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The death of Venezuelan President 

Hugo Chávez has understandably 

evoked a range of emotional as well 

as pragmatic assessments of his years 

in power and his legacy. To a large 

extent assessments have depended 

on where one sits.  For many in the 

corporate sector those representing 

the approximately 1000 private sec-

tor firms that were nationalized, from 

oil giants EXXON and Conocophillips 

to such cement firms as Lafarge and 

Holcim, Chávez represented a heavy 

handed authoritarian regime. To the 

poor in the barrios of Venezuela’s 

cities, those who had increased ac-

cess to primary education and health 

care, Chávez was, as many of those 

residents told me during the first Ven-

ezuelan referendum, “the best presi-

dent we have ever had … the only 

president who has ever spoken di-

rectly to us … the only president who 

ever came to our community.”  To the 

thousands of professional, middle 

and upper class Venezuelans who 

chose to leave the country during the 

Chávez years, he was a destructive, 

irresponsible, authoritarian clown 

who gutted the country’s oil wealth 

without reinvesting in the critical sec-

tors of the economy which would ad-

vance long-term development.  Oil 

production declined 30% during his 

presidency, the result of both nation-

alizations, reduced investment and 

inefficiency.  As the Wall Street  Jour-

nal  suggested “Venezuela's battered 

oil industry bore the burden of Hugo 

Chávez's socialist dream.”  A senior 

fellow at the Council on Foreign Rela-

tions in the United States suggested 

that Chávez “destroyed the village in 

order to rebuild it.”  For those Latin 

American leaders who shared his Boli-

varian socialist, revolutionary vision 

of change, Evo Morales in Bolivia, 

Daniel Ortega in Nicaragua and the 

Castros in Cuba, Chávez was a vision-

ary, a visionary who in the case of Cu-

ba, Nicaragua and a few other coun-

tries in the Caribbean, was able to 

provide cheap or free oil under his 

Petrocaribe program. 

 

In the economic and social spheres 

his record is a mixed one.  Venezuela 

was impacted by the 2009 financial 

crisis, as was much of the world, and 

that makes it more difficult to assess 

the Chávez record.   Nonetheless, 

during his years in power the country 

increased its dependency on oil ex-

ports to 95% from 80% when he took 
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office. Before the financial crisis 

Venezuelan oil was selling at 

$129/bbl; it then dropped to $43/

bbl by March 2009. Instead of 

reining in spending Chávez re-

sponded to reduced revenues by 

introducing more exchange con-

trols and continuing with national-

izations.  Foreign investment flows 

by the end of his presidency were 

half what they had been in 1999.   

The country has suffered from 

consistently high inflation, up to 

26% in 2011.  Imposed price con-

trols have contributed to shortag-

es in basic foodstuffs and other 

commodities.  The failure to invest 

in basic infrastructure, for instance 

in the electricity sector, has con-

tributed to brown outs and black-

outs. 

 

On the social side, which was the 

focus of Chávez’s policies, the rec-

ord, measured not just by Vene-

zuelan but by international organi-

zations, is impressive in many are-

as.  His administration introduced 

free health care and brought in 

hundreds of medical practitioners 

from Cuba to work in the most dis-

advantaged of Venezuela’s bar-

rios.  The number of primary 

health care physicians treating 

HIV/Aids and other diseases in-

creased from slightly over 1,000 in 

1999 to more than 19,000 in 2009. 

His government’s goal of reducing 

infant mortality under the Misión 

Barrio Adentro initiative was as-

sessed by UNESCO as being on 

track.  The World Bank reported a 

30% decline in poverty levels be-

tween 1999 and 2005 and a signifi-

cant decline of extreme poverty 

levels from 32% to 19% during the 

same period.  The UN commission 

for Latin America reports that the 

poverty rate declined from 48.6% 

of the population in 2002 to 29.5% 

in 2011. The UN GINI index, which 

measures income disparity, indi-

cates that Venezuela improved 7 

places, to 73rd out of 187 coun-

tries, during the period 2006 to 

2011, years which include the 

global financial crisis. The UN Hu-

man Settlements Program report-

ed that Venezuela has the lowest 

rate of income inequality in Latin 

America, not that such levels 

should be a source of pride for any 

country in the region.  In the area 

of public education there were 

improvements in participation and 

completion rate and an increase in 

the percentage of females in the 

public system. UNESCO in 2005 

declared Venezuela free of illitera-

cy. All of these were significant, 

but the reforms, as Michael Shifter 

of the Inter-American Dialogue 

suggested, lack the strong institu-

tionalization which make them 

sustainable.  Far too many of Chá-

vez’s initiatives were the product 

of populist rhetoric  and personal-

ist politics, rather than of sound 

long-term planning. 

