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INTERVIEW WITH:

LEGISLATORMONICA BALTODANO

SANDINISTA NATIONAL LIBERATION FRONT (FRENTE SANDINISTA DE
LIBERACIONNACIONAL -FSLN)

MANAGUA, NICARAGUA

August 21, 2000

JOHN: How’sthe position of your parliamentary faction (bancada) decided when it votesin the
plenary?

MONICA BALTODANO: Therearedifferent formsof decision. Whenit concernstopicsthat will
go straight to the plenary debate, in other words, topics that’ve already passed through the
pronouncement (dictamen) process in commission, the pronouncement on the law in debate in
commissionsgenerally alowsfor themembersof the SandinistaFront who are in that commission, to be
totally immersedinthetopic and aware of whether thetopicwill beconflictiveor not. Ifit’saconflictive
or polemictopicthat’ |l havetheeffectsof apublic debate, themembersof the SandinistaFrontwhoare
part of that commission may submit it previously; in other words, they don't sign or approve the
pronouncement without first consulting with thefaction (bancada). They present it before the Board of
Directors. The bancada hasan annually elected Board of Directors. ThisBoard of Directors hastwo
or threememberswho areinfrequent communicationwiththeGeneral Secretary. So, it may occur that
theconsultation madeby thecommission’ smembersisresol ved by theBoard of Directors. However,
if they consider that thetopicisextremely complicated, thenthey present it beforethe bancada andit’s
voted on there.

I’ spossiblethat the topicisn’'t polemic and the bancada’s memberssignit and afterwards, sinceit’s
placed on the plenary agenda, then the commission’ smembers present the most contradictory points
before the bancada’s plenary where it’s discussed by the entire bancada to establish the form of
voting.

When things have been done appropriately, thisisthe most relevant and suitable procedure. 1t hasn't
worked when the members of the commission are uninterested or irresponsible and they themselves
haven't participatedinthedebate. So, it happensthat we' veall learned, and they themselvesaswell,
because of the superficiality intheir work; butitisn’t until later that werealize, or other membersof the
bancada make us see, that they don't study. Then, adifficult, complicated situation arises. It's
occurred that the bancada’s members sign pronouncements (dictamenes) that’ re rejected later by the
rest of the bancada and then it becomesacritical situation. None of thisisnormed inwriting. It’san
“infact” (de hecho) procedure, where there’' s an understanding that that’ s how it should be, but no
regulation exists. Therefore, it also occursthat thereare certaininterestsinthepolitical scheme (juego
politico) that makes some legidators (diputados) - aswe say, have more connections and they’ re more
voceferious or quarrelsome - impose their judgement by the road of fact (via del hecho). That's
happened in very polemic topics and this, in consequence, has brought upon the stashing away
(engavetar ) of some topics, in other words, they’ re suspended (congelados) to avoid conflicts. For
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example, the privatization of the Nicaraguan Investment Fund (Fondo NicaraguensedeInversiones ) is
there, frozen, because the Sandinistalegislators signed it and afterwards some of usreacted strongly
because it hadn’t been debated and there wasn’t a collective opinion (no habia sido consensuado ).
Sometimesit also happensthat the entire bancada adopts aposition to permit something and, as| said,
then the topic’ s passed, even though there’ s a minority of two or three -1 include myself here- who
differ. I think that with regard to the constitutional reformsthat divided the bancada into agroup that
rebelled agai nst the partisan discipline, that there’ sbeen adysfunctioninthe bancada’s work. There's
much more polemic and so, there aretopicsthat areimposed thisway, without alot of debate. | think
that during the last year the bancada’s acted very badly. There hasn’t been very much discussion,
topicshave beenimposed on behal f of the Board of Directorsand other membersof the bancada ; they
don't say anything so there’ll be no conflict. So, thisenormously weakensthe bancada’sperformance,
thedebate’ sdemocratic functioning, thediscussion. Andit debilitatesthe bancada’s presence with a
polemic force, that helps to ease up the topics (descansar lostemas ) so that the laws come out as
good as possible. Inthe bancada’s period of operationit’ simpacted on the enormous deterioration of
theparliament'sperformance. TheNicaraguan Parliament worksvery deficiently. Toomany lawsof
the bancadas, alot of superficiality in the debate and therefore our product, which should betheresult
of awell-discussed, well-worked law, sometimes comesout extremely faulty. Thenif the bancadas
don't produce, don't communicate, don't study, don't preparethemsel ves, the effect’ sproduced inthe
plenary and in the promulgation of the laws.

