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The Chavez Presidency-Background 
In early 1992, Colonel Hugo Chavez organized a group of radical mid-level and junior officers. They staged two unsuccessful military coup attempts in 1992 and proclaimed as their purpose helping the poor and ending government corruption. Chavez and his fellow conspirators, who included elements of Marxist-Leninist and other communist groups were captured, tried and imprisoned. 

After receiving amnesty in 1995, Colonel Chavez joined the Forum of Sao Paulo, a pro-Castro network including virtually all the communist political parties and terrorist/guerilla organizations of Latin America and headed by Lula da Silva. 

Chavez then began to focus his efforts on wining the presidency of Venezuela in the elections scheduled for December 1998. Chavez organized the Bolivarian Revolutionary Movement (MBR) and proclaimed an ideology of solidarity with the poor, opposition to the established political parties as “corrupt”, and broad support for themes expressed by Castro such as of opposition to “neoliberalism”- meaning the democratic market oriented approach that many Latin American governments had embraced. 

Reliable reports indicate that Chavez also reestablished his close relations with the Marxist-Leninist groups within Venezuela and that after leaving prison, he lived for some months with and began cooperative relations with the communist guerillas of Colombia (the FARC and the ELN). 

Since becoming president on February 2, 1999, Chavez has moved Venezuela through four principal phases. First, the use of illegal and pseudo-legal means to invalidate the existing constitution (in force since 1961) and have a new constitution written by his supporters (1999). 

Second, under the new constitution, making himself eligible to be president for two six year terms and obtaining a unicameral legislature that would give him predominant federal powers. 

Third, beginning his “social revolution” by using presidential decrees in the fall of 2001 to begin confiscating private property. 

The fourth phase began in January 2002 when Chavez established the Political Command of the Revolution under his direct control which would supervise the “Bolivarian Circles”. This armed militia of Chavez supporters who would intimidate, preempt and if necessary seek to defeat the pro-democratic political/civic opposition and the Venezuelan armed forces. This was intended to assure his indefinite continuation in power. 

From the first weeks of his presidency, Chavez has acted systematically to establish a radical dictatorship under the guise of constitutional reform. First, he appointed many of his fellow coup plotters to positions in the armed forces, the political-intelligence service (DISIP now heavily staffed by Cuban operatives), the internal revenue service, the ministry of the interior and other sensitive ministries. 

Second, Chavez created an atmosphere of political intimidation, in which political, civic, and media leaders were called upon to support his changes or risk being charged with corruption, having mobs storm their offices and homes, or finding themselves or family members kidnapped by “Colombian guerrillas” or other unknown persons. 

Third, in direct violation of the constitution, Chavez established regional military committees needed by his supporters as a form of parallel government in most of Venezuela's states. Contrary to the existing constitution and law, Chavez required that the elected governors and mayors subordinate themselves to these military committees. 

Senator Timiteo Zambrano, a member of the national Congress, protested Chavez’s unconstitutional interference with the normal functioning of the Congress and in April 1999 issued a written request that the Organization of American States investigate the situation. His pleas were ignored by the Clinton Administration, but President Eduardo Frei Jr. of Chile, spoke out against those antidemocratic and unconstitutional actions . 

In April 1999 Chavez called a referendum to decide whether a Constituent Assembly should be convened to write a new constitution for Venezuela. The major democratic parties did not feel there was any need for a new constitution, but demoralized and intimidated, they made virtually no effort to contest the issue. The lack of citizen support for a new constitution was seen in the fact that only 39% of Venezuelans voted. However, the referendum passed though there are questions about the vote count. 

In July 1999, elections were held to choose the delegates for the Constituent Assembly. Chavez supporters were confident, active and intimidating while those representing the pro-democratic parties were fearful and only beginning to return to political activity. 

As a result of some degree of competition, voter turnout increased to 54 percent, and the groups opposing Chavez received 38 percent of the votes compared to the 42 percent for the pro-Chavez slates of candidates. Nevertheless, by some process of political alchemy and fraud the pro-Chavez 42 percent of the votes was translated into their receiving 93 percent of the seats in the Constituent Assembly while the opposition parties received only 7 percent of the seats. 

In August 1999, the Constituent Assembly assembled and immediately took actions to neutralize and usurp the authority of the existing judiciary and of Venezuela's elected Congress. On August 19, 1999, the Venezuelan Supreme Court, having been subjected to hidden and open coercion, by Chavez supporters, reversed an earlier decision and ruled that the Constituent Assembly could declare a "judicial emergency" and establish its own group to "review and evaluate" all existing judges. The head of the Supreme Court resigned in protest at this patently unconstitutional and coerced decision. 

