Argentina: In Search of a Democratic Solution

Argentina President Eduardo Duhalde announced recently that he would cut his
own term short and call for new presidential elections in March 2003. "We need a
government that is backed by the popular vote and is capable of implementing
major reforms toward sustainable economic development,” he maintained.

But many observers suggest that even this exercise in democracy will lead at best
to another transitional government. "The next president may be popularly elected,
but that won't guarantee he can shake off the label of a regime in transition,”
wrote political analyst Martin Dinatale in La Nacién. Opposition leaders, public
officials and legislators have expressed the same doubts. The next head of state,
they say, will inherit a post of political weakness and limitations on his ability to
exercise power in decision making.

Some Argentines accuse the government of trying to evade responsibility for the
consequences of its decisions, among them a freeze on deposits, social unrest and
the exacerbation of the nation's economic problems. Others claim that the IMF
must have made new elections a condition to resume its financial assistance. And
in fact, IMF officials have made it clear that they think the main problem in
Argentina is political.

Mario Capello, an opposition congressman from the Unién Civica Radical, raised
many of these criticisms in a recent press conference. "Instead of working to
resolve Argentina's serious economic, financial and social problems, we are going
headlong into elections,” he complained. "This will have damaging consequences
for the whole country.™

And so the political chaos continues, with the public growing increasingly impatient
with the administration's blunders. In a recent Gallup poll, 81% of Argentines
reported a decline in their standard of living. Sixty-one percent predicted that the
decline would get worse over the next year, and 14% said the economy would
remain stagnant. Another 14% believed it would improve, while 9% had no
opinion.

The same poll cited the experience of the last congressional elections to predict
that the March voting will include a high percentage of blank or invalidated ballots.
To date, no candidate has been able to capture more than 30% of voter
preference. According to Dinatale, "This means that the next head of state will
have such a small margin of support that he will take office in an already
weakened position. Unlike Duhalde, however, the new president will have popular
backing, even if it is slim. In the eyes of the world, that's still different than being
named by a legislative assembly."

Other observers take a darker view of the situation. Political commentator Mariano



Grandona concluded that Argentina, "after knocking on the door of the developed
nations, has returned to the depths of the Third World." The Miami Herald's Andrés
Oppenheimer also sees a difficult road ahead. "What has happened to this country
since December, when Argentina froze all bank deposits and told people they could
withdraw their money only partially, at a third of its previous value, is much more
than an economic crisis,” he wrote recently. "It's a collective breakdown of

people's trust in virtually all institutions that has led to a generalized state of
hopelessness."

The chances for a democratic remedy to Argentina's problems are complicated by
ongoing social protests and the growing impatience of citizens with their
government. The basis to any sustainable solution must be a willingness on the
part of both the country's leaders and its people to work together and accept
many sacrifices over what could be a prolonged period of time.