| believe that parliamentary work can really be wonderful. But only if we assume the technical and
individual responsibilities. The bancadas favor theindividual'sirresponsibility. Sometimes| shield
myself in my bancada in order to not be the one responsiblefor getting prepared, for studying. This
repercussesin theformsof voting by roll call (enlista). So, theroll call (lista)doesn't allow peopleto
vote and be measured by his/her personal responsibility, but rather the decisions have been made by
othersand inthelast year, this, in the SandinistaFront bancada has been much more evident. A topic
that nobody discussed nor debated, but the position (linea) comes down and it’ srequired to vote this
or that way. Andit’ snot just aproblem of how to vote, but rather that there are articleswhich perhaps
can be improved alittle. For example, alaw of the INA (Instituto Nacional Agropecuario) isata
standstill becausetherewasreally agood proposal by thecivil society that wasn't considered. So, it’s
detained there becausethey realized that thelaw wasvery badly el aborated, that therewasthe sector of
the small minerswho didn't have any type of treatment. But obviously thetopicisn’t the matter of
interest, but rather it’ san exampl ethat agood performanceby theindividual sreally favorsthecollective
performance. Thisoccursin the parliament and in the bancada.

JOHN: So, in genera, the bancada’s legislators vote together?

MONICA BALTODANO: Yes, generally there’ san unanimousvoting. A unified voting athoughthe
legislator doesn't know what’s being debated. In other words, partisan discipline, without this
component of the debate, preparation and individual responsibility, there’ salot of unconsciousvoting.

Simply following the party line. Thisisquitedeplorable.

JOHN: But aretherevotingsonimportant caseswhereit’ sup to eachindividual ?
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MONICA BALTODANO: Yes, it'suptoeachindividual.

MONICA BALTODANO: In our bancada and in the other bancadas that same litigation’s been
read, mainly over thelast two years.

JOHN: What happensin order for it to find the bancada again? Isthere adiscipline processor are
there sanctions?

MONICABALTODANO: Inthecaseof the SandinistaFront, aseriesof disciplinary measuresare
incorporated into the statutes that include the separation from the bancada; in other words, the
expulsion from the bancada when disciplineisbroken. Becauseit occursthat when they are extremely
polemic topics, such as those that deal with the Electoral Law reform. The..................... left the
bancada. That’sto say, that when thetopic’ sconsidered oneof national transcendency, it’ sforeseen
in the statute that the Party’ s organs (6rganos) decide and the bancada actsin subordination to the
Party’ sorgans. In the case of the Sandinista Front, this happened to the National Council, whichis
calledtheNational SandinistaAssembly. Inthe SandinistaAssembly they decided to make suchand
such reforms and they gave us an opportunity to express our points of view. Later, we broke the
discipline. So, according to the statutes, we could’ ve been sanctioned by separation or other measures.
It wasn’t suitableto them, politically it wasn’t the most appropriatething. So, what wasdonewasby
the via- juridically no measurewasapplied to us, exceptinmy case. It wasestablishedinaregulation
that thosewho didn't accept the party’ sdecisionswould not be allowed to aspireto el ection positions.
They all knew that | wanted to postulate myself for the Mayor’s office of Managua and so, this
procedure meant that | could no longer postulate myself tothe Mayor’ sofficeof Managua. Yes,it's
pretty certain that they won't allow meto postulate myself for re-election in the position aslegidlator
(diputada). Afterwards, they took other measures. | was a member of the Assembly’s Board of
Directors, | was the Vice-president, and they removed me from the vice-presidency, and practically
didn't allow any commission presidency. I’ d beenanexcellent president of the BenefitsCommission
(ComisiondeBeneficios ) and in it and in the last year the Liberals said that they would return the
BenefitsCommissioninorder to not giveit to mebecausethey knew that it wasvery difficult togiveit
to another person. Sothey preferredto give up the Benefits Commissioninorder to not giveittome.
They didn't give methe Population Commission (Comision de Poblacién ), because | had worked on
the Settlements Law (Ley de Asentamientos ) and I’d doneit very well. They gaveit to somebody that
nobody knows.