On August 25, 1999 the Constituent Assembly, in violation of the existing constitution, declared a "legislative emergency" and forbade the elected national Congress from meeting. From that time on, the elected national Congress was sidelined; this marked the Chavez regime in fundamental violation of the Venezuelan constitution and as antidemocratic. 

The new constitution written by Chavez supporters was submitted to a referendum in December 1999 and voter turnout was 45 percent. The pro-democratic political groups were beginning to resume their activities but remained demoralized both by the success of Chavez in violating the constitution and by the lack of democratic international solidarity on this issue. 

Neither the OAS nor the Clinton administration had taken any actions to counter the de facto abolition of the elected national congress by Chavez. The new constitution was approved by 72 percent of those voting, who in turn accounted for about 30% of the electorate. 

Chronology of the Recall Referendum and Chavez Counter-actions 
An important element of the Chavez constitution is that the citizens of Venezuela had the right to petition for a recall of the president. After other forms of peaceful protest were unsuccessful in changing the anti-democratic polices of Chavez, the decision to seek his recall was made by a broad coalition of pro-democratic groups including political parties, labor unions, and civic organizations. 

The following chronology documents the many illegal and pseudo-legal actions taken by Chavez to prevent the recall vote from occurring. 

5/29/2003 – An agreement signed, with the help of the Organization of American States (OAS), between the pro-democratic opposition and Chavez in which they both agree to work through the constitutional processes towards a recall referendum in exchange for both sides giving up violence. 

8/20/2003 – Opposition presents 3 million signatures [only 2.4 million were needed] calling for the recall referendum as part of the May 29th agreement. 

8/24/2003 – Deadline for the Supreme Court to name the National Election Council (CNE). 

8/25/2003 – Supreme Court names National Election Council (CNE) in the evening. 

8/26/2003 – Government officials claim the referendum is invalid because the signatures were collected before the mid way point in Chavez’s term. Chavez calls them invalid and predicts that the opposition will have to collect fresh signatures. 

8/27/2003 – National Election Council (CNE) sworn in, it has 30 days to rule on the validity of the signatures. Council says the recall referendum may be held before the end of 2003. [Editors note: 3 of 5 CNE members are strongly pro-Chavez] 

9/06/2003- Chavez threatens to revoke broadcast licenses of any television station if they do not refrain from trying to topple his government. 

9/12/2003- National Election Council (CNE) declares the collected signatures invalid because they were gathered before the midpoint in Chavez term. Referendum backers announced that they would begin a new signature gathering effort on October 5th 2003. The National Election Council announces that it will announce the rules that will govern the signature gathering process in one week. 

9/30/2003- Chavez plan to seize control of all branches of the national government leaks out. 

10/15/2003- National Election Council (CNE) announces that there will be a four-day period from November 28-December 1st for the opposition to gather signatures for a recall referendum. 

10/18/2003- Chavez warns that the government will “remember anyone” who signs the petition on the referendum. The date set for a referendum would be in March 2004 if the opposition collects enough signatures in the 4-day period set down by the National Election Council (CNE). 

12/01/2003- the Opposition presents 3.4 million signatures for the recall. This is 400,000 more then the previous number of signatures gathered in the petition that was thrown out, and is one million more then is needed to trigger a recall. The signatures were delivered in spite of the government closing a number of airports around the country in an apparent effort to prevent the delivery of the signatures on time. Chavez announces that he will request copies of all the petitions so that the government can review each name on the list. 
12/14/2003- Chavez continues to claim that the recall referendum cannot occur because a number of the signatures are fraudulent. 

12/16/2003- Chavez plays a recorded phone conversation between a political leader in the opposition and his son on national television contending this illustrates plotting against him. [Editor’s note: This shows the pervasive use of electronic surveillance by Chavez] 

12/19/2003 - The National Election Council (CNE) announces that it will not begin the verification process of the signatures until after January 5th 2004. Following the beginning of the verification process the Council would decide within 30 days (i.e. by 2/5/2004) on the validity of the recall effort. 

12/20/2003 – The backers of the recall effort submitted all the signature collection forms and their corresponding photocopies to the National Election Council (CNE). 

12/29/2003 – The National Election Council (CNE) was expected to return copies of all of the collection forms with an official stamp as an acknowledgement that they have been received. The National Election Council (CNE) said that the Secretary was not in on Monday and so therefore, they would return the “official acknowledgement on Tuesday (12/30/2003). 

12/30/2003 – The democratic opposition leadership complained that for second day in a row the National Election Council (CNE) has failed to provide the official acknowledgement that was scheduled for 12/29/2003 of the receipt of the referendum petition forms. 

