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Elected Left, Governing Right

In Ecuador, President Lenín Moreno has allied with his political opponents to implement a conservative economic
agenda, threatening to undo the country’s strides in tackling poverty and inequality over the past decade.

March 13, 2019
Timm Benjamin Schützhofer (/author/Timm Benjamin Schützhofer)

Lenín Moreno celebrating his first year in office at the National Assembly in Quito on May 24, 2018 (Agencia de Noticias ANDES/Wikimedia Commons).

re social conditions in Ecuador beginning to deteriorate (https://coyunturaisip.wordpress.com/2018/07/20/presiones-deflacionistas-
restauracion-neoliberal-y-crecimiento-de-la-pobreza/)? A report released in June 2018 on poverty and inequality by Ecuador’s

National Institute of Statistics and Census found that poverty crept up slightly (http://www.ecuadorencifras.gob.ec/documentos/web-
inec/POBREZA/2018/Junio-2018/Informe_pobreza_y_desigualdad-junio_2018.pdf) between June 2017 and June 2018, with 24.5% of the
population living in poverty, up from 23.1% the year before. While these numbers may appear low, they could be a sign of things to
come as the Ecuadorian government under Lenín Moreno doubles down on economic policies favoring austerity and deregulation
while attempting to discredit the Left.

The political and economic prognosis appeared quite different when Moreno was elected in April 2017, representing the center-left
ruling party, Alianza País (Country Alliance), narrowly defeating neoliberal banker Guillermo Lasso. The Latin American left, against the
backdrop of a resurgent Right turn, was relieved: onlookers expected Moreno to continue the progressive advances his predecessor,
Rafael Correa, had made during his tenure in office under the Citizens’ Revolution, with perhaps a softer edge. But once in office,
Moreno swiftly pivoted on his campaign promises, governing with a right-wing neoliberal agenda that has already chipped away at the
gains of the Citizens’ Revolution and could threaten to bury it entirely.

Like 36

“Since his inauguration,
Moreno has claimed his
government inherited an

Alianza País is now split. Moreno, who served as Correa’s vice president from 2007
to 2013, has changed the party leadership and its priorities. Correa and his
supporters left the party in January 2018 and have not been allowed to form their
own party structures since. Meanwhile, under Moreno’s leadership, Alianza País has
lost much of its previous support. Since his inauguration, Moreno has claimed his
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In the process, Moreno and his allies have lambasted Correa-era infrastructure
projects as examples of government corruption (https://rutakritica.org/la-fabrica-de-
mentiras-la-peor-corrupcion-de-la-historia-2/) and mismanagement as well as
cornerstone education and technology projects
(https://www.expreso.ec/actualidad/yachay-educacion-problemas-leninmoreno-nacional-
CM1691172), such as the innovation hub known as (https://rutakritica.org/entre-la-

degeneracion-y-las-falacias-de-la-razon/)Yachay (https://rutakritica.org/entre-la-degeneracion-y-las-falacias-de-la-razon/) City of Knowledge.
(https://rutakritica.org/entre-la-degeneracion-y-las-falacias-de-la-razon/) He also cautioned that the recently refurbished oil refinery in
Esmeraldas was severely damaged (https://www.eltelegrafo.com.ec/noticias/economia/8/los-danos-en-la-refineria-de-esmeraldas-son-severos)—
its scheduled temporary shutdown was postponed repeatedly (https://www.prensa-latina.cu/index.php?o=rn&id=242751&SEO=rechaza-correa-
informe-sobre-fallas-en-obras-energeticas-en-ecuador) until it was finally enacted in March 2019. (http://www.ecuadorinmediato.com/index.php?
module=Noticias&func=news_user_view&id=2818851009) Moreno has claimed that Correa installed (https://www.telesurtv.net/news/Lenin-
Moreno-denuncia-existencia-de-camara-en-su-despacho--20170915-0054.html) a camera in the presidential palace to monitor his every move.
The new authorities also tried to put Correa on trial on numerous occasions in a clear attempt of political persecution. One of the
attempts was to put Correa on trial (http://cepr.net/blogs/the-americas-blog/lawfare-comes-to-ecuador) for kidnapping without noteworthy
evidence. Interpol failed (https://www.telesurenglish.net/news/Interpol-Scraps-Red-Notice-on-Rafael-Correa-Citing-Human-Rights-20181205-
0031.html) to issue a red alert notice citing human rights.