 

Those are some of the positive 

features of the Chávez social and 

economic policies. There are nega-

tives, many of them. A glaring one 

is the high level of crime and vio-

lence throughout the country. Ca-

racas has become one of the most 

violent, lawless cities in South 

America, with a homicide rate for 

the country as a whole in 2010 

(UNODC data) of 45.1/100,000 

inhabitants,  considerably higher 

than the rate for neighbouring Co-

lombia,  which is still attempting to 

cope with an active insurgency as 

well as paramilitary and organized 

criminal groups.   Although Chávez 

did not shut down the press he 

and his supporters intimidated the 

opposition, and such organizations 

as Journalists Without Borders 

have roundly criticized his govern-

ment, yet he stopped far short of 

the levels of repression that Ar-

gentina experienced during the 

Dirty War or that Pinochet im-

posed on Chile.  Nor did his regime 

suppress the political opposition, 

which until the emergence of 

Capriles failed to produce a leader 

with real capacity to challenge 

Chávez and the Bolivarian Socialist 

Party.   In spite of all the interna-

tional criticism and elite carping 

Page 2 

Former President Chávez                                 

Photo: www.cartacapital.com.br 



 

 

Page 3 

                                            A Latin American Research Centre publication 

If you want to receive our Hot Topics series on a regular basis, please send an email to larc@ucalgary.ca with the subject Hot 

Topics.  

Visit our website www.larc.ucalgary.ca to access previous Hot Topics and find information on upcoming events, our newsletter, 

country profiles, current projects, and research opportunities.  

The Latin American  Research Centre  

University of Calgary 

Social Sciences 004, 2500 University Dr. NW 

Calgary, Alberta   T2N 1N4 

Ph: 403-210-3929             Fax: 403-282-8606 

E. larc@ucalgary.ca            W. larc.ucalgary.ca 

about fraud, Chávez won open 

elections, including a referendum, 

chaotic and ill organized as they 

were.  At the same time his unilat-

eral altering of the constitution to 

enable him to remain in power be-

yond any reasonable democratic 

term virtually nullifies anything 

positive one might say about his 

electoral victories. 

 

In foreign policy Chávez built close 

ties not only with his Bolivarian 

counterparts in the Americas but 

also with China, Iran and Russia at 

the same time that in keeping with 

his anti-imperialist rhetoric he al-

ienated the United States and more 

moderate Latin American coun-

tries, including Mexico, while en-

gaging in irresponsible sable 

rattling with Colombia during the 

Uribe presidency.  Some of those 

alliances were built purely for prag-

matic reasons, such as investment 

from China and weapons from Rus-

sia. Others, including the Iranian 

connection, appear to have been 

more designed simply to thumb 

one’s nose at the United States.  

Chávez sought to follow the inspira-

tion of Simon Bolivar in promoting 

Latin American solidarity, but the 

organizations which he encour-

aged, the Union of South American 

Nations and the Community of 

Latin American and Caribbean 

States have accomplished little ex-

cept to exclude the United States 

and Canada from their delibera-

tions.  Some aspects of his Petro-

caribe policy initiative do deserve 

praise, however.  Unlike the fum-

bling and foot dragging of the inter-

national community in dealing with 

Haiti’s challenges, Chávez’s initia-

tive has brought an estimated $400 

million of oil to the beleaguered 

country each year.  In the case of 

Cuba, since the long obsolete and 

failed policy of non-recognition by 

the United States remains in effect, 

Chávez’s oil for doctors program 

provided practical advantages for 

both countries.   His immediate 

successor, vice-president and Chá-

vez loyalist Nicolás Maduro, at least 

until an election is held, has made it 

clear that he will follow Chávez’s 

policies at home and abroad. His 

bizarre contention that the United 

States poisoned Chávez, combined 

with his expulsion of two US diplo-

mats, suggests that Maduro may 

outdo his master in hyperbole and 

distortion.  The fact that Maduro 

also managed to have the Supreme 

Court confirm him as acting Presi-

dent until the conclusion of an elec-

tion, contrary to Article 233 of the 

Constitution which provides that 

the president of the National As-

sembly assume power when a pres-

ident-elect has not been able to 

take the oath of office, suggests 

that the constitutional irregularities 

are not finished. It is encouraging 

that the election has been called 

for April 14, as mandated by the 

Constitution. Venezuela clearly still 

has a long way to go to balance the 

admirable social and economic 

goals which Chávez espoused with 

a more effective political structure 

that respects democratic and con-

stitutional political processes. 
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