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 Mexican president Felipe Calderón addressed the joint session of the U.S. 
Congress on Mexico’s progress on national and bilateral issues. European 
Union parliamentarians focus on reducing femicide in Mexico during 
the summit of Latin America, Caribbean, and European heads of state. 
Violence continues in the Mexican state of Oaxaca with the death of indig-
enous rights activist Timoteo Alejandro Ramírez and his wife. American 
Temporary Protected Status is extended to Nicaraguan, Honduran, and 
Salvadoran migrants living in the United States. Civil unrest surround-
ing drug baron Christopher “Dudas” Coke in Jamaica has political and 
economic implications for narcotrafficking in the region. The indigenous 
community in Ecuador protests legislation that will regulate water use. 
Alan García sparks controversy with his statement that Peru has a sur-
plus of natural gas to provide for domestic needs and exports to Mexico. 
The government of Uruguay expands its One Laptop per Child program 
to students in private schools. Presidential candidates in Colombia ad-
dress major concerns ahead of the May 30 elections. 

noRtH ameRica

Mexico
In his May 20 speech to the joint session of Congress, Mexico’s presi-
dent Felipe Calderón struck a positive note, informing U.S. represen-
tatives and senators of his administration’s progress in addressing the 
triple challenge of development, security, and reform in his country. 
He made an expected, though diplomatic, criticism of the Arizona mi-
grant law, echoing President Obama’s concerns that such a law carries 
with it a risk when it contradicts core values and emphasizing his con-
cern that the law both “ignores a reality and introduces a terrible idea 
of racial profiling.” The main theme of his speech was partnership, and 
he closed his remarks by referring to Mexico as the “neighbor, partner, 
ally, and friend” of the United States. Common and complementary ap-
proaches to migration, the war on the drug cartels, the flow of weapons, 
and economic growth are needed, Calderón stressed, if the two countries 
are to solve the many problems they share. On migration and on reducing 
the flow of assault weapons from the United States to Mexico, President 
Calderón repeated a theme that outlined causes on both sides of the bor-
der, shared responsibilities, and a need for coordinated responses. But 



2  |  Hemisphere Highlights: Volume IX | Issue 5

1800 k street nw, washington dc 20006 | t. 202.775.3211 | f. 202.775.3199 | www.csis.org

he also explicitly stated that he has enormous respect 
for U.S. political and social traditions and for the U.S. 
constitution. Though unlikely to sway those on the 
right of the political spectrum, his sensitivity to U.S. 
sovereignty has set the right tone for future debates on 
these issues. A final theme 
that came out of Calderón’s 
speech was the issue of 
regional competitive-
ness, which he also men-
tioned the day before dur-
ing his speech to the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce. 
Calderón has a clear idea 
that the United States, 
Mexico, and Canada can 
only prosper in today’s 
world economy if they 
work together to increase 
the competitiveness of the 
North American region 
as a whole. This argument 
has not been heard enough 
in Washington in recent 
years. Mexican prosper-
ity means more U.S. ex-
ports bought by Mexicans; 
Mexican economic growth 
means higher returns for 
U.S. investors; lower-cost 
manufacturing in Mexico 
means jobs saved and cre-
ated in the United States, 
overturning the old ar-
gument that U.S. jobs are 
lost when Mexico grows. 
At the Chamber of Commerce, Calderón noted that 6 
million U.S. jobs are directly tied to the economic rela-
tionship with Mexico. This could mean that as many as 
24 million Americans depend upon the economic rela-
tionship with Mexico for at least part of their family in-
come. This is a message that needs to be broadcast more 
often in the United States. The well-being of Americans 
depends more than ever on the competitiveness of the 
North American region as a whole, and progress in 
the NAFTA partners is good for the American people. 
Duncan Wood

