
Colombia's Presidential Elections: Bitter Rivalries but Few Ideas 

    
Less than two weeks before the presidential elections in Colombia, Alvaro Uribe 
Vélez, a dissident Liberal, has a solid 20-point lead in polls over his closest rival, 
Horacio Serpa, the party's official candidate. Uribe is virtually guaranteed to defeat 
any of his opponents in a second round of voting, according to leading news media 
and the Napoleón Franco polling agency. 

But for many observers, the real news is Luis Eduardo Garzón and his leftist Polo 
Democrático movement. Garzón's popularity increased fivefold, giving him 7% of 
the votes. This places him ahead of Noemí Sanín and her movement, Colombia Sí, 
with 6.5%. Nearly everyone is sure that Uribe will be the next president of 
Colombia, but the real question is whether Garzón, like Sanín four years ago, will 
play a decisive role in the second round. 

Public opinion continues to be highly critical of the FARC and supportive of a 
military solution to the nation's conflict. However, several recent events-the 
televised debate among the candidates (which had very little political content), the 
assassination attempt against Uribe, and the dirty campaign being waged on all 
sides-has made many people take a second look at the issue of security and re-
evaluate their choice for president. 

Colombians are demanding new ideas, programs and responses to their needs, 
and are turned off by the personal insults being hurled by the various candidates. 
"When will we understand that in politics, as in war, not everything is 
permissible?" political scientist Eduardo Pizarro asks. "In war, the limits are 
determined by international humanitarian law. In politics, it is ethics and the 
national interest. Colombians want a debate about ideas, not a campaign based on 
personal attacks." 

For Semana columnist Hernando Gómez Buendía, the problem is that based on the 
polls, everyone is assuming that Uribe will win the elections. The campaign has 
boiled down to Uribe vs. Uribe, as the candidate fights to fend off his opponents' 
allegations about incidents in his past. "That's why we're seeing so much dirty 
laundry," Gómez Buendía explains. 

His colleague, Fernando Cepeda, argues that Uribe and Garzón have an advantage 
as the new faces on the political scene, but that "public opinion shifts and the 
presidential race is based on uncertainty, which is what gives strength to 
democracy and makes it real." 

In the meantime, voters have an increasingly negative perception of the country's 
situation. "Pessimism has increased, the government has negative approval 
ratings and support is down for many of its main programs," El Tiempo newspaper 
reports. "Ninety-two percent of Colombians say that the country needs a change." 



The Organization of American States has expressed its concern over the acts of 
violence committed against the presidential candidates, including the assault 
against Uribe and the kidnapping of Ingrid Betancourt. "These terrorist acts create 
a tense electoral climate and affect democracy," said Argentine diplomat Santiago 
Murray, who will lead the OAS observer mission during the elections. "We want the 
violent groups to know that we [the observers] represent the international 
community-we have delegates from 12 countries, among them Spain, Sweden, the 
United States, Brazil and Uruguay-and that we oppose their criminal agenda. Any 
attack against a candidate is an attack against the international community." 

In a country where violence has become commonplace and the economic and 
social problems are complex, the challenge for political leaders is to show that 
behind their platforms and campaign rhetoric are solid proposals for governing the 
nation. "Instead of he said-she said," Gómez Buendía points out, "the candidates 
should emphasize the real issues-the ones that separate them from the killers, 
democracy from coercion, politics from violence, and true convictions from crime." 
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