had
dominated Venezuelan politics for much of the past 40 years. Elected to a five-year term, Chavez
was the candidate of the Patriotic Pole, a left-leaning coalition of 15 parties, with Chavez’s own
Fifth Republic Movement (MVR) the main party in the coalition.

Most observers attribute Chavez’s rise to
power to Venezuelans’ disillusionment with
politicians whom they judge to have
squandered the country’s oil wealth through
poor management and endemic corruption. A
central theme of his campaign was
constitutional reform; Chavez asserted that the
system in place allowed a small elite class to
dominate Congress and that revenues from the
state-run oil company, Petroleos de Venezuela
S.A. (PAVSA), had been wasted.

Although Venezuela had one of the most
stable political systems in Latin America from
1958 until 1989, after that period numerous

Chavez Biography
Hugo Chavez Frias was born on July 28, 1954, in a small
farming town in the western Venezuelan state of Barinas.
The son of school teachers, Chavez was a 1975 graduate
of Venezuela’s Military Academy. He reached the rank of
lieutenant colonel by 1990. In February 1992, Chavez led
an unsuccessful attempt to overthrow the elected
government of President Carlos Andrés Pérez. He was
imprisoned for two years for the coup attempt before
being pardoned. While in the military, Chavez founded
the nationalistic and left-leaning Bolivarian Revolutionary
Movement, which was later transformed into the Fifth
Republic Movement in the 1998 elections when Chavez
was first elected president.

Source: Current Leaders of Nations, Gale Group. May
20, 2004.

economic and political challenges plagued the country and the power of the two traditional parties
began to erode. Former President Carlos Andres Perez, inaugurated to a five-year term in
February 1989, initiated an austerity program that fueled riots and street violence in which several
hundred people were killed. In 1992, two attempted military coups threatened the Perez
presidency, one led by Chavez himself, who at the time was a lieutenant colonel railing against
corruption and poverty. Ultimately the legislature dismissed President Perez from office in May
1993 on charges of misusing public funds, although some observers assert that the president’s
unpopular economic reform program was the real reason for his ouster.' The election of elder
statesman and former President Rafael Caldera as president in December 1993 brought a measure
of political stability to the country, but the Caldera government soon faced a severe banking crisis
that cost the government more than $10 billion. While the macro-economy began to improve in
1997, a rapid decline in the price of oil brought about a deep recession beginning in 1998.

'For example, see M. Delal Baer, “Revenge of the Venezuelan Dinosaurs,” Wall Street Journal, June 18, 1993.
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In the first several years of President Chavez’s rule, Venezuela underwent enormous political
changes and even received a new name for the country, the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela,
named after the 19" century South American liberator Simon Bolivar, whom Chévez often
invokes. In 1999, Venezuelans went to the polls on three occasions—to establish a constituent
assembly that would draft a new constitution, to elect the membership of the 165-member
constituent assembly, and to approve the new constitution—and each time delivered victory to
President Chavez. The new document revamped political institutions, including the elimination of
the Senate and establishment of a unicameral National Assembly, and expanded the presidential
term of office from five to six years, with the possibility of immediate reelection for a second
term. Under the new constitution, voters once again went to the polls in July 2000 for a so-called
mega-election, in which the president, national legislators, and state and municipal officials were
selected. President Chavez easily won election to a new six-year term, capturing about 60% of the
vote while his opponent, fellow former coup leader Francisco Arias, received 38%. Chavez’s
Patriotic Pole coalition also captured 14 of 23 governorships and a majority of seats in the
National Assembly.