Far from a personal feud between two leading politicians, less than two years into his term in office Moreno has proven that, despite
being elected as a candidate of the Left, his government is executing a right-wing agenda. (https://mondediplo.com/2018/12/06ramirez)

The Citizens’ RevolutionThe Citizens’ Revolution

he Citizens’ Revolution, led by Rafael Correa from 2007 to 2017, followed a period of high instability and dissatisfaction
(http://www.latinobarometro.org/latOnline.jsp) with the neoliberal development model. Influential and politically well-connected

business groups were able to negotiate special regulations and capture rents through cartels and monopolies. Between 1996 and
2006, no elected president had been able to complete his term of office.
(http://www.bpb.de/internationales/amerika/lateinamerika/44739/geschichte?p=all)

In the late 1990s, Ecuador slid into a severe crisis following financial deregulation. Economic output plummeted and the state shelled
out billions to rescue the banks. Then-President Jamil Mahuad, whose government had close ties with the financial sector
(http://www.historiaypresente.com/la-plutocracia-retorna/), was eventually overthrown in a popular uprising in early 2000, shortly after
announcing the country's official dollarization.

Even before the crisis, inequality had increased massively. In the period between 1999 and 2005, hundreds of thousands
(http://209.177.156.169/libreria_cm/archivos/pdf_750.pdf) of Ecuadorians left the country, mainly to Spain and the United States. The
remittances they sent home, along with rising oil revenues, were essential to economic recovery. However, while economic crisis
eased, political instability continued. In 2005, the next elected president, Lucio Gutiérrez, was toppled. The slogan “Que se vayan
todos”, or “Out with them all,” illustrated that protests took aim at the entire political-economic establishment.

The Correa government owed much of its popularity to its massive investments in public infrastructure, roads, hydroelectric power
plants, schools, health centers, and other projects. In order to reduce reliance on volatile oil revenues, the government spearheaded a
fight against tax evasion and avoidance, leading to significant increases in fiscal revenues including social security from 12.7
(https://datosmacro.expansion.com/impuestos/presion-fiscal/ecuador) percent in 2006 to 20.5 percent in 2015. Oil revenues were no longer

economic and
institutional crisis,
presenting neoliberal
adjustment policies and
austerity as the solution.”

government inherited an economic and institutional crisis, presenting neoliberal
adjustment policies and austerity as the solution.

“Rafael Correa’s election
marked a fundamental
change in Ecuadorian
politics.”

Rafael Correa’s election marked a fundamental change in Ecuadorian politics. His
Citizens’ Revolution passed one of the world’s most progressive constitutions
(https://www.oas.org/juridico/pdfs/mesicic4_ecu_const.pdf) in 2008, approved by popular
vote in 2008. The new constitution marked a clear departure from neoliberalism by
enshrining the principle of good living, or buen vivir in Spanish or sumak kawsay in
Quechua, and emphasized social and cultural rights, a stronger role of the state,
and socially and environmentally sustainable development. Given the
dissatisfaction with the established party system and its ties to business elites,
Correa’s actions to limit the influence of the special interest groups were highly

popular. His approval rating was close to 74 percent in 2007 and only dropped below 50 percent in 2016, according to
Latinobarometro. (http://www.latinobarometro.org/latOnline.jsp)
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invested abroad for low returns at home, but used to strengthen social and economic infrastructure (https://www.die-
gdi.de/uploads/media/DP_15.2016.pdf) in Ecuador. Many of these investments help to stabilize today’s foreign trade balance. Ecuador's per
capita economic growth averaged 1.5 percent between 2006 and 2016, well above the growth rate
(http://cepr.net/images/stories/reports/ecuador-2017-02.pdf) of 0.6 percent from 1980 to 2006. The proportion of residents with unmet basic
needs fell from 52 percent in 2006 to less than 36 percent in 2014. (http://www.ecuadorencifras.gob.ec/13-millones-de-ecuatorianos-salieron-
de-la-pobreza-en-los-ultimos-ocho-anos/)

Rafael Correa greeting citizens on a street in Otavalo, Ecuador in September 2011 (Gobernación Imbabura/Flickr).

