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On 15 March some 30,000 peasant farmers converged on Asunción to protest at inaction by the government in fulfilling its earlier promises to deal with the plight of landless families through land reform. The marchers also called on the government to guarantee minimum farm-gate prices for cotton producers and to withdraw from Mercosur. A 21-point list of demands was received by the Minister of Agriculture on behalf of President Wasmosy. The government mobilised 9,000 police to supervise the march, which  passed off peacefully. 


�PRIVAT ��


This march was the latest evidence of growing political and social unrest in Paraguay, which has prompted nervousness in ruling circles. Days before the march, on 11 March, the armed forces offered their assistance to President Wasmosy in “re-establishing internal order”. The military pronouncement by three top generals was made during a visit to the president and in the absence of the de facto head of the army, General Lino Oviedo, who was on an official visit to Taiwan. The military pronouncement raised the spectre of enhanced military interference in Paraguay’s shaky transition to democracy following the overthrow of General Alfredo Stroessner in 1989. The military offer was prompted by the fears of unrest during the peasant march and by the consequences of the continuing stalemate in the battle for control of the ruling Colorado Party in the run-up to forthcoming municipal elections (1997) and presidential elections (1998). 





The party is split into three factions, two of which are led by presidential aspirants:





Coloradismo Unido (CU), led by the current vice-president, Angel Robert Seifart, and the preferred candidate of President Wasmosy to succeed him


Coloradismo Democrático (CODEM), led by Senator Blas Riquelme, industrialist, ex-party president and long-standing party broker, generally regarded as a stalking horse for General Lino Oviedo’s own presidential ambitions


Movimiento de Reconciliación Colorado (MRC), led by former foreign minister, Luís María Argaña, who was cheated of the party nomination by Wasmosy for the presidency in fraudulent elections held in December 1992 





Internal elections to the party’s ruling body, the Junta de Gobierno, had already been postponed four times, on alleged procedural grounds, because Seifart the preferred candidate of President Wasmosy, looked like losing badly to Wasmosy’s arch-rival, Argaña. When the planned elections on 25 February were postponed yet again for a fifth time, Argaña called on his supporters to carry out a campaign of civil disobedience. Argaña’s warning that his followers would defend their rights with “all means at their disposal” has raised the spectre of their resorting to the kind of thuggery that characterised the party during the Stroessner era. Starting on 26 February, the MRC organised a series of highly effective weekly blockages of main roads leading to Asunción and Ciudad del Este, the gateway to Brazil, using a mix of vehicles and protester on foot.





But the reasons for military concern are open to interpretation. General Oviedo continues to make political statements in flagrant violation of the democratic 1992 Constitution and is now a leading figure inside the Colorado Party. In recent weeks rumours have circulated of a rapprochement between Oviedo and Wasmosy engineered by Conrado Pappalardo, powerful operator inside the Colorado Party and former head of protocol of the Stroessner regime,  in order to counter the overwhelming electoral superiority of Argaña. The continued postponements of the elections have been interpreted as evidence that Oviedo and Wasmosy have yet to agree on who - Seifart or Oviedo - would stand as the presidential  candidate in 1998. The fact that the pronouncement was made in Oviedo’s absence has been interpreted as a sign of opposition inside the armed forces to his presidential ambitions. The 11 March pronouncement may have been an attempt to scupper the rumoured rapprochement between Wasmosy and Oviedo.





Behind the in-fighting inside the Colorado Party are powerful business and military interests that are keen to establish control over Paraguayan involvement in several major infrastructure projects currently under discussion with Brazil, notably the Corpus hydro-electric project and a proposed rail link between the two countries, all of which will get going during the next presidential term of office (1998-2003). But one of the contenders for the presidency - Argaña - remains wedded to a more overtly nationalistic development strategy and has built his current support on opposition to privatisation and to Mercosur. Paraguay’s powerful civilian and military business elite is now desperately trying to patch together a deal between Wasmosy and Oviedo that would exclude Argaña from the presidency in 1998. But by so doing they run the risk of dividing the Colorado Party so deeply that an opposition candidate may win the presidency instead, a situation not experienced in Paraguay since the 1930s.  
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