Although President Chévez remained widely popular until mid-2001, his standing eroded after
that, amid concerns that he was imposing a leftist agenda on the country and that his government
was ineffective in improving living conditions in Venezuela. In April 2002, massive opposition
protests and pressure by the military led to the ouster of Chavez from power for less than three
days. He ultimately was restored to power by the military, however, after an interim president
alienated the military and public by taking hardline measures, including the suspension of the
constitution. In the aftermath of Chévez’s brief ouster from power, the political opposition
continued to press for his removal from office, first through a general strike that resulted in an
economic downturn in 2002 and 2003, and then through a recall referendum that ultimately was
held in August 2004 and which Chavez won by a substantial margin. In 2004, the Chavez
government moved to purge and pack the Supreme Court with its own supporters in a move that
dealt a blow to judicial independence. The political opposition boycotted legislative elections in
December 2005, which led to domination of the National Assembly by Chavez supporters.

The rise in world oil prices beginning in 2004 fueled the rebound of the economy and helped
support an array of social programs and services known as “missions” that helped reduce poverty
by some 20% by 2007.> In large part because of the economic rebound and attention to social
programs, Chavez was reelected to another six-year term in December 2006 in a landslide, with
almost 63% of the vote compared to almost 37% for opposition candidate Manuel Rosales.’

After he was reelected, however, even many Chavez supporters became concerned that the
government was becoming too radicalized. Chavez’s May 2007 closure of a popular Venezuelan
television station that was critical of the government, Radio Caracas Television (RCTV), sparked
significant protests and worldwide condemnation. Chavez also proposed a far-reaching
constitutional amendment package that would have moved Venezuela toward a new model of
development known as “socialism in the 21% century,” but this was defeated by a close margin in
a December 2007 national referendum. University students took the lead in demonstrations
against the closure of RCTV, and also played a major role in defeating the constitutional reform.

2 U.N. Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, Social Panorama of Latin America, 2008, Briefing
Paper, November 2008, p. 11.

? See the officials resulted reported by Venezuela’s National Electoral Commission at:
http://www.cne.gob.ve/divulgacionPresidencial/resultado_nacional.php
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In 2008, President Chavez moved to unite his supporters into a single party—the United Socialist
Party of Venezuela (PSUV)—although several parties that had supported Chavez in the past
declined to join. The Venezuelan government also continued to move forward with
nationalizations in key industries, including food companies, cement companies, and the
country’s largest steel maker; these followed the previous nationalization of electricity companies
and the country’s largest telecommunications company and the conversion of operating
agreements and strategic associations with foreign companies in the oil sector to majority
Venezuelan government control.

State and local elections held in November 2008 revealed a mixed picture of support for the
government and the opposition. Pro-Chavez candidates won 17 of the 22 governors’ races, while
the opposition won governorships in three of the country’s most populous states, Zulia, Miranda,
and Carabobo, as well as the states of Nueva Esparta and Tachira (see Figure 1 for a map of
Venezuela). At the municipal level, pro-Chavez candidates won over 80% of the more than 300
mayoral races, while the opposition won the balance. Among the opposition’s mayoral successes
were races for the metropolitan mayor of Caracas, four out of the five smaller municipalities that
make up Caracas (including the poor municipality of Sucre), and the country’s second-largest
city, Maracaibo.”

Leading up to the November elections, President Chavez’s PSUV held primary elections around
the country on June 1, 2008, to select candidates, although the process was criticized for a lack of
transparency. The opposition initially had difficulty in agreeing on a single slate of candidates so
as not to split the opposition vote, but by the end of September 2008 had agreed on a unified
candidate for most governor races.” The opposition includes newer parties such as Primero
Justicia (PJ, Justice First), Proyecto Venezuela (Project Venezuela), and Un Nuevo Tempo (UNT,
A New Era); leftist parties that defected from the Chavista coalition such as the Movimiento al
Socialismo (MAS, Movement toward Socialism) and Por la Democracia, Social (Podemos, For
Social Democracy); and the traditional political parties from the past such as AD and COPEL°

One of the major problems for the opposition was that the Venezuelan government’s comptroller
general disqualified 272 individuals (down from almost 400 originally disqualified) from running
for office, purportedly for cases involving the misuse of government funds.” There were several
challenges to Venezuela’s Supreme Court that the comptroller general’s action violated the
Constitution, but on August 5, 2008, Venezuela’s Supreme Court upheld the disqualifications. The
Venezuelan government maintained that the majority of those disqualified were from the ranks of
its own supporters,® while the opposition maintained that a large percentage were from the
opposition, including several high-profile opposition candidates.” Among those excluded was
Leopoldo Lopez, the popular mayor of Chacao, who was seeking to run for mayor of Caracas.

