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‘Moral-less’
Bolivia stumbles into a new chapter

The recent political crisis in Bolivia involved 

electoral fraud and the downfall of both President 

Evo Morales and his Movement for Socialism (MAS) 

party. Despite these facts, some poorly informed 

international media organisations have represented 

the situation as a “coup d’état” and the new, interim 

President, Jeanine Añez, as “self-proclaimed”. Based 

on our findings, neither representation is true. 

Indeed, over the last few years, a stream of similar 

accepted “truths” about Bolivia have taken root. 

The recent history of Bolivia has been romanticized 

on the basis of public policies which focused on 

unity, fairness, and economic integration, but the 

government commitment to these policies was never 

entirely sincere. In reality, the downfall of Evo Morales 

marked the end of almost 14 years of autocratic 

rule, and the growth Bolivia enjoyed over this time is 

better attributed to the long-term effect of policies 

enacted in previous decades and a fortuitous global 

commodities boom.

Evo Morales may have been “the first indigenous 

President of Bolivia” (this is not technically true) and 

a one-time “hero of the working man” (read coca 

growers), but the consensus among all our sources 

concluded that Morales progressively cultivated and 

developed those reputations for self-gain. A major 

news outlet reported that Morales’s “tough” anti-

drug policies had brought peace to Bolivia’s Chapare 

province and that Bolivia’s role in the international 

cocaine trade had diminished, in reality, Morales 

turned a blind-eye to narcotics and coca production 

boomed under his regime with international cartels 

thriving unchecked.

In further inaccuracies, human rights NGOs have 

expressed concerns about the brutality of Bolivia’s 

armed forces in repressing pro-Morales protestors, 

but they failed to report that Morales’s supporters 

were often heavily armed and violent – the army’s duty 

was to protect the people. These same organizations 

also overlooked the human rights abuses occasioned 

under Morales’s instructions to starve protesting 

communities of both food and fuel. Indeed, Interim 

President Jeanine Añez has recently appointed Tuto 

Quiroga, another former Bolivian president, as a 

“delegate to the international community” with the 

remit of exposing Morales’s abuses of human rights. 

Such a simplistic and misrepresentative version 

of current affairs being accepted as fact and 

disseminated through reputable international outlets 

has disgusted many Bolivians both in-country and in 

expat communities around the world. To get to the 

truth we have mined the collective experiences of 

our in-country network of associates and sources on 

all sides of the political debate, we have spoken at 

length to: ministers of state, Congressmen, corporate 

executives, community leaders, academics, lawyers, 

military officers, police officers, civil servants, 

sociologists, environmentalists and activists. We 

have taken these varied accounts, cross-referenced 

and verified them and we report our informed 

conclusions without agenda. 
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The Miracle  
of ‘Evonomics’

Evo Morales was, at least at first, a man of the 

people. Born in 1959 into the native Aymara 

community in Bolivia’s Orinoca Canton, he worked as 

a bricklayer, served in the national army and even 

was a musician in a folk band, before moving to the 

rainforests and rivers of the Chapare Province. It 

was here that he became a “cocalero” – one of the 

thousands of Bolivians who, for thousands of years, 

had cultivated the coca leaf – and by 1984 he was 

General Secretary of the Cocalero Union. Striking, 

marching for miles, and protesting the intrusion of 

the American ‘War on Drugs’ in Bolivia, Evo Morales 

became the voice of the cocaleros.

By the mid-1990s, Morales had converted his popular 

standing into political capital. By 2002, he was a 

leading figure in MAS (Movimiento al Socialismo), 

a left-wing, union-backed populist party which 

adopted four ideological platforms: nationalism, anti-

colonialism, neo-Marxism, and “indigenismo” – the 

greater inclusion and empowerment of indigenous 

peoples. He targeted traditional elites who controlled 

Bolivian politics and the national economy, he railed 

against the corruption of previous governments, and 

he criticized out-of-touch liberals for neglecting 

the working poor. It was a potent mix, and under 

Morales’s leadership MAS formed a wide-reaching 

coalition of workers’ unions, indigenous groups, 

coca-leaf growers and Bolivians who worked outside 

the formal economy.

After breaking through in the 2002 elections to 

Bolivia’s Chamber of Deputies (the lower house) 

and the Senate, Morales and the MAS swept to the 

Presidency in 2005: winning 54% of the vote, it was 

the first time that a Bolivian candidate had won a 

majority for 27 years, and Morales and his vice-

president, Garcia Linera, took power. 

Morales’s rise to power was a watershed moment 

for Bolivian workers and indigenous peoples who, 

for years, had been marginalized and denied a voice 

in national affairs. For at least the first eight years 

of Morales’s presidency, until 2014, their faith was 

repaid. A new constitution, enacted in February 2009, 

proclaimed that Bolivia was now a pluralist, secular 

nation whose priorities involved the eradication 

of discrimination and racism and the devolution of 

control over key national resources to the Bolivian 

people. Marginalized ancestral and ethnic groups 

and the nation’s “forgotten poor” were brought within 

the fold of Morales’s new Bolivia.

An incredible rate of economic growth complemented 

these political developments. By 2014-2015, Bolivia’s 

international reserves had reached record levels: 

more than USD 15 billion, which equated to 50% of 

GDP. Foreign debt, at 14% of GDP, had never been 

lower. Between 2006 and 2010, Bolivia’s export base 

grew by more than USD 20 billion. All this was branded 

as the miracle of “Evonomics” and the President’s 

long-term economic development plan, presented in 

2013, outlined 13 “pillars” for the Bolivian future out 

to 2025.

