Upswing in Violence One Year After Election of Neo-Liberal President

By Max Gimbel, Guatemala Human Rights Commission

While on many fronts Guatemala is modernizing to fit into globalized 2005, aspects of its human rights and economic justice situation are more in line with the repressive politics that stained the country during its thirty-six-year internal armed conflict.

Most analysts believed that the worst in Guatemala was over when in January 2004 the keys to the presidential palace were passed from Alfonso Portillo and the power behind him, Congressional President José Efraín Montt, to the neo-liberal businessman and sugar magnet, Óscar Berger.  Those analysts have proven to be quite wrong.

Most non-governmental organizations, human rights groups, and international donor countries wanted to give the new president the benefit of the doubt for the first year of his term.  Fourteen months into his term, there is no longer any doubt.  To the lament of the solidarity community, human rights have deteriorated, poverty has escalated, and citizen security exists in only the most rural areas.  A recent poll by Guatemala’s most widespread daily, Prensa Libre, found that 65.2 percent of Guatemalans have stopped walking down the street at night out of fear and 85.1 percent believe that it when their children go out, they cannot be sure that they are going to return home safely.

How has this happened?  How did Guatemala change power from Ríos Montt, Guatemala’s bloodiest dictator who was the de facto president during the most repressive eighteen months of the thirty-six year civil war (1960-96) to Óscar Berger, a sugar plantation owner, yield a downward spiral of civil liberties?  

First, to lay the foundation, Guatemala slowly pendulums between the rule of the military and the economic elite.  Guatemala was an economically impoverished land for the better part of 300 years of colonial rule.  This all changed when the shaded volcanic soils of the altiplano started producing internationally desired coffees in the mid-1800’s.  By the late 1800’s “liberal” president Justo Rufino Barrios recognized that there was enough of an economic elite from the import of coffee that it warranted creating a professionalized military to protect all that wealth.  This was the birth of an internally repressive army designed to protect private property.  

Even though civilians have held the presidency since 1985, the military, with link to organized crime, ostensibly controlled the executive branch since 1954 that is until months ago when Berger and his cabinet of businessmen took over.  The effects of this swing in the pendulum, and the priority re-placed on protecting private property, cannot be underestimated.

The major effect of this pendulum swing has manifested as widespread violence.  And this violence stems from two sources.  One, while the Berger administration are business-oriented, they have their own class interests in mind.  As a result, the poverty gap has grown, and inflation has nearly doubled in recent years, rising from 5.85 percent in 2003 to 9.23 percent in 2004.  Accord to the US Department of State, in 2004 combined unemployment and underemployment reached an estimated 18 percent, and 70 percent of the population was employed in the informal sector.  This combination of unemployment and increase in inflation and thus real costs, has spurn a wave a petty crime, generally acknowledge to be led by rising gang activity.  According to Berger, the two main gangs, Mara Salvatrucha and Mara 18 are responsible for 80 percent of the crime in Guatemala.

Secondly, in June 2004 Berger reduced the size of the military from an authorized strength of 27,214 to 15,500 personnel, eliminated seven major military commands and units, and reduced the military budget to 0.33 percent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), far below the ceiling required by the 1996 Peace Accords.  He has also made head on attacks against former members of the Portillo administration, mostly on corruption charges.  It is plausible to believe that the military powers and organized crime (which thrives under military rule) are sowing seeds of terror across the country, in the form of attacks on human rights defenders, by manipulating gang members, and by brutally murdering women leaving them in public places, among other tactics.

In the past two elections, the presidential runner-up has continued on to win the presidency the following election.
  So it is possible that the military is hoping to destabilize the country enough so that voters will restore power to them in the 2007 elections that will most likely see the candidacy of former general, and known human rights violator, Otto Perez Molina.

While this is the root of the violence lay in increased poverty and the destabilizing effects of military elite and organized crime, it is important to see how the combination of violence and the protection of private property plays out.

Take for example the issue of land in Guatemala.  Historically, Guatemala has the worst land distribution in Latin America.  As a result, many campesinos communities have occupied plantations where there were land or labor conflicts; where plantation owners owed them back-wages that they could not afford to pay due to the 2001 coffee crisis when global coffee prices dropped from $3.50 a pound to $.50 nearly overnight.  

