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President Duarte Faces Campesino Protests Among an
Assassination Plot

by LADB Staff
Category/Department:  Paraguay
Published:  2004-02-06

Paraguayan President Nicanor Duarte Frutos is feeling pressure from indigenous and campesino
organizations after national police fired upon a truckload of people in an agricultural region of the
country. This comes as Duarte supposedly avoided assassination at the hands of mafia killers armed
with anti-aircraft missiles.

Resignations demanded after police kill workers
Various organizations said they would hold the government of President Duarte responsible for
the deaths of two workers shot by police at a Jan. 21 protest in the department of Caaguazu. The
shooting occurred in Ypekua in the Caaguazuan district of Repatriacion, about 170 km from the
capital Asuncion, where a truckload of some 30 campesinos were on their way to a protest against
the chemical fumigation of genetically modified soybean fields. Police fired on the vehicle when it
did not stop at a police checkpoint, killing two and wounding eight, two of them gravely.

Various organizations said they would hold the government of President
Duarte responsible for the deaths of two workers shot by police at a
Jan. 21 protest in the department of Caaguazu. The shooting occurred in
Ypekua in the Caaguazuan district of Repatriacion, about 170 km from the
capital Asuncion, where a truckload of some 30 campesinos were on their
way to a protest against the chemical fumigation of genetically modified
soybean fields. Police fired on the vehicle when it did not stop at a police
checkpoint, killing two and wounding eight, two of them gravely.

Campesinos and agricultural workers demanded the dismissal of Interior Minister Orlando Fiorotto
and police commandant Juan Umberto Nunez before they would come to the negotiating table with
the government. The Frente Nacional Campesina (FNC) and the Mesa Coordinadora Nacional de
Organizaciones Campesinas (MCNOC) mobilized protests in various sites around Paraguay after
the shooting.

Campesinos and agricultural workers demanded the dismissal of Interior
Minister Orlando Fiorotto and police commandant Juan Umberto Nunez
before they would come to the negotiating table with the government. The
Frente Nacional Campesina (FNC) and the Mesa Coordinadora Nacional de
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Organizaciones Campesinas (MCNOC) mobilized protests in various sites
around Paraguay after the shooting.

A week after the protests began, Duarte traveled to interior of the country to Ypekua to promise
victims' relatives that the "killers" of their children would be prosecuted and go to prison. "Death
cannot be undone, but the moment will come in our land when the law will fall on the police who
abuse their charges," said Duarte, speaking in Guarani to the family members. "Despite our [the
government's] efforts," he acknowledged that there are still "many police who continue serving the
powerful and firing their weapons against the people."

A week after the protests began, Duarte traveled to interior of the country
to Ypekua to promise victims' relatives that the "killers" of their children
would be prosecuted and go to prison. "Death cannot be undone, but the
moment will come in our land when the law will fall on the police who
abuse their charges," said Duarte, speaking in Guarani to the family
members. "Despite our [the government's] efforts," he acknowledged that
there are still "many police who continue serving the powerful and firing
their weapons against the people."

Interior Minister Fiorotto called the police reaction "negligent" and "disproportionate," and the
public prosecutor's office charged and jailed four lower-ranking police. Fiorotto and Nunez later
announced the arrest and indictment of two police chiefs who were at the head of the group of
uniformed officers that fired on the truck. Fiorotto said at a press conference that discontented
police groups were trying to undermine the credibility of the current administration.

Interior Minister Fiorotto called the police reaction "negligent" and
"disproportionate," and the public prosecutor's office charged and jailed
four lower-ranking police. Fiorotto and Nunez later announced the arrest
and indictment of two police chiefs who were at the head of the group
of uniformed officers that fired on the truck. Fiorotto said at a press
conference that discontented police groups were trying to undermine the
credibility of the current administration.

On Jan. 31, a tribunal of inquiry of the National Police of Paraguay announced the resignation of
37 members, the majority for dishonesty and corruption. Commissioner Santiago Velasco said the
group of dismissed police consisted of two assistant commissioners, five officers, 28 lower-ranking
members of the department, and two civilian functionaries. Velasco said the purge reflected the
intention of the National Police to cleanse the country's police ranks.
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On Jan. 31, a tribunal of inquiry of the National Police of Paraguay
announced the resignation of 37 members, the majority for dishonesty and
corruption. Commissioner Santiago Velasco said the group of dismissed
police consisted of two assistant commissioners, five officers, 28 lower-
ranking members of the department, and two civilian functionaries. Velasco
said the purge reflected the intention of the National Police to cleanse the
country's police ranks.

