Table of Contents

•

Ongoing crisis in Venezuela
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By Nisan Kassam
HRWF (12.06.2017) - For the past ten weeks, Venezuelans have taken the streets to
protest for the ouster of President Nicolás Maduro. The country is facing the worst crisis
in its history, with an inflation rate expected to reach 720.5% this year 1, a homicide rate
of 91,8 per 100,000 inhabitants, and shortages of basic goods, including medications and
medical supplies.
On March 21, the National Assembly passed a draft resolution to support the application
of the Inter-American Democratic Charter of the Organization of American States (OAS)
to Venezuela. The National Assembly was responding to the declarations of Luis Almagro,
OAS Secretary General, who claimed that Venezuela “is in violation of every article of the
Inter-American Democratic Charter2.” Consequently, on March 30, Venezuela’s Supreme
Court decreed that it would usurp the functions of the opposition-majority National
Assembly, sparking the first round of demonstrations against the regime of Nicolás
Maduro. The following day, Luisa Ortega Díaz, Attorney-General of Venezuela and a longtime Chávez’s sympathizer, declared the “rupture of the constitutional order” in the
country. On April 4th, the Court overturned the section of the ruling in which it would
arrogate the powers of the elected National Assembly. It did not, however, overturn the
section of the sentence in which it accuses opposition deputies of treason; or, the section
in which the Constitutional Court holds the power to negotiate the creation of mixedenterprises3, a function that corresponds to the National Assembly, according to Article
150 of the Constitution4. Furthermore, on another attempt to silence the opposition, on
April 7, Henrique Capriles Radonski (one of the main opposition leaders) was banned
from participating in politics for fifteen years for alleged “administrative irregularities 5”.
And more recently, Mr. Capriles had his passport seized by the authorities when he was
expected to travel for a meeting with Zeid Ra'ad Al Hussein, United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights6.
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More recently, Mr. Maduro has called for the formation of an assembly to rewrite the
Venezuelan Constitution, which was reformed by former president Hugo Chávez in 1999.
Half of the assembly would be composed of members elected by organizations, such as
peasant movements and trade unions. And, the other half would be elected at the
municipal level (such elections are expected to take place on July 307). According to Phil
Gunson, Senior Analyst at the International Crisis Group, the constituent assembly
“would have supra-constitutional powers that would allow it to dissolve parliament,
restructure the state and even govern the country indefinitely, if it so chose, without any
need to hold fresh elections8.”
Eleven countries from the Latin American region, including Argentina, Mexico, and
Uruguay, have urged President Maduro to guarantee the right to peaceful
demonstrations9. Similarly, the European Union has called on the government to restore
the democratic order and to free all political prisoners 10. The United States has imposed
sanctions on several Venezuelan government officials, including Vice-President Tareck alAissami, who has been accused for his involvement in the trafficking of narcotics 11. The
Government of Maduro claimed that such declarations interfere with the sovereignty of
Venezuela. Furthermore, on late April, the government initiated its official withdrawal
from the OAS12.
Despite the violence with which government forces and paramilitary groups have
attacked demonstrators, the opposition has called on protesters to remain on the streets
demanding general elections, respect for the separation of powers, the opening of a
humanitarian channel and the release of political prisoners. Since April 1st, 72
Venezuelans13 have lost their lives, over 1,000 have been injured 14, and more than 2,990
have been detained (out of which over 1,251 remain arrested) as a result of the
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protests15. The Venezuelan Penal Forum, a Non-Governmental Organization operating in
Venezuela, declared that the number of political prisoners has increased to 290 (on April
of 2013, when Maduro took power, there were 11 political prisoners in the country16).
And, according to Nicholas Casey, New York Times’ reporter, up until May 12th, Military
Tribunals have incarcerated 120 civilians17. In addition, the NGO Public Space counted
aggressions against 300 press workers up until May 31. According to the NGO, security
forces have raided journalistic equipment and have used force against reporters, in an
attempt to silence the press18.
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