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“Ecuador needs military discipline to be able to
develop. Ecuador is not going to change if a civilian
remains in power.”

Captain Luis Espinoza, 2000'

Introduction

Ecuador’s transition, in 1979, from military-led authoritarian government to
democracy marked the first such shift in Latin America’s ‘third wave’ of
democratization.> While this transition restored procedural democracy-- reopening
political spaces for widespread competition, participation and establishing a framework
for governance based on rational-legal norms embodied in a new constitution-- the last
two decades of civilian governments have been unable to navigate the second, and more
difficult transition toward the consolidation of an effective democratic regime.” Indeed,
the past twenty years have been marked by recurring bouts with political instability and
crisis. Although the first decade and a half of democratic presidential succession were
characterized by successful alternation between parties of the left and the right, Ecuador’s
political arena, in recent years, has been buffeted by crises of increasing intensity.

Belying the notion that Ecuador’s transition had produced an effective, if

" Buck 2000, Center for International Policy website: http://www.ciponline.org/ec000129.htm . Quote
attributed to an Ecuadorian Army captain on the day of the coup d'etat (Jan. 21, 2000). Interesting in that it
echoes the sentiments of the military on the eve of the 1972 coup d'etat and emphasizes the continued
perception of military legitimacy as a political actor.

? Huntington characterizes the widespread political transitions, starting in 1974 in southern Europe and
continuing through 1990, as the third significant wave of democratization. Huntington; 1991

? From the notion of two distinct processes of democratization—transition and consolidation— in D. A.
Rustow’s article “Transitions to Democracy: Toward a Dynamic Model” which has acted as the foundation
for much subsequent transition and consolidation literature.
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‘unconsolidated’, democratic system, the period since 1996 has been marked by the
tenure of six distinct presidents in as many years, a major economic crisis, various
debilitating political scandals, and two presidential successions of dubious
constitutionality—both brokered in the offices of the military’s joint command.
Increasingly undemocratic civil-military relations, characterized by a movement toward a
semi-tutelary regime with the armed forces claiming a role as de facto political guardians,
have significantly compromised the process of consolidation in Ecuador.

The circumvention of constitutional rules of presidential succession, civilian cries
for presidential ouster, and the visible role of the armed forces as political ‘arbiters of last
resort’ in moments of crisis attest to significant erosion of a plurality of Ecuadorian
actors’ allegiance to democratic rules of the game. There is broad consensus that the
process of democratic consolidation is by no means guaranteed to proceed, from the
initial transition to democratic governance, in an incremental fashion with linear
movement toward an imagined ‘ideal type’. In fact, since transition to democracy, many
Latin American countries seem to be characterized by governments that, while
conforming to the procedural minimums required for democracy, have been caught in a
viscous cycle of ‘perverse’ institutionalization that undermines democratic
consolidation.” It has been asserted that significant weakening agents—in otherwise
democratic systems with periodic elections, universal suffrage and broad guarantees of
civic freedoms— include the maintenance of tutelary powers (monarchs, militaries, et al.)

that attempt to control government decisions based on a claim to represent the enduring

* See I.S. Valenzuela in Mainwaring; 1992



interests of the nation state, the existence of ‘reserve domains’ of authority which remove
specific areas of policymaking from the domain of elected officials, and, finally, the
persistence of non-electoral means for the constitution of governments—meaning that
coups and insurrections are seen by significant political actors as possible means of
substituting governments.”

Applying this framework to the Ecuadorian case, one significant obstacle to the
process of democratic consolidation has been the role of armed forces vis-a-vis the
democratically elected government. The past two decades have produced few successful
efforts by either the civilian government or the armed forces to dismantle the semi-
tutelary role of the military in Ecuadorian politics. It is this thesis’ hypothesis that the
armed forces’ maintenance and expansion of high levels of institutional autonomy and
the military’s conditional subordination to civilian authority have undermined the process
of democratic consolidation in Ecuador. This is not to say that the military as an
institution has actively sought to subvert democratic practice, but that the legal and de
facto role (or mission) and prerogatives ascribed to and maintained by the armed forces in
Ecuador has constrained the breadth of civilian authority over significant policy areas,
left open the door for non-democratic, unconstitutional transference of political power,
and has allowed the military to exert a semi-tutelary force, thereby diminishing the

quality and stability of democracy.

S 1bid.; 61-62



Outline of the Thesis

Chapter I will examine the history of civil military relations in Ecuador with
particular attention paid to the nature of the most recent military regime and the
parameters of the transition brokered between the armed forces and the political actors
that inherited the reigns of governance in 1979. The relative instability of Ecuadorian
democratic system prior to 1972 and the professionalization of the armed forces are seen
as two factors facilitating the Rodriguez Lara regime’s successful coup d’etat.
Furthermore, once in power, the nature of the regime, often characterized as a
dictablanda, or ‘toothless dictatorship’ for its reformist and non-repressive attempts to
modernize labor relations and lay the groundwork for industrial development, combined
with its relative economic success in exploiting Ecuador’s newly found oil reserves,
precluded the sort of regime collapse experienced by Argentina’s military government.
The high degree of bargaining power retained by the armed forces in the transition to
democracy facilitated a negotiated withdrawal in which military was guaranteed broad

participation in the new civilian government.

