IMPUNITY
®¢© OBSERVER

The Sao Paulo Forum’s Modus Operandi

Conference Preceded Latin America’s Socialist Pink Tide

. e

Following Hugo Chavez’s death in 2013 and Venezuela’s economic deterioration, the Forum began to fragment. (Ricardo Stuckert)

The Sao Paulo Forum is a big-tent conference of over 100 Latin American and
Caribbean socialist political parties and movements. It has been held annually in a
different country since 1990 and serves as a platform to garner support for socialist
causes and discuss political strategies. The latest meeting took place in Caracas,
Venezuela, in July 2019.

The Brazilian Workers’ Party started the Forum at the request of Cuba’s Fidel Castro.

At the time, socialists perceived the Berlin Wall’s fall as a watershed moment for
their ideas and political clout. Of the members at the outset, only the Communist
Party of Cuba was in power. A pink tide then swept Latin America, beginning with
Hugo Chavez’s election in 1999. Lula da Silva, a union leader and founder of the
Forum, became Brazil’s president in 2003. Other notables included Michelle
Bachelet in Chile (2006), Evo Morales in Bolivia (2006), Daniel Ortega in Nicaragua
(2007), Rafael Correa in Ecuador (2007), and Cristina Kirchner in Argentina (2007).

Even though left-wing activists and political leaders have used the Forum to propose

a common agenda, they have rejected drafting public manifestos and political-
action plans. This has been the case since the beginning to avoid infighting among
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the moderate and radical factions. Instead, every year the Forum reaches a
consensus on a set of values and priorities in the publicly available final remarks.
The Forum also issues statements on specific events and political developments.

The Strategy: Undermine Rule of Law

For Kurt Weyland, a professor of Latin American politics at the University of Austin-
Texas, the main driver of 21st-century socialism in Latin America was Venezuela’s
Hugo Chavez. In a 2013 paper published in the Journal of Democracy, he argued
like-minded neighbors followed Chavez’s script to take over democracy from

within:

1.

2.

3.

Constitutional reforms to increase executive powers and weaken institutional
checks:

“Chavez . . . turned his strategy of constitutional reform into a script
that other populist-leaning left-wing leaders followed . . . [:] use
plebiscitarian mass support in order to transform established
institutions, dismantle checks and balances, concentrate power in the
hands of the president, and promote immediate reelection. Like their
Venezuelan role model and generous patron, Evo Morales in
Bolivia, Rafael Correa in Ecuador, and Manuel Zelaya in Honduras (till
he was stopped) called for constituent assemblies with the aim of
boosting the presidency’s powers and paving the way toward indefinite
reelection to that office.”

Populist strategies to bypass institutions:

“Chavez and his friends used populism to entrench their predominance
and install competitive authoritarian regimes. . .. Populism revolves
around personalistic leadership that feeds on quasi-direct links to a
loosely organized mass of heterogenous followers. Bypassing or
subjugating intermediate institutions such as firmly organized parties,
the leader—often a charismatic figure—establishes face-to-face contact
with large numbers of citizens.”

Control the branches of government to stifle debate, attack opponents, and

tilt the electoral playing field:

“They have applied discriminatory legalism and its maxim ‘For my
friends, everything; for my enemies, the law!” As populist chief
executives have commandeered all major institutions, including the
courts, they have used formally legal authority in discretionary ways to
promote their cronies and allies while punishing or intimidating critics
and opponents in politics and society. . .. Seeing how discriminatory
legalism has served to entrench competitive authoritarian rule in
Venezuela, the leftist presidents of Bolivia, Ecuador, and Nicaragua have
followed suit and imitated Chavez.”
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In his book Chronicles of 21st-Century Socialism, Political Science Professor Andrés
Ortiz Lemos from Ecuador identified two key strategies employed by socialist
administrations that took power after the Sao Paulo Forum began:

1. Encroach on political institutions: gain executive power, transform the
government’s structure, boost hirings in the public sector, alter the judiciary
and its appointing procedures, and reform electoral laws so the
administration can campaign covertly.

2. Conquer public opinion by getting supporters appointed or hired in the
media, civil society, and academia.

Official Documents Lay Out Plan

The Consensus of Our America (Consenso de Nuestra América) is the document that
gets the closest to an official political program. Released in 2017 by a Sao Paulo
Forum working group in Nicaragua, it recommends policies for socialist Latin
American parties. Some key points, as described by the socialist working group,
are:

e Get elected to executive positions at the national, provincial, and municipal
levels.

e Maintain a significant presence in the legislature and drive public debate.

e Change the constitution to ensure socialist principles outlive
administrations.

e Break up media monopolies and democratize access to the press.
e Join forces for a united foreign-policy front against “imperialism.”
e Encourage mass demonstrations as a show of force.

e Replace consumption taxes with wealth- and income-based taxes.

e Consolidate government-backed firms in finance, energy, and
telecommunications.

e Expand wealth-redistribution policies.
e Bolster a human right to migration.
As in each gathering, the July 2019 conference built on starting points contained in

the “base document.” Prepared by the host organization, the ruling United Socialist
Party of Venezuela, it calls attention to recent topics such as:

e The Trump administration’s and the Lima Group’s regime-change efforts to
oust Nicolas Maduro, as well as the international sanctions on Venezuela,
Nicaragua, and Cuba.

e Alleged right-wing lawfare against Brazil’s Lula da Silva, Ecuador’s Rafael

Correa, Argentina’s Cristina Kirchner, and other Latin American leaders on
the left.
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e The need for a broad political coalition across countries to defeat the
resurgence of conservative movements in Latin America.

Infighting Leads to New Group without Maduro

Following Hugo Chavez’s death in 2013 and Venezuela’s economic deterioration,
the Forum began to fragment. Internal disagreements led to the gradual distancing
of its members, notably on the matter of democracy under Venezuelan strongman
Nicolas Maduro. Key leaders and parties such as Evo Morales and Mexico’s Party of
the Democratic Revolution failed to attend the July 2019 meeting. Fewer than half of
the expected delegates traveled to Caracas.

That month, former Uruguayan President José Mujica denounced the Venezuelan
regime as a dictatorship. Former Chilean President Michelle Bachelet, now the UN
High Commissioner for Human Rights, issued a damning report on human-rights
abuses in Venezuela.

A new forum, Grupo de Puebla, emerged on July 12, 2019 as an alternative regional
platform for socialists outside of Maduro’s influence. Notable founding members
include former presidents Lula da Silva, Dilma Rousseff, Evo Morales, José Mujica,
Ernesto Samper, Fernando Lugo, and current Argentine President Alberto
Fernandez.

Author: Paz Gomez
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