On May 6, the European Parliament voted on and 
approved an amendment to its Latin American stra-
tegic relations plan that will hold the Mexican state 
accountable for the murder of three women found in 
Ciudad Juárez in November 2001 as well as any fu-

ture femicide cases. The 
amendment, sponsored 
by the Green Party of the 
European Parliament, set 
a precedent concerning 
femicide in Mexico and 
the rest of Latin America. 
Building on a 2009 Inter-
American Court of 
Human Rights ruling, the 
European amendment 
calls on the Mexican gov-
ernment to investigate the 
three Ciudad Juárez cases 
and to enact preventative 
measures. Suggestions 
for such measures in-
clude the development 
of accessible programs 
dedicated to reintegrat-
ing women into society 
and steps to prevent fu-
ture violence. According 
to the Inter-American 
Court ruling, by failing 
to conduct investigations, 
Mexico has violated the 
American Convention 
on Human Rights as 
well as the 1994 Inter-
American Convention 

on the Prevention, Punishment, and Eradication of 
Violence against Women. Since 1993, violence against 
women has been declared by the court as a structural 
violation of human rights, for which the Mexican gov-
ernment is to be held accountable. With the approved 
amendment, the issue of femicide was worked into 
the agenda set by the Latin American and Caribbean 
and European Union summit of the heads of state that 
took place on May 17 and 18 in Madrid. In order to 
contextualize the history and current underpinnings 
of femicide, the Green Party had also sponsored a 

President Felipe Calderón of Mexico spoke to the joint session of 
U.S. Congress, May 20, 2010. Copyright by World Economic Forum/
Photo by Remy Steinegger, http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Felipe_Calderon_20090130.jpg. 
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conference on femicide in Latin 
America for members of parlia-
ment on May 12. The conference 
focused on how Latin America 
can learn from the European ex-
perience of preventing and erad-
icating violence against women 
and promoting women’s rights. 
Over the last two decades, much 
of the violence against women in 
Mexico stemmed from abusive 
husbands and boyfriends and 
gang-related hostility. But since 
2008, the narcotics war has been 
a growing factor in female-relat-
ed violence. Ciudad Juárez, stra-
tegically located at the center of 
narcotrafficking between Mexico 
and the United States, has be-
come the epicenter of Mexican 
femicide. Under the EU demo-
cratic clause, all trading partners 
must respect human rights. This 
has implications for Mexico in terms of its handling of 
femicide cases. International attention on the issue of 
femicide has resulted in greater pressure on Mexico to 
take measures to prevent further abuses against women. 
Seetha Ramanathan

In the state of Oaxaca in southern Mexico, the mur-
der of a local activist associated with a militant in-
digenous rights group is the latest in a series of vio-
lent incidents raising concerns about stability in the 
region. On May 20 gunmen killed Timoteo Alejandro 
Ramírez, an activist within the Movimiento Unificador 
de Lucha Triqui Independiente (MULTI), and his wife 
in their home outside the town of San Juan Copala. For 
several years, MULTI and two other indigenous rights 
organizations, Unidad de Bienestar Social para la 
Región Triqui (Ubisort) and Movimiento Unificador 
de Lucha Triqui (MULT), have demanded that pub-
lic officials more meaningfully address the concerns 
of indigenous communities, especially Triqui com-
munities, in Oaxaca. Themes related to land access, 
political influence, and religion have dominated dis-
putes within the Triqui area for several decades, but in 

recent years tensions among the three organizations 
regarding leadership within the Triqui zone have been 
particularly intense. According to some people liv-
ing in the Triqui area, tensions have been particularly 
high in San Juan Copala, where state officials in 2007 
recognized the town’s right to “municipal autonomy,” 
meaning that citizens can elect their public officials 
according to traditional Triqui “usos y costumbres” 
rather than in accordance with Mexican electoral law. 
The killings of Ramírez and his wife follow the late April 
murders of two human rights observers in San Juan 
Copala. The April 27 attack on a caravan organized by 
the Oaxacan NGO Asamblea Popular de los Pueblos 
de Oaxaca (APPO) led to the deaths of Oaxaca City–
based activist Beatriz Alberta Cariño and the interna-
tional observer and Finnish citizen Jyri Antero Jaakola. 
Since January there have been at least 36 homicides in 
the region. The escalating violence has focused greater 
media attention on problems in the area and sparked 
a congressional investigation into social and political 
conditions in San Juan Copala, where public services, 
including schools and medical clinics, have been sus-
pended since the beginning of 2010 because of ongo-
ing security concerns. Investigators are also analyzing 