Then, yes, there were sanctions but they didn’t say, “we’ll take such and such measures’, but rather
they proceededinformally. They told methat if | wanted to bepart of thecommission, | hadtovoteas
the party dictated in the second [round]- because they’ re two rounds (vueltas) to ratify the elections,
the changesto the Constitution. So, they took thistype of measures and the same occurred with the
other members, we' refour who brokethe party discipline.
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Later there’ sawholeinternal campaign inthe SandinistaFront and | think alsoin al of the parties here
in Nicaragua. The one that criticizes, the one who breaks from the official opinion, is sanctioned
vulgarly, with “de hecho” measures. The grassroots (base) of the Sandinista Front can't invite meto
any activity becauseit’ salmost asif I'matraitor. Wecomefromapolitical-military organization, where
theword “betrayal” and things like that existed. There' s still a great tolerance by the citizenship in
Nicaraguan society. If oneasksthe citizenship: “Do you believe that people can be organized however
they like?” “Yes’. “Do you believe that the Sandinista can come to being (puede llegar aser )?’
“Yes’. There satolerancethat’ sdemonstrated in surveysand studies. But now, among the political
actors, there’ salot of intolerance, aboveall whenthesituation’ sinthe samefamily. It could besaid
that in terms of the legislators political career, if you're a legislator and you're not absolutely
subordinate to what the party |eader orders, you can be surethat you' re on your way out (va camino
hacia fuera). Inother words, there’ snot that flexibility that allowsaperson because of hisqualities, to
carry out hiswork well. There are legislators who don't do anything, who don't really worry about
studying, about preparing themsel ves; thisisgoodif they don’ t ever questionanything. Thisleadsusto
theingtitution’ sdeterioration. TheParliament'sdeteriorationistheresult of thedeteriorationintheway
the partiesin the Parliament arerun. | haveto say it, with the pain of my soul (el dolor demi alma ),
but thisis the experience that we' ve had to live - and not because | myself have had to live it, but
because one sees how they behavein the other bancadas.

JOHN: And dothe mgjority of legidatorsfeel like being re-elected?
MONICA BALTODANO: Yes, absolutely.
JOHN: Butthere' snoopportunity for thosewho aren’ t perfectly disciplined?

MONICA BALTODANO: Andthemost incrediblething of thiscaseisthat thosewho' redisciplined
don’t want them to be re-elected either. There saterrible conflictintheparty. Thisisacountry of
many favors, agreat |ack of work opportunities, so public positionsbecomelikeakind of lifesaver. So
people attain public positionsfor ajob, for agood income even though they don't have an academic
level. Virtually it’ sadeadly competitionthat’ || be manifested (la que se va a plantear ). I’'m even
afraidthatinthenext el ectionsessentially there’ |l beabitter internal competition.

Intheyear 1996 asystemwasimplemented for thefirst timeinthe SandinistaFront that wasexemplary
for therest of parties; this was the popular consultation, which really is a consultation of the voter
population. 1n1996 morethanfour hundred thousand Nicaraguansparticipated to sel ect thecandidates
for legislatorsin the departmental rolls(listas). | was elected in Managua with almost 80% of the
votes. | wasfirst onthelist for voting.

JOHN: They were likethe primaries?

MONICA BALTODANO: Yes,liketheprimaries. But now thereareindicationsthat thisprocessis
goingto.......ccceeennee. If there’ saprimary consultation, | will jumpintoit becausel havegoodwork with
the grassroots (bases), but if the process closes up again, which isthetendency that thereisand abit of
this has already occurred in the municipal arena. There were many maneuvers and mufiequeo and
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participation was decreased to be able to impose certain like-minded candidates. If therewas a
popular consultationwith ampleguarantees, then there’ ssurely apossibility, but it doesn't ssemto be
the case. Independent from that, in some cases backing by the structure works. In other words, for
each consultationthestructure’ sbackingisvery decisive, if theparty structuresupportsyouandthisis
what thedisciplined[legislators] counton. If | [don’t?7] pact withthestructure, I’ [l havethestructure's
support and endorsement. | say that independent of this, the problem’ sworse now because there’' sa
lot of competition. But also, if the consultationremainsfirminitsopinion (se cierra), then there, yes, the
decisionwill totally beupto the[party] structureand this, then, will makethe next one be even more
controlled.

JOHN: | findthat, moreor less, the partisan | eadersface aparadox, because by not acceptingamore
or lessopen process of competition for the candidacies, intimeit will weakentheparty. However, to
accept it will weaken their control over thelegidators.