Under the entire four years of the Portillo administration, there were exactly five violent land evictions.  Under just the first year of the Berger administration there have been over forty, and one that resulted in the death of eight campesinos and four police officers.  In the latter case, on the Nueva Linda plantation in Champerico, twelve individuals died because a Spanish landowner didn’t want campesinos cultivating crops on land that he wasn’t even using.

In the wake of Nueva Linda, in which four police officers were killed, whether it be by “friendly fire” or not, the Guatemalan press published an articled that stated that “in sixty-eight out of 102 occupied plantations, the campesinos are armed.”  The significance of this is that landless campesinos who were once viewed with compassion, are now unjustly portrayed by the media as armed insurgents.

In relation to the land situation, is the purchase of indigenous lands in order to extract gold and nickel.  Referring to the original Spanish invasion in 1523 by Pedro de Alvarado, one Mayan campesino stated, “This is a story we know well.”

On January 11, at least one person was killed and twelve other campesinos and police officers were injured when protesters fired handguns, threw stones, and erected barriers of burning tires to block a truck carrying equipment headed to a gold mine in northern Guatemala.

More than 1,500 police officers and soldiers, many wearing riot gear and flanked by an armored vehicle fitted with a massive metal scoop to clear the highway, were escorting the truck after residents of the provincial capital of Sololá vowed to refuse to let it pass through their city.

The mining project, run by Canadian company Glamis Gold, is partially being funded by a $45 million loan from the World Bank, despite numerous petitions from Guatemalan and international organizations and an environmental impact assessment (EIA) that doesn’t muster.  Colorado-based consultant and hydro geologist Robert Moran reviewed the project’s EIA and found that it “fails to discuss many of the most fundamental issues that concern the public.” These include surface-groundwater relationships and potential for contamination from acid rock drainage, he wrote.  “The EIA wouldn’t be acceptable in a developed country,” Moran said in a telephone interview.

Glamis expects to process more than 200,000 ounces of gold and about 3.3 million ounces of silver annually over ten years.
After the protest, members of the resistance in Sololá were rounded up and arrested, showing that the State is not above criminalizing community organizing when it comes to protecting private property.  Speaking to reporters in Guatemala City before the Sololá protest turned deadly, President Óscar Berger said his government “had to establish the rule of law.  We have to protect the investors.”  

In order to bring more investors into the country, Guatemala has passed and ratified the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA).   The Guatemalan government has responded to massive anti-CAFTA protests with violence and repression.  Many have been injured, tear gassed, and arrested, and rumors are circulating that arrest warrants have been issued against protest organizers.

 

On March 8 the government of Guatemala began the process of ratifying CAFTA.  Having managed to delay a vote the previous week through large protests, Guatemalan popular organizations took to the streets again to prevent the Congress from voting against the interests of the people.  This time, the police responded with brutal force, and the repression. Over 25,000 signatures were presented to the Congress saying No to CAFTA.

 

Despite the mobilizations and repression, the Guatemalan Congress ratified CAFTA on March 10.  On March 14, a national strike took place to demand a veto of CAFTA. The protestors were violently attacked with tear gas and rubber bullets. Protests have continued throughout March and on the 15th one person was killed and ten wounded by joint police/military in Colotenango, Huehuetenango.
0n January 21st, twenty-two year-old Pedro Mariano Tambriz Itzep and two teenaged friends mischievously sneaked into a plantation to snatch a few pieces of fruit.  His two friends escaped, but Tambriz Itzep was abducted by the El Corozo plantation’s private security guards.  On January 24th, hundreds of campesinos demanded Tambriz Itzep’s return.  They were met with gunfire and on that day five campesinos and one private security guard died.  Tambriz Itzep’s bullet ridden body was later found in a nearby province. 

In summation, seven individuals dying to protect, in essence, a few pieces of fruit is a clear snapshot of what Guatemala looks like today…and what it looked like twenty-five years ago as well.
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