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The Forgotten Federalism Of Venezuela
Abstract

Venezuela has been pursuing decentralization since its independence in 1830. The nation has always followed an Anglo-
Saxon federalist model that has been difficult to achieve over the years. Venezuela has had twenty-five Constitutions since
1811, most of which declared the country a federation. National power has always moved like a pendulum swinging between
autocratic regimes to decentralized systems. From 1988 to 1998, the nation had a remarkable advance in the ratification of
a federalist system. In 1999 after the election of President Hugo Chavez, the country stopped any efforts of decentralization
and started a new authoritarian cycle.
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Introduction

A number of countries in Latin America developed a federal system when they first became independent. The assertive
political outcome seen in the United States guided these states to follow the same path for their freedom in the wake of
decolonalisation (Levine, 2012). The Anglo-Saxon model of federalism offered conflict-resolution parameters while protecting
integration, sovereignty, and representation of different groups. Hence, countries in Latin America have had a complex
process of state-building, mixing experiments with federalism and decentralization with authoritarian rule and new
democratization movements. For example, Venezuela has a long history of development and regionalization focused on
maintaining its sovereignty. Inherited challenges marked citizens’ perceptions of territorial rights and autonomy. The country
became a pioneer of the federalism movement in Latin America after its independence and the second country in the
continent, after the United States, to implement a federal system (Brewer, 2014). Yet, 200 years after the declaration of a
Federal Constitution, Venezuela is still going through a critical period, filled with economic, social, and political disputes.
Federalism was introduced as a political solution that did not favor religion or cultural diversity.

The democratic system of the country had followed the movements of a pendulum for many years. This manifestation of the
pendulum democracy, called the Westminster Model, goes for a combination of indirect and majoritarian democracy
(Hendriks, 2010). The overthrow of the regime of Marcos Perez Jimenez and La Junta Directiva on 23 January 1958 marked
the beginning of a new democratic period in the country. In Venezuelan politics, the pendulum goes back and forth from
autocratic regimes to decentralized systems. The governing model applied in Venezuela shows a displacement from an
independent and autonomous nation to a federal state, and from autocracy to democracy (Brewer, 2004).
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Even though it has been a difficult task, Venezuela had steadily tried to defend the idea of the Federation in its political
history. The country carried out a series of changes between 1989 and 1998 to decentralize power. The first positive change
was the enactment of supportive laws for the process of decentralization in 1988, such as the Law of Election and Removal
of Governors of States in August 1988, and the Law on the Period of Public Powers in States in April 1989 (Rachadell, 1999).
Additionally, the government enacted later in December 1989, a Decentralization Law. Before the implementation of the
Decentralization Law (LODT), regions had practically no access to revenues. Generally, ninety percent of the transfers to the
states were given by the National Government.

Not only the new legislation but also the desire of the regions made the change a possible new future for the country;
however, the project and its adjustments ended after the nation started a fifth political cycle fuelled with autocracy. A period
that began in 1998 with the election of President Hugo Chavez, and it did not stop even after he died in 2013. Now at the
hands of Nicolas Maduro, the control of all branches of government continues to be centralized.
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High Oil Prices and a New Centralization Era

Venezuela represented a strong economy when President Hugo Chavez Frias was in power from 1999 to 2013. The GDP per
capita increased from $4,105 in 1999 to $10,810 in 2011; the unemployment rate of 14.5% in 1999 fell to 7.6% in 2011; and
poverty levels went down from 23.4% in 1999 to 8.5% in 2011 (World Bank, 2012). The success in those twelve years of
government had a unique element, high oil prices. National resource income were used on social aid programmes for the
citizens and other nations as an exchange for favors. President Chavez gave away millions of dollars in his Popular Missions
-Misiones Populares for the people of Venezuela.

The government immediately showed low interest in involving all parties and sectors of society in the political agenda of the
nation. The state did not show much concern in the restoration of democracy. The country became more centralized after
the approval of the Constitution of 1999. This Constitution supported the creation of the National Constituent Assembly
(NCA), which became the institutional arm that President Chavez used to take over all branches of government. The NCA
took all branches of the government under its responsibility and intervened in all Regional Assemblies.