However, the government faced criticism for pushing through an extractivist agenda and not going far enough to put the rights of
nature enshrined in the constitution into practice. The government’s relations to social movements and trade unions were fraught.
Social movements opposed Correa’s rejection of a rapid transition from extractivism, which has long been a cornerstone of Ecuador’s
economy. At the same time, some of the better-organized trade unions and social movement organizations that had gained niches of
influence in the government before the Citizens’ Revolution, found themselves shut out of political decision-making under the Correa
government. When Correa began to push through an anti-corporatist agenda, the most affected groups were elite representatives,
but trade unions and social movements lost presence within the state apparatus as well. In response, these groups started to oppose
(http://www.fedaeps.org/spip.php?article203) the government.

The Citizens’ Revolution entered a difficult period in 2014, in part due to the crash in
oil prices. Oil exports plummeted (https://contenido.bce.fin.ec/documentos/PublicacionesNotas/Catalogo/Anuario/80anios/90%20ANIOS.pdf)
from about $13 billion in 2014 to little more than $5 billion in 2016. Total exports fell from $25.8 billion to just $16.8 billion.
(https://contenido.bce.fin.ec/documentos/PublicacionesNotas/Catalogo/Anuario/80anios/90%20ANIOS.pdf) A devastating earthquake in 2016
worsened the situation. Due to dollarization, the government had less recourse for adjusting exchange rates. Credit requirements rose

“While the Correa
government denounced
violence by anti-
government groups,
Indigenous and
environmentalist
movements saw
government support for
extractivism as the root
cause for violence.”

Beyond that, the Correa government’s confrontational style fueled conflicts with
social movements. Government attempts (https://www.ministeriointerior.gob.ec/mae-
emite-resolucion-y-recomendaciones-sobre-pedido-de-ministerio-del-interior-en-caso-accion-
ecologica-2/) to withdraw legal status from the environmentalist NGO Acción
Ecológica certainly contributed to the narrative of an authoritarian government
(http://www.accionecologica.org/editoriales/2060-2016-12-21-22-19-26) as well as
government attempts to ouster the Indigenous CONAIE federation from its head
office (https://www.eltelegrafo.com.ec/noticias/politica/2/correa-la-conaie-destrozo-el-
comodato) in Quito, allegedly due to continued violations of the legal terms of usage.
While the Correa government denounced violence by anti-government groups,
Indigenous and environmentalist movements saw government support for
extractivism as the root cause for violence. Though in some cases these
movements charged Correa with not going far enough, most saw his party as more
supportive of the rights of nature than other parties, owing in part to social
movements’ initial support for Moreno.
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while interest rates for new loans increased. Ecuador’s economic output stagnated in 2015 and fell by 1.2 percent in 2016 according to
ECLAC figures. (http://estadisticas.cepal.org/cepalstat/Perfil_Nacional_Economico.html?pais=ECU&idioma=spanish)

Yet by 2017, the economy was growing again. (http://estadisticas.cepal.org/cepalstat/Perfil_Nacional_Economico.html?
pais=ECU&idioma=spanish) The Correa government withstood pressures for more radical steps towards austerity that would have
deepened the crisis. Instead, it developed creative mechanisms to withstand external shocks
(http://cepr.net/images/stories/reports/ecuador-2017-02.pdf) and stabilize the economy, for instance by making use of Central Bank loans
(http://cepr.net/images/stories/reports/ecuador-2017-02.pdf) to the government. Given the severity of the unexpected events and the limited
capacity of a dollarized economy to respond, the economic downturn was surprisingly mild and short compared to previous crises.