1/12/2004 – Chavez announces that he has already signed the orders for the military to seize private business and broadcast studios if they attempt an economic slow down or work to topple him. 

1/12/2004 – The opposition accuses the National Election Council (CNE) of delaying the validation process. 

1/20/2004 – The Venezuelan Defense Ministry announces that the Armed Forces will be used against any attempt at rebellion against the Chavez government. The National Election Council (CNE) has promised to finish the verification of the signatures by 2/11/2004. [Editors note: On 12/19/2003, CNE had promised to complete the process within 30 days of starting of 1/05/2004, which would have placed the completion date at 2/04/2004.] 

1/23/2004 – If a referendum is to be held it could come in May 2004 if the National Election Council (CNE) declares the signatures collected to be valid. 

2/11/2004 – If a recall referendum is not held within the next six months then any removal of Chavez after that six-month deadline (08/11/2004) will result in his replacement by the vice-president rather then the removal of his administration. 

2/13/2004 – Chavez says that should the CNE rule in favor of a recall he will appeal to the Supreme Court. In the press conference where Chavez made this announcement, he said, “If the Supreme Court, after reviewing all of this, decides that there is a referendum, we'll have a referendum,”. 

2/16/2004 – Chavez threatened in a televised speech to shut down non-government television stations in Venezuela. 

2/19/2004 – Francisco Carrasquero, president of the National Electoral Council (CNE) announced that 213,190 signature sheets require further inspection. 

2/27/2004 – Chavez calls out 50,000 troops and military police to force back democratic protesters from the G-15 summit. The police and soldiers supposedly fired tear gas and rubber bullets to disperse the crowd. However, reports following the clash stated that 2 people were killed and another 54 were injured with at least 25 of those injured suffering from “gunshot” wounds according to the Caracas fire department. 

2/29/2004 – President Hugo Chavez threatened to turn tanks against the capital's police force, because it did not crack down vigorously enough during the recent protests. 

2/29/2004 –Chavez, after calling President Bush an, “asshole” threatened to cut off oil supplies to the United States if the US tried to invade or place trade sanctions on Venezuela. 

3/01/2004 – The National Election Council (CNE) rules 1.4 million of the signatures collected in Nov/Dec 2003 to be flawed. This would put the total verified at 2 million exactly 400,000 short of the required number. With 400,000 declared completely invalid and a remaining 1 million having “technical problems” the National Election Council (CNE) established a five day period starting on March 18th to “repair” the flawed signatures. 

One of the members of the National Election Council (CNE) said that this ruling is “in violation with the rules governing the referendum” and “presumes bad faith on the part of the voters”. The OAS asked the National Election Council (CNE) not to resort to "excessive technicalities." 

3/15/2004 – The Electoral Chamber of the Supreme Court, which is responsible for electoral affairs, ruled that the 1 million signatures which the CNE had said needed to be “repaired” are valid. Therefore the opposition has provided the required number of signatures for a recall according to the Supreme Court. 

3/15/2004 – Chavez threatens that if the United States tries to remove him then “the price of oil will go up to $50 a barrel.” 

3/17/2004 – The Chavez régime launched three concurrent investigations into the “unethical” behavior of the Supreme Court justices who recently ruled in favor of the democratic opposition. The investigators findings will be presented to the National Assembly. This could lead to removal of the justices from office. 

3/17/2004 – The pro-Chavez Constitutional Chamber of the Supreme Court has ordered a halt to the implementation of the recent decision by the Electoral Chamber of the Supreme Court. [Editor’s note: There is a debate about whether one chamber of the Supreme Court may invalidate the ruling of another chamber. Pro-Chavez members of the Supreme Court made this ruling.] 

3/18/2004 – The head of the largest labor union in Venezuela reports Chavez has threatened to fire all government employees who signed the recall referendum. 

3/22/2004 – Venezuelan Foreign Minister Jesus Perez, said in an interview that US Venezuela relations would improve if President Bush were not re-elected. 

3/29/2004 – Luis Vierma, Venezuelan Deputy Energy and Mines Minister calls the current price of oil, which is near a 13 year high, “Fair”. 

[Editors note: If the National Election Council (CNE) pattern of action revealed by this timeline by holds, the March 18th, 2004 repair period will be followed a few weeks later by the setting of a date for the review of the repaired signatures. 

This review process would be given 30 days (see 8/27/2003, 12/19/2003) to be completed but would likely go over by 1-2 weeks (see 01/20/2004). If the CNE decided that enough signatures had been collected the referendum would be scheduled for five months later (see 10/18/2003) 

This would put the recall referendum well past August which would mean that the Chavez would be replaced by his vice president rather then the Venezuelan citizens haveing a chance to vote for a new government.] 
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