Agricultural dialogue stalled

Agricultural dialogue stalled
Minister of Agriculture and Cattle Antonio Ibanez has convened all organizations of the agricultural
sector at a table of dialogue to draw up plans for policy development in that area. Agricultural labor
groups have made fumigation an important issue recently, along with the direction of Paraguay's
agricultural industry. Campesino groups criticize Duarte's "agro-exportation" policy, which favors
soy-crop plantations over small-scale cotton growers soy is the country's principal export.

Minister of Agriculture and Cattle Antonio Ibanez has convened all
organizations of the agricultural sector at a table of dialogue to draw up
plans for policy development in that area. Agricultural labor groups have
made fumigation an important issue recently, along with the direction
of Paraguay's agricultural industry. Campesino groups criticize Duarte's
"agro-exportation" policy, which favors soy-crop plantations over small-
scale cotton growers soy is the country's principal export.

FNC secretary general Odilon Espinola says the exportation model concentrates lands and
technology in the hands of an "oligarchy of latifundistas." On taking office in August, Duarte
promised to back small agricultural producers, but he pointed out that he would not tolerate
invasions of private lands by the landless, or "sin tierras."

FNC secretary general Odilon Espinola says the exportation model
concentrates lands and technology in the hands of an "oligarchy of
latifundistas." On taking office in August, Duarte promised to back small
agricultural producers, but he pointed out that he would not tolerate
invasions of private lands by the landless, or "sin tierras."
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Ibanez emphasized that the government does not share the workers' commitment to impede
fumigation of large-scale soy crops with fumigants that are considered toxic and harmful to people.
"It's impossible to put the brakes on the development of mechanized agriculture in the country,"
Ibanez said. "We will not initiate conversations on the basis of impeding fumigations. It is a firm
posture of the president and the economic team."

Ibanez emphasized that the government does not share the workers'
commitment to impede fumigation of large-scale soy crops with fumigants
that are considered toxic and harmful to people. "It's impossible to put
the brakes on the development of mechanized agriculture in the country,"
Ibanez said. "We will not initiate conversations on the basis of impeding
fumigations. It is a firm posture of the president and the economic team."

Espinola countered, saying that the executive should give priority to a model of national
development where not only agriculture but also industrialization are considered, along with
the generation of jobs and the halting of the latifundio system. "Everyone assures us that soy
generates millions of dollars of currency," argued Espinola, "but the effects go unseen because
misery broadens, and poverty in this country has already advanced to extreme poverty." Campesino
leaders have criticized the set of issues that the Duarte government is willing to discuss with them
and have threatened not to attend dialogues.

Espinola countered, saying that the executive should give priority to
a model of national development where not only agriculture but also
industrialization are considered, along with the generation of jobs and the
halting of the latifundio system. "Everyone assures us that soy generates
millions of dollars of currency," argued Espinola, "but the effects go unseen
because misery broadens, and poverty in this country has already advanced
to extreme poverty." Campesino leaders have criticized the set of issues
that the Duarte government is willing to discuss with them and have
threatened not to attend dialogues.

A spokesperson said the government's proposed agenda does not include themes like economic
reactivation through productive-development plans for the agricultural sector, nor does it address
solutions for the thousands of workers who are "sin tierras." Responding to the shooting of Jan.
21, the MCNOC and the Coordinadora Agricola de Paraguay (CAP) announced they would not
dialogue until Fiorotto and Nunez presented their resignations.

A spokesperson said the government's proposed agenda does not include
themes like economic reactivation through productive-development
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plans for the agricultural sector, nor does it address solutions for the
thousands of workers who are "sin tierras." Responding to the shooting of
Jan. 21, the MCNOC and the Coordinadora Agricola de Paraguay (CAP)
announced they would not dialogue until Fiorotto and Nunez presented
their resignations.

Assassination returns to Paraguay?

Assassination returns to Paraguay?
President Duarte had to return from a vacation on the beaches of Brazil Jan. 25, when a report from
Brazilian intelligence stated that six assassins had been contracted to shoot down Duarte's plane
when it returned to Asuncion. His plane was rerouted to Ciudad del Este on the Brazilian border. No
arrests were reported.

President Duarte had to return from a vacation on the beaches of Brazil
Jan. 25, when a report from Brazilian intelligence stated that six assassins
had been contracted to shoot down Duarte's plane when it returned to
Asuncion. His plane was rerouted to Ciudad del Este on the Brazilian
border. No arrests were reported.

Brazilian intelligence reported that plotters had obtained anti-aircraft missiles to attack the
presidential plane. Duarte returned to the capital using ground transportation and traveling
under heavy security the next day. He refused to confirm or deny the reports of a plot, first carried
by leading newspapers ABC Color and Ultima Hora. He did, however, tell reporters that US
Ambassador John Keane in Asuncion had told him weeks ago that the US had increasing concerns
for his safety. The report of the plot meant the threat of assassination had returned to Paraguayan
politics.