Given the leveraged position from which the Ecuadorian military ceded power, and the

political context of transition, Chapter II attempts to quantify the normative and de facto

military prerogatives negotiated in 1979. Furthermore, by identifying changes in military

prerogatives negotiated at the transition to democracy up to the present, this thesis hopes to

quantify the Ecuadorian military’s relative levels of legal and de facto autonomy, or ‘reserve

domain of authority’ over the past two decades. This analysis will focus on the changes of the

specific prerogatives identified by Stepan’s prerogatives-contestation model including: the
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constitutionally sanctioned role of the military, civilian oversight of national security policy,
the civilian role in military promotions, and the role of the military in state enterprises, among
others.® While it has been asserted that application of Stepan’s prerogatives approach does
not adequately define what would constitute a democratic system of civil-military relations
except by negation, it is applicable to this thesis in that a high level of prerogatives does
constitute a significant reserve domain of authority for the armed forces and can, as such, be
interpreted as essential for establishing a rational basis for the autonomous powers exercised
by the military and its relative subordination to civilian governments over time.” This chapter
will demonstrate that the high levels of prerogatives garnered by the armed forces at transition
have rarely been contested, and that civilian administrations have been unwilling or unable to
promote more democratic civil-military relations by systematically dismantling the military’s
reserve domain of authority.

Finally, Chapter III turns to the question of ‘democratic’ civil-military relations in
Ecuador by examining the structural factors that have contributed to the Ecuadorian military’s
maintenance and expansion of the prerogatives examined in the previous chapter.
Huntington, in his seminal work on civil-military relations, identified two types of civilian

control of the armed forces-- ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’.® While useful in a broad sense,

® Stepan, 1988.

7 Samuel Fitch argues that while the existence of a high level of military prerogatives is necessarily
incompatible with democracy, the opposite is not altogether true—democratic civil-military relations
cannot be defined as the absence of military prerogatives. In addition, he criticizes Stepan’s approach in
that all prerogatives in this model are given the same relative weight when, in reality, some (active duty,
voting members of the NSC) are more important than others (non-civilian minister of defense) for
democratic subordination of the armed forces. Pion-Berlin, 2001; 61

¥ Huntington defines objective control as the method of civilian control of the armed forces in which it
grants the military a significant measure of autonomy within its narrow technical sphere in return for
complete political subordination to civilian authority. Subjective control, on the other hand, refers to the
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these categories cannot be used to explain the nuances of the Ecuador’s civil military
relationship. Informed by the relative weakness of civilian control over the armed forces in
several Latin American democracies, subsequent analyses of civil-military relations have
expanded Huntington’s notion of civilian control to identify varying degrees and types of
military subordination. These models include Fitch’s continuum of civil-military relations
from outright military control, military tutelage, conditional subordination, to democratic
control and Loveman’s notion of ‘protected democracies’ in Latin America.” Both of these
analyses identify the salience of military missions and the de-legitimation of civilian
institutions as reinforcing the role of the armed forces as political arbiters—reserving the
‘right’ to intervene to protect national interests and guarantee national security in times of
CTiSIS.

The Ecuadorian case is examined through these lenses, focusing first on the
Ecuadorian military’s evolving internal and external missions since 1979. Repeated border
disputes with Peru (1981 and 1995) and more recently the spillover effect from Colombia’s
civil war have defined the parameters of the military’s external mission. While the ongoing
conflict with Peru defined the military’s external mission as defenders of sovereign territory,
its redefined role since 1998 has increasingly been focused on—in addition to stemming
incursions by armed guerrillas—protecting against the emergence of internal security threats
such as transnational narcotics trafficking, coca cultivation and domestic subversive groups.

This new internal component to the military’s mission combined with the Ecuadorian

effort of civilians to control the military by politicizing it and making it more resemble the civilian sector.
Huntington: 1964
° Fitch: 1998; 39 and Loveman: 1997; 366-393



military’s historically broad definition of its role in economic and social development projects
have reinforced the military’s justification for budgetary autonomy, limited civilian oversight
and provided spaces for military influence in the political arena. Since transition, the
military’s role in internal development projects (civic action and military industries) has given
the institution an undemocratic political voice that has included direct opposition to attempts
at privatization, the ‘crowding out’ of civilian institutions designed to fulfill these social
functions, and played a part in junior officers’ involvement in the 2000 coup.

Second, the structural weakness of the Ecuadorian political system and repeated
failures of civilian governments to steer the country out of economic and political crises have
combined to severely de-legitimate democratic institutions. This de-legitimization, coupled
with the largely autonomous and highly esteemed armed forces has created space for
increasing military involvement in the political arena. Given the failures of civilian
governments, especially since the mid-1990s, the military has interpreted its broad normative
duty to ensure national security to justify an unquestionably undemocratic role as political
arbiter of last resort. This counterintuitive role as non-elected ‘protectors of democracy’ has
been a response to changes in the international political context. The creation of multinational
mechanisms to under gird democracy in Latin America and the United States’ pro-democratic
foreign policy in the post-Cold War era have undoubtedly played a role in diminishing the
emergence of outright military governments in the Western Hemisphere. These same factors
have, however, paradoxically contributed to the Ecuadorian armed forces’ adoption of a semi-
tutelary relationship with civilian governments. Conscious of its own institutional limitations

and the repercussions of blatant interference with the constitutional order, the military has, for
7



the most part, eschewed an overt political role in favor of remaining a powerful ‘behind the

scenes’ actor within the country’s democratic system.