Despite that, Ecuador’s conservative opposition portrayed a supposedly large and unproductive state apparatus as the root cause of
an unprecedented economic emergency. Though corruption in large infrastructure projects no doubt played a role, accounts in
corporate media are exaggerated. (https://www.vistazo.com/seccion/pais/politica-nacional/como-se-encontraron-sobreprecios-en-obras-del-
correato) In particular, opponents used the large scale corruption scandals surrounding the state-owned oil company Petroecuador and
the Brazilian construction company Odebrecht to emphasize a narrative of a rotten state that begged a radical shift in the country’s
development strategy.

Elected Left, Governing RightElected Left, Governing Right

nce elected, Moreno declared that unlike Correa, he would fight corruption and reduce debts. By adopting the right wing’s
framing, Moreno gave legitimacy to neoliberal policies and the return of business elites to the highest levers of state power.

Net public debt, which is more telling than gross public debt figures, was still relatively low when Moreno took office. In May 2017 it
had reached 27.7 percent, up from 12.2 percent in 2009, but still far from the 65.1 percent it had reached in 2000.
(https://www.finanzas.gob.ec/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2017/06/DEUDA-SECTOR-P%C3%9ABLICO-DEL-ECUADOR_mayol2017-
publicaci%C3%B3n.pdf)

In early 2018, Moreno gained support for institutional changes through a seven-part referendum, carried out in February 2018 without
the approval (http://www.oas.org/documents/eng/press/Preliminary-report-experts-mission-Ecuador-2018.pdf) of the constitutional court and
lacking (http://www.oas.org/documents/spa/press/Informe-Consejo-Permanente-Mision-Expertos-Ecuador-2018.pdf) basic conditions of a fair
process. Questions on the referendum were politically misleading: for example, it proposed to restrict the territory for additional oil
production in Yasuní National Park from 1030 to 300 hectares. But the state-owned extraction company only planned to drill in 236
(https://www.expreso.ec/economia/economia-petroleo-explotacion-itt-yasuni-YX1743980) hectares of the national park even prior to the
referendum, meaning the passage of that section of the referendum meant little in practice. (https://lalineadefuego.info/2018/12/19/pugnas-
por-la-explotacion-del-yasuni-itt-por-matthieu-le-quang/)Moreno also proposed to add close to 60,000 hectares to the zone as a way to cull
support from environmentally-concerned or progressive citizens (https://rutakritica.org/ecuador-y-la-transicion-se-volvio-revulsiva/), while
planning to loosen restrictions to oil extraction and tourism in the buffer zones (https://lalineadefuego.info/2018/12/19/pugnas-por-la-
explotacion-del-yasuni-itt-por-matthieu-le-quang/) close to the park. Meanwhile, the government’s attempt to repeal a Capital Gains Law
revealed the new administration’s ties with the real estate sector. Without proof, the Moreno administration presented the law as
responsible for a downturn (http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/quito/14411.pdf) in the construction sector.

One of the main goals of the referendum, however, was to block Correa’s eventual return to power by banning reelection and to
dissolve the Council for Citizen’s Participation and Social Control (CPCCS). The autonomous CPCCS was part of a transparency
effort, responsible for appointing authorities to various federal, electoral, and judicial posts. The new government labeled it as too
close to Correa and made it responsible for the selection of officials who turned out to be corrupt. Instead of trying to find ways to
make it more autonomous, the referendum gave the executive branch alone the right to nominate the members of a new transitional
council.

The transitional council, CPCCS-T, was granted powers far beyond the constitution (https://www.counterpunch.org/2018/10/12/ecuadorian-
president-lenin-morenos-assault-on-human-rights-and-judicial-independence/), justified as necessary to fighting corruption.
(http://www.forodeloscomunes.org/primeraplana/sin-estado-de-derecho-no-hay-lucha-democratica-contra-la-corrupcion/#more-546) CPCCS-T
president Julio César Trujillo oversaw the ouster of dozens of high-ranking officials in the Justice Department and state regulatory
agencies, and appointed interim successors. In August 2018, the CPCCS-T purged the Constitutional Court judges,
(https://www.telesurenglish.net/news/Real-Coup-Ecuador-Removes-Constitutional-Court-Judges-20180823-0019.html) alleging that their
predecessors in the original CPCCS had not acted independently when designating the judges. Although new judges have been
selected in a questionable (https://rutakritica.org/captura-corporativa-en-la-corte-constitucional/) process, Ecuador has been without a
Constitutional Court for months.