MONICA BALTODANO: It'saproblem that the political culturein Nicaraguahasevolvedto a
conception of power based on control, as opposed to a conception of power based on consent, on
flexibility and on debate. So, this country advances more and more towards control, towards this
concept. | believethat wasafirst period after 1990 whenasort of flowering of toleranceoccurred, but
inNicaraguathere' satendency that’ smanifested in thispower process (proceso del poder ). Over the
last years, it’ sbeeninfluencingonall thepolitical forces. Indeed, | think that, asyou say, thisweakens.
In the end, the weakening of democracy and the consultation processes weaken the leader, they
weaken the party. But since the conception is very short-term, it needs to be guaranteed in the
immediate future (el mafianainmediato ) and not in the futurein termsof consensus. That’swherethe
problemis.

JOHN: IntheNational Assembly do coalitionsor partisan alliances exist among several bancadas
who in their majority vote together?

MONICA BALTODANO: From the beginning, the government's bancada managed a coalition
withlegislatorsfromsmall groups. Wehad an Electoral Law that permitted very small partiestohave,
through the procedure (via) of “electoral residuals’, acandidatefor legislator. So, therearesevenvery
small partiesthat ended up having alegislator. Right fromthe start, the government madeacoalition
with these [legislators]. Later, they’ve formed other forces and some of them have been able to
constitutecoalitions. Inthecaseof the SandinistaFront, it hasn’t allied withany forceother than with
thegovernment's bancada whenitwasrequired, it’ sbeen required and amgjority of 56 votes continues
to berequired. Two thirds.

JOHN: But haven'tthey madean alliancewiththeLiberal Party for Constitutional reforms?

MONICA BALTODANQO: Yes, that'swhat I'm referring to. For those votings that require more
than 60% of the votes, or to name the high officialsof the Court’ sElectoral Supreme Council (Consgjo

Supremo Electoral dela Corte ), theauditors(controlores), yes, there’ vebeen alliancesbetweenthe
PLC and the Sandinista Front.
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JOHN: Andwastheelectoral reform also that type of voting?

MONICA BALTODANO: Thenceforth, there' ve beenlawsthat are simply akind of consensusor an
agreement. There was a good debate in the commission so consensus was achieved, and so,
sometimesthere’ sunanimity. TheMunicipalitiesLaw (Ley de Municipi os) wasthefirst law in this
legislative period that attained an enormouslevel of consensusand it wasthe product of debatesand
debatesin the Municipalities Commission (Comision de Municipios ). It had sufficient consensus. The
Settlements Law (Ley de Asentamientos ) even had sufficient consensusand other important [aws.
JOHN: What arethecoalitionsor partisan alliancesbased on? Commonideol ogy, €l ectoral interests,
support for the Executive or control of thelegislative agenda? What things?

MONICA BALTODANO: I'd say, when the understanding was made between the PLC and the
Sandinista Front, it was based on electoral interests; they’ ve been dominated by common electoral
interests. 1’1l give you things that interest you, you give me things that interest me. That’swhat’s
prevailedintheagreements. Inthecaseof thegovernment’ scoalitionswiththevery small groups, it’s
been fundamentally dueto theinterests of the government'slaws; to comfortably get the 48 essential
majority votesto approve, aboveall, lawsthat are of an economic character and on economic policies.
Innocase, I’ dsay, theprevailing factor’ sbeentheideological identity, no. They’ venever been made
duetoideological identity, but rather based onthe concreteinterestsof theparties.

JOHN: Legidativeresources?

MONICA BALTODANO: Resources, posts (puestos). Well, it's a shame, but there are those
who'’ vebroken the partisan discipline of thegovernment's bancada and then they’ ve been sanctioned
by thedismissal of family and friendsfrom public posts. In other words, the cohesion or adhesionis
also made in prevendas, bonusesand treatments. It sstill apart of our institutions’ weakness. There
are people who operate believing that that’ s the way it should be, becauseit can’'t be otherwise and
that’ stheway itisintheworld and here, it [won't] bedifferent. | believethat yes, it can be otherwise
and that here, it occurs because our ingtitutions are still extremely young and the democracy in
Nicaraguaisextremely fragile.

JOHN: I'd like to ask a question about the electronic voting system in the Assembly. Aside from
making voting moreagile, hastheel ectronicvoting system changedtheNicaraguan|egisativeprocessin
other ways?