Public Protests Nationwide and an Uninterested President

The country has experienced high levels of authoritarianism during the presidencies of Hugo Chavez and his successor
Nicolas Maduro. They relied on scarce power-sharing among different political groups. National, State, and Municipal levels
had to be managed by someone from their political party. It was important for these leaders to keep some level of power for
their followers without giving away too much control. After all, authoritarian leaders know that their grip on power will be
assured by buying the loyalty of people around them (Magaloni, 2008). The priority for President Chavez was to set his ideals
of socialism into reality and change the future of Latin America.

As a consequence of Chavez' aspirations, Venezuela started its fifth political cycle with his election as President of the
Republic. This event sent the nation back to the autocratic side of history. When President Chavez took power in 1999, one
of the first changes made was the enactment of a new Constitution. The Carta Magna per se is not entirely precise when
defining the limits when the national government can interfere in local decisions. However, the integration of minorities,
respect of human rights, and the federal clauses made it a more updated and inclusive document. The problem, therefore,
was not the Constitution, but the unwillingness of Chavez and his successor to respect the rule of law and the limits of the
Constitution.

Venezuela went into a constitutional emergency when the Supreme Tribunal took power away from the National Assembly
(NA) (Supreme Tribunal of Justice Ruling N© 155, 2017). Sustained demonstrations, protests, and riots took place in 2017,
bringing President Maduro to the decision of revising the Constitution. He established a Venezuelan Constituent Assembly
with members of his political supporters, aside from the legal NA of the country. As a way of defence, the NA prepared a
case against the Supreme Tribunal, but it was unable to challenge these unconstitutional actions (Reuters, 2017). The
president of the NA, Julio Borges, as a way of detaining these illegal actions, called for the legal activation of art. 333 and art.
350 of the Constitution and asked for the removal of President Maduro.

However internationally, confusion and misinformation prevailed (Brewer, 2014). People call Juan Guaidd a “self-proclaimed”
president. The delegate Juan Guaidd, in his ability as a leader of the NA, assumed responsibility for the Presidency of the
Republic in January 2019 because there was no legally elected leader for the Republic for the presidential term (2019-2025).
The re-election of Nicolas Maduro in 2018 was a political process that did not meet the national and universal guidelines of
free, fair, and just elections. It was a false and illegal National Constituent Assembly introduced in 2017 which swore him in
as President of the Republic and not by the National Electoral Council, the body responsible for calling political decisions.
Venezuela until today remains stuck between the illegal rule of Maduro, and the push for democratic reforms coming from
the supporters of Juan Guaidé - but these have become less vocal in recent months, not least due to a lack of international
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support for democratic reforms in the country.

A Blurred Future?

In a country where the participation of citizens is null, and the loyalty to the government is decisive, federalism will have to
remain as a dream for the nation until new leadership appears. Faith in Venezuela as a Federation should remain; after all,
the decentralization efforts of 1989 were a success. The lack of knowledge in how to decentralize power and the short time
taken to consolidate it were the enemies of the federalist ideas that started at the end of the last century. When the country
recovers its freedom to decide, federalism would be an excellent tool to solve conflicts in the territory.

In Venezuela, minorities are more excluded than ever, families divided following their political loyalties, and only conflict and
despair are abundant. Federalism and decentralization promise a better democracy, good governance, and better
management of diversity. It will not certainly create peace by itself, nor rebuild states after the conflict; neither will it ensure
the integrity of territories or long-term stability (Anderson & Keil, 2017). However, peace could be reached because of the
isolation of conflicts, allowing lower levels of government to work directly with minority groups (Bermeo, 2002). If the
country wants to solve its differences and unite to progress as a nation, they need to be more flexible and adapt to new
issues appearing on their path to healing their old scars.

Fernanda Ortega, M. 2021. ‘The Forgotten Federalism of Venezuela’, 50 Shades of Federalism.
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