4 «“Both Sides Celebrate in Venezuela,” LatinNews Daily, November 25, 2008; “La oposicion venezolana se atribuye un
“triunfo indiscutible” electoral,” Agencia EFE, November 26, 2008; Tyler Bridges, “Chéavez Allies Score Big Wins in
Venezuela Elections,” Miami Herald, November 24, 2008; Simon Romero, “Venezuelan Opposition Gains in Several
Crucial Elections,” New York Times, November 24, 2008.

5 .
Ibid.
6 «“Venezuela: Opposition Disarray Hurts Electoral Hopes,” Oxford Analytica, July 1, 2008.
7 “Inhabilitaciones a Politicos en Venezuela Se Reducen de 400 a 272,” Agence France-Presse, July 11, 2008.

¥ Embassy of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela to the United States, “Fact Sheet, Myths and Realities of the
Disqualifications from Holding Public Office,” July 17, 2008.

% Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, Annual Report, 2008.
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Political Developments: 2009-2012

February 15, 2009, Term Limits Referendum

In the aftermath of the state and municipal elections in November 2008, President Chavez
announced that he would move ahead with plans to seek changes to the constitution that would
lift the two-term limit for the office of the presidency. This would allow him to run for reelection
in 2012 and beyond. The National Assembly voted on January 14, 2009, to hold a referendum on
the constitutional amendment, expanding it further so that the abolition of term limits would
apply to all elected government officials. As a result, the proposed amendment pertained to the
president, all state and municipal officials, and deputies to the National Assembly. The
referendum was scheduled for February 15, 2009, and various polls indicated that the vote would
be close. Ultimately, with a participation rate of 70%, Venezuelans approved the constitutional
reform with almost 55% voting for it and 45% voting against it.'” President Chavez proclaimed
that the vote was a victory for the Bolivarian Revolution, and virtually promised that he would
run for reelection in 2012."

The amendment was controversial given the defeat of the government’s constitutional reform
package in December 2007, which had included an amendment that would have removed the
presidential two-term limit. Venezuela’s opposition maintained that President Chavez’s effort to
amend the constitution in 2009 was illegal because the constitution (Article 345) prohibits a
constitutional reform that was rejected from being presented again to the National Assembly in
the same constitutional period. According to this view, since the next National Assembly would
not be elected until late 2010 and take office until early 2011, such an amendment should not
have been considered until then.

Similar to the campaign against the government’s December 2007 constitutional reform package,
student groups played a leading role in the opposition to the abolishment of term limits in 2009.
During the referendum campaign, Venezuelan security forces used tear gas, plastic bullets, and
water cannons to disperse several student protests nationwide, although a massive student
demonstration was allowed to take place in Caracas. Opposition parties again united against the
referendum, including the democratic socialist Podemos party that had once supported President
Chavez.

During the campaign, President Chavez argued that the constitutional change would only allow
him to run again, but would not mean that he would be reelected or remain in power indefinitely.
He maintained that he does not want to be “president for life,” but would like to remain in power
until 2019 in order to ensure that his revolutionary project continues.'” Chavez campaigned
vigorously for the amendment, and spent hours on state-run television in support of it. The
president’s support among many poor Venezuelans, who have benefited from increased social
spending and programs, was an important factor in the vote.

12 See the results on the website of the National Electoral Council (CNE), available at http://www.cne.gov.ve/
divulgacion_referendo_enmienda 2009/.