The effects of this growth filtered down to the people 

who had elected Morales. The export bonanza 

improved Bolivian purchasing power, funded 

investment in public services and infrastructure, and 

allowed for welfare windfalls to support the elderly, 

children, and pregnant women. Under the banner of 

“Bolivia Cambia – Evo Cumple”, as one expert in the 

mining sector relates, “Morales made the necessary 

adjustments to “reward” social organizations 

and unions”. Rates of extreme poverty plunged, 

delighting the World Bank, and the creation of a new 

internal consumer market led to the development of 

a new middle-class, the “Chola bourgeoisie”. In the 

rural, working-class regions which composed MAS’s 

natural power base, Morales was untouchable. 
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The crack  
in the mirror

But something was rotten in the state of Bolivia. 

For one thing, the boom of the 2000s was not 

necessarily of Morales’s doing. As several experts 

assured us, Morales was really riding a wave of 

long-term economic factors. Important reforms 

had been implemented by previous governments in 

the 1980s and ‘90s, and Morales was doing little to 

modernize the Bolivian economy: there was no long- 

or even medium-term strategic plan, no structural 

improvement. “The huge amount of money we 

received was not used to generate lasting change”, 

observed an economist who works with the private 

sector in Bolivia. “There has not been a diversification 

of [Bolivia’s] economic structure and productive 

apparatus”, agreed another economist. Even worse, 

the lack of monetary management meant that 

“everything became more expensive, outside and 

inside the country”.

It was only due to the remarkable expansion of the 

Chinese economy that Bolivian exports of minerals, 

soybean, and other agricultural products had soared. 

And even if Morales’s 2006 Hydrocarbons Law had 

helped to secure an income stream from overseas, 

he did not make the necessary investment in mineral 

exploration. It was therefore a combination of high 

international prices and liberalizing markets in Brazil 

and Argentina that really fuelled the Bolivian energy 

sector and, when international demand slowed, so 

too did the Bolivian economy. “This year”, reported 

an economist in 2019, “Bolivia is selling 30-40% 

less than what we were selling in 2018”. Another 

economist added that the Bolivian fiscal deficit had 

reached “8% of GDP” by 2019: “We are living on 

international loans”, he sighed.

For another thing, economic growth in Bolivia had 

not been managed carefully – or fairly. Morales and 

the MAS might have created thousands of public-

sector jobs, but as one renowned economist told us, 

“only two” of Bolivia’s state-owned companies, Entel 

and YPFB, “are considered profitable”. Moreover, 

public-sector companies had become a means not of 

providing jobs, but of securing political support: jobs 

were given to Morales’s entourage, relatives and party 

loyalists, creating a network of favour and corruption 

which allowed Morales to consolidate his control 

over the Bolivian economy. Just as an example, one 

MAS Congresswoman had six members of her direct 

family working in different public institutions. This 

reach was not confined to the public sector, either: 

MAS loyalists were parachuted onto the boards of 

directors or trustees of most private companies 

that were deemed “important” to Morales’s political 

position. And where private companies refused to 

“bend-the-knee”, Morales imposed disproportionate 

fines and suffocating policies. “We were able to grow, 

but far below the benchmark with neighbouring 

countries. It was like racing with a backpack full of 

stones”, lamented a leading business figure. 

Yet there were important areas of the Bolivian 

economy that Morales could not control, and his 

presidency witnessed unprecedented growth in the 

black economy. It is estimated that as much as 70% of 

the Bolivian population is involved in this “informal” 

sector, which suffers from low productivity, lower 

wages, and a massive tax gap – especially with 

respect to VAT. Smuggling, not least in narcotics, 

grew rapidly and, according to one estimate, involved 

as many as 1.5 million Bolivians (15% of the entire 

population). This did plenty for Morales’s former 

colleagues in the coca business and an endemically-

corrupt construction industry, but narcodollars came 

with their own cost.

Then there was Morales himself. Where once he 

had been a man of the people – walking with them, 

struggling with them – Morales now travelled by 

helicopter, or in his USD 40 million presidential plane. 
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He flew to three consecutive FIFA World Cups in South 

Africa, Brazil, and Russia despite Bolivia’s failure to 

qualify for any of them to attend “official meetings”. 

He tore down the beautiful neo-classical architecture 

on Murillo Square to make way for a USD 42 million 

governmental palace which he pretended was a 

“House of the People”. And he spent public money on a 

museum dedicated to his own life in Orinoca, a region 

of only 680 people. The museum, which cost USD 7 

million to build, attracts a daily average of 30 visitors.

In 2009, Morales and the MAS had won a landslide 

victory, taking almost two-thirds of the national vote. 

Now, a decade later, supporters were abandoning 

him in droves. There was economic unrest, and 

strikes were afflicting key industries. Morales and the 

MAS were just as corrupt and heavy-handed as the 

governments they had once opposed. And worst of all, 

Morales had become what he had always pretended 

he was not – the establishment, the status quo.

Even Bolivia’s indigenous peoples, who had been 

among Morales’s most enthusiastic supporters, 

began to doubt their President. Indeed, as one 

Aymara sociologist observes, Morales had merely 

“instrumentalized” the indigenous population, “He 

was tough on them and took advantage of them”. 