The border city of Ciudad Juárez has been the site of an increasing number of femicide incidents 
in Mexico. Photo: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Puente_internacional_cdjuarez 
elpaso.jpg. 
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the significant presence of illegal arms in the region. 
The Mexican Constitution guarantees the right of citi-
zens to own arms, but weapons sales are highly regu-
lated, and according to Mexican law, all weapons must 
be registered with the Secretaría de Defensa Nacional 
(SEDENA). People living in the Triqui area report, 
however, that there are several armed groups within 
their communities and that the arms are procured il-
legally by migrants living in the United States. Activists 
estimate that at least 400 people have died in the Triqui 
zone conflict since the 1960s. Katherine E. Bliss

centRaL ameRica anD tHe 
caRiBBean

On May 6, the U.S. government announced that it 
will extend the temporary protected status (TPS) of 
Nicaraguan, Honduran, and Salvadoran migrants 
living in the United States. Via the TPS program, 
migrants are allowed temporary permits that allow 
them to live and work within the United States when 
there are armed conflicts or natural disasters in their 
home countries that endanger their safety or inhibit 
their governments from processing their return. The 
law, however, stipulates that foreign nationals who 
have been convicted of a crime are ineligible for TPS. 
The Obama administration has justified its recent 
decision by arguing that Nicaragua and Honduras 
continue to grapple with the effects of Hurricane 
Mitch, which devastated both countries in 1998. 
Consequently, these governments remain unable to 
adequately provide for their citizens who migrated to 
the United States following the disaster. According to 
the U.S. Department of Homeland Security, approxi-
mately 66,000 Hondurans and 3,000 Nicaraguans are 
eligible for the temporary legal status extension. TPS 
for Honduran and Nicaraguan nationals was set to 
expire on July 5, 2010, but the new expiration date is 
set for January 5, 2012. With respect to El Salvador, 
U.S. assistant secretary of state Arturo Valenzuela 
has announced that there will be an extension for 
Salvadoran citizens living in the United States under 
TPS, but Valenzuela did not specify the details of the 
extension. The United States granted roughly 200,000 

Salvadorans TPS in 2001 in the wake of a series of 
earthquakes that struck the country, and the U.S. gov-
ernment has extended their TPS several times since. El 
Salvador’s TPS is set to expire in September 2010. In ad-
dition to Honduras, Nicaragua, and El Salvador, Haiti 
is the only other country in the Western Hemisphere 
to be under TPS. Haiti received TPS on January 15 
following the earthquake that devastated the country 
on January 12. Haitian TPS is scheduled to expire in 
July 2011. Additionally, only Haitian nationals resid-
ing in the United States on or before January 12 are 
eligible for TPS. Aside from Latin America and the 
Caribbean, Somalia and Sudan are the other countries 
with current TPS. Sudan was granted TPS in 1997 
while Somalia has received protection since 1991. 
TPS for both Somalia and Sudan results from ongoing 
armed conflicts. The fact that four of the six countries 
under TPS are in the Latin American and Caribbean 
region underscores the challenges that the region faces 
in terms of infrastructure. Nevertheless, while these four 

The U.S. government has extended the Temporary Protected 
Status to migrants from Nicaragua, Honduras, and El Salvador. 
This image is from a collection commissioned by the United 
States Department of Transportation and designed by AIGA.
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Aiga_immigration.gif.
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countries face their own developmental obstacles, they 
do not endure the violent conflict that characterizes the 
TPS countries in Africa. Ford Tanner