! Juan Forero, “Chavez Wins Removal of Term Limits,” Washington Post, February 16, 2009.
12 «“yenezuela Poll Deadlocked,” LatinNews Daily, January 29, 2009.
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One likely reason that President Chavez moved quickly with the referendum was the economic
problems facing Venezuela due to the global financial crisis and the fall in the price of oil. With
declining government revenue, his government faced the possibility of losing support if the
economic situation deteriorated further, especially if the government was forced to cut back on
domestic spending. Such a scenario could have made it more difficult for an amendment on term
limits to be approved. Moreover, the National Assembly at the time almost completely dominated
by Chavez supporters because the opposition boycotted the 2005 legislative elections. Assuming
that the opposition would participate in the next legislative elections in 2010, the next National
Assembly would likely include an invigorated opposition that could have made it more difficult
for the government to advance a constitutional amendment to abolish term limits.

September 2010 Legislative Elections

In Venezuela’s September 26, 2010, elections for the 165-member National Assembly, pro-
Chavez supporters won 98 seats while opposition parties won 67 seats. For the government,
President Chavez’s United Socialist Party of Venezuela (PSUV) won 94 seats, while other
government supporters included one seat for the Communist Party of Venezuela (PCV) and three
indigenous representatives. For the opposition, 10 parties of the opposition coalition known as the
Democratic Unity Platform (MUD) won 65 seats, while the leftist Homeland for All (PPT) won 2
seats."’ Nationwide participation in the elections was high, with 66.45% participation (compared
to almost 75% participation in the 2006 presidential race)."*

Even though the ruling party won a majority of seats, the result was viewed as a significant defeat
for President Chavez because it denied his government the three-fifths majority (99 seats) needed
to enact enabling laws that grant the president decree powers. It also denied the government with
the two-thirds majority (110 seats) needed for a variety of actions to ensure the enactment of the
government’s agenda, such as introducing or amending organic laws, approving constitutional
reforms, and making certain government appointments. The combined opposition (MUD and
PPT) also narrowly won the popular vote, capturing 51% of the vote compared to 49% for the
ruling PSUV and its ally, the PCV. Nevertheless, the government was able to maintain a majority
of seats because rural districts (where the government has strong support) elect a disproportionate
number of legislators."

In the lead-up to the elections, many observers had expected that the President Chavez’s PSUV
would retain a majority, but that the opposition coalition would gain substantial representation.
The ruling party benefitted from the government’s decision last year to redraw electoral districts.
The PSUV also benefitted from significant resources, a nation-wide organization and electoral
machine, and effective use of social network websites. The PSUV’s campaign was dubbed
Operation Demolition in light of President Chéavez’s call “to demolish the opposition.” Despite
the PSUV’s advantages, the legislative elections were held at a difficult time for the Chavez
government and the opposition benefited from this. President Chavez’s popularity had declined to
less than 40% and there were considerable public concerns about the difficult economic situation
and high rate of violent crime facing the country.

13 «“Venezuela Country Report,” Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) November 2010.

4 «poder Electoral Emiti6 Primer Boletin Oficial de Elecciones Parlamentarias,” Consejo Nacional Electoral,
September 27, 2010.

15 «“Venezuela Country Report,” EIU, November 2010.
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The Venezuelan government did not allow observers from the Organization of American States
(OAS), the Carter Center, or other international groups with election monitoring experience,
although it did permit each electoral coalition to invite 30 witnesses from abroad for the elections.
Four domestic Venezuelan nongovernmental organizations, however, were involved in
monitoring the elections, with a total of almost 2,500 observers. Election-day voting appeared to
have been conducted peacefully with isolated minor problems.

December 2010 Actions by Outgoing National Assembly

In December 2010, Venezuela’s outgoing National Assembly approved several laws that were
criticized by human rights organizations and others as threats to free speech, civil society, and
democratic governance. The laws were approved ahead of the inauguration of Venezuela’s new
National Assembly in early January 2011, in which opposition deputies have enough
representation to deny the government the two-thirds and three-fifths needed for certain actions.