Chapter I Civil-Military Relations in His torical Context

The historical trajectory of the armed forces as a prominent, privileged and often
independent, institution in Latin America can be traced to its roots in the Spanish
tradition. As long ago as the reconquista of the Iberian Peninsula (711 A.D.- 1492) the
military was rewarded by the monarchy with “booty, land, tax exemptions, special legal
status (fueros), and royal privileges”'’. The use of armed forces as a means of
consolidating centralized political control was extended to the formation of American
colonies and eventually played an important role in both the liberation of these colonies
and the process of state formation following the region's revolutionary wars for
independence. In this last century the relationship between the state and the military has
been remarkably dynamic in Latin America. The independent political, social and
economic evolutions of Latin American states have led to many variations in the role of
the armed forces in relation to their governments, but the vast majority of these states
have been governed outright by military regimes at various periods in their histories.

Since the early republican era, military intervention and rule have been a

recurring phenomenon in the political history of Ecuador''. Throughout the first 40 years

of the 20" century the Ecuadorian armed forces played the role of propping up unpopular

" Loveman, 1999

""For a thorough historical treatment of military governments and transition in Ecuador see Isaacs’ Military
Rule and Transition in Ecuador, 1972-92: 1994 and Handleman and Sanders: Military Government and the
Movement toward Democracy in South America, 1981; Ch. 1-3
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Liberal governments. Exceptions to this pattern were the coups of 1925+'nd 1937.
Both coming at times of economic crisis-- in the aftermath of the cacao boom and in the
wake of the Depression respectively-- they secured the implementation of the Liberal
reforms promised, but never instituted, by the regimes in power. The Transfomacion
Juliana (1925-31) was marked by the installation of a civilian government by a faction of
young officers, and witnessed the enactment of broad social legislation including the first
extension of suffrage to women in Latin America in 1929. Similarly the 1937-38
dictatorship of General Enriquez saw the introduction of the nation's first labor code. By
1940 the military had returned to the costly practice of maintaining unpopular civilian
rule. The 1941war with Peru ended in the loss of one half of Ecuador’s eastern territory.
Soundly defeated on the battlefield, the armed forces withdrew from partisan politics to
turn inward to concentrate on its own technical preparedness through professionalization.
This and subsequent conflicts with Peru would continue to resonate throughout the
century in Ecuadorian military-lore as justification for a well funded, prepared, and semi-
autonomous army.

Twenty years of economic prosperity in the form of a banana boom and the
withdrawal of the military from politics after the 1941 war combined to curb military
intervention until 1963. Again, stepping in at a time of economic crisis, the military
chose to enact another round of broad social and economic reforms. Never having
secured the support of popular sectors, and opposed outright by economic elites, by 1966
the military was forced to extricate itself from power.

Unique socioeconomic and political circumstances characterized the next phase of
10



Ecuadorian military intervention. This being the most recent and longest lasting, the
1972-1979 regime is important to understand in that the legacy of its policies and the
pacted transition from power that it was able to orchestrate have had a profound impact
on civil-military relations since the most recent transition to democracy. By analyzing
the military intervention, its performance, and the manner in which it ultimately
participated in the transition back to civilian governance it is possible to more completely

understand its role in the political arena in which it operates today.

The 1972 Coup and the Military Regime

Many scholars have attempted to formulate explanations for the widespread
incidence of military intervention in politics around the world. Focusing on the contexts,
motives and justifications common among countries with a history of military
intervention these scholars have come up with various models that attempt to explain its
prevalence. While these theories on military intervention are not always consistent in
their ability to explain the Ecuadorian case, it is helpful to use them as an analytical
‘jumping-off point’ in examining the 1972 coup.

Models of military intervention have concentrated on the context in which
military interventions tend to occur. Agreeing on the relevance of an analysis based on
the context of crises, scholars have diverged on the nature and origins of these crises.
While Samuel Huntington's notion of ‘praetorianism’-- focusing on the breakdown of
civilian government at times when political institutions are unable to capture and channel

the interests of newly mobilized groups in a modernizing society—is applicable to the

11



intervention of military regimes in Brazil, Argentina and Chile, the context in which the
Ecuadorian military staged its 1972 was quite different. Having only recently begun to
industrialize its economy, and locked into the oligarchic political phase, Ecuadorian
politicians did not face a mobilized popular sector demanding access to political power.
Traditional conservative and liberal parties dominated the Ecuadorian political arena
throughout the first half of the 20" century. The middle-class reformism that had
initiated the rupture of oligarchic politics in other countries under populist leaders did not
take place in Ecuador. The slow growth of Ecuador’s “middle-class and working-class
groups meant that there was no early constituency for democratization and reform.”'?
Populist Velasco Ibarra, five times elected president (only once serving out an entire
term), frequently negotiated with the traditional parties and never drastically altered the
pattern of oligarchic control.

Guillermo O'Donnell’s ‘bureaucratic-authoritarian’ model suggests that there
existed a strong correlation between military intervention and a lack of political stability
deemed necessary for economic development in the Southern Cone. Untenable political
coalitions between the modern sector’s working class and industrialists, created under
populist leaders such as Brazil’s Getulio Vargas and Argentina’s Juan Perén, prompted
military intervention in order to ‘deepen’ industrialization and neutralize greater demands
for state-led economic distribution, again, do not explain the context of 1972 Ecuador.

