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Venezuela's 2015 legislative elections
The 6 December elections to the National Assembly and their aftermath will be crucial for the
future of Venezuela, as the country faces a harsh socio-economic crisis and strong political tensions,
while for the first time in 17 years the governing party risks losing control of the legislature.

The election context
On 22 June 2015, Venezuelan authorities announced that the elections to the National Assembly, which
according to the Constitution should take place in 2015, would be held on 6 December – a symbolic date for
the government, as Hugo Chávez was first elected President that same day in 1998. The announcement by
the electoral council (CNE) had been unusually delayed, raising concerns that the elections would not be
held at all – Democratic Unity opposition leaders Leopoldo López and Daniel Ceballos (the first currently
jailed and the second under home arrest) had even started a hunger strike calling for a date to be set and for
international observers to be allowed to monitor the vote. It will be the first time in 17 years that the ruling
party risks losing control of legislative power, as most electoral surveys give a wide majority to the
Democratic Unity (MUD) opposition coalition – a November IVAD poll gave it a 20 percentage point lead over
the ruling United Socialist Party of Venezuela (PSUV) and its Great Patriotic Pole coalition, while a Datanalisis
survey gave MUD a 35 point lead. This lead seems to have been favoured by the dire economic situation the
country is currently facing (rampant inflation, falling oil prices, scarcity of basic products, fall in internal
production and imports, foreign currency shortages) and out-of-control crime rates.

Recent developments
In its latest report on Venezuela´s political electoral context (July 2015), the Carter Centre drew attention, on
the political front, to a security mechanism activated by the government to fight crime, first tried in a
Caracas shanty town with mixed results; and to the border dispute with Guyana over the Essequibo coastal
area, where the Venezuelan government has created so-called ´Operating Zones of Integral Maritime and
Insular Defence´ following the discovery of an oilfield under the auspices of the Guyanese government. Both
moves have been criticised by members of the opposition as politically motivated by the state of affairs
within Venezuela. Some have even said that the tensions with Guyana could offer a pretext to declare a
State of Exception to justify a suspension of the elections. This adds to the tension on the Colombian border,
which has recently been easing. Among electoral matters, they mention the barring from holding office of
public figures from opposition parties – among them Maria Corina Machado and Daniel Ceballos; statements
from President Nicolás Maduro dismissing the possibility of international electoral observation missions; and
the official announcement on districts drawn for the elections – with one additional deputy in four states
and one fewer in the Capital District – raising the total of National Assembly members from 165 to 167,
which some said will favour the government. They also point out that the opposition has agreed to use a
single ballot, so that MUD candidates would be more easily identified by voters.
In September 2015, jailed opposition leader Leopoldo López was sentenced to nearly 14 years in prison for
inciting violence, thus adding to the already polarised political landscape. One month later, one of the two
prosecutors who led the case against him, Franklin Nieves, publicly declared that the entire trial was a sham
and the evidence against López had been fabricated: this has considerably raised Lopez´s status as political
prisoner and a victim of the regime. That same week, on 26 October, President Maduro declared an
‘emergency’, allegedly aimed at countering an ‘anti-revolutionary coup’ by the opposition after the elections.
One last event that has added even more tension to the campaign was the murder of MUD candidate Luis
Manuel Díaz on 25 November 2015 at a campaign rally also attended by Lilian Tintori, the wife of Leopoldo
López. Fortunately, the use of violence against the opposition seems to have eased in the past few days,
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presumably due to international pressure. Nevertheless, verbal attacks have not stopped, and Nicolas
Maduro has even declared in an encounter with social organisations that, ‘if a negative circumstance
occurred, I would take to the streets to fight with the people’. Opposition leader Henrique Capriles considers
the elections are like a pressure-release valve for the current socio-economic crisis, and is confident that the
radicalisation strategy led by the government will backfire in the end and the election results will be accepted.