Brazilian intelligence reported that plotters had obtained anti-aircraft
missiles to attack the presidential plane. Duarte returned to the capital
using ground transportation and traveling under heavy security the next
day. He refused to confirm or deny the reports of a plot, first carried by
leading newspapers ABC Color and Ultima Hora. He did, however, tell
reporters that US Ambassador John Keane in Asuncion had told him weeks
ago that the US had increasing concerns for his safety. The report of the
plot meant the threat of assassination had returned to Paraguayan politics.
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In 1999 Vice President Luis Maria Argana was murdered, leading to the resignation and exile of
President Raul Cubas Grau (1998-1999) and triggering a political crisis that left four dead and more
than a hundred wounded (see NotiSur, 1999-03-26). Angel Roberto Seifart, vice president under
Juan Carlos Wasmosy (1994-1998), was also the target of a failed assassination attempt in 1996. Some
opposition party members denied that the plot against Duarte's life was real, saying it was a scheme
to distract public attention from news like the campesino shootings and recent revelations that war
materials had been stolen, possibly by members of the armed forces.

In 1999 Vice President Luis Maria Argana was murdered, leading to the
resignation and exile of President Raul Cubas Grau (1998-1999) and
triggering a political crisis that left four dead and more than a hundred
wounded (see NotiSur, 1999-03-26). Angel Roberto Seifart, vice president
under Juan Carlos Wasmosy (1994-1998), was also the target of a failed
assassination attempt in 1996. Some opposition party members denied
that the plot against Duarte's life was real, saying it was a scheme to
distract public attention from news like the campesino shootings and
recent revelations that war materials had been stolen, possibly by members
of the armed forces.

The reported plot "is a possible farce," said former Paraguayan vice president Julio Cesar Franco,
current head of the leading opposition group, the social democrat Partido Liberal Radical Autentico
(PLRA). "Until there is a detailed report on the situation" from the government, we cannot know for
sure what happened." But political scientist Sergio Britos said the existence of a plan to assassinate
the president is plausible because, since Duarte took office in August, "there are people who are
losing power and money."

The reported plot "is a possible farce," said former Paraguayan vice
president Julio Cesar Franco, current head of the leading opposition group,
the social democrat Partido Liberal Radical Autentico (PLRA). "Until
there is a detailed report on the situation" from the government, we cannot
know for sure what happened." But political scientist Sergio Britos said the
existence of a plan to assassinate the president is plausible because, since
Duarte took office in August, "there are people who are losing power and
money."

Since his inauguration, the 47-year-old Duarte has enjoyed relatively strong popularity numbers,
particularly after firing his interior minister and close friend in October after revelations of a
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corruption scandal (see NotiSur, 2003-10-17) and agreeing with opposition lawmakers to impeach six
of nine Supreme Court judges (see NotiSur, 2003-11-07).

Since his inauguration, the 47-year-old Duarte has enjoyed relatively
strong popularity numbers, particularly after firing his interior minister
and close friend in October after revelations of a corruption scandal (see
NotiSur, 2003-10-17) and agreeing with opposition lawmakers to impeach
six of nine Supreme Court judges (see NotiSur, 2003-11-07).

Polls show him with an approval rating of 60% or more, which may reflect the public's faith in his
promises to stop corruption in Paraguay. Duarte tries to boost international reputation At January's
Special Summit of the Americas in Monterrey, Mexico, Duarte sought to establish an image of
"honesty and seriousness" for his government. Along with countries like Tajikistan, Angola, and
Nigeria, Paraguay exhibits the world's worst levels of corruption, according to German-based
Transparency International (TI), which gave Paraguay a rating of less than two on a scale of 10.

Polls show him with an approval rating of 60% or more, which may reflect
the public's faith in his promises to stop corruption in Paraguay. Duarte
tries to boost international reputation At January's Special Summit of the
Americas in Monterrey, Mexico, Duarte sought to establish an image of
"honesty and seriousness" for his government. Along with countries like
Tajikistan, Angola, and Nigeria, Paraguay exhibits the world's worst levels
of corruption, according to German-based Transparency International (TI),
which gave Paraguay a rating of less than two on a scale of 10.

In the latest Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) by TI, which classifies 133 nations, the country
comes in at 129th place, just above Haiti, Nigeria, and Bangladesh, and tied with Myanmar (see
NotiSur, 2003-10-17). One of the poorest countries in South America, Paraguay teeters on the brink
of an economic precipice, though it may be edging away from disaster. It showed a negative GDP
growth rate in 2002, and it is believed that the trade of illicit contraband and counterfeiting exceeds
legitimate economic activity.