It might also be noted that Morales had never been 

able to speak fluently his supposedly native language 

of Aymara. 

The first sign of serious dissent came when the MAS 

proposed the construction of a highway, the TIPNIS, 

across a national park and land that was inhabited by 

indigenous communities. Morales and his MAS allies 

had sought approval of the project for four years and, 

when “they couldn’t do it, [they] decided to expand to 

the east instead”, an autocratic decision which led to 

widespread environmental devastation: as small-scale 

farmers were given the green light to clear the way for 

the highway, agriculture, and coca production, they 

started “controlled fires” which blazed through the 

Chiquitano forest and the Bolivian Amazon. From this 

point, the sociologist added, nobody would believe that 

Morales cared about his policy of “indigenismo”. “The 

movement against this project also saw the alliance of 

the middle class, the opposition, and the indigenous 

population against the Morales government for the 

first time”, recalls one environmental activist. It was a 

coalition that would have lasting importance. 

Bolivia’s mining cooperatives were losing faith in 

Morales, too. There had been serious disagreement 

with the MAS government in 2016 and, by August 2019, 

the miners of Potosi – Bolivia’s most important mining 

region – went on strike, demanding that Morales repeals 

Supreme Decree 3738 and cancels a trade deal with 

a German company concerning the industrialization 

of lithium. Gaining support among local populations 

and their local Civic Committee, the miners of Potosi 

spawned copycat strikes across Bolivia for as long as 

two months prior to the 2019 election.
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Breaking  
the camel’s back

In the early days of the 2019 election campaign, 

Morales and his cronies were upbeat, confident, 

and even arrogant about the result. The President 

loved elections. After all, he and the MAS had won 

every election since 2005 and, even when they 

were challenged, they had learned to circumvent 

any “legal” barrier. In 2014, when the opposition 

protested against Morales’s decision to run for a third 

presidential term – Morales’s own 2009 constitution 

had set a two-term limit – the President had the 

courts “discount” his first term because it had 

happened before 2009. Then again, in 2016, Morales 

used the courts to overturn the verdict of a nation-

wide referendum on whether he should be allowed 

to run for a fourth term. Quite incredibly, the Bolivian 

courts found that the terms of Bolivia’s constitution 

– which Morales himself had championed as a 

means of promoting human rights – would infringe 

upon Morales’s own “human right” to run for the 

Presidency once more.

It was this fourth term in office that Morales now 

pursued. Convinced of his own invincibility, he 

refused to believe that anyone could beat him, or 

that anyone else could lead the MAS to victory. 

Morales was also sure that he would win a majority 

or a margin of victory of more than 10 points, either 

of which would mean that a second-round run-off 

would not be needed. Yet in the days before polling, 

Morales’s allies began to realize that they would 

struggle to capture even 35% of the national vote. 

“Surveys showed that the opposition leader, Carlos 

Mesa, was really close in the first round and would 

have secured victory in the second round”, recalled a 

renowned economist. When it came to election day, 

20 October 2019, the polls were not far wrong. With 

83% of the votes tallied in the rapid count system 

(TREP), Morales had only a five-point advantage 

over Mesa, which meant that the two men and their 

parties would be forced into a run-off. 

That night, however, at 8.10pm, something curious 

happened. TREP, the automatic vote-counting system 

that was in operation across Bolivia, shut down. 

When it went offline, Morales was just 5 points ahead; 

when the vote-counting system was revived the next 

day, Morales’s margin had somehow grown to 10 

points, which meant there was no need for a second-

round run-off. It was inexplicable, but Morales and 

his allies tried to explain it anyway: according to MAS 

“apparatchiks”, the votes in rural districts, where 

Morales was still extremely popular, had come in 

late. Nobody believed it. This was plainly, unarguably 

electoral fraud – and it was the straw that broke the 

camel’s back.

Morales’s own behaviour fanned the flames: “He 

had no idea”, claimed an adviser to the government, 

“that disrespecting democracy was so important for 

all Bolivians”. 

MAS should have learned from the initial public 

outcry, but they did not: “No”, reflected one MAS 

deputy and adviser, “We stuck to the original plan”. 

Morales therefore used his first press conference 

after the election to declare that he had won, and 

that there would be no second round of voting – 

such announcements were normally the job of the 

independent electoral authority, the TSE. “We knew 

people would get angry”, reasoned the MAS adviser, 

“but we were prepared to resist. The problem [was] 

that the protests were bigger than anyone had 

anticipated”.

Indeed, as Morales and the MAS had schemed, the 

opposition leader Carlos Mesa had been mobilising 

popular support. By now, it went well beyond party 

politics. “It was a people-led protest”, explained a 

MAS Deputy: “It was spontaneous and with no political 

leadership”. There were the students and young 

people who were always expected to protest, but 
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traditionally passive social groups from professional, 

middle-class and upper-class neighbourhoods took 

to the streets as well. Even Morales’s traditional 

constituencies – union members, blue-collar 

workers – were involved. “People learned to block the 

streets”, says one Congressman. “Millennials were 

walking 7km every day, from the south [of La Paz] 

to the city centre”, just to protest. Tens of thousands 

of people formed human barricades, marched, and 

protested all day and all night. It was a carnival as 

much as a political revolution.

