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Canada can do much to improve democratic institutions in tumultuous Latin America, but its efforts must not be too heavy handed
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While election campaigns tend to be an inward-looking time for Canadians, foreign policy remains a key federal responsibility. With this in mind the Citizen has commissioned a series of articles by prominent Canadian experts in the major regions where we have an interest. The articles will run over the remainder of the campaign.

- - -

With the federal election in full swing, Canadian policy toward the Americas is not exactly making headlines these days. But the expulsion of U.S. ambassadors in Bolivia and Venezuela, and the increasingly ugly turmoil in the latter, offers an example of the kind of challenges the next government will face in the Americas.

Canada has made support for democracy in the Western Hemisphere a central pillar of its Americas policy since joining the Organization of American States (OAS) in 1990. Ottawa's stated intention to re-engage with democracies in the region builds on this two-decade-old realignment.

But how can Canada support democracy without provoking a pro-sovereignty backlash, especially when the idea of democracy promotion carries overtones of politically correct neo-imperialism?

For those who work in democracy assistance, there is a trend away from the idea that outsiders have the answers; citizens, not foreigners, should assess democracy for themselves.

Canada should support the region's efforts to strengthen democracy by helping the international community articulate a clear and consistent voice on fundamental principles, while offering impartial assistance to empower citizens to assess the quality of their own democracies.

In a recent meeting at the University of British Columbia, researchers from South America concurred that elections are the building blocks of democracy, but only if they are based on universal suffrage, if they are clean and free, and if the right to run for office is respected. They decided to form a network to report on the state of democracy, starting in the precarious democracies of the Andean sub-region.

Throughout the Andes, the principle of universal suffrage is accepted in law, and recent elections have generally been free and competitive.

In Colombia, however, judicial investigations have exposed the corrosive influence of paramilitary groups in the current congress. Venezuela has impinged on the right to run for office by banning hundreds of politicians from participating in electoral politics, a decision meekly ratified by the nation's supreme court.

In other Andean nations, constitutions rather than elections are the source of contention. Bolivia and Ecuador have convened assemblies to rewrite their nations' constitutions. Yet executive control over the constituent assembly in Ecuador has stymied democratic deliberation, while Bolivia's constitution was adopted by less than the legally required majority, causing a backlash by sub-national prefects.

A recent recall referendum renewed Bolivian President Evo Morales's mandate, but it also ratified the popular support behind some of his most implacable foes in the prefectures of resource-rich departments.

Since neither side can impose its will on the other, it is high time for the international community to create dialogue round tables to bring them together, as Canada did in Peru in 2000.

To date, the inter-American community has been at the margins of efforts to defuse the many crises erupting out of Bolivia. Chile's President Michelle Bachelet convened an emergency meeting of the countries of the Union of South American Nations this week.

Canada should use its voice inside and outside the OAS to encourage the resolution of these and similar issues within the framework of the Inter-American Democratic Charter. At the same time, long-term improvements in the quality of democracy could be made by small investments in seemingly pedestrian issues like legal identity, voter registration, training of poll scrutineers, and provisions for absentee balloting.

In Peru, millions lack the identity papers necessary to vote, and half a million do not even have birth certificates. How can anyone be a citizen if they don't exist in the eyes of the state?

Canadian re-engagement is a welcome idea, provided it is approached in a spirit of realism and modesty. It can be effective if it is based on evidence and a willingness to work with like-minded partners in the region.

With substantial resources, a good international reputation, and a long democratic history, Canada brings a lot to the table. But the next government will also have a lot on its plate should it decide to continue to "re-engage."
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