In the latest Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) by TI, which classifies 133
nations, the country comes in at 129th place, just above Haiti, Nigeria, and
Bangladesh, and tied with Myanmar (see NotiSur, 2003-10-17). One of the
poorest countries in South America, Paraguay teeters on the brink of an
economic precipice, though it may be edging away from disaster. It showed
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a negative GDP growth rate in 2002, and it is believed that the trade of
illicit contraband and counterfeiting exceeds legitimate economic activity.

Tax evasion, according to one figure, stands at a dismal 70%, making government extremely difficult
to run. In 2003, official statistics registered a 2% GDP growth and the fiscal deficit was around
1% of GDP. International reserves came out to be above US$930 million and inflation was 9.3%.
Official estimates predict that 2004 will be a more auspicious year for Paraguay and Latin American
economies in general. The Banco Central of Paraguay said investors returned about US$200 million
to the country's banking system in 2003, showing renewed confidence in Paraguay's economic
condition.

Tax evasion, according to one figure, stands at a dismal 70%, making
government extremely difficult to run. In 2003, official statistics registered
a 2% GDP growth and the fiscal deficit was around 1% of GDP.
International reserves came out to be above US$930 million and inflation
was 9.3%. Official estimates predict that 2004 will be a more auspicious
year for Paraguay and Latin American economies in general. The Banco
Central of Paraguay said investors returned about US$200 million to
the country's banking system in 2003, showing renewed confidence in
Paraguay's economic condition.

In mid-2002, a banking crisis generated capital flight of about US$400 million. During the course of
2003, foreign moneys showed an increase of 18%, reaching US$138 million, and the total national
currency (guaranis) deposited by the public went up 24%, the equivalent of 413 billion guaranis or
US$68.8 million. Sources in the financial sector said total deposits into the banking system in 2003
reached the equivalent of US$350 million.

In mid-2002, a banking crisis generated capital flight of about US$400
million. During the course of 2003, foreign moneys showed an increase of
18%, reaching US$138 million, and the total national currency (guaranis)
deposited by the public went up 24%, the equivalent of 413 billion guaranis
or US$68.8 million. Sources in the financial sector said total deposits into
the banking system in 2003 reached the equivalent of US$350 million.

Though Duarte has announced plans to reform state institutions bloated with civil servants loyal
to the Asociacion Nacional Republicana (ANR, Partido Colorado), political scientist Victor Jacinto
Flecha says business mafias limit the president's power. The Partido Colorado, says Flecha, "is a
party that the mafia built. Nicanor won the election thanks to this group, which is why he does not
have the power in his hands."
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Though Duarte has announced plans to reform state institutions bloated
with civil servants loyal to the Asociacion Nacional Republicana (ANR,
Partido Colorado), political scientist Victor Jacinto Flecha says business
mafias limit the president's power. The Partido Colorado, says Flecha, "is
a party that the mafia built. Nicanor won the election thanks to this group,
which is why he does not have the power in his hands."

The Colorados have ruled Paraguay since 1947, much of that time under the dictatorship of Alfredo
Stroessner (1954-1989). The government plans to reduce its spending 16% in 2004, and investment
will drop 35% with respect to the budget of the previous year, say official sources.

The Colorados have ruled Paraguay since 1947, much of that time under the
dictatorship of Alfredo Stroessner (1954-1989). The government plans to
reduce its spending 16% in 2004, and investment will drop 35% with respect
to the budget of the previous year, say official sources.

Minister of Finance Dionisio Borda said the central administration of the state would spend an
estimated US$1.5 million, a nominal diminution of 9.2% in terms of 2003 spending. "If one accounts
for the inflation of this year, which, according to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), situated
itself between 6.5% and 8%, the real drop in public spending will be 16%," Borda explained. These
austere budget measures may encourage officials at the IMF, who Duarte met with shortly after
taking office, despite the criticism he made of international lending organizations during his
campaign (see NotiSur, 2003-08-29).

Minister of Finance Dionisio Borda said the central administration of the
state would spend an estimated US$1.5 million, a nominal diminution
of 9.2% in terms of 2003 spending. "If one accounts for the inflation of
this year, which, according to the International Monetary Fund (IMF),
situated itself between 6.5% and 8%, the real drop in public spending will
be 16%," Borda explained. These austere budget measures may encourage
officials at the IMF, who Duarte met with shortly after taking office,
despite the criticism he made of international lending organizations during
his campaign (see NotiSur, 2003-08-29).

In March he will try to get Senate approval for a tax-reorganization law, the passage of which is a
condition for the IMF to give Paraguay a loan of US$70 million.
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In March he will try to get Senate approval for a tax-reorganization law,
the passage of which is a condition for the IMF to give Paraguay a loan of
US$70 million.

-- End --
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