The MAS Deputy acknowledged that although the 

movement was led by the people, civic leaders also 

played their part. In Santa Cruz, the economic engine of 

Bolivia, for instance, the Civic Committee was integral 

to the resistance, and it was the first major group in 

the area to rise to protest against Morales’s electoral 

fraud. As one economist explains, the Committee’s 

leader, Fernando Camacho, proved himself to have 

“extraordinary skills as an organizer [and] promoter”, 

who also had the “audacity” to declare “an indefinite 

strike in Santa Cruz as an immediate reaction to 

electoral fraud”. Indeed, without the backing of 

Camacho and the Civic Committee, which was a 

conservative, entirely legitimate, and deeply-respected 

institution, the resistance in Santa Cruz could not have 

thrived as it did.

Foolishly, Morales continued to ignore the protests. 

Instead of appeasing the protestors, he mocked 

them and exacerbated tensions by calling upon his 

supporters to “defend” democracy against the public. 

The unrest engulfed La Paz and El Alto. At Morales’s 

bidding, loyalist miners, mostly from Huanini and 

Colquiri, surrounded La Paz; armed with dynamite, 

they confronted the protestors. In response, striking 

miners from Potosi sent reinforcements to the 

administrative capital: despite being ambushed – 

and some of them kidnapped and physically abused 

– by people acting under Morales’s orders, the Potosí 

miners fought through to La Paz, where the protestors 

welcomed them as heroes. At the same time, other 

MAS supporters claimed that the protestors in La 

Paz were being bribed and bullied into participating; 

others still began to incite pro-Morales violence 

across the country.

On the frontlines in La Paz and other major cities, 

the police had initially maintained loyalty to Morales. 

For the first few days of protest, they had taken on 

the blockades, attempting to restore state control. 

In time, however, the enthusiasm and the sincerity 

of the protestors won them over. “The police arrived 

to clear the blockades”, reports one observer, “but 

the people, especially youngsters, hugged them, 

invited them in for food, asked them for help, and 

applauded them”. They opened the eyes of the police 

force to the unsustainability of Morales’s regime. 

Before the election, the police had been unhappy 

about low salaries, desultory retirement packages, 

and the favourable treatment of the armed forced. 

Moreover, they knew that the people regarded them 

as the mere henchmen of a corrupt regime – as an 

“enemy”. But now, in the autumn of 2019, the singing, 

dancing, and shouting of the unarmed civilian 

protestors convinced the police to abandon Morales 

for good. While they accepted a one-time bonus of 

USD 400, they refused to “fight” against the people, 

and they mutinied against the MAS government, first 

in Cochabamba and then across Bolivia. “This was 

the real game changer. Any government would find 

it hard to maintain control without the support of the 

police”, assured a high-rank military official. 

Eventually, Morales accepted the need for a second 

round of voting. But by this stage Camacho and 

other civic leaders were demanding his resignation: 

Camacho even went to La Paz in a bold attempt to 

hand a resignation letter to Morales in person. A few 
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“experts” thought that Camacho had gone too far – 

and that his opposition could not last beyond a few 

days more. But nobody really understood the depth 

of feeling against Morales, or the ability of private 

companies to sustain industrial action. “Camacho 

suddenly rose to fame as Morales sent some groups 

[out] to paralyze the airport and block his entrance to 

the city of La Paz”. Now, in towns and cities across 

Bolivia, the protests grew and grew. In Potosí in 

the west, where the miners were already on strike, 

the Civic Committee and its leader, Marco Antonio 

Pumari, set themselves up as regional figureheads 

who could support Fernando Camacho’s efforts in 

the east. This was “comiteismo” in full bloom. 

Having lost the miners and the police, Morales turned 

– in desperation – to his hardcore MAS loyalists. He 

now dispatched them onto the streets with orders to 

stoke racial tension and ethnic conflict among the 

protestors; they were also told to take the protestors 

on physically and, as barriers were built to protect 

neighbourhoods and private property, La Paz became 

the site of dozens of mini-sieges. MAS thugs, bribed 

with cash and alcohol, started to attack protestors 

and set fire to houses, stores, infrastructure, police 

stations, corporate premises and – symbolically – a 

fleet of 68 Pumakatari buses that were beloved by 

the people of La Paz. Fires rose, buildings fell. La Paz 

and El Alto were in a state of chaos. Desperate, the 

people asked the army to intervene.

What would Morales do now? At a Cabinet meeting, 

a handful of Morales’s ministers – including Manuel 

Canelas – advised him to announce new elections and 

to promise to stand down at the end of his current 

term of office. But Morales’s staunchest allies in 

the Cabinet – “Quintana, Alvaro Garcia Linera and, 

in second line, his brother Raul and Hugo Moldiz” – 

convinced him to keep fighting. “Their pride was such”, 

lamented a high-ranking official in the Ministry of the 

Interior, “that it caused a government like Morales’s 

to lose power. The most powerful government in 

Bolivian history lost it all in three weeks”.

By early November, Bolivia was under increasing 

international scrutiny. Representatives of the 

European Union (EU) and the Organization of 

American States (OAS) were watching and, early 

on the Sunday morning of 10 November, the OAS 

released a preliminary report into the recent 

election. Its conclusions were damning: there had 

been widespread fraud and, in all likelihood, Morales 

had not won the first round of voting. The guilty man 

promptly appeared on TV, calling for new elections, 

but this was too little – and much too late. 

