Ecuador’'s Presidential Turning Point

It's still too soon after Ecuador's November presidential elections to know whether
the victory of Colonel Lucio Gutiérrez will mean a strengthening of democracy in
that country. Already, however, the political system is showing signs of change.

An editorial in Colombia's El Tiempo compared the "Lucio phenomenon™ to other
recent political experiments in Latin America-for example, in Peru and Venezuela-
where "traditional parties were defeated by an individual without a party who
awakened popular enthusiasm in a time of crisis.” Still, as the paper noted, "it is
too early to know if this case will have a similar evolution and aftermath.”

Some observers argue that while events in Ecuador share certain traits in common
with the rise to power of Hugo Chavez in Venezuela, where the main political
parties self-destructed under the weight of their own corruption, Gutiérrez's
election bears more resemblance to the recent triumph of Brazil's Luis Inécio
"Lula" da Silva. But while this may be true, all three-Gutiérrez, Chavez and Lula-
owe their election to the same basic factors: popular discontent and frustration
with corruption, the crisis of traditional parties and a legacy of bad government.

Gutiérrez himself has tried to distance himself from Chavez, insisting that he has
no intention "to create a populist axis, an evil axis or anything like that." Instead,
he used his first declarations as president elect to pledge "to work against
corruption and promote Andean and Latin American integration.”

Gutiérrez's victory-he won 55% of the vote-has helped rally Ecuador's lower
classes, and the country's indigenous population is claiming part of the credit for
his election. The problem will be whether the president elect's more populist
projects-shrinking Congress, creating independent electoral and judicial
authorities, promises to combat corruption, free health insurance and laws
requiring public servants to declare the value of their estates-can survive a
legislature dominated by traditional parties and the country's financial crisis.

Most analysts agree that to be successful, the government will have to tackle four
fronts simultaneously: paying Ecuador's immense social debt; restoring confidence
among investors and businessmen; gaining the support of Congress; and
obtaining assistance from the International Monetary Fund.

As columnist Abdon Espinosa Valderrama writes, it is up to the new president to
"work for the restructuring and democratic stabilization of his country, without
veering off into dangerous adventures or renouncing social policies in tune with
the overwhelming needs and desires of his countrymen.”



