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The Wages of Chavismo

s military “coups” go, the one this."’
) weekend in Honduras was strangely,

well, democratic. The military didn’t
oust President Manuel Ze- -
laya on its own but instead
followed an order of.the Su-
preme Court. It also quickly
turned power over: to the
president of the Honduran
Congress, a man from the
same party as Mr. Zelaya. The leglslature and
legal authorities all remain intact.

We mention these not so small details be-
cause they are being overlooked asthe world,
including the U.S. President, denounces tiny
Honduras in'a way that it neverhas, say, Iran.
President Obamaisjoining the U.N., Fidel Cas-
tro, Hugo Chavéz and other model democrats
in demanding that Mr. Zelayabe allowed tore-

turn from exile and restored to power. Maybe,
it’s time to Sort the real from the phony Latin

American democrats.

The situation is messy, and we thmk the
Hondurans would have been smarter—and
better off—not sending Mr. Zelaya into exile
at dawn. Mr. Zelaya was pressing ahead with

anonbinding referendumto demanda consti-

tutional rewrite to let him seek a second four-
year term. The attorney general and Hondu-
ran courts declared the vote illegal and

(warned he’d be prosecuted if he followed

through. Mr. Zelaya per31sted evenleading a
violent mob last week to seize and-distribute
ballots imported from Venezuela. However,
the proper constitutional route was to im-

peach Mr. Zelaya and then arrest him for vio-

lating the law.

Yet the events in Honduras also need tobe
understood in the context of Latin-America’s
decade of chavismo. Venezuela’s Hugo
Chéavez was democratlcally elected in 1998,
but he has since used every lever of power, le-~
gal and extralegal, to subvert democracy. He
first ordered arewrite of the constitution that
allowedhis simple majonty inthe nationalas-
sembly grant him the power to rule by decree
for one year and to control the judiciary.’

In 2004 he packed the Supreme Eourt with’
32 justices from 20. Any judge who rules,
against his interests can be f1red Hé made.

the electoral tribunal that oversees electlons

The .Hondurari' coup is
a reaction to Chéavez’s
rul;-e by the mob.

his own political tool, denying oppositionre-

quests to inspect voter rolls and overseevote
counts. The once politically 1ndependent oil
company now hires only Chavezallies, andin®
dependent television stations have had their
licenses revoked.

Mr. Chavez has also exported this brand of
one-man-one-vote-once democracy.through-
out the region. He’s succeeded to varying de-

grees in Ecuador, Bolivia, Argentina and Nica-
ragua, where his allies have stretched the law
and tried to dominate the media and the
courts. Mexico escaped in
2006 when Felipe Calderén
linked his ‘leftwing oppo-
nent to chavismo and
“barely won the presidency.
In Honduras Mr. Chavez
funnefed Veneuzelan oil .

money to help Mr. Zelaya winin 2005, and Mr.
Zeldayahas veeredinereasinglyleftin hlS_ four-
year term. The Hondugan constitution limits
presidents to a single term, which is sched-
uled to end in January. Mr. Zelaya was using
the extralegal referendum as an act of politi-
cal intimidation to force the Congréss to al-

’low arewrite of the constitution so he could

retain powet. The opposition had pledged to
boycott the vote, which. meant that Mr. Ze-
laya would have wonby.a. 1andshde., ‘
~Such popuhs L dntimidation has Wworked
-elsewhere in the region, and Hondurans are
understandably afraid that, backed by
Chéavez agents and money, it couldlead to sim-
ilar-antidemocratic subversion there. In Teg-
ucigalpa yesterday, thousands demonstrated
against Mr. Zelaya, and new deéputy foreign
minister Marta Lorena’ CGasco.told the crowd

. that “ChAvéz consumed' Venezuela, then Bo-

livia, after that Ecuador and Nicaragua, but in
Honduras that didn’t happen.”

It’s no accident that Mr. Chavez is now
leading thecharge to have Mr. Zelaya rein-

tated, and on Monday .the Honduran trav-_

eled to a leftwing summit in Managua in one

‘'of Mr. Chdvez’s platies. The U.N. and Organiza-

tion of American States are also threatening
the tiny nation with ostracism and other pun-
ishment if it doesn t readmlt him. Mean-

_ while, the new Honduran government is say-

ing it wﬂl ‘arrest Mr. Zelaya if he returns. This
’may be the best legal outcome, but it also
runs the risk of destabilizing the-country. We
recall when the Clinton Administration re-

‘-stored Bertrand Aristide to Haiti, only to
‘have the country descend into anarchy.

Asforthe Obama Administration, it seems
eager to “meddle” in Honduras in a way Mr.
Obama claimed was counterproductive in
Iran. Yet the stolen election in Iran was a far
clearer subyversion of democracy than the
coup in Honduras. As a candidate, Mr. Obama
often scored George W. Bush’s foreign policy
by saying democracy requires more than an
election—afree press, forexample, civil soci-
ety and the rule of law rather'than rule by the
mob. It’s a point worth recalling before Mr.

‘Obama hands a political victory to the forces

of chavismo in Latin America.