The prospect of an economic upturn in the form of recently discovered petroleum

reserves, perennial president Velasco Ibarra’s antagonistic stalemate with Congress

12 Conaghan; 140
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which climaxed with the president’s dissolution of Congress by autogolpe in 1970, and
the perceived lack of political leadership- a key factor in Juan Linz’s theory of
democratic breakdown- provided further impetus for military intervention.

As in many Latin American countries, politicians in Ecuador often sought to
secure the loyalty of the armed forces by tampering with military promotions and
budgets. Military intervention in defense of its corporate concerns resonates with the
Ecuadorian case. Velaco Ibarra’s promotion in 1970 of General Julio Sacoto Montero to
the post of army commander “over the heads of numerous senior officers who were
subsequently forcibly retired” set off an internal struggle between Montero supporters
and opposition that led to fragmentation and military distrust of the civilian
governmen‘[.13 Also important in the motivation to intervene was the military’s interest in
managing the oil economy- a task that it felt the civilian government could not handle.
Informed by an increased emphasis on military professionalism, modernization theory,
and in light of rampant political corruption and the predicted unwillingness of civilians to
efficiently utilize petroleum export profits, the military came to see itself as the “political
actor best poised to ... fulfill the development promise provided by oil”'*.

In line with Alfred Stepan’s concept of ‘new professionalism,” the Ecuadorian
armed forces- though to a lesser extent than in other Latin American countries-
established the ideological expansion of traditional national security objectives to include

socioeconomic reform. The erosion of political legitimacy produced by political

13 Isaacs.; 23
" Ibid.; 25
13



deadlock and exclusion had created a climate in which popular support for civilian
government declined. Historically the actor seen as best equipped to reorganize the
political arena, the armed forces’ intervention was facilitated, in part, by popular appeals
for action. The newly professionalized Ecuadorian military’s anti-oligarchic, pro-
development ideology, influenced by Peru’s regime, justified the intervention of Lara’s
reformist authoritarian government. Also important in the context of the 1972 coup
d’etat was an international political climate that tacitly accepted (and often promoted)
military rule. The nature of international politics in the Cold-War era was one that placed
utmost priority on stemming the threat of communist insurgence in the hemisphere. The
United States and other international actors were far less concerned with the promotion
and consolidation of democratic principles than they are today.

Taking power in this context of political instability and intransigence, motivated
by a desire to guarantee control over the petroleum industry, and emphasizing a strong
rhetorical commitment to social change, the military sought to imitate the Peruvian
‘revolutionary’ and ‘nationalistic’ model of authoritarian rule.  Openly opposed to
unprogressive oligarchic control of political society and the economic means of
production, the armed forces attempted to institute a five-year development plan (1973-
1977) based on the promotion of industrialization and agricultural modernization. The

structural changes promised by the Lara regime, however, failed to materialize ‘except in

14



foreign policy, where it aligned Ecuador with OPEC and the Third World bloc, and on

petroleum where it increased the public control and share of the profits.”"

The Transition to Democracy

By 1975 the cracks of internal military factionalism and civilian opposition had
created the stage for an abortive coup attempt on the Rodriguez Lara regime. Initial
support of the Lara regime within the military eventually proved to be but a veneer of
institutional solidarity.'® The external appearance of military cohesion eroded in time
with Lara's inability to stem increased politicization within the military and was
exacerbated by his attempts to personalize the regime. Ultimately even the coup, led by
Gonzalez Alvear, was politicized and aborted. The military's decision to withdraw has
been attributed to the internal realization that its professional capacities had been
undermined by its own politicization and that consequently the country's security—still
the military’s ultimate responsibility-- was at risk. Also an important factor in the
withdrawal of the regime was significant popular pressure for reform. It has been noted
that this pressure, coming in the form of both general strikes organized by the Frente
Unitario de Trabajadores (FUT) and the lobbying of economic elites through the
powerful Camaras de la Produccion (Chambers of Agriculture, Commerce and Industry),
was not aimed at creating a change in regime, but rather at affecting specific government

strategies and pushing for the implementation of the regime’s reformist promises.

15 Handelman; 15
16 [saacs; 95
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In his attempts to capitalize on the oil boom to institute social and economic
reforms Lara's regime failed to create channels to organize potential civilian supporters.
The Ecuadorian dictatorship's distrust for politics, similar to that of Velasco's Peruvian
regime banned political parties and failed to include a participatory alternative—such as
SINAMOS-- to counter opposition.'” Lara's government displayed an intolerance for
party politics and civilian mobilization typical of what Brian Loveman describes as a

typical attitude of anti-political regimes: " ...outright rejection of politics, which is
perceived as being the source of underdevelopment, corruption, and evil"'®. While the
Ecuadorian regime's attempted reforms are comparable to other authoritarian experiments
in the region and around the world, Lara's unique aversion to the use of repression to
stifle growing civilian dissatisfaction with development policy hastened the process of
transition. The "soft" approach used by the Lara dictablanda, although ultimately
accelerating the return to civilian governance, "helped to ensure that in Ecuador military
rule would remain a viable political alternative""”.

Officially initiated in January 1978, the Ecuadorian transition, labeled the
"Process of Juridical Restructuring of the Nation," aimed to enact political reforms that
would give ‘strengthened’ democratic governments the means by which to resume the

reform project initiated under Rodriguez Lara. The military officials and civilians

involved in the elaborate three year process engaged in extensive dialogue through which

' The Peruvian regime’s mechanism for popular participation, Sistema Nacional por Movilizacion Social
(SINAMOS), is discussed and assessed at length in C. McClintock’s “Precarious Regimes, Authoritarian
and Democratic” in Diamond et al., 1999; 324-325.