The recent turmoil in Jamaica surrounding the ar-
rest and extradition of Christopher “Dudus” Coke 
shines light on the larger political and economic 
challenges in this Caribbean nation. Jamaican prime 
minister Bruce Golding agreed to arrest and extradite 
Coke, who is wanted in the United States for the al-
leged trafficking of marijuana, cocaine, and illegal 
firearms during the period from 1994 to 2007, spe-
cifically between Jamaica and New York. His indict-
ment was filed nine months ago in New York, at which 
point Golding personally opposed Coke’s extradition 
because of the U.S.’s use of what he considers illegal 
wiretapping to collect evidence against him. However, 
recently the prime minister reversed his decision due 
to public discontent and agreed to extradite Coke 
from his native Jamaica. This instantly sparked protest 
among Coke’s supporters, who include alleged gang 
members and other local residents of Tivoli Gardens, 
a “garrison” neighborhood of Kingston where Coke is 
known to reside and which he is said to control since 
his father, former gang leader Lester Lloyd Coke, died 
in a 1992 prison fire while facing identical extradi-
tion charges. The participation of non-gang members 
in Kingston protests reflects Coke’s reputation there 
as a benefactor of the poor who provided housing 
and built community centers. The attacks on three 
police stations in Kingston led to civil unrest in the 
capital and caused the government to declare a state 
of emergency. Attempts to calm the turmoil and ar-
rest Coke have thus far left more than 40 dead. This 
conflict draws attention to Jamaica’s larger drug and 
violence problems. Jamaica has long been identified as 
the largest Caribbean producer of marijuana import-
ed to the United States and as the largest Caribbean 
transit point of cocaine. In 2007, marijuana seized 
from Jamaica represented 65 percent of all marijua-
na seized from the Caribbean. Seizures of cocaine 
in Jamaica fell from 152.85 kilograms in 2005 to 109 
in 2006, though this is said to be due to increasingly 
surreptitious methods: 63 percent of all arrests made 
at U.S. airports for the possession of cocaine were of 
passengers on flights from Jamaica. This last statistic 

speaks to the level of economic desperation among 
poor Jamaicans who are willing to serve as traffick-
ers for pay, despite high risk and dire consequences. 
Additionally, there are clear links in Jamaica between 
the thriving narcotics industry and violence. Jamaica 
has one of the highest rates of intentional homicide in 
the world (59.2 homicides per 100,000) according to 
the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. With 
a population of only 2.8 million, there were more than 
1,600 homicides last year in Jamaica. A contributing 
factor is gun trafficking into Jamaica, of which Coke is 
accused and for which the United States is frequently 
identified as a source. Prime Minister Golding recent-
ly told Parliament that more than 600 guns from the 
United States are recovered each year in Jamaica and 
that this is exacerbating the country’s crime problems. 
Although persistent crime and violence ought to be the 
concern and target of the Jamaican government, there 
seems to be a conflict of interest in Jamaican politics. 
Political parties have historically had links to gangs that 
control many sectors of Kingston as a means to build 
support among urban populations who are more likely 
to choose candidates based on affiliation. The Shower 
Possy gang, which Coke allegedly leads, is said to have 
ties to the Jamaican Labour Party (JLP) of Prime 
Minister Golding. David A. De Micheli

anDean Region

Ecuador
Indigenous protests against legislation regulating 
water use in Ecuador highlighted the growing rift 
between important sectors of the indigenous com-
munity in that country and the government of Rafael 
Correa. During the week of May 3, the Confederation 
of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador (CONAIE) 
staged protest rallies outside the Legislative Assembly 
building in Quito against a new bill regulating water 
use that was under discussion. On May 6, more than 
1,000 indigenous protesters pressed up against riot 
police, who used tear gas to disperse the crowd. The 
draft legislation calls for the establishment of a nation-
al water authority under the direction of a minister of 
water that will regulate all aspects of water use in the 
country. CONAIE strongly opposes the legislation, 
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claiming that it will open the door to the privatization 
of water utilities and that the government intends to 
use it to favor mining and industrial water use over 
human consumption and irrigation. A further bone of 
contention for CONAIE is control over decisionmak-
ing within the water authority, with CONAIE favoring 
“plurinational” control that expands the role of indig-
enous representatives. Correa, for his part, responded 
to his critics by claiming that the new plan puts the 
state in charge of water use and that no group of citi-
zens has any special claim to water or control over it. 
Responding to the protests, Correa nonetheless post-
poned a vote on the water bill to allow for further 
consideration of it. The water issue is one of several 
bones of contention between the Correa administration 
and sectors of the indigenous community. Draft min-
ing legislation will prove to be an equally difficult is-
sue. Underlying both water and mining is the concept 
of control over the decisionmaking process regarding the 
use of key national resources, with Correa advocating 
control by a strong centralized state whose objective is 
develop the economy for general benefit. The issue of 
consulta previa on the use of natural resources (espe-
cially minerals, petroleum, and water) is another widely 
discussed topic—with the government asserting that it 
has the last word and CONAIE arguing that affected in-
digenous peoples have the right to veto projects in areas 
where they reside. The protests by CONAIE highlight a 
growing rift between itself and the government, with the 
latter clearly in the driver’s seat in terms of consolidated 
political power. CONAIE and its political party affiliate 
Pachakutik are facing a difficult rear-guard action to 
avoid further loss of influence to Correa’s model of a na-
tionalist/leftist/developmentalist state. Peter DeShazo