A slow trickle of resignations – governors, mayors, 

and members of Congress – turned into a flood. 

Then the COB union (the Bolivian Workers’ Center), 

a former MAS ally, demanded Morales’s resignation. 

The worst news of all, from Morales’s perspective, 

arrived when Williams Kaliman, the commander in 

chief of Bolivia’s armed forces and a long-time ally of 

the President, held a press conference and suggested 

that Morales should quit.

At this point, Morales faced facts, and he and his inner 

circle tendered their resignations to avoid “further 

hurt to his brothers and sisters”. Still, Morales took 

no blame, branding the recent unrest as a “right-

wing, civic-political coup”. It was a line that caught 

the imagination of the international press which, 

as one Bolivian historian explains, conceived of the 

2019 crisis as “a coup due to a conservative counter-

revolution, the revenge of the whites”. But this is 

overly simplistic and inaccurate. The same historian 

concedes that “there has always been racism and a 

small white elite couldn’t wait to see Morales out of 

power, but the urban middle classes – the ones who 

ousted Morales – are not white and not rich”. 
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Indeed, as this brief has suggested, the crisis of 

2019 was merely the culmination of widespread, 

wide-ranging problems in Bolivia. “There was so 

much distrust”, suggests one lawyer, “that people 

would have stood up against him at the first sign 

of irregularity. That was already decided in the 

“cabildo” that took place in Santa Cruz after the fires 

in Chiquitania and before the elections”. Indeed, 

that environmental protest against fires is seen 

by many as a turning point in the history of anti-

Morales activism. “When the elections happened, 

all the cabildos, civic leaders and social groups were 

already coordinated and connected”, explains the 

same lawyer, “The response to electoral fraud was 

built on the same social groups that raised their voice 

and responded to the fires. It was used as a platform 

for what happened next”. 

For Morales, however, the “coup” narrative was easier 

to maintain and, immediately upon resigning, he bolted 

to the coca-growing, drug-running Chapare region 

where he knew he would be safe from his enemies. 

Nobody expected this. “When it happened”, says an 

opposition Congresswoman, “nobody knew what to do. 

[Carlos] Mesa never looked for this and didn’t have a 

plan. Camacho promoted [Morales’s resignation] but 

when it happened, he spent hours hiding, meeting 

people, finding out what to do. Murillo Square, where 

the government meets, was deserted for almost 

twelve hours. There was no president in Bolivia, just an 

empty square and an empty palace”. Still, the people 

celebrated: Morales had gone. Or had he?

The rumours began to swirl. Apparently, when the 

OAS report dropped, confirming electoral fraud, 

Morales and his MAS allies concocted an emergency 

plan. Morales would run for cover, taking refuge in 

his fortress of Chapare, but there he would bide his 

time. In the power vacuum that followed, Morales 

would orchestrate further violence on the streets; the 

military would step in, seize power, and reinstall him 

as President, just as Hugo Chavez did in 2002. This was 

the Quintana Plan: a self-inflicted coup. “Resignation 

was going to be accompanied”, confessed one 

conspirator, “by strong violence within Bolivia, and a 

huge campaign about the coup outside the country. 

This was Morales’s only way back to power”.

Except it did not work. When Morales resigned, 

some of his MAS allies panicked. A political scientist 

who spent weeks working with an NGO in Bolivia 

explained, “Morales and his cabinet were in hiding”, 

as planned, but they could not muster the support 

that they expected to find. “His helicopter was filmed 

flying constantly, from Chapare to other regions. We 

know he was desperately looking for support, but 

it was too late, there was no support to be found”. 

The strongly pro-Morales president of the Senate, 

Adriana Salvatierra, resigned – and then the armed 

forces refused to play their part. “In fact”, says a data 

analyst who worked for the OAS, “they called a press 

conference where they only declared they would 

follow their constitutional duties and help police 

restore order on the streets”. 

Quite why the military deserted Morales remains 

a point for debate. As in other Latin American 

countries such as Venezuela, military power 

structures are intertwined with the political, “almost 

40% of current high-ranking Bolivian diplomats are 

retired military personnel”, observes one military 

source. Former generals were almost guaranteed 

political positions, along with the higher wages 

and luxurious foreign appointments that came with 

them. For these reasons, Morales believed that he 

had political and even ideological control over the 

Bolivian military, but this was not the case: the 

generals appointed by Morales might have owed 

him loyalty, but others did not and, from the rank of 

colonel downwards, many soldiers were intensely 
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angry about the way Morales was humiliating the 

armed forces and was running Bolivia. 

The key man in this piece was Williams Kaliman, 

the army’s commander in chief. Like many high-

ranking soldiers, Kaliman had exploited his political 

connections to Morales to further his own career, 

but Kaliman was never a MAS loyalist, even though 

he described himself as “a soldier of the process 

of change”. Instead, he was an opportunist. For as 

long as he thought that Morales could pull off the 

Quintana Plan and return to power, Kaliman was 

ready to follow his lead. But as soon as it dawned 

on him that Morales was faltering, and when other 

military commanders threatened to arrest, he 

changed his mind. A journalist in Bolivia believes 

that Kaliman had once been “loyal to Morales”, but 

the “sub-commanders of other forces decided to give 

him the final push. They played both sides. It’s sad, 

it’s not ethical, but that’s who they are”.