** Loveman, 1997; 13

" Isaacs, 1994; .95

16



participants—including representatives from virtually every organized social and political
force—discussed the path to effective civilian rule. The initial process of transition
began with the appointment of three commissions by the government. One would revise
the 1945 Constitution and another would draft an entirely new Charter, both of which,

20" The third was to define new rules

upon completion, were submitted to a referendum.
and procedures governing political party organization and the electoral process.

The transition also encouraged two sets of pacts- one that dealt with the
relationship among the newly established political parties, and another that sought to
establish the “political role of the armed forces once they abdicated their formal political
power.”*! The negotiations that followed, given the leveraged position of the outgoing
regime, allowed the military to retain significant political influence by securing important
prerogatives. The negotiated transition guaranteed a relatively smooth, stable process,
resulting in a system that would conform to the Dahl’s institutional requirements for
democratic society. > Yet, as noted by many consolidation scholars, those arrangements,
agreements and institutions that facilitated the initial transition to democracy are often

23

inimical to its consolidation.”” The context of Ecuadorian transition and subsequent

democratic stagnation provides a clear examples of the types of pacts that ease the initial

2 With the support of nearly all existing political parties, the new Constitution was overwhelmingly ratified
by popular vote in January of 1978

2 Isaacs; 120

2 Robert Dahl’s eight institutional requirements for the existence of democracy include: “(1) freedom to
form and join organizations; (2) freedom of expression; (3) right to vote; (4) eligibility for public office; (5)
right of political leaders to compete for support [and votes]; (6) alternative sources of information; (7) free
and fair elections; and (8) institutions for making government policies depend on votes and other
expressions of preference” Dahl; 3

> See Rustow’s “Toward a Dynamic Model of Democracy” and J.S. Valenzuela’s contribution in
Mainwaring et al., Issues in Democratic Consolidation for a more profound assessment of the relationship
between transition and democratic consolidation.
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transition to democracy, but by ceding significant reserve domains of authority to the
armed forces, have ultimately undermined its consolidation.

The Ecuadorian transition to democracy bears the marks of what O’Donnell
identifies as the ‘paradox of success’. The relative economic success and low levels of
repression during the military regime, while easing the process of transition, created a

24 The absence of the intense

more difficult context for future democratic consolidation.
and extensive antiauthoritarian sentiment characteristic of the Argentine and Uruguayan
transitions allowed the military to secure a high level of autonomy that, in conjunction
with subsequent bouts with economic and political crises, led to widespread
disenchantment with civilian governments and the ineffective functioning of democratic
regimes. > As we will see, this environment of military strength and legitimacy vis-a-vis
weak and ineffective civilian administrations has arguably led to the ‘slow death’ of
democracy in Ecuador by progressively diminishing existing spaces for the exercise of

. g . . o . 26
civilian power and eroding guarantees of liberal constitutionalism.

** The Ecuadorian economy grew steadily from 1972-1976 with income from petroleum export increasing
from $US282m in 1973 to $US565m in 1976. Agricultural products also benefited from increased sales
and prices with banana exports increasing from $US74-$US137m and coffee from $US65-205m over the
same period. Per capita income (according to Central Bank figures) also rose from $US291 to $US658
during the period 1972-1976. Handelman; 17.

 Dr. Jorge Maldonado, in a presentation on Ecuadorian civil-military relations given at the IX USARSA
Latin American Conference at Fort Benning, cites Ecuadorian Col. Patricio Haro: “the political notion
according to which ‘the worst democracy is better than the best dictatorship’ is not adjusted to reality
because, in the Ecuadorian case, in the opinion of the public and of history, military governments have
been progressive, honest and patriotic; they have fostered national development and have guaranteed the
survival of the State.”

%% For more detailed discussion of the ‘paradox of success’ and obstacles to democratic consolidation in
countries characterized by ‘successful’ military regimes, see O’Donnell in Mainwaring et al.: 1992
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Chapter 11 Military Prerogatives

In his book, Rethinking Military Politics: Brazil and the Southern Cone, Alfred
Stepan emphasizes the importance of the prerogatives retained by the military in the
transition to civilian governance. Because the subordination of the military is seen as a
central element in the process of democratic consolidation, those prerogatives that have
been maintained by the armed forces must be recognized, he says, as “a form of latent

2

independent structural power within the polity,” and are, therefore, essential for any
analysis of the relative autonomy and influence of the military vis-a-vis the elected
government.”” In his model Stepan proposes a two-dimensional model to measure
civilian control over the military. One axis serves to measure military prerogatives on the
continuum between high and low, and the other axis the high/low level of military
contestation of civilian control. Theoretically, where prerogatives and contestation are
low there is outright civilian control and, at the other end of the spectrum, where
prerogatives are high and contestation is high one would expect to see a "near untenable
position for democratic leaders"*.

This method of analysis is applicable to the Ecuadorian case insofar as we can

determine the prerogatives retained by the military at the time of transition. Furthermore,

determining quantifiable changes in the level of prerogatives ultimately serves as a tool

7 Stepan, 1988; 98
* Ibid.; 100
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with which to establish the direction of change with respect to the relative subordination
of the military over time. Stepan’s institutional prerogatives refer to “those areas where,
whether challenged or not, the military as an institution assumes they have an acquired
right or privilege, formal or informal, to exercise effective control over its internal
governance, to play a role with in extra-military areas within the state, or even to

29 .
”> Thus, in a

structure relationships between the state and political or civil-society.
context of high military prerogatives, the armed forces are often ceded de facto and de
Jjure tutelary powers and are able to maintain and expand significant reserve domains of
authority within the political arena, creating an inherently limited foundation for
democratic consolidation.

