
Booted out 

A coup in Honduras brings an unwelcome old habit back to Latin America. 
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The scene was reminiscent of many in the 20th century, when military coups against 
democratic governments were sadly common across much of Latin America. At dawn on 
Sunday June 28th a group of soldiers barged into the residence of Manuel Zelaya, Honduras’s 
president, disarmed his guards, dragged him to an air base and flew him to exile in San José, 
Costa Rica. The army silenced the state television station, cut electricity supplies and the bus 
services in the capital, Tegucigalpa, and sent tanks and planes to patrol the city. “I was 
brutally taken out of my house and kidnapped by hooded soldiers who pointed high-calibre 
rifles at me,” said Mr Zelaya. “But until the next elections, I will continue to be the president of 
Honduras. Only the people can remove me.” 

The toppling of Mr Zelaya took the region by surprise. Honduras, although small, poor and 
ravaged by corruption and violent gangs, has seemed a more solid democracy than, for 
example, neighbouring Guatemala. Mr Zelaya, a Liberal, alienated the leaders of the country’s 
main political parties last year by joining the leftist Bolivarian Alternative for the Americas, an 
alliance led by Venezuela’s populist president, Hugo Chávez. Yet Mr Zelaya’s policies have been 
only mildly social-democratic, such as an increase in the minimum wage. 

The cause of Mr Zelaya’s downfall was his attempt to emulate Mr Chávez by organising a 
referendum to call a constituent assembly. He seemed to hope that this would enable him to 
remain in power, perhaps by changing the constitution to allow him to stand for a second term 
in an election due in November. This embroiled Mr Zelaya in a conflict of powers. The Congress 
and the courts both rejected the referendum.  

But Mr Zelaya would not be stopped. He issued a decree for a consultative poll on Sunday, 
asking Hondurans whether they wanted presidential-election ballots in November to include a 
question about holding a constituent assembly. And he ordered the army to distribute ballot 
papers (which by one account came from Venezuela).  

When the head of the armed forces, Romeo Vásquez Velázquez, refused to carry out the 
directive, the president sacked him. The Supreme Court reinstated the general, and an 
independent electoral tribunal ordered the ballots to be confiscated. In response, Mr Zelaya 
himself led a group of supporters to an airforce base where they carted off the ballots. 



 

But hours before voting was set to begin, the army seized the president—“arresting” him for 
defying the Supreme Court, they said. The president of the legislature was quickly installed as 
Mr Zelaya’s successor. Though several hundred supporters of Mr Zelaya protested in the 
streets, Tegucigalpa was mainly quiet, as the army imposed a curfew. There were no reports 
of casualties. 

The story is unlikely to end there. The coup was swiftly condemned, not just by Mr Chávez, 
whose ambassador (along with those of Cuba and Nicaragua) was briefly roughed up by 
troops, but also by the United States, European Union and Organisation of American States. 
Barack Obama called on Honduras “to respect democratic norms”, and the administration said 
it would not recognise the new government. “It brings back nightmares of a period we thought 
was over in this region, one full of blood and abuses of power,” says José Miguel Vivanco, of 
Human Rights Watch, a campaign group.  

Mr Zelaya was unpopular, thanks to Honduras’s economic troubles, violent crime and 
corruption. But the new government will find itself friendless. For the region’s diplomats, the 
task now is to restore Mr Zelaya to power but oblige him to respect the constitution until 
November’s election allows a new president to take office in January.  
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