Criticisms of ARENA and Salvadoran Electoral Tribunal continue as campaigning for March 12 elections comes to a close

March 8, 2006

International Women’s Day marks the official end of the 2006 electoral campaign in El Salvador, as political parties are no longer allowed to advertise or distribute propaganda in the final three days before the legislative and municipal elections of March 12.  Still, criticisms of the ruling ARENA party – and in particular President Tony Saca – have amplified in the last week, as US Congressional Representatives, social movement organizations, and the FMLN continue to raise concerns about ARENA campaigning and its role within the Supreme Electoral Tribunal (TSE).

As international observers were set to begin arriving in El Salvador last Friday, 27 US Representatives sent a letter to President Saca citing concerns about recent elections-related violence, inconsistencies with the TSE, and other problems that threaten the democratic process.  The Congressional Dear Colleague letter promoted by CISPES also demanded that international observers be allowed to fully participate in observing the elections, as guaranteed by the 1992 Peace Accords. In the end, all of the delegates participating in the International Observers Mission (MOI) were allowed into the country over the weekend, and on Monday accredited as official observers by the TSE.  (to view the letter in Spanish and English, along with the CISPES press release, go to www.cispes.org) 

However, new accusations surfaced early this week focusing on the role of President Saca in overtly campaigning for ARENA candidates.  A coalition of organizations including the legal NGO FESPAD presented a claim before the TSE denouncing Saca’s active participation in ARENA’s campaign as a violation of the electoral code and specific articles of the constitution.  The groups also denounced the use of state funds, vehicles, and security personnel for campaign rallies, which is illegal under TSE regulations. The Salvadoran American National Alliance (SANA) also held a press conference on Tuesday to raise similar concerns and to publicize the US Congressional letter to Saca.

Finally, FMLN communications secretary Sigfrido Reyes spoke at a press conference on Tuesday outlining the possibilities of fraud perpetrated by ARENA in the upcoming elections.  Reyes pointed to the infamous “dirty campaign” of ARENA against the FMLN in the presidential elections of 2004 and said that “much of what [ARENA] did then to prevent Schafik from winning the presidency is being repeated.”  In 2004 ARENA’s fear campaign focused on threats of deportation of Salvadoran living in the US and the blocking of remittances should the FMLN win; this time, ARENA has used the ridiculous tactic of attempting to link the FMLN to street gangs. Still, Reyes expressed confidence about the FMLN’s chances in the elections, and asked the Salvadoran people to come out to the polls in order to “defeat the fear and terror generated by ARENA.”

FMLN mayors sign pact with Venezuela to bring low-cost oil to poor communities

On March 5 the FMLN and the Bolivarian government in Venezuela announced a new joint venture that will help lower transportation costs in municipalities governed by the FMLN.  The deal is part of PetroCaribe, an alternative integration plan put forward by the Hugo Chavez government; in El Salvador, it will “eliminate intermediaries and speculators in the fuel business and will stabilize supply and prices” according to the head of the Venezuelan Congress, Nicolás Maduro.  The oil will be delivered directly to poor municipalities in a significant effort to address the transportation crisis that the Saca government has been unable to resolve. Citing the instrumental role of Schafik Handal, the recently deceased leader of the FMLN, in building a close relationship between the FMLN and Venezuela, Maduro said, “When the boats carrying this oil arrive in El Salvador people will remember Schafik, because he was the one who began this process.”

Tens of thousands protest anti-immigration legislation in Washington DC

Nearly 40,000 immigrants and supporters took to the streets of Washington DC on Tuesday to protest House Resolution 4437 and to demand amnesty for undocumented immigrants.  The bill sponsored by Rep. Sensenbrenner was passed in the House of Representatives in December and would make it a felony to live in the US without legal documents, criminalize the act of hiring or aiding undocumented immigrants, and mandate the construction of a giant wall across a third of the US-Mexican border. The Senate has just begun debate on immigration legislation and is likely to vote on a different bill later this year.  Salvadoran-Americans make up the largest latino community in the DC metropolitan area, and many participated in the protest on Tuesday.  Said Gustavo Torres, the executive director of  Casa de Maryland, an immigrant rights group, “if they don’t pay attention to us now the next step is civil disobedience”.  