The selected prerogatives suggested by Stepan as important in the analysis of
civil-military relations include: the existence of a constitutionally sanctioned independent
role of the military in the political system; the military relationship to the chief executive;
the coordination of the defense sector; active-duty military participation in the Cabinet;
the role of the legislature (in affecting military budgets, force structures, etc.); the role of
senior career civil servants or civilian political appointees (in designing and
implementing defense and national security policy); the role of the military in intelligence
agencies; the role of the military in police; the role in military promotions; role of the

military in state enterprises; and the role of the military in the legal system.”® Each of

these items can be examined individually and are assessed in terms of their conformity to

¥ 1bid.; 93
0 Ibid.; 94-97
20



what would be considered instances of “high”, “moderate” and “low” prerogatives. >'
(See Appendix A) In order to establish changes in these prerogatives over the past two
decades, it will be imperative to first examine—one by one—the relative level of the
aforementioned prerogatives at transition, and then note significant changes up to the
present. Because many of the Ecuadorian prerogatives do not fit neatly with the criteria
proposed by Stepan’s matrix, levels of each prerogative will be assessed on a scale of
‘low’, ‘medium/low’, ‘medium’, ‘medium/high’ and ‘high’. The relative weight of these
will then be utilized—after detailed analysis of any changes-- to evaluate military
prerogatives at transition in relation to subsequent moments since the first democratic
administration from 1979-84.

Critics of the this approach have cited that Stepan’s analysis failed to assign each
of his prerogatives a relative weight in order to determine those whose elimination are
more important to the process of military subordination and democratic consolidation. It
is evident that the elimination of several of the prerogatives in Stepan’s list is more
essential than others for fostering democratic civil-military relations. Thus, it is
necessary to identify those prerogatives whose high level of expression will most
severely limit civilian governments’ ability to effectively eradicate the non-democratic
influence of the armed forces in the democratic process. For the purposes of this analysis
the key prerogatives that must be constrained are the following (in order of decreasing

weight): the constitutionally sanctioned independent role of the military in the political

3! Stepan’s matrix of prerogatives and his rating criteria can be found on pages 94-97 of Rethinking
Military Politics.
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system, the military’s high level of autonomy vis-a-vis the legislature, the armed forces
independent role in state enterprises, and the military’s relationship to the chief executive.
While elimination of the remaining prerogatives is certainly imperative for the long run
establishment of democratic civil-military relations, the Ecuadorian case exemplifies that
retention of these four prerogatives has played a central role in the armed forces’
expanded influence in the political arena. Thus, this chapter will begin by first examining
the relative levels of these prerogatives and any changes in the military’s ability to

exercise the political leverage that they provide.

Military Prerogatives—From Transition to 2001

This chapter will attempt to both quantify the individual and aggregate level of
prerogatives afforded the Ecuadorian armed forces during the administration immediately
following the transition to democratic rule, and again at key moments during the
subsequent twenty years. The goal of this quantitative approach is to trace the trajectory
of military prerogatives over time in an attempt to illustrate movement toward increasing
autonomy and influence in the Ecuadorian political arena. At the time of transition to
civilian governance the Ecuadorian military's relative influence on the process (as
discussed in Chapter I) allowed it to retain a relatively high level of both normative and
de facto prerogatives. Given the broad normative parameters of military autonomy at
transition and an absence of civilian contestation over the past two decades the armed
forces have increasingly interpreted their legal and de facto role in the Ecuadorian

political system to include an active voice in government policy and have, on several
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occasions, taken on the task of political arbitration in times of crisis. The end result of
the military’s high prerogatives has been movement toward a more tutelary arrangement
with civilian governments in which the expanded reserve domain of authority for the
armed forces has curtailed the consolidation of democratic institutions and policy

making.

1. Constitutionally sanctioned independent role of the military in political system:

At Transition-- (high)

The new Ecuadorian constitution, approved in 1978 by referendum, formed the
basis for return to democratic elections and civilian rule in 1979. This transition was
marked by pacts established between the military and the political party leadership that
centered on a protracted, if circumscribed, political role for the armed forces.

From the outset, the military was able to retain a degree of political influence
including a constitutional clause that guaranteed a somewhat ambiguous right to
participate in the process of national development.’> In Stepan’s matrix, a ‘high’
designation for this prerogative is given in those situations in which the “constitution
allocates primary responsibility for internal law and order to the military and implicitly
gives the military great decisional latitude in determining when and how to carry out their

responsibility.”  The somewhat open-ended wording of this article gives the armed

32 Article 128 of the 1979 constitution: “La Fuerza Publica [the police and the armed forces] esté destinada
a la conservacion de la soberania nacional, a la defensa de la integridad e independencia del Estado y a la
garantia de su ordenamiento juridico...” ConstitucionPolitica de la Republica, Quito, 1981.
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forces a broad mandate to conserve national sovereignty, defend the independence and
integrity of the State, and guarantee its juridical order. The ambiguity inherent in the
wording of Article 128, while inconsequential in terms of direct military intervention
during the first—relatively stable—democratic administration, would prove important in
the future as the military took advantage of this normative latitude to act as political
arbiter and de facto guarantor of democracy in times of crisis. We will return to this
point later as it will be crucial in the analysis of military prerogatives and de facto
political power in subsequent years.