Peru
On May 12, Peruvian president Alan García incited 
controversy by claiming that his country has suffi-
cient natural gas reserves to supply both domestic 
consumption and previously negotiated export lev-
els to Mexico. García claims that Peru possesses 15 
trillion cubic feet of recoverable natural gas reserves 
and that the government plans to export 4 trillion cu-
bic feet of this amount to Mexico over the course of 
the next 18 years. Exports to Mexico are set to com-
mence in June. However, energy experts are skeptical 

of García’s assertions. At the end of 2009, Pluspetrol, 
an Argentine oil and gas company, published a report 
indicating that demand for natural gas exceeded sup-
ply among various private industries in Peru. Experts 
argue that García’s estimates of Peru’s natural gas sup-
ply are too high because he bases his estimates on 
recoverable rather than proven reserves. Natural gas 
contracts, however, are based on proven reserves, not 
on recoverable reserves. Proven reserves in Camisea, 
the nation’s most significant natural gas field, were es-
timated at 8.8 trillion cubic feet in 2009. According to 
these calculations formulated by independent energy 
consulting firm Gaffney, Cline & Associates, roughly 
half, or 4.2 trillion cubic feet, of the natural gas in 
Camisea will be exported to Mexico, leaving 4 trillion 
cubic feet for domestic usage. Further confounding 
García’s projections are estimates that domestic con-
sumption in Peru will rise to 6.6 trillion cubic feet 
over the next 18 years. Former energy minister Carlos 
Herrera Descalzi has echoed this forecast, claiming 
that the needs of the local Peruvian market are in 
jeopardy under the present agreement with Mexico. 
Likewise concerned that García’s export pledge will 
jeopardize sufficient energy supplies for their citizens, 
regional presidents in the southern part of the coun-
try, where Camisea is located, have threatened to mo-
bilize private citizens, union leaders, and civil soci-
ety organizations to impede exports to Mexico if the 
government fails to prove that an adequate amount 
of natural gas exists for domestic needs. Regional 
leaders’ opposition to the export agreement is sub-
stantiated by the fact that domestic demand in Peru 
has risen sharply since the previous administration 
signed the bilateral pact. Consequently, these politi-
cians are demanding that the government renegotiate 
the contract to ensure that local needs are prioritized. 
Despite these criticisms, García has denied any ener-
gy shortfalls for private industry and has asserted that 
should Peru experience an energy crisis, the country’s 
General Hydrocarbons Law allows reserves marked 
for exports to be used for domestic consumption. In 
an effort to calm the anxieties of regional politicians, 
the Ministry of Energy and Mines has presented a pro-
posal to the Council of Ministers that could allow for 
modifications within the established agreements be-
tween the Camisea development consortium and the 
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Peruvian government. As the outcome of such a pro-
posal is pending and its details have not been disclosed, 
it is unclear whether this move will have any effect on 
public opinion. Ford Tanner