If Morales’s allies had ever seriously considered 

reinstalling him, they now abandoned him altogether. 

Following a rough night hiding in a makeshift tent in 

the Chapare province, Morales made his decision. The 

Mexican government had offered asylum to Morales 

and his closest allies and, within hours, a plane arrived 

to carry them to the safety of Mexican soil.
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whistle-blowers at the Bolivian Central Bank, which 

had overseen the transfer of USD 75 million of public 

funds to three state-run companies only two days 

before Morales and his allies disappeared into exile. 

Just where did the money go?

In cleaning out Morales’s lackies, Añez and the 

new government did not commit a purge, nor was 

this a right-wing coup. Añez’s provisional Cabinet 

might have included several right-wing members, 

including, as Minister of Culture, “an Aymara 

woman of ‘pollera’ who gave an impressive speech 

[and won over] people in MAS bastions such as El 

Alto”, but there were representatives of the people 

too. Miners’ unions had a say in choosing the 

Minister for Mining; health workers were consulted 

on the appointment of the Minister for Health; and 

teachers contributed to picking the Minister for 

Education. Camacho, the leader of the Santa Cruz 

Civic Committee, helped to select the Minister for 

the Economy and the Minister for the Presidency, 

the latter has already been replaced. 

Slowly, but steadily, this interim government has 

established itself and its priorities. Oriented towards 

the free market, but still in favour of state-led 

investment, the national deficit (8% of GDP) has 

been earmarked as a particular cause for concern. 

Notwithstanding her admittedly temporary position, 

Añez administration has enforced several important 

measures. She has announced the liberalization of 

Bolivia’s customs policies, easing the fiscal burdens 

that fall on Bolivian companies which trade across 

borders. She has cancelled the Bala hydroelectric 

project because of its projected impact on the 

Amazon rainforest. Moreover, Añez has reshaped 

Bolivia’s foreign policy entirely, withdrawing Bolivia 

from the hard-left Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples 

of Our America (ALBA). At the same time, Añez has 

distanced Bolivia diplomatically from Venezuela and 

Cuba, announced restitution of diplomatic relations 

with Israel and, for the first time in 11 years, appointed 

an ambassador to the United States.

President Añez has also taken several symbolic 

steps to accelerate a national process of 

reconciliation. She has released, after 15 months of 

imprisonment, a leader of the Yungas coca growers 

who was wrongly convicted of killing a policeman, 

a symbolic gesture which has reconciled many 

indigenous people to the new regime. As a means 

of appeasing the 70% of Bolivians who self-identify 

as Catholic, the rigid separation of the Church and 

the state – which had been an unpopular policy 

under Morales’s secularist regime – has been 

relaxed. And now two more flags, besides the red, 

yellow, and green tricolour of the national flag, are 

being flown on government buildings: the Whipala 

flag (championed by Morales), which is dear to the 

Andean people of the country’s western regions; 

and the flag of the Flower of Patujú, which holds 

symbolic importance for people in the eastern 

lowlands, the Amazon, and the Bolivian Chaco.

Furthermore, Añez and her new government 

have begun to address the serious problem of 

narcotrafficking where Morales and the MAS did 

not. Under the presidency of Morales, the cartels 

had been given free rein to expand; indeed, when 

the UN affirmed that 90% of coca from Chapare 

didn’t reach legal markets, Bolivian politicians 

simply shrugged. “This is MAS’s fault of course, 

but also ours”, admits a Bolivian political scientist, 

“It was not even hidden by the government and we 

Bolivians decided not to pay attention”. The same 

political scientist attempted to explain why: this was 

the case, “During the past 10 years a lot of money 

entered the country. The construction business 

was booming and there was almost no violence 

associated with drug trafficking”.
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Yet with intense international attention being paid 

to Bolivia, the business of drug trafficking has 

come more sharply into focus and, consequently, 

Interior Minister Murillo has adopted ever-tougher 

measures to deal with narco-terrorists. Now, 

the government is seeking the maximum judicial 

punishment of convicted traffickers. According to 

a lawyer and a military commander, there have 

also been occasional but shocking press releases 

describing how the interim government and the 

national police force have embarked on wide-

ranging investigations into an alleged “international 

socialist organised crime network [that is] trying to 

destabilize Bolivia and the region”.

The description of a “socialist organised crime 

network” is far-fetched, but the interim government 

does need to confront a politically-connected narco-

terrorists who remain staunchly pro-Morales. During 

the violence of October and November 2019, anti-

Morales protestors had come face-to-face with 

hitmen and mercenaries who were trained and paid 

by the Bolivian drug cartels and other criminal groups 

such as the FARC and MRTA. Fully on board with the 

Quintana Plan, these quasi-military groups are alleged 

to have planned full-scale assaults on Bolivians cities 

and terrorist attacks, such as the explosion of a gas 

duct that crosses the country from east to west or the 

intent of explosion of the Senkata fuel plant in El Alto. 

Had the Quinata Plan gone into effect, there would 

– according to an opposition Congresswoman – have 

been “a warfare state” in La Paz. 