The election ‘accompaniment’ programme
Though the opposition has repeatedly asked for international electoral observers, and some international
organisations like the Organization of American States (OAS) and the European Union have offered to send
election monitoring missions, President Maduro declared that they will not be accepted. The authorities
have set up instead an election ‘accompaniment’ programme led by UNASUR (Union of South American
Nations) – which has a policy of respecting and cooperating with the electoral bodies of its member states
without judging or challenging electoral procedures. This arrangement was harshly criticised by OAS
Secretary-General Luis Almagro. Even the UNASUR accompaniment was jeopardised when Venezuelan
authorities objected to the nomination of prestigious Brazilian jurist and former Chief Justice, Nelson Jobim,
as mission leader, leading Brazil’s High Electoral Court to withdraw from the mission. Brazil's independent
electoral board argued that the delay caused by this rejection would prevent fair observation. However,
UNASUR declared that there was no veto, and appointed former Dominican President, Leonel Fernández, as
head of the mission. On 17 September, the National Election Council (CNE) announced the extension of the
accompaniment programme to high representatives of the Common Market of the South (Mercosur), the
Council of Latin American Election Experts (CELA), CELAC, ALBA, Parlasur and Parlatino, as well as some
international personalities and experts, privileging the ‘technical character’ of the mission and ‘the respect
for the country´s sovereignty’. A total of 130 international ‘accompaniers’ have been invited, together with
the 50 from UNASUR and a ‘special mission’ composed of former prime minister, Jose Luis Rodríguez
Zapatero (Spain), and former president, Martín Torrijos (Panama), and Colombian senator Horacio Serpa.

At the end of the eighth plenary session of the Euro-Latin American Parliamentary Assembly (June 2015), EuroLat
co-president Ramón Jáuregui (S&D, Spain) expressed ‘great concern’ at the situation in Venezuela and called for
the release of political prisoners and for elections, after its members failed to agree a joint declaration due to the
reference to Venezuela. The European Parliament (EP) sent an exploratory mission to Caracas from 4 to
7 November 2015, as the ad hoc delegation that had been agreed in its Resolution of 27 February 2014 on the
situation in Venezuela and in subsequent resolutions of 18 December 2014 and 12 March 2015 did not get an
official invitation from the Venezuelan authorities. Despite not having been received by the latter, they met with a
wide representation of Venezuelan civil society. In their report presented to the EP Committee on Foreign Affairs
(AFET), they confirmed the difficult situation of the Venezuelan people, and the interest of civil society
organisations in the EP’s help regarding the observation and accompaniment of the political situation, particularly
the 6 December elections and the subsequent political process. They expressed their concern for the post-
electoral situation and called for concerted management of the process through dialogue, moderation and the
search for consensus, with the help of the opposition. Finally, they recommended the EP to send a political
delegation during the election week to accompany and help observe the election process. On 26 November 2015,
the EP Conference of Presidents confirmed the intention of the EP to send a delegation of 12 MEPs from all
political groups from 4 to 7 December, but this was cancelled in the end for security reasons.

Possible future scenarios
The polls show that President Maduro’s popularity is at an all-time low, with approval ratings of around 25%,
while the number of citizens that describe Venezuela´s situation as bad has increased from 46 to 87% since
2013, with the majority blaming the government for the current problems. Independently of the election
results, there is growing uncertainty about the current situation, which is seen as unsustainable. Experts
consider that, even if the PSUV and its allies win, something will have to change to ease popular frustration.
And in the case of a MUD victory, the government's reaction is difficult to predict, as tensions will no doubt
rise considerably. An electoral victory for the opposition – who would need a 7-13 percentage point
advantage to obtain a simple majority in the Assembly – would give them control of the legislature, thus
allowing them to question ministers, start investigations, make laws enabling the liberation of political
prisoners or even promote an amendment to the Constitution or launch a recall referendum against the
President. In any case, for some it is not clear that a majority of voters want to see the end of the Chavista
project.
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