MONICA BALTODANO: Wédll, I understand, throughinformationfromthosewhowerevoting by
handraising, that electronic voting is a process that favors transparency. Theway | seeit, it aso
influences on defining with more precision the electoral margins that also favor the manipulation
(maniobra) of the Board of Directors.

JOHN: How?
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MONICA BALTODANO: Inthesensethat, for example, if you' revoting and they reach acertain
guantity of votes, then they suspend thevoting; it’ ssomething that can’t be doneif the voting was by
handraising. Inother words, thespeed of theinformationfavorstransparency andit favorstheagility,
but it also givesaspeed margintothepolitical majority. 1t seemstome, that’ spart of theredities. But
obvioudy it’ spositive. Immediately thejournalist, weoursel ves, sometimeswe’ reconfused astowho
voted thisway and who didn't votethisway. Theimmediate computer registry isrequested and that
favorsthe control and the public's supervision (fiscalizacion ). It also favorsthat of the party.

JOHN: It favorsthat of the party?

MONICA BALTODANO: Sure, becauseimmediately the party also saysto you: “why did you vote
that way?’

JOHN: Do the voters know how you voted?

MONICA BALTODANO: Yes, it'sinformedinthe mediaand they know. Sometimeswhen the
topicsareof publicinterest, there’ saninterest toinformhow each[legislator] voted. Theresultisthat
there are peoplewho say: “how’ sit possible that so-and-so’ svoted in favor of such athing or that he
didn’'topposeit?’ Yes,it’ sof usesothecitizenscangivetheir opinionand maketheir valuation.

all, law that’ svoted, law that’ s communicated with the voting. How many don't vote and if they do
vote, who votedin favor, who voted against, who abstai ned, who were absent.

JOHN: What's been done on the websiteis of the formed congress (congreso formado ). Evenin
Brazil, Chile.

expensesthat they’ ve made, how many [legislators] went, how long they werethere.
MONICA BALTODANQO: | find that to be excellent.

JOHN: Isthere much of abudget for trips?

MONICA BALTODANO: That | don't know, but enough is spent.

............................... . Here, because of....................... the Assembly’s economics, for example,
L egidator Baltodano’ sbeenacommission’ spresident and they know that she’ sgiven 1,200 cérdobas
amonth for commission expenses. With 1,200 cordobas she can’t even buy coffee. 1t doesn’t even
cover her fare (pasaje). It sdifferent. Really, thismeansthat alot of support isneeded here, alot of
resourcesareneeded that aren’t available. Y ou don't have an office, you don't have adesk, you don't
have anything.
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MONICA BALTODANO: Thisisvery negative. Whenthelegislators' salary increasewasmade, |
wasamember of theBoard of Directorsand | proposed to not increasethesal aries, but preferably use
this sum so each of us could obtain a secretary, have funds for an assistant and the contracting of
personal advisors, becausetherearenoadvisors. If | haveanideafor alaw initiative, thenit’ sdifficult
to work thisway because in the case of the bancadas, those who direct the bancada also control the
funds of the advisorsand the personnel. Each bancada hasitsadvisors. So, generally those who direct
the bancadas receivethecreditsfor thelegidativeinitiatives. “well, | havethislegidativeinitiative’. But
sure, if we have advisors, if we havelawyersand if oneisinthe...................... you don’t have these
resourcesand you haveto seek your ownfunding. That’ swhat somehavedone, fundraisingwith other
organismsfor the preparation of the laws.

JOHN: Isthe bancada leader only elected for one year?

MONICA BALTODANO: He's elected for one year but he can be re-elected. Inthe case of the
SandinistaFront’ s statutes, they establish that the bancada |eader is proposed by the bancada and
ratified by the National Direction. That’swhy he’sthe General Secretary. The General Secretary
coincideswith the bancada’sleader.

JOHN: But does he serve for many years?

MONICA BALTODANO: Theterm'sfor oneyear and every year the processisrepeated again.
JOHN: Butyou re-elect?

MONICA BALTODANO: Yes.

JOHN: Thenit’'smoreor lesslikeinthe United Statesin that the bancada leaders are of a permanent
positionif they’ rere-elected. Becausethey’ re more powerful thisway.

MONICA BALTODANO: That’swhy I’m here, inthisoffice, because over there, there’ sno place.
Thelegidatorsdon't have an office. That hindersthework alot.

JOHN: limagineso, yes. Well, theseareall of my questionsand many thanksfor your time, it’ sbeen
very interesting.

JOHN:
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