soutH ameRica

Uruguay
In Uruguay, the recent 
expansion of the One 
Laptop per Child (OLPC) 
program beyond the pub-
lic schools has made low-
cost laptops available for 
purchase by private school 
students. Since 2007, the 
Uruguayan government 
has distributed more than 
370,000 of OLPC’s low-cost 
Linux-based XO laptops to 
public school students and 
teachers and 6,000 lap-
tops to public secondary 
and private schools under 
Plan CEIBAL (Educational 
Connectivity of Basic 
Information for Online 
Learning). In late May, 
Plan CEIBAL announced 
that private school attend-
ees could receive the XO 
laptop for a fee of US$125, 
the same charge applied to 
public school students who 
lose or damage their device. 
In 2007, the government 
targeted poorly connected, 
low-income areas for initial deployment, supplying 
the southern department of Florida, then expand-
ing to the rest of the country, except for the capital, 
Montevideo, in 2008. In October 2009, then presi-
dent Tabaré Vasquez distributed the last public pri-
mary school laptop in Montevideo, signifying that 96 
percent of primary school–aged children in Uruguay 
had received a device. Plan CEIBAL will continue 

programs to develop Internet-based learning oppor-
tunities, working now on plans to expand Wi-Fi ac-
cess in public places beyond the 40 current locations 
in hopes that students will have to walk fewer than 

300 meters to wireless-
ly access the Internet. 
The One Laptop per 
Child Association, Inc., 
is a nonprofit based 
in Cambridge, Massa- 
chusetts and chaired 
by MIT’s Nicholas 
Negroponte, the broth-
er of former deputy 
secretary of state John 
Negroponte. Since 2005, 
the UNDP-supported 
organization has sup-
plied more than 1 mil-
lion laptops to 13 coun-
tries, including the 
United States, Peru, 
Mexico, Colombia, 
Ghana, Sierra Leone, 
Ethiopia, Afghanistan, 
Cambodia, and Mon- 
golia. Pilot projects 
currently exist in an-
other 20 countries, 
six of which are in 
the Americas (Brazil, 
Canada, Nicaragua, 
Paraguay, Suriname, 
Virgin Islands). A pro-
gram evaluation carried 
out by Uruguay’s Initial 
and Primary Education 
Administration in July 

2009, near the end of the first distribution, found that 
teachers incorporated the laptops into 13 percent of 
activities. Though the report identified this use as “low,” 
it is unclear how the Uruguayan program has affected 
at-home Internet-based learning or how the program 
compares to similar distribution plans in other countries. 
Nevertheless, Plan CEIBAL and its regional counter-
parts may prove to be key for integrating and educating 

Brazilian President Lula da Silva holds the XO Laptop (http://
upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/57/Lula_and_100_
dollars_laptop.jpg). Photo: Ricardo Stuckert/PR; photo produced 
by Agência Brasil, a public Brazilian news agency.
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traditionally excluded segments of the population into 
the global economy. Taylor Jardno

COLOMBIA
By a surprisingly large margin, Juan Manual Santos 
led first-round voting in Colombia’s May 30 presi-
dential election.  Santos, a former minister of de-
fense, won 46.6 percent of the vote while Antanas 
Mockus, a former mayor of Bogota, received 21.5 per-
cent, considerably less than half the share of Santos. 
The two will now face off June 20 in a second round 
to determine who will be sworn in as Colombia’s next 
president on August 7. In an election contested by six 
strong candidates, no one was expected to gain more 
than half the vote and avoid the run-off, but Santos 
came close. Respected polling organizations were em-
barrassed when their prediction—that the two leading 
candidates would tie with about a third of the vote— 
proved so grievously wrong. Now, Santos’ strong lead, 
his near-majority, and Mockus’ anemic showing are 
raising questions about the reliability of public opin-
ion surveys in Colombia. Mockus caught the atten-
tion of the young and the hip with personalized so-
cial media pushing snappy slogans. He claimed he 
would do everything the popular outgoing president 
Alvaro Uribe had done for security and the economy 
but more openly and honestly. Santos, emphasizing 
his ties to Uribe, also used the Internet and Twitter 
to contact voters, but relied more on a traditional lo-
cally based get-out-the-vote campaign. He led in every 
department (i.e., state in U.S. terms) except one and 
did particularly well in eastern districts threatened by 
guerrillas and in those bordering Venezuela, whose 
leader Hugo Chavez regularly uses threatening lan-
guage to condemn Colombia in general and Santos 
in particular. Analysts are puzzled by two curiosities. 
Along the Caribbean coast known for traditional “cli-
ent-based” politics and the heavy influence of right-wing 
paramilitary bands, the candidate of the left, Senator 
Gustavo Petro, rather than Mockus ran a strong sec-
ond to Santos.  It is also strange that Mockus, the for-
mer mayor of Bogota, and his vice presidential running 
mate Sergio Fajardo, a former mayor of Medellin, did 
not do particularly well in either of their home cities, 
the two largest in the country.  Post-election, there is an 

