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Reeling in Rio
arnival confronts the global economy
By Kelly Candaele
Rio DE JANEIRO, BRAZIL
the day before the start of Carnival, Marlilene
IMonteiro's young students practice the intricate
moves of the samba, the dance they will display in
the Carnival parade. While her "Union of the Heart" samba
school has been preparing for this year's parade virtually
since the last one ended, Monteiro is still scrambling for
sponsors and money to pay for costumes, a parade float and
other Carnival essentials.
Her students are from the poor areas of Rio de Janeiro, the
favelas, where makeshift homes are dug into the granite mountainsides that surround Rio and symbolize a deeply divided
society. Carnival has been called a "ritual of inversion," five
days when the poor and dispossessed own the streets, asserting
their physical and cultural presence through ostentatious costumes and the samba's pounding Afro-Brazilian rhythms. But
Monteiro is less interested in sociological insights than in tracking down another couple hundred real (about $100) for her
school. "This year seems to be more difficult for some reason,"
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she laments. "The
businesses that we have
always depended upon to

help us are not as willing this time."
There is always a political subtext to Brazilian Carnival. The
samba school theme songs and enredos, the story lines of the
parade performances, often contain references to the common
people's struggle for equality and freedom, in addition to an
overall appreciation of the sumptuous spectacle of life. But this

year there is an added dimension. The world is watching Brazil's
weakening economy for signs of revival after the value of the
real was cut in half against the dollar when frenzied international currency traders fled the Brazilian market, fearing a
Russian-style meltdown in the tropics. There are worries that
the "contagion" in the world's eighth-largest economy could
spread, first to Argentina and then around the world.
Brazil is also a test case for the International Monetary Fund's
ability to police the world economy by imposing austerity measures on economies in need of "structural reform." In IMF-speak,
"reform" means accepting free trade, open currency markets, privatization of state run enterprises, work force flexibility and
restrained federal spending. In Brazil, the $41.5 billion the IMF
has promised to shore up the economy comes not with strings
attached but with a rope. Growing numbers of Brazilians believe
that rope will be used to hang them. Outside the "Sambadrome,"
the mile-long parade route in downtown Rio, attorney Francisco
Chagas clutches his throat when asked about the role of the IMF
in the Brazilian economy: "They give us the money, they grab us
right here and they tell us to be quiet."
President Fernando Henrique Cardoso is an advocate of
"modernizing" the Brazilian economy along fairly orthodox
macroeconomic lines. Several large state-run enterprises have
been privatized since his first election as president in 1994, and
he has encouraged openness and flexibility for foreign investment and changes in Brazil's labor codes, particularly for public
employees. The leader of the Brazilian Social Democratic Party
(PSDB), the centermost of Brazil's several
left-leaning parties, Cardoso was architect
of the 1993 "real plan" when, as finance
minister, he helped tame the country's rampant inflation by tying the Brazilian
currency to the dollar. He was re-elected to
a second term last October, defeating
Workers Party (PT) candidate Luis Inacio
da Silva, popularly known as "Lula," and
several others by a substantial margin.
Cardoso has accepted IMF and establishment premises that the problems with
Brazil are internal: large budget and trade
deficits, crony capitalism and too much involvement of the state in the market. He agreed to $16
billion in federal and state budget cuts in return for
the first installment of the IMF loan last year. Prior to
the dramatic January devaluation of the Brazilian currency, Cardoso tried to sustain the confidence of foreign
investors by defending the value of the real through high interest rates that kept foreign and domestic investment in the
country. He also made moves to cut Brazil's federal budget deficit, and he pushed through a tax on retired federal employees,
whom many Brazilians saw as part of a pampered elite.
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But in early January, when former President Itamar Franco,
now governor of the state of Minas Gerais, refused to pay
debts owed to the federal government, international investors
saw Cardoso as weak, ran for the door and took billions of dollars with them. Franco and a group of governors from six other
states have joined together and called upon Cardoso to renegotiate their debt payments. In a reversal of his previous
policy of not negotiating with these "opposition governors,"
Cardoso has agreed to work to resolve this ongoing political
crisis that continues to undermine his credibility. Earlier he
had threatened to suspend federal payments to the states that
refused to pay their debts and called upon the ostensibly neutral World Bank to cancel funding for projects in the states
that did not cooperate.
At the same time, Brazil remains one of the most economically polarized societies in the world, with 10 percent
of the population owning almost half of its wealth.
According to the Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace, the richest 10 percent of the population have more
wealth than their American counterparts, and the poorest
are 10 times as poor. Half of the working population is part
of the informal economy paying no taxes or pension contributions. And there are still millions of landless peasants, a
glaring testimony to a political inability to deal with one of
Brazil's most wrenching problems. "Our year doesn't start
until after Carnival," says Sandra Veiga, director of the
Federation for Social Assistance and Education (FASE), one
of the largest nongovernmental organizations in Brazil. "But
later this month, we are getting together with labor groups,
landless organizations, churches and the Workers Party to

plan a series of actions that we will carry out in opposition to
the current policies."
Unions, NGOs, peasant movements and political parties
are preparing a post-Carnival agenda that will challenge the
government's austerity program and the IMF's role in Brazilian
life. They are calling for a restructuring of the country's external debt, increased taxes on Brazil's wealthy and job programs
for the poor. There already has been a sit-down strike at the
Ford factory in Sao Paulo after the company announced its
intention to lay off 2,800 workers. And according to Ivo
Bucaresky of the Rio Workers Party, the likelihood of people
taking to the streets is high. "We are not going to accept the
views of Thatcher and Reagan for Brazil," he says.

