Surprising First Round in Ecuadorian Elections

The first round of voting in Ecuador's presidential elections produced results quite
different from those projected in the polls, which showed banana impresario
Alvaro Noboa in the lead, followed by former President Rodrigo Borja. But when
the ballots were counted, Lucio Gutiérrez, an ex-colonel on the center-left who
helped oust former President Jamil Mahuad in January 2000, came in first with
20.2% of the vote. Noboa was second, with 17.4%, in the voting on October 20.

Political observers seized on the results in Ecuador as further proof of the failure of
traditional parties in Latin America. Others attributed the outcome to the
fragmented state of Ecuadorian politics and the weakness of the other candidates,
while acknowledging the appeal of the apolitical and novel approach of the
winners.

"The three leading candidates are political outsiders,”™ pointed out political analyst
Benjamin Ortiz in an interview with El Tiempo. "Noboa is a personal success story,
Gutiérrez represents the fight against corruption, and Leén Roldas-a socialist who
came in third-is known for his success as a university administrator. None
presents himself as a politician.”

Political scientist Adrian Bonilla interpreted the results as a rebuke to the
traditional political class. Similarly, writing in EI Comercio, Edmundo Ribadeneira
described those who voted for Gutiérrez as "vehemently rejecting the traditional
politics that have destabilized the country.”

Ortiz blames the media in part for this attitude, arguing that they demonized
politicians by emphasizing stories-not always well founded-of fraud and corruption.
According to him, "this has made voters feel a revulsion toward everything that
represents structured politics.”

For journalist César Montufar, the vote reflected "a will for change, but also a
desire for punishment and flight; protest and evasion, irreverence and escapism
with regard to what Ecuador lived through in the era of Mahuad. That's why the
winners were the man who lost to Jamil in the 1998 elections and the one who
deposed him in 2000."

Some people believe that Gutiérrez's strong showing owed mostly to the support
of Pachakutik, the political arm of the powerful Confederation of Indigenous
Nationalities of Ecuador (CONAIE). Also important was the backing of peasants,
social organizations and leftist groups, such as the Marxist Popular Democratic
Movement (MPD).

A troubling aspect of the first-round results is the candidates’ failure to define their
plans for governing, as well as the populist tendencies they represent. El



Comercio's Manuel Teran has commented on this issue, stating that in the case of
Gutiérrez, the problem is "a candidate whose résumé consists of a coup
d'etat....For a people with a weak culture of democracy,” he continues, "this act
makes its protagonist a type of hero."

For now, the newsmagazine Semana argues, the two candidates, whatever their
differences, are offering similar messages: They aren't politicians, they say, but
decided to seek the presidency with the sole purpose of "ending the corruption
that has corroded the nation.™

As a result, the two candidates going into the second round on November 24 are
more or less unknown quantities. The strongest message from the initial voting is
that "the other Ecuador,” the one not reflected in the news or in the polls,
succeeded in determining the tone of the elections and shifting the course of the
country's politics.



