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Bolivia: A test for democracy 
Bolivia's Evo Morales was probably the most successful among the presidents belonging to the left-wing 
movements that swept across the Latin American region in the early 2000s. However, his insistence on clinging 
to power in defiance of the Constitution and the will of the majority of Bolivians, including many of his former 
supporters, ultimately led to his demise and sparked political conflict. Nevertheless, the agreement reached 
between all parties to call new elections gives hope for the future and could be an example for other countries 
in the region to emulate. 

The rise and fall of Evo Morales 
In the nearly 14 years (2006-2019) he served as Bolivian president, representing the Movement for Socialism 
(MAS), Evo Morales considerably improved the country's situation: with a two-thirds majority in both 
legislative chambers, he enfranchised the majority of the indigenous population (75 % of the national total), 
bringing it closer to the centre of public and political life and raising its living standards. Furthermore, he 
got a new Constitution approved by the Parliament, shifting the country's governance priorities; achieved 
an average yearly GDP growth of 5 % despite the commodity crisis that rocked the economies of other 
countries in the region; more than tripled per capita GDP through income redistribution programmes; and 
achieved a reduction of extreme poverty from 38 % in 2006 to 17 % in 2018. In brief, Morales was the success 
story of the Latin American left-wing 'pink tide'. Nevertheless, the political situation gradually deteriorated 
due to his insistence on remaining in power against the will of the Bolivian people and his increasing control 
over the media, the justice system and civil society. He also committed serious political errors that eroded 
his popularity, such as favouring the expansion of gas exploration, soy production and mining into 
protected natural areas; planning a highway to Brazil that would cut across a national park in the Amazon 
region; and more recently, passing a controversial decree authorising the 'controlled burning' of forests by 
farmers – a move that has been blamed for the fires that ravaged Bolivia's tropical rainforest. 

The Constitution poses an obstacle to endless re-election 
The new Constitution introduced by Evo Morales in 2009 and currently in force allowed presidents to stay 
in office for a maximum of two consecutive five-year terms (Article 168), and stipulated in its first transitory 
provision that the mandates prior to its entry into force should be taken into account 'for purposes of 
computing the new terms of office'. Yet, although Morales had been elected for a second presidential term 
in 2009 (following his first presidency from 2006 to 2009), he sought re-election again in 2014. To secure his 
prospects, in 2013 he adopted a normative application law stipulating that the presidential term before 
2009 did not count for constitutional purposes; it was later validated by Bolivia's Constitutional Court, thus 
clearing the way for Morales' third consecutive term (2015-2019). His desire to run for a fourth consecutive 
term in office in October 2019 led to the adoption by the Bolivian Legislative Assembly in 2015 of a new 
Law on a Partial Reform of the Constitution allowing two consecutive re-elections; however, this law would 
only be enacted if approved in a referendum, to be held according to Article 411 of the Constitution. 
The 2016 referendum, overturned by Court decisions 
In a referendum held on 21 February 2016, the Bolivian people rejected the constitutional amendment by 
51 % to 49 %, and Morales seemed to have accepted his defeat. In an effort to undo the outcome of the 
referendum, the following year his supporters insisted before the Constitutional Court that running for 
office was a human right and that the imposition of term limits violated it, and succeeded in getting the 
Court to recognise this right. Finally, in December 2018, the Supreme Electoral Court, also controlled by 
Morales' supporters, officially authorised him to run in the 2019 presidential elections. 

The October 2019 post-electoral crisis 
Bolivia's latest presidential elections were held on 20 October 2019, but the preliminary vote count process 
was marred by allegations of fraud. The results transmission was suddenly interrupted after 84 % of the 
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votes had been registered and a second round seemed inevitable. When the count resumed 20 hours later, 
Morales' lead over the second candidate, Carlos Mesa, was slightly over 10 %, the minimum required to 
avoid a second round. The Supreme Electoral Court (TSE) finally recognised him as winner in the first round, 
triggering demonstrations and riots all over the country. In response, the Bolivian government invited the 
Organization of American States (OAS) to carry out an election audit, the results of which would be binding. 
The preliminary audit report released on 10 November 2019 showed irregularities, including manipulation 
of the preliminary election results transmission (TREP) system, and recommended 'another electoral 
process' that 'should be overseen by new electoral authorities' in order to be credible. 
Shortly afterwards, Morales gave in to pressure from the opposition, the police and the military, and handed 
in his resignation. The interim presidency was then taken by Senate Vice-President, Jeannine Añez, next in 
line in the constitutional order. After two weeks of protests by Morales' supporters, contained and repressed 
by the police and the military, and a toll of over 30 dead and 800 injured throughout the month following 
the elections, the Parliament adopted a Law on New Elections, which the interim president signed on 
24 November 2019. The law annulled the results of the 2019 vote, speeding up the procedure for calling 
new elections, including the appointment of a new Electoral Court; underlined the obligation to observe 
the two-term limit; and explicitly banned Morales from running again. The agreement reached in the 
Parliament was also supported by MPs from Morales' MAS party. General elections – presidential and 
legislative – will now be held on 3 May 2020. 
Timeline of events in Bolivia 

An uncertain but hopeful future 
Experts disagree on whether the events in Bolivia amount to a coup d'état, as pressure by the military is 
considered by some to have been instrumental in achieving Morales' resignation; at the same time, others 
argue that he was not really overthrown nor was democracy interrupted. Nevertheless, despite the trouble 
and the uncertainty unlocked by the events that followed the failed 2019 elections and the toll of the 
violence during the riots and their repression, Evo Morales's resignation and the agreement by all parties to 
hold new credible, democratic and free elections on 3 May 2020, in full respect of the Constitution, give 
hope for Bolivia's future and its democratic institutions. This is also regarded as an example of how to find 
a peaceful solution to similar situations in other countries in the region. 

The EU's role in promoting democracy in Bolivia 
On 22 September 2019, the EU deployed an election expert mission (EEM) to Bolivia, following an invitation 
from the TSE. The EU had deployed election observation missions (EOMs) to Bolivia in 2006 and 2009, an 
election follow-up mission in 2013, and a first EEM in 2014. The 2019 EEM also accompanied the audit 
process carried out by the OAS. The EU expressed its concern about the interruption of the preliminary 
results system and initially agreed with the OAS that the best option would be to hold a second round of 
elections, calling for a 'constructive and non-divisive approach' to achieving national reconciliation. 

On 28 November 2019, the European Parliament adopted a resolution on the situation in Bolivia, calling for 
new elections as soon as possible, as the only democratic and constitutional way to solve the crisis. The 
Parliament also called for avoidance of political reprisals and for the military and the police to abstain from 
influencing the political processes, and asked the EU HR/VP to send a fully fledged EOM to observe the new 
elections in Bolivia. On 15 November 2019, the then-HR/VP, Federica Mogherini, made a statement in the 
Parliament's plenary session on the situation in Bolivia, asking for responsibility and moderation, and confirming 
the EU's readiness to further accompany Bolivia in the process for new elections, followed by a plenary debate. 
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