Crisis of Leadership in Argentina

"It's time to reestablish the moral authority of politicians,” an editorial in the
Argentine newspaper El Dia stated recently in response to the profound economic,
social and political crisis affecting the South American country. Many attribute
Argentina's problems to mismanagement and the lack of credibility of its political
leaders, whose actions contributed to an atmosphere of public mistrust.

Argentina's economy is collapsing, and the nation that once took pride in
describing itself as more European than Latin American has seen its treasury
bankrupted by privilege and corruption. Institutions such as the Supreme Court of
Justice have lost their prestige amid public demands for the resignation of
government officials. One president after another took power and left office just as
quickly in the midst of the political chaos created by the country's political parties
and past administrations. Journalist Joaquin Morales Sola accuses former President
Carlos Saul Menem of "incubating the germs that resulted in Argentina's current
epidemic with his wastefulness and debt.” Menem's successor, President Fernando
de la Rua, and the finance minister who served under them both, Domingo
Cavallo, took up the same old tune: "neither dollarization nor devaluation were
among their analysis of possible solutions. They ended up locking the country into
the policy of convertibility with no alternatives. We are paying for it now,"” Morales
Sola continues. "The three of them should limit themselves to seeing what they
have done and keep quiet."

Some critics blame not just the nation's political leaders but its citizens as well for
believing in the myth of a wealthy Argentina. The Argentine people allowed their
presidents to sink the country further and further into debt as long as the state
was generous in return. One highly sought after perk was a government job.
"Public sector employment kept expanding to cover up the reality of
unemployment,” notes political analyst Mariano Grondona in his book, Reality:
Waking Up from the Argentine Dream. According to Grondona, Argentina today "is
bowed beneath the weight of a culture of negativity...Whatever the option,
Argentines say 'no,” an attitude that has made them intolerant and, to some
degree, ungovernable.”

Other observers see the situation differently. Author Jorge Torres Zavaleta, for
example, argues that the mass protests across the country were spontaneous acts
that "ended the passivity and isolation of middle-class Argentines who realized
that they were in the same boat as everyone else. Fed up with the disastrous
policies of successive failed governments, they burst forth with their
disillusionment, creating a collective protest that is one of the most exciting
developments in Argentine politics in recent decades."

Is there any way out of Argentina's crisis? Gabriel Rubinstein, of the magazine
Noticias, predicts that what will come next is similar to what occurred in New York



in the aftermath of September 11: a period of rescuing the injured, sweeping up
debris and clearing the area. After that, it's wait and see. He and many others do
not have much faith in the ability of the current president, Eduardo Duhalde, to
manage the crisis.

The new economics minister, Jorge Remes Lenicov, acknowledges that "we must
reform the political system and the organization of the state if we want to come
out of this crisis. Above all, we must agree on a new development model."” The
government is already talking about convening a constituent assembly to propose
constitutional reforms to reduce the number of legislators and political influences
on the system of public administration.

Some experts have called for the United States and European Union to come up
with concrete proposals for Argentina. According to James Nelson, the former
publisher of the Buenos Aires Herald, the US and Europe should move beyond the
analysis of what ails Argentina to "treat the patient before it's too late.”

Lawrence Harrison, co-author of the book Culture Matters with Samuel
Huntington, argues that any solution of Argentina’'s problems will depend on new
leadership. "The new leader should not present himself as capable of offering
magical solutions, but rather be able to perceive and understand the country's
profound difficulties and communicate to the population the need for hard work
and sacrifice over a prolonged period. This is the only way to rebuild politically and
economically and restore the fabric of society,” he writes.

Even the most optimistic observers predict that Argentina's citizens must come to
terms with a more realistic attitude toward their country that includes poverty and
a degree of isolation. The collective challenge will be creating a new path for the
nation, looking ahead instead of back at what was once called the "Argentine
promise.” The time has come for the country to get down to work.



