Presbyterians visit Pelosi's office on Bolivia - by Enrique Bachinelo

On February 1, 2007 the Presbyterian Church in San Francisco requested a meeting with Speaker Nancy Pelosi, who as Speaker of the House, is third in line to the presidency of the United States. As Democratic leader and representative of San Francisco, her influence and authority extend to her district, but as Congressional Leader, her vision and power reaches nationwide.

The representatives from the Church stated the importance of conveying their message to the Congresswoman and to share with her their understanding about events of concern in Bolivia, considering that they have close ties to other churches in that country: in La Paz, El Alto, Oruro, Potosí and other cities. As a sister church to those in Bolivia, they have become well aware of the reality facing their counterparts in this nation locked in the heart of South America. The delegation included Rev. Norman Fong and church leaders Den Olsen, Joan Huff, Brad Hector, Anore Shaw, Jack M. Johnson, Jean Norris y Nancy Gruel from Bolivia

The interview was granted, but because Congresswoman Pelosi had more pressing commitments, her staff Director in San Francisco, Dan Bernal and Harriet M.K. Ishimoto, San Francisco Staff Assistant received the delegation. First on the agenda was the purpose of the visit, then they explained the details of their concerns. The San Francisco office staff received the delegation with courtesy and interest. They were all ears as they listened attentively to the members of the Presbyterian Church.

First to speak was Rev. Norman Fong who began with a brief summary and an introduction of each member. Each person briefly developed a specific point of concern. The author of this article accompanied the religious group as a Bolivian, journalist and ex-Senator of Bolivia. There was an intense interchange of opinions and information, some with personal interjections and comments on both sides.

In summary, four important issues were presented:

1. The extradition to Bolivia of ex-President Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada and two of his ex cabinet members who now live in the United States so that they may be brought to justice in Bolivia, and that the US fulfill this demand made by the Bolivian Government. 

Ex-President Sanchez de Lozada privatized all of the state-owned companies in Bolivia, placing the most important sources of national production in the hands of foreign transnational companies. He provoked the "The War of Gas" in El Alto of La Paz causing nearly 100 deaths and 500 wounded. This outraged the people and when he feared a massive uprising, he fled the country taking with him his two cabinet members and an unknown amount of money withdrawn from the Central Bank. An amount still not totally identified.

2. The delegation requested fair trade not free trade and just recompense for Bolivian products. They expressed opposition to the free trade agreements that have only produced negative effects that have jeopardized workers in the United States and in Third World countries. These agreements have created unjust work conditions in developing countries, conditions that benefit only the wealthy entrepreneurs: prohibition of labor unions and easy terms and low taxes for factory owners. They require nothing of the companies and on the contrary, are characterized by miserable wages, long workdays, lack of safety on the job, and a general atmosphere of exploitation in the "maquiladoras". In addition, workers in the United States have lost thousands of jobs because of the flight of factories to other countries. These treaties have only helped the transnational corporations in their grab for sources of cheap labor and broader markets for their products that are in many cases free of import/export taxes.

3. There was also the issue of American military bases that have been installed in Paraguay approximately 250 kilometers from the border with Bolivia in the area of Gran Chaco. Neighboring countries are fearful and nervous about this military presence at their doorstep. Initially, it was estimated that nearly 400 Units were training there. It is possible that their number has increased since then.

4. The final and most significant point was the respect for the democratic process in Bolivia, that it be allowed to develop peacefully without interference. For the first time in its history, Bolivia has an indigenous president, Evo Morales. A wide majority, elected him mostly from the peasant class, peasants who have never received any benefit from foreign aid or investments. They have been abandoned and forgotten for five hundred years. These programs of financial assistance only served the parasitic bureaucracy that has been insensitive and self satisfied. With few exceptions, these governments made plans that had no lasting value for the people

Finally, Congresswoman Pelosi's staff director assured those present that their concerns would be presented to her and that they would receive an answer from her regarding them. He gave his assurance that these issues would very likely be taken up at the highest level of Congress. Undoubtedly, the members of Congress in the United States have many important issues and their constituents recognize that with respect.

It is important to note that the political climate in the United States has changed. The Republican Party has lost control of Congress and the Democrats, who strongly oppose many of the Bush policies, are now in the majority. This may be an opening for more equitable relations between North and South, but we have to ask ourselves, "How far will this opposition go and for how long?" How long this window of optimism and accessibility will last is anybody's guess. Or is this just the same old story with a new spin? Time will tell.

Our hope is that Nancy Pelosi, as Speaker of the House, will take a hard look at Bolivia and at the issues raised by the delegation from the Presbyterian Church - an institution respected for a progressive vision shared by many Americans. Bolivia has found them an echo for its own y desire for progress toward a better future.