The transition in 1979 saw the candidates backed by hard-liners within the armed
forces—Raul Clemente Huerta in the first round of presidential elections and Sixto Duran
Ballén in the second-- soundly defeated by the center-left binomio of Jaime Roldos (CFP)
and Osvaldo Hurtado (PDC). The military had barred the participation of CFP leader and
election favorite Assad Bucaram, and although Roldos campaigned with the slogan
‘Roldos a la Presidencia, Bucardm al poder’, the future president had “provided the
necessary assurances that once elected he would distance himself from CFP boss

»3  Thus, the initial, wary acceptance by the military of the Roldos

Bucaram.
administration created a context of mutual accommodation. This period—even following
Roldos’ death and Hurtado’s constitutionally mandated ascension to the presidency in
1981-- was characterized by a tacit policy in which the military refrained from active

participation in policy matters beyond the scope of national defense and the government

went to great lengths not to provoke the armed forces throughout its tenure.

33 Isaacs; 123
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1984-2001 (high and increasing)

The armed forces have expanded their role in the political arena since the first
civilian administration. This process has been facilitated by the military’s interpretation
of its broad mandate to conserve national sovereignty, defend the independence and
integrity of the Sate, and guarantee its juridical order. In a move toward a more tutelary
relationship with the civilian government, the armed forces have increasingly acted as
political brokers in times of political stalemate and economic crisis. This process of
increasing guardianship can be attributed to the military’s interpretation of its ambiguous
legal directive to include its acting as the ultimate political arbiters in times of crisis.
Indeed, the last two presidential successions have been settled within the grounds of the
Ministry of Defense.

The phenomenon of expanding military influence in the political system is
exemplified by the tumultuous years following the election of populist Abdald Bucardm
(PRE) in 1996. His opponent, the PSC’s Jaime Nebot, having openly advocated the
deepening of the previous administration’s free-market reforms to include military
industries among possible privatizations, had alienated the armed forces and forced their
hand. Despite early grumbling on the part of the military, Army Commander General
Francisco “Paco” Moncayo—hero of the 1995 war and leader of the nationalist-reformist
sector of the military—*"“pledged publicly that the armed forces would respect the election

results.” With wary acquiescence, the military refused to intervene, seeing Bucaram as
9 b
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the lesser of two evils and “given his unstable support, less likely... to challenge military
prerogatives.” >

The short-lived Bucaram administration, beset by repeated corruption scandals
and damaged by the president’s erratic personal behavior, was doomed for failure.
Compounding the various claims of rampant nepotism and the president’s penchant for
public appearances ‘unbefitting’ the Chief Executive (including the recording of a CD
and highly publicized episodes of public drunkenness) was the populist leader’s
unpopular economic plan calling for austerity measures and a proposed currency board
that would peg the value of the sucre to the US dollar. Massive mobilized protests and
staunch congressional opposition to the president’s policies reached an apex with the
dubiously constitutional legislative decision to declare the presidency vacant on the
grounds of Bucardm’s ‘mental incompetence,” nominating congressman Fabian Alarcon
as the interim Chief Executive. Demonstrating his characteristic intransigence, Bucardm
failed to recognize Congress’ declaration and barricaded himself inside the presidential
palace. Soon after, Vice President, Rosalia Arteaga’s claim to the presidency exposed
ambiguity in the constitutional succession process and created a political morass which
saw three individuals simultaneously claiming the nation’s highest office.

The confusion that ensued centered on both the means by which Bucaram was
deposed and the appointment of his replacement. The military, led by General Moncayo,

played an integral role in the brokering of a deal in which Arteaga presided for a matter

of days until Congress was able to legally appoint Alarcon. Although the military

3% Fitch; 90
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eventually mediated this solution, a key moment in the debacle came when then Minister
of Defense Victor Manuel Bayas resigned and the military High Command ignored
Bucardm’s declaration of a state of emergency—effectively withdrawing its crucial
support and ensuring that Bucardm would not remain in office.

The conspicuous fact that the armed forces acted as political arbiters—
deliberately defying a presidential order and supporting the circumscription of legal
constitutional succession-- made evident the military’s increasingly broad interpretation
of its normative prerogatives vis-a-vis the elected government and the further erosion of
‘democratic’ civil-military relations. The pattern of conditional subordination to the
Chief Executive underscores the fact that Ecuadorian democracy has not been able to
eliminate the threat of military tutelage and coup politics identified as significant barriers
to democratic consolidation. Further evidence of this phenomenon can be seen during the
last five years with the repeated interference of the military in the political arena as de
facto arbiters—a role justified by a significant portion of the armed forces’ perceived
constitutional duty to maintain internal order in times of political crisis.

The short-lived interim government of Fabian Alarcon ended in 1998 with the
election of center-left candidate Jamil Mahuad (DP). Mahuad, faced with burgeoning
fiscal deficits and international debt inherited from previous administrations, pushed for
economic reforms including cuts in government spending through the elimination of
subsidies on cooking gas and gasoline, attempts to increase revenue with an elevated
value-added tax and the privatization of government owned telecom and electricity

companies. Reform was stymied by the collapse of the PSC-DP coalition and the
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emergence of mobilized popular opposition—including indigenous-led transportation
strikes that effectively paralyzed commerce for weeks at a time. Compounding the
political and economic crisis, since March of 1999 there had been rumors of military
discontent with the government—including speculation of an impending coup d’etat.

