
Now put it back together 

 

PLAN TRES MIL is a neighbourhood on the outskirts of Santa Cruz, made up of mud roads and 
outdoor markets. Its inhabitants are mostly indigenous Bolivians from the western highlands, 
and after days of constant harassment, they are angry. Their tormentors are radical young 
militants from the Unión Juvenil Cruceñista (UJC, the Union of Santa Cruz Youth), armed with 
clubs, shields and, some say, firearms, who have roughed up indigenous street traders and 
supporters of President Evo Morales’s socialist government. 

“With this authoritarian Indian president we have to defend ourselves at all times,” explains 
Victor Hugo Rojas, a Unión Juvenil leader. (Mr Morales is Bolivia’s first indigenous president.) 
But those on the receiving end of the increasing violence see it differently. “We cannot stand 
this any more,” says Portugal Quispe, an indigenous leader in the town. 

The conflict tearing at Plan Tres Mil is being played out across Bolivia. The country has always 
been split between a minority of whiter, wealthier Bolivians of European descent, who tend to 
live in the prosperous tropical lowlands, and the darker, indigenous people concentrated in the 
impoverished high plains. But the divisions are now deeper than ever.  

At least 30 people have been killed in clashes between the opposing camps. For the past three 
weeks, anti-government protesters have mounted roadblocks in energy-rich south-eastern 
Bolivia, stormed government buildings and seized gas fields near pipelines carrying gas to 
Brazil and Argentina. So far, Bolivians have avoided falling into a fully-fledged civil conflict. But 
a week of escalating street battles has brought the possibility much closer. 

The violence erupted after Mr Morales decreed on August 28th that a referendum would be 
held on a new constitution. The vote is due to take place on January 25th. The changes are 
opposed by most lowlanders; Mr Morales refers to them as privileged “oligarchs” intent on his 
overthrow and on denying indigenous Bolivians their rightful share of the country’s natural gas, 
minerals and land. They, in turn, suspect the president of trying to turn the country into a 
satellite of Venezuela and Cuba.  

 



The opposition is being led by conservative regional governors from the five eastern 
departments of Beni, Chuquisaca, Pando, and gas-rich Santa Cruz and Tarija. Soon after the 
referendum was announced, opposition governors, most of whom have won local ballots 
supporting regional autonomy, launched a campaign of civil disobedience that quickly 
descended into violence.  

On the night of September 10th, hundreds of protesters overpowered soldiers protecting a big 
gas field. Early the next morning another group of protesters started closing valves and 
overriding safety devices on a main gas-export pipeline close to the town of Yacuiba. Their 
action resulted in a huge gas leak and subsequent explosion that interrupted gas exports, 
costing $8m-10m a day in lost revenues and tens of millions more in damages to the pipeline. 
The line connects Bolivia’s largest gas fields to Brazil, and supplies around half of all its natural 
gas.  

But it was in the sparsely populated northern Amazon, near the town of Porvenir, far from the 
main battleground in the east, that the violence came to a head. On September 11th a pro-
government demonstration in the regional capital, Cobija, ended in a bloodbath when rival 
gangs opened fire on each other. Bodies are gradually being recovered from a river. The 
official death toll has so far reached 15, with a further 106 people still missing. 

Each side accuses the other of arming illegal paramilitary groups. The government was quick 
to describe the killings as a genocidal massacre authored by the opposition regional governor, 
Leopoldo Fernández, of the Pando department, and immediately ordered troops to impose 
martial law. On September 16th Mr Fernández was arrested, in violation of the immunity 
granted to such officials. In response, the opposition first pulled out of talks with the 
government, but has now said it is willing to join in after all. 

Bolivia’s crisis is already spreading beyond its borders. Mr Morales has frequently accused the 
United States ambassador in Bolivia, Philip Goldberg, of collaborating with rebel prefects and of 
seeking to break up the country. Mr Goldberg’s previous job in Kosovo apparently makes him 
highly suspicious. As the violence escalated, Mr Goldberg was expelled for allegedly fomenting 
rebellion.  

Bolivia can hardly afford this posturing. On September 16th the United States declared it to be 
“non-compliant” in the war on drugs, which will lead to an end to American aid. Even more 
worrying is the threat to the thousands of jobs that currently depend on duty-free access to 
the American market under the Andean Trade Promotion and Drug Eradication Act, which is 
due to expire at the end of this year. Venezuela’s president, Hugo Chávez, followed suit, 
expelling America’s envoy to Caracas in solidarity with Bolivia (see article). The Bush 
administration has responded in kind, expelling the Bolivian and Venezuelan ambassadors to 
Washington and urging United States citizens to leave Bolivia. 

Mr Chávez has repeatedly said he would not stand idly by if Mr Morales were threatened by the 
opposition. He even pledged, theatrically, to die in Bolivia’s defence if necessary. But 
suspicions of Mr Chávez are so widespread in Bolivia that troops flown into Cobija were met by 
protesters convinced that this was a long-feared Venezuelan invasion. A flustered army colonel 
leading the operation had to insist he was Bolivian. His equally nervous troops briefly opened 
fire, killing two bystanders and injuring others, before order was restored. 

Alarmed by the crisis, neighbouring governments have responded with support for Mr Morales. 
At an emergency meeting of the 12-member Union of South American Nations (Unasur) on 
September 15th, the nascent organisation pledged to send a delegation to Bolivia to establish 
a dialogue between the government and representatives of the eastern provinces. The six-hour 
meeting was marked by tension between the region’s two big powers: Brazil, nervous about 
disruptions to supplies of gas from Bolivia, and Venezuela.  

A pause in the violence should create room for talks. But the differences between the two sides 
are so wide and their supporters so inclined to take matters into their own hands that 



international mediators face a monumental task: first to broker a deal, and then to ensure 
both sides keep their pledges.  
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