Most significantly, the outgoing Assembly approved an “enabling law” that provided President
Chavez with far-reaching decree powers for 18 months. In February 2011, then-Assistant
Secretary of State for Western Hemisphere Affairs Arturo Valenzuela described the Assembly’s
action as “‘undermining the authority of the new assembly and thereby circumscribing popular
will.”'® The Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA) also maintained that the law
“constitutes an illegitimate infringement on the new National Assembly’s authority, subverting
the will of the electorate.”'” Until its expiration in June 2012, the enabling law was used by
President Chavez more than 50 times, including decrees to change labor laws and the criminal
code, along with a nationalization of the gold industry."®

Other measures approved by the Assembly included changes to broadcast media laws that,
according to Human Rights Watch, introduce sweeping restrictions on Internet traffic, reinforce
existing restrictions on radio and television content, and allow the government to terminate
broadcasting licenses on arbitrary grounds."

Another measure, the Law of the Defense of Political Sovereignty and National Self-
Determination, imposes restrictions on Venezuelan human rights groups from receiving
international support (also see “Human Rights Concerns” below). The law could have
ramifications for U.S. government and other donors’ assistance to Venezuelan civil society
groups, and potentially could constrain the ability of nongovernmental organizations to operate.

Chavez’s Health Status

Since mid-2011, President Chavez’s precarious health situation has raised questions about
Venezuela’s political future. During a June 2011 trip to Cuba, President Chavez underwent

16 U.S. Department of State, Testimony of Arturo Valenzuela, Assistant Secretary of State for Western Hemisphere
Affairs, before the House Foreign Affairs Committee, Subcommittee on the Western Hemisphere, February 15, 2011,
available at http://www.state.gov/p/wha/rls/rm/2011/156598.htm

17 «Severe Setbacks to Democratic Governance and Human Rights Guarantees in Venezuela,” Washington Office on
Latin America, January 19, 2011.

18 Ezequiel Minaya, “Chavez’s Decree Powers Expire, but Not Before Heavy Use,” Dow Jones Newswires, June 18,
2012.

Y «“Venezuela: Legislative Assault on Free Speech, Civil Society,” Human Rights Watch, December 22, 2011.
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emergency surgery for a “pelvic abscess.” The initial operation took place on June 11, followed
by another operation (date unknown) to remove a cancerous tumor. Rumors were abounding
about Chavez’s health until June 30, when Chavez, from Cuba, announced on Venezuelan
television that he had cancer, although the president did not disclose the type of cancer he was
battling. Several days later, Chavez returned to Caracas on July 4, 2011, in order to be in the
country the next day for its bicentennial celebrating Venezuelan independence from Spain.
Chavez traveled to Cuba several times for chemotherapy beginning in mid-July 2011, and by
mid-October declared that he had beaten cancer.”® Chavez appeared to be frail in the summer and
fall, and gave up most public appearances including his weekly Sunday television program, 4Alo
Presidente.

By late 2011, however, Chavez had returned to public appearances, including a meeting of Latin
American and Caribbean leaders at the founding of the Community of Latin American and
Caribbean States (CELCAC) in Caracas in early December 2011. He hosted Iranian President
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in early January 2012 and also returned to his weekly television
program. In an apparent attempt to send a message that his health had returned, on January 13,
Chzivezzl gave a marathon address to Venezuela’s National Assembly that lasted more than nine
hours.

Just several weeks later, however, on February 21, 2012, Chavez announced that his doctors had
found a new lesion in the same area of his pelvic region requiring surgery. He returned to Cuba
for the surgery on February 28 and confirmed on March 4 that the lesion was malignant. Chavez
headed home to Venezuela on March 16, but returned again to Cuba multiple times over the next
three months for radiation treatment. The president has never disclosed the type of cancer that he
is battling, but doctors reportedly have speculated that it is prostate, colon, or bladder cancer.”” In
early July 2012, however, Chavez once again maintained that he was “cancer free,” and ready to
take on a tough reelection campaign.”