T

he ongoing debate in Brazil is essentially about whether
national sovereignty and democracy have any meaning
when international currency speculators can have a greater
impact upon a country than elected representatives. There
are clear indications that poor and working people are not
simply going to surrender their judgment on economic and
social issues to the tender mercies of domestic and international technocrats.
Fiscal restraint, flexible labor markets and few barriers to the
international flow of capital are standard procedure when dealing with the demands of the IMF. Critics from some unlikely
places are pointing out that the IMF's austerity policies are a
primary cause of economic sickness rather than its cure. While
hardly an ideological revolution, when Harvard economist
Jeffrey Sachs accuses the U.S. Treasury and the IMF of having
"driven a large part of the developing world into recession" and
George Soros describes the current international financial markets as "the main cause of
the economic epidemic," it is clear that an
intellectual sea change is underway.
In late January, even Business Week, in an
editorial that could have been written by
Lenin, accused the IMF of forcing austerity
policies on countries that transform "bad
debt problems into economic debacles." The
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n the favel of Borel in Central Rio, Artur
de Brito wonders about the future of his
family. A television blasts a Brazilian soap
opera throughout his one-room home, the
walls of which are covered with pictures of
Vasco, his favorite local soccer team. "I voted
for Cardoso in the last election even though
Lula was a worker like me," he says. "Now my
construction work has stopped, and I don't
know what will happen next." •
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Obstacle* to Peace
Paramilitaries and U.S. policy stand in the waif
cit ending Colombia's civil war
Ana Carrigan

T

here are times in Colombia, and this is one of them,
when the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse appear
to have taken up permanent residence in this beautiful and tragic land. The Jan. 25 earthquake that devastated
Colombia's coffee growing region was the worst since 1875. It's
hard to fathom the catastrophic human consequences—"biblical," President Andres Pastrana called them—that the recent
earthquake left in its wake in the city of Armenia. The number
of recovered dead—almost 1,000—dwarfed by the more than
2,000 people who disappeared and are not expected ever to be
seen alive again; the homes of more than 6,000 peasant families destroyed; 35,000 homeless families; 250,000 people suddenly without jobs, or a roof, or any possessions or any means
of supporting themselves. No one will ever know the sum of
individual tragedies—the families, lives, plans and dreams—
that lie, torn to shreds, buried beneath disaster statistics on
such a scale.
Even before the earthquake struck this had been a nervewracking New Year. Hope, absent for so long, has been riding
high on Pastrana's commitment to ending the hemisphere's oldest insurgency war. So when talks between the government and
the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (PARC) were
formally inaugurated on Jan. 7, and the national media and
hundreds of national and international celebrities descended on the small, tropical town of San Vicente del
Caguan to bear witness to history in the
making, for one short and happy week it
finally seemed possible that Colombia's
yearnings for peace might be respected by
those with the guns.
Yet elsewhere in Colombia on that day,
new violence raged. As in so many other
peace processes, opening talks with one
side has enraged the other. Even as the
people of San Vicente were dancing
in the square to the ear-splitting
nusic of Ivan and his Bam Band,
flown in by the government from
Bogot^ for the post-inaugural celebrations, right-wing paramilitaries, acting on their threat to
Colombian President Andres
?astrana embraces comandante
Raul Reyes of the PARC
at peace talks in San Vicente.

sabotage the peace talks, went on a rampage. In undefended
villages and rural townships, where local army and police sat
out the killings in their barracks, the toll from dozens of massacres mounted. During the next four days, more than 150
people accused of guerrilla sympathies were slaughtered. The
militarists in the PARC, who remain unconvinced that peace
through negotiations will deliver the radical political changes
for which they have fought their entire lives, froze the talks,
pending government action to attack and disband the paramilitaries.
o one ever said peace negotiations in Colombia would be
easy. First, there are two long-lived guerrilla forces—the
PARC and the National Liberation Army (ELN)—with different priorities, constituencies, ideologies and methods, which
have been fighting the state for more than 35 years. Within the
last two years, the 15,000-strong peasant army of the PARC
has won a string of military victories, and between them, the
insurgents now control almost 40 percent of the national territory. Both forces, however, are split along generational lines.
Within the PARC, the younger militarists, who believe peace
can be imposed with their guns, are opposed to the policies of
the would-be peacemakers, led by the PARC's legendary 68year-old founder-leader, Manuel Marulanda, known
as "Tiro Fijo," or "Sureshot." Fortunately, the
authority of "Tiro Fijo" is still supreme, but the
pressures on him to delay negotiations while the
paramilitaries run amok are certain to increase.
Meanwhile, lacking more than rhetorical
support from his generals—or from the
Colombian rich, who hope to be "rescued"
from the PARC by U.S. military aid—
Pastrana has been unable to deal with
the greatest obstacle to peace: the
nearly 10,000 heavily armed, well\
paid (largely with drug money)
right-wing paramilitaries. First
formed 18 years ago by the army
for counter-insurgency, the paramilitaries now act as the militarized arm of the Colombian
far-right. In the countryside they o.
carry out a scorched-earth policy §
against the guerrilla's social base i
that has created 1.3 million g
internally displaced refugees, 3
while simultaneously "cleansing" g
the land for their financiers' ben- s
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