assumption that Juan Manual Santos will win on June 
20 and govern with ease after August with the backing 
of strong majority of Uribe loyalists he helped elect to 
congress in March. Despite Uribe’s many successes af-
ter eight years in office, the country faces fundamental 
problems. It is not clear whether Santos, as essentially 
a “continuity” figure, will be able to give the country a 
fresh start. Mockus has conceded in interviews that a 
second-round lose is “probable” but a win is “possible.” 
Phillip McLean  

Only in the last days before May 30 did the presi-
dential candidates really begin to address the coun-
try’s deeply rooted problems. The campaign did not 
get under way in fact until the Constitutional Court 
ruled in late February that Alvaro Uribe could not 
run for a third term and the legislative elections were 
held in mid-March. That left candidates just over two 
months to make their case to a national audience.  For 
most of that time, including during the first televised 
debates, the candidates spoke in generalities, hoping, 
it seemed, to avoid errors while distinguishing them-
selves from their competitors by referring to personal 
traits and past records. All wanted the public to know 
that they would continue to pursue something close 
to Uribe’s “democratic security” policies. In marked 
contrast to the pre-Uribe era, none voiced support for 
negotiations as the key to ending the country’s 40-year 
conflict with guerrillas. When Gustavo Petro, a guer-
rilla supporter in his youth, suggested rural reform 
might win the peace, Santos accused him of offering 
the guerrillas incentives to continue fighting. Petro 
thereafter was more cautious and made clear, as did all 
the candidates, that he would not give in to the guer-
rillas’ demand for a military-free zone. No candidate 
called for “legalization of drugs”—seen a decade ago 
as a quick way to end the country’s endemic criminal-
ity. All candidates supported continued destruction 
of coca though, with varying degrees of emphasis on 
manual over aerial eradication. Finally, as the campaign 
drew to a close, the candidates began offering specific 
fixes for the nation’s ills. While the economy improved 
greatly during Uribe’s two terms in office, growth is now 
stagnant; at 4.5 percent of the GDP, the fiscal deficit ap-
pears out of control, and, unlike the trend elsewhere in 
Latin America, poverty levels remain embarrassingly 
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high. Santos, who has served in two governments before 
Uribe as minister of commerce and of finance, empha-
sized expanding trade and holding down taxes. Mockus 
emphasized the need for scientific and technical educa-
tion. Bravely, he was the only candidate to promise to 
raise taxes.  Ideas abounded for dealing with the cur-
rent unemployment rate of 14 percent, including greater 
investment in housing and national infrastructure and 
special incentives for hiring young people. There was 
recognition that the steady stream of displaced families 
from the countryside weighs heavily on the economy, 
though neither Santos nor Mockus gave the issue much 
attention. The others insisted that reforms of the 2006 
Justice and Peace Law are necessary since few have re-
ceived compensation for lands taken by paramilitaries 
and drug kingpins. Petro claimed that the mafias have 
stolen the equivalent of 10 percent of the nation’s wealth 
and advocated a special commission to redistribute the 
best lands quickly. No candidate offered a comprehen-
sive proposal for judicial reform, even though the courts 
are at the center of scandals and much public debate. 
Santos did suggest moving the judicial system closer 
to the executive, as in Germany, versus the present ar-
rangement, which is close to Italy’s. Rafael Pardo and 
Petro made glancing references to the murder of inno-
cence civilians by uniformed military (the so-called fal-
sos positivos), trying to lay responsibility on Santos, the 
former defense minister. Sharpening his message at the 
end, Mockus evolved a punchy anti-corruption, anti-
violence message that will no doubt be his main theme 
going into the second round against Santos. His call is 
for nothing less than a change in Colombian culture—
but suggested no new institutions to make that happen.  
Phillip McLean