Chavez’s sickness has introduced a measure of uncertainty into Venezuela’s political future.
Under Venezuela’s Constitution (Article 233), new elections are to be called within 30 days if the
president leaves office during the first four years of his term, but the vice president would assume
office if the president left office during the last two years of his term.** So at this juncture, newly
appointed Vice President Nicolas Maduro is the official successor to Chavez if anything were to
happen to him before his term expires in January 2013. After Chéavez is inaugurated to a new term
in January, new elections would need to be called within 30 days if the president’s health forced
him from office in the first four years of his term, but the vice president would take charge of the
presidency until a new president was elected and took office. Under the Constitution (Article
236), the president has the power to appoint and remove the vice president; it is not an elected
position.

20 Simon Romero, “Chavez Says He Has Beaten Cancer,” New York Times, October 21, 2011.

2l william Neuman, “Chavez After Treatment for Cancer, Gets His Bluster Back and Flaunts It,” New York Times,
January 22, 2012.

22 Jim Wyss, “Chavez in Good Condition After Surgery,” Miami Herald, February 28, 2012.
2 Valeria Pacheco, “Chévez Insists He Is “Totally’ Cancer-Free,” Agence France Presse, July 9, 2012.

2* «Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, Constitution of 1999 with Reforms through 2009, Political Database of the
Anmericas, Georgetown University, available at http://pdba.georgetown.edu/Constitutions/Venezuela/vigente.html
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October 2012 Presidential Election

With a record turnout of 80.7% of voters, President Chavez won reelection to another six-year
term in the October 7, 2012 presidential election, capturing about 55% of the vote, compared to
44% for opposition candidate Henrique Capriles, according to Venezuela’s National Electoral
Council (CNE). The presidential inauguration is scheduled to take place on January 10, 2013.%
(For more details, see “Election Results and Implications” below.)

Background on the Election

Venezuelans approved a constitutional referendum in 2009 abolishing the term limits for elected
officials, so President Chavez was once again a candidate for reelection. As described above, he
was first elected in 1998, then in 2000 (under a new Constitution), and again in 2006 to a six-year
term. Venezuela’s 2006 presidential election was characterized as free and fair by international
observers with some irregularities, while 2010 national legislative elections were also
characterized as free and fair by domestic observers with scattered irregularities, although there
was criticism of the electoral law and the government’s partisan use of state resources.

Venezuela’s opposition held a unified primary on February 12, 2012, under the banner of the
Mesa de la Unidad Democratica (MUD, Democratic Unity Roundtable) and chose Henrique
Capriles Radonski in a landslide with about 62% of the vote in a five-candidate race (the next
closest candidate, Pablo Pérez, governor of Zulia, captured about 30% of the vote). A member of
the Primero Justicia (PJ, Justice First) party, Capriles is the governor of Miranda, Venezuela’s
second-most populous state, which includes several municipalities of metropolitan Caracas. Just
over 2.9 million Venezuelans voted in the primary—while this only represented about 16% of the
18 million Venezuelans registered to vote, primary organizers had expected far less. During the
primary election, Capriles had a message of reconciliation and national unity. He pledged not to
dismantle Chavez’s social programs, but rather to improve them. Capriles—who turned 40 in July
2012, also represents a new generation of Venezuelan politicians not belonging to the older
traditional parties that have been largely discredited.”

It was thought that the wide margin of the primary victory for Capriles would give him a boost in
the general election race, but for much of the campaign he remained the underdog. President
Chavez continued to retain high favorability ratings, and led opinion polls for much of the race,
with a lead between 5% and 30%.%" Just weeks before the election, however, while Chavez still
was favored by most polls, ranging from a 2% lead to a 20% lead, at least one poll showed
Capriles winning by about 3%.”® Many observers contended that while Chavez remained favored
to win by most polls, Capriles potentially might have pulled off an upset victory. Observers
focused on two key factors in the race—how undecided or independent voters would vote and to
what extent each side would be able to mobilize their supporters. Capriles ran an energetic

25 Venezuela traditionally has held its presidential election in December, but in September 2011, the CNE, dominated
by Chavez supporters, moved up the date of the presidential election to October 2012.