On January 21*, 2000, hundreds of Ecuadorians stormed past permissive military
guards and occupied the empty Congress building proclaiming victory for a new
“Parliament of the People”. Later that day thousands of protesters rallied around the
presidential palace to demand that the president step down. By the next morning the
armed forces had withdrawn security forces guarding the presidential Palace and
Ecuador's government had been occupied by a three-person junta in a bloodless coup
d’etat. The triumvirate, headed by recently appointed defense minister General Carlos
Mendoza®, Carlos Solorzano, a former Supreme Court judge, and Antonio Vargas, the
leader of the highly mobilized indigenous group, CONAIE, demanded the resignation of
President Jamil Mahuad. The movement within the armed forces to remove the president
was the product of deep divisions characterized by a split between radical junior officers
led by Colonel Lucio Gutierrez (and later joined by Gen. Mendoza and army commander
Gen. Sandoval) who advocated military action on the premise that the government itself
had threatened the security of the nation, and those loyal to a strict interpretation of the

institution’s constitutional subordination.

% Originally the three-man junta included unknown Col. Lucio Gutierrez, but as the day progressed Gen.
Mendoza appeared as the military representative in the triumvirate that demanded the removal of President
Mahuad.
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Eventually persuaded by calls from the U.S. Department of State that threatened
economic and political isolation, within hours the junta had succumbed to the pressure for
a return to constitutional order and agreed to install Vice President Gustavo Noboa as
Chief Executive. Once Mahuad had been deposed and stability returned, General
Mendoza characterized his role in the coup d’etat as a calculated measure to “prevent a

social explosion”

and explained that he agreed to join the coup only as a “stall tactic
until democratic order could be restored™’.  Still, the collective (in)action of several
high-level military officers and many junior officers in facilitating the ouster of the
nation’s elected executive, the proclamation of a “National Salvation” junta, illustrate the

armed forces’ expanded de facto interpretation of its constitutional role to include

deliberate action in the defense of internal order in times of crisis.*®

2. Role of legislature:

At Transition-- (high)

Under the original post-transition constitution and national security laws, the
Congress had no standing committee on defense or the armed forces. Mechanisms for
legislative oversight of the armed forces were not institutionalized at the time of

transition and the relationship was characterized by a lack of interest and civilian

3¢ The Associated Press, January 25, 2000.

37 The Associated Press, March 29, 2000.

¥ It is important to note that the Ecuadorian Constitution adopted in 1998 did not alter the military’s role,
stating in Article 183: ‘Las Fuerzas Armadas tendran como mision fundamental la conservacion de la
soberania nacional, la defensa de la integridad e independencia del Estado y la garantia de su ordenamiento
juridico.” Constitucion Politica de la Republica, Quito, 1998.
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oversight capacity, and a wary accommodation on the part of civilian lawmakers.”’ In
practical terms, the Congress’ role vis-a-vis the military was one of near-complete
separation in policy spheres with legislative issues divided between military and non-
military components.*’

The military was also able to secure partial autonomy over its budget by means of
a fixed 23 percent share of annual petroleum export revenues and the retention of military
owned and operated enterprises under the Direccion de Industrias del Ejército (DINE).
The military budget, therefore, was divided into three distinct categories; the budget
authorized by the Ministry of Finance that covered salaries, clothing, food and other
equipment; the budget of the Junta Nacional de Defensa, of which the regalias were a
part, used for the purchase of armaments; and finally, the revenue generated by military
participation in the economy (originally funded from earmarked petroleum revenue)
including ownership of munitions factories and other suppliers of military supplies,
partnerships in metalworking, chemical, cement and ceramic producing enterprises, and a
“near monopoly on transportation through control of air and sea transport” run by the
Navy’s merchant marine fleet (TRANSNAVE), an oil tanker fleet (FLOPEC) and the Air
Force’s control of a cargo and passenger airline (TAME).* The proceeds generated by
unsupervised military investment and operation of these diverse enterprises were never
funneled into the federal treasury and can be considered as augmenting the military’s

fiscal autonomy.

%% The lack of oversight capacity is often cited as a result of the dearth of civilians trained in security issues.
“ Fitch; 80
4 Martz; 44
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1984-2001-- (high, and decreasing)

In the period since the first civilian administration from 1979-84, there have been
very few changes to the legal relationship of the military to Ecuador’s legislature. As
mentioned above, the Congress has had no standing committee on defense or the armed
forces. Instead, under current regulations, defense matters are considered within the
congressional International Relations committee. The only significant change in the
relationship between the military and Congress came in 2001 when the legislative body
rejected an Executive proposal to extend (and expand) the military’s share of petroleum
revenues, thereby subjecting the armed forces entire budget to closer congressional
scrutiny.

In the wake of the events of January 2000, the Noboa administration was able to
follow through with Mahuad’s dollarization plan and successfully garner enough political
support to maintain his position. The government’s decision to decorate General
Mendoza with a medal of “professional excellence” and a congressionally granted
blanket amnesty for all officers involved in the coup demonstrated, however, a strong
lobby to ‘close the book’ on the coup and allow the military to regroup.*” Perhaps
reflecting a combination of growing civilian concern about the growing political role of

the armed forces and a sense that the military was at least temporarily vulnerable,

*2 According to S. Fitch,