Now, as the cartels come to understand that their 

free ride is over, organized crime is “responding to 

a threat to their business, and they are making a 

statement”. Indeed, if the Chapare region was ever 

lost as a coca-producing region to the drug trade, 

the consequences for the major cartels would be 

crippling, “It’s a place where you can export the 

drugs so easily”, explains one Bolivian high-rank 

soldier, “There are no controls of any kind”, making 

of Chapare, the Disneyland of drugs. In the past few 

weeks, however, the Bolivian military – although it 

lacks state-of-the-art equipment – has begun to 

monitor air traffic over Chapare more closely.
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Succession 

New national elections in Bolivia are schedule 

for early 2020. Despite the OAS report on the 

electoral fraud, there has been a compromise – 

between the interim government, the EU, the UN, the 

OAS, and even the Catholic Church – that MAS should 

be allowed to contest the forthcoming elections.

But after Morales, what is MAS? It once was the 

party of the working classes, trade unionists, and 

indigenous peoples. But from as early as 2016, when 

Morales called a referendum on whether he should 

be allowed to seek a fourth term as President, cracks 

had appeared in the MAS base. “Morales was just 

completing the first year of his 2015-20 mandate”, 

reflects a high-rank pro-Morales member of the 

Bolivian Congress, “and he already wanted to secure 

another five years. It was such a mistake”. When 

Morales refused to accept the result of the referendum 

and overturned it through the courts, his standing 

fell even further, “Even some MAS parliamentarians 

condemned this decision and demanded to respect 

the vote of the people”, recalled the Congressman.

From that point, the cracks grew wider. MAS members 

were disenchanted at how candidates for office were 

being selected. “The majority of candidates did not 

have the capacity or the consensus”, complained one 

MAS figure, “but were friends of political coordinators 

and ministers.” This corruption had plagued the 

campaign in 2019, “Morales did not understand”, it 

was reported, “that 70% of people at his campaign 

rallies were forced to be there”, acknowledged a 

MAS deputy.

Despite all this – and the carnage of late 2019 – MAS 

is somehow polling, even now, at around 30%. In this 

new, post-Morales era, three major factions have 

emerged with MAS. The first is a group of lawmakers, 

led by Eva Copa (the new President of the Senate) and 

Sergio Choque (the new President of the Chamber 

of Deputies). Second, there is a working-class group 

who retain their belief in MAS as a socialist political 

project. And third, there is a cabal of violent activists, 

mostly coca-growers and armed militants, all 

supported by the cartels, who remain committed to 

the Quintana Plan for reinstalling Morales: “This hard 

wing”, observed a human rights lawyer, “continues 

to be in constant communication with Morales and 

will not accept any other negotiation”.

The MAS leadership, however, has dropped its 

demand for a pardon for Morales and it no longer 

talks about a “coup”. Although MAS has asked for 

immunity for its social leaders and deputies via a 

much contested proposed bill, the Law of Guarantees 

for the Full Exercise of Constitutional Rights, as 

well as for the release of hundreds of detainees and 

investigations into political killings in 2019, it has 

given its consent – if not its support – to the interim 

government. Past mistakes, electoral fraud, and 

defeat are admitted. Indeed, “while Morales keeps 

talking about his forthcoming return to Bolivia, 

the MAS is already thinking about new leaders”. 

Potential candidates include the Aymara former 

Foreign Minister, David Choquehuanca; the leader of 

the Chapara coca-growers and the Morales protégé, 

Andronico Rodriguez; former Minister of Economy 

Luis Arce Catacora, former Chancellor, Diego Pary 

and even Adriana Salvatierra.

MAS has survived, for now: “MAS has to be part of 

democracy”, says one Bolivian official. “We are eager 

to see them incorporated as part of a multiparty 

democracy – the one thing that Morales never wanted, 

never imagined”. There is even some hope among 

MAS deputies that the party might succeed in the 

forthcoming elections, “We are the first force”, says 

one MAS Congressman, “and the social movement 

remains united. We will show them at the polls. That 

indigenous person who today feels persecuted, afraid 
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to say anything or be prosecuted, will demonstrate 

his anger in the vote and there will be surprises”. 

Despite this bullish behaviour, an Interior Ministry 

official reports that MAS is in fact “mortally wounded 

and the left in Bolivia won’t be able to return to power 

for a long time”.

In truth, the anti-Morales parties are not in much 

better shape. After all, it was “their inability to form 

a coalition and stand behind the strongest candidate 

that paved the way for the disastrous results” of 

autumn 2019. Even so, these “opposition” parties 

have sensed a shift in the political winds. “I have seen 

the terror in people’s faces”, says one candidate, 

“when violent MAS groups attacked the streets, 

civilians and our heritage. And I have seen the 

change in their perspectives, and now they will seek 

a government that offers them peace and security on 

the streets, and economic security too. The vote will 

reflect this”.

Although his popularity has diminished since the 2019 

crisis, Carlos Mesa remains the obvious candidate for 

leadership. Intellectually, he is a centrist progressive, 

but politically he represents the old establishment. 

New contenders include the civic leaders Fernando 

Camacho and Marco Antonio Pumari, who may run 

on a populist ticket in spite of their lack of experience, 

“The votes they receive”, suggests one observer, 

“will depend on their discourse. I mean, they have 

to offer something to the country that goes beyond 

their radical stand against Morales”. There are some 

differences between these two men. Camacho is on 

the political right, often photographed holding a Bible, 

and his politico-religious rhetoric has threatened 

to undermine the separation of Church and state; 

Pumari, while faithful he hasn’t used religion in 

his discourse, but is clearly shaped by conservative 

values. Both seek greater autonomy for Bolivia’s 

nine state departments within a federalist structure 

of government. Camacho has already announced his 

candidacy and Pumari has yet to decide.