2% Michael Shifter, “Henrique Capriles’ Moment,” EI Colombiano, February 15, 2012.
27 «Yenezuela Country Report,” Economist Intelligence Unit, August 2012; “Table—Chavez Leads Polls Ahead of
Venezuelan Election,” Reuters News, August 23, 2012.

28 «“Table—Latest Opinion Polls in Venezuela Election Race,” Reuters News, September 27, 2012; José de Cordoba and
Kejal Vyas, “Henrique Capriles Representa la Primera Gran Amenaza Para Chavez,” Wall Street Journal Americas,
October 2, 2012.
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campaign traveling throughout the country with multiple campaign rallies each day, while the
Chavez campaign reportedly was somewhat disorganized and limited in terms of campaign rallies
because of Chavez’s health.

Nevertheless, Chavez had several distinct advantages in the presidential race. The Venezuelan
economy has been growing strongly in 2012, with a forecast of 5% growth for the year, fueled by
government spending made possible by high oil prices. Numerous social programs or “missions”
of the government helped forged an emotional loyalty among Chavez supporters. This includes a
well-publicized public housing program. Critics maintain the program had the purpose of
boosting the popularity of the Chavez government for the upcoming election, and will do little to
resolve the country’s housing shortage.”

Another significant advantage for Chavez is that his electoral campaign used state resources and
state-controlled media for campaign purposes. This included the use of broadcast networks,
which are required to air the president’s frequent and lengthy political speeches.’® Observers
maintain that the government’s predominance in television media is overwhelming.*'

There were several areas of vulnerability for President Chavez, however, that posed challenges to
his support. These included Venezuelans’ concerns about high rates of crime (including murder
and kidnapping) and an economic situation characterized by high inflation and economic
mismanagement that has led to periodic shortages of some food and consumer products and
electricity outages.”

The high level of violent crime has made citizen security a top concern among Venezuelans.
According to the Venezuelan-based nongovernmental organization Venezuelan Violence
Observatory (OVYV, Observatorio Venezolano de Violencia), there were 19,336 murders in
Venezuela in 2011, the most violent year in the country’s history, reflecting a murder rate of 67
per 100,000.%* Kidnapping for profit has also become common in recent years as was highlighted
by the high profile kidnapping of Washington Nationals catcher Wilson Ramos in November 2011
as well as the kidnapping of diplomats from several countries (including most recently a Costa
Rican diplomat in April 2012). According to the Venezuelan government’s Cuerpo de
Investigaciones Cientifiicas, Penales, y Criminalisticas (CICPC), there were 1,150 kidnappings in
2011, reflecting an increase of 29% from 2010. The actual figure could be much higher since
some 80% of kidnappings reportedly go unreported.”*

% Jordi Miro, “As Elections Looming, Chévez Rolls Out Housing for the Poor,” Agence France Presse, June 25,2012;
and William Neuman, “Building Loyalty, With Bricks and Mortar,” New York Times, July 14, 2012.

30 «“yenezuela Politics: Quick View—Mr. Chavez Maintains Lead Ahead of October Election,” EIU ViewsWire, July
27,2012.

31 Genaro Arriagada and José Woldenberg, “The Elections in Venezuela, October 7, 2012, Executive Summary,”
Wilson Center, September 2012.

32 William Neuman, “Price Controls Keep Venezuela Cupboards Bare,” New York Times, April 21, 2012; and Peter
Wilson, “Food Shortages Bode 11l for Chavez; Agriculture a Pillar of Venezuelan Leader’s Campaign,” US4 Today,
August 13,2012.