And what of the Old Guard whom Morales had 

banished in the mid-2000s? Will they now be 

welcomed back into office? “Politicians like Tuto 

Quiroga, Oscar Ortiz and Samuel Doria Medina are 

eager to participate, but Manfred Reyes [the former 

Governor of Cochabamba], Mario Cossio [the former 

Governor of Tarija] and even Branko Marinkovic [the 

former civic leader of Santa Cruz], are all in exile. “We 

will have to see if Añez approves a law of amnesty for 

[these] politicians first”, explained a member of the 

opposition. However, politicians are sceptical that 

any of these figures could have a serious influence, 

“They don’t stand a chance of winning, and it would 

be interesting to see if they united in a common 

centre-right front”. The nightmare scenario for all 

concerned, in such a fractured and deeply-divided 

polity, is a result where no one party establishes 

a majority: in the current climate, could Bolivian 

leaders possibly form a coalition? It is doubtful. Not 

even the civic leaders, Camacho and Pumari were 

able to form a united front and instead, they are 

currently embroiled in a scandal of dirty tricks and 

political clicks. 

As for Morales, he remains in exile in Mexico, 

currently visiting Cuba, but allegedly awaiting to 

move to Argentina to be closer to his allies. At first, he 

simply refused to accept his own downfall. “Morales 

is not thinking straight”, commented a journalist who 

had been covering Bolivian politics, “He had so much 

power, over so many years, that currently he is not 

able to adapt to his new reality”. Morales’s rhetoric 

maintained the illusion that he was still the only 

potential saviour of the Bolivian crisis – the only man 

who could pacify the country. Indeed, footage quickly 

emerged of a phone conversation between Morales 

and a cocalero in which he urged violent resistance 
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and blockades to prevent the supply of food and fuel 

to local residents, footage which amplified calls for 

Morales to be tried for sedition and even crimes 

against humanity. A lawsuit has already been filed 

at the International Criminal Court at The Hague for 

revision.

Yet from a scattered series of press conferences 

and increasingly erratic interviews, we can piece 

together a picture of a once-powerful man coming to 

terms with the end of his presidency and his political 

career; and his irrelevance to Bolivia’s future. As 

former allies turn their backs, and as international 

figures start to denounce his conduct, Morales’s 

ambitions appear to have shrunk. Now, he wants only 

to return to Bolivia, apparently to open a restaurant 

in his beloved Chapare. “His biggest fear was to end 

up [in exile] like former president Goni Sanchez de 

Lozada”, relates the same journalist, “and this is 

exactly what has happened to him”. 
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What happens next?

Most remains uncertain, but a few things are 

certain:

First, if MAS is defeated – and if anti-Morales 

parties are able to form a government – the reform 

of Bolivia’s economic and foreign policies will 

accelerate and foreign investment in Bolivia, in an 

increasingly market-oriented economy, will become 

more attractive. The challenge ahead of them is 

daunting. “A rapid liquidity injection is needed so that 

the wheel does not stop and enter a spiral of distrust 

and inflation”, says a leading entrepreneur, “that 

would be fatal”. Besides, after years of uncertainty 

under Morales, business leaders are craving stability 

and clear policy-making.

Second, with years of fiscal and external deficits, 

there is an urgent need to balance the government 

budget and cut “political” expenditure, used mainly 

to buy votes and support. 

Third, Bolivia’s hydrocarbons sector must be 

rescued from the doldrums while, at the same time, 

the national economy must be restructured and 

diversified with national and international private 

investment. This could come from the agroindustry 

as one economist told us: “Hunger and the desire to 

eat are going to combine, and Santa Cruz could take 

on a greater role as a new Bolivia emerges”. 

Fourth, a healing process must begin – MAS and the 

opposition parties must be reconciled, and the social 

contract between the government and the people 

must be restored, especially for those Bolivians most 

affected by the recent violent clashes.  

Fifth, Bolivia must tackle serious environmental 

challenges. Any new government needs to 

craft a credible environmental policy, empower 

environmental agencies, protect national parks, 

revise Morales-era policies on “controlled burning”, 

establish productive dialogues with indigenous 

communities, and reconcile the Bolivian state with 

socio-environmental activists and NGOs that had 

been ignored under Morales. 

Sixth, the drug cartels must be tamed, perhaps with 

the help of foreign agencies, “Some say that the new 

government should ask the DEA to come back to 

Bolivia”, says a high-rank police officer, “but that is a 

difficult decision to take”. However, if a new Bolivian 

state is to emerge and thrive, it is clear that the 

narco-terrorists must be expelled from their Chapare 

strongholds; organized crime must be dismantled; 

debts must be paid; and faith must be restored in 

public institutions.

The current can-do spirit driving the hearts and minds 

of Bolivians, may encourage them to find solutions 

that don’t compromise the advances made in the 

past decade, especially for the poorest, and are not 

too detached from the post-Evo reality,“2020 may be 

difficult, economically, with only limited investment 

being made in Bolivia; but there are hopes for 2021, 

when opportunities may arise, and for 2022, when 

the Bolivian economy ought to begin its recovery in 

earnest,” concluded an optimistic business leader. 
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