33 Observatorio Venezolano de Violencia, “Informe Homicidios 2011,” December 29, 2011, available at
http://www.observatoriodeviolencia.org.ve/site/noticias/74-informe-homicidios-2011.html

#yus. Department of State, “Venezuela, Country Specific Information,” March 5, 2012, available at
http:/travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1059.html
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Earlier this year, a wildcard in the presidential race was Chavez’s health status, but Chavez claims
to have bounced back from his second bout of an undisclosed form of cancer; his campaign
appearances, however, were far more limited than those of Capriles. If Chavez had been unable to
run because of his health, many observers maintain that Capriles would have had a good chance
at defeating another PSUV presidential candidate.

In the lead up to the election, some observers had concerns about the potential reaction of the
Venezuelan military in the likelihood of an opposition victory. Before General Henry Rangel
became defense minister, he maintained in a November 2010 press interview that military was
“wedded to [Venezuela’s] socialist political project,” and that neither the military nor the public
would support an opposition government that would try to overturn the project. The comments
raised doubts about whether the military would accept an opposition victory,” although since
becoming defense minister, General Rangel said that the military would respect the result of the
election whatever the result.*

Some observers also had expressed concern about potential violence in the case of a close race,
with fears centered on potential actions by radical elements on either side of the political divide
who might pursue violence if their candidate did not win.*” Concerns about violence were
heightened after two supporters of presidential candidate Henrique Capriles were shot and killed
during a campaign event in the western state of Barinas on September 29, 2012. Capriles
maintained that the killings reflected rising violence by Chavez supporters while the government
maintains that the killings were an isolated event.*®

Election Results and Implications

President Chavez won reelection by a margin of 11%, receiving 55.25% of the vote compared to
44.13% for opposition candidate Henrique Capriles, according to the National Electoral Council
(updated results, as of October 11, 2012). Chavez received over 8.1 million votes, about 1.6
million more than Capriles, who received almost 6.5 million votes.” President Chavez won all
but two of Venezuela’s 23 states (with the exception of Tachira and Mérida states), including a
very narrow win in Miranda, Capriles’s home state (see Figure 1). Unlike the last presidential
election in 2006, Venezuela did not host international observer missions. Instead, two domestic
Venezuelan observer groups monitored the vote. Most reports indicate that election day was
peaceful with only minor irregularities.

35 «La Polémica Entrevista de Rangel Silva a UNoticias,” Ultimas Noticias (Venezuela), January 17, 2012, reprint of
November 8, 2010, interview from Ultimas Noticias conducted by José Luis Carrillo; and Christopher Toothaker,
“Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez Defends General Whose Comments Stirred Democracy Concerns,” Associated Press,
November 14, 2010.

36 “Ministro Venezolano Dice Respetaran Resultados Elecciones,” AP Spanish Worldstream, February 10, 2012.

37 Comments by Jennifer McCoy (Professor at Georgia State University and Director of the Americas Program at the
Carter Center) during presentation sponsored by the Washington Office on Latin America, “Venezuela: Countdown to
the October 7 Presidential Election,” March 6, 2012; Also see Dangerous Uncertainty Ahead of Venezuela’s Elections,
International Crisis Group, June 26, 2012.

3% Mery Mogollon and Chris Kraul, “Chavez Rival Mourns after Attack,” Los Angeles Times, October 2, 2012; and
Kejal Vyas, “Chavez Challenger Urges Peace After Shootings,” Wall Street Journal Online, October 1, 2012.

% See the official results on the website of the National Electoral Council at
http://www.cne.gob.ve/resultado_presidencial 2012/r/1/reg_000000.html
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A White House spokesman, while acknowledging differences with President Chavez,
congratulated “the Venezuelan people on the high level of participation, as well as on what was a
relatively peaceful process.”*A State Department official added “that the views of the more than
6 million people who voted for the opposition should be taken into account going forward.”*'

Credited with running an effective well-organized campaign that increased the strength of a
unified opposition, Capriles accepted defeat and congratulated President Chavez, but also
maintained that being president entails “working to solve the problems of all Venezuelans.
Capriles said that he would continue 