Today, the Moreno government caters to the interests of rent-oriented sectors, whose influence the Correa administration had sought
to curb, with some success. Although Moreno initially kept Correa’s economics team mostly intact, he has since replaced the
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remaining progressive economists with neoliberal ideologues and representatives of private sector interests. Most notably, Moreno
appointed Richard Martínez (https://www.as-coa.org/speakers/richard-mart%C3%ADnez), former president of the Ecuadorian Business
Committee, as Minister of Finance in May 2018, marking a radical shift to the Right in comparison to Moreno’s first finance minister,
Carlos de la Torre (https://www.eltelegrafo.com.ec/noticias/economia/4/carlos-de-la-torre-richard-martinez). While Martínez is Moreno’s third
finance minister, he is the first to accept Moreno’s figures on the country’s debt.
(https://www.eltelegrafo.com.ec/noticias/economia/8/ministro-dijo-ante-comision-que-no-se-ha-sobrepasado-el-limite-de-endeudamiento) Moreno’s
figure of about $60 billion in public debt is an exaggeration, (https://www.elcomercio.com/actualidad/deuda-ecuador-finanzas-coplafip-
loreytf.html) as it includes liabilities such as fines from international arbitrations that are usually not counted as public debt, as well
potential fines that may turn into liabilities in future.

Moreno has used the calculation to accuse Correa of surpassing the official limit for public debt, which the Citizens’ Revolution set at
40 percent of GDP, which he used to justify another lawsuit (https://actualidad.rt.com/actualidad/267986-ecuador-acusan-correa-deuda-
publica)against Correa. This, along with other actions, has undermined investors’ confidence in Ecuador’s ability to service its debt and
increased the risk-premium for government bonds in spite of rising oil prices. This has limited the country’s ability to effectively
restructure its public debt in a useful way. (https://www.elcomercio.com/actualidad/ecuador-deuda-interes-bonos-liquidez.html) In February
2019, Ecuador reached a loan agreement (http://ecuadorinmediato.com/index.php?
module=Noticias&func=news_user_view&id=2818850832&umt=prestamo_ecuador_alcanza_acuerdo_con_fmi_y_recibira_4200_millones) with the
IMF, alongside additional loans from the World Bank and other financial institutions. Information on their terms and conditions is still
limited—but recent massive layoffs in the public sector could provide a first hint. (https://www.nodal.am/2019/03/ecuador-cerca-de-diez-mil-
trabajadores-del-sector-publico-fueron-despedidos-en-menos-de-tres-dias/)

Without winning an election, the economic elites and their representatives have gradually returned to the levers of state power as
Moreno has appointed right-wing figures to top offices. After the elected Vice President Jorge Glas was removed from office and
imprisoned on corruption charges (https://alborada.net/ecuador-jorge-glas-persecution-lawfare/) based on shaky evidence,
(https://rutakritica.org/ecuador-en-la-ruta-del-golpe-sucio/) Maria Alejandra Vicuña became Moreno’s second vice president. Vicuña, a long-
term supporter of the Citizens’ Revolution, a former parliamentarian, and a member of the leftist Bolivarian Alfarist Alliance (ABA)—a
current within Alianza País—began to denounce alleged corruption within the Citizens’ Revolution, but was herself forced to step
down over corruption allegations. She allegedly compelled her office staff in parliament to contribute
(http://ecuadorinmediato.com/index.php?
module=Noticias&func=news_user_view&id=2818847305&umt=asamblea_acepta_renuncia_maria_alejandra_vicuna_a_vicepresidencia) a fraction of
their salaries to her personal bank account, which she later declared was to benefit the ABA movement.
(http://www.ecuadorinmediato.com/index.php?module=Noticias&func=news_user_view&id=2818846867)

In late 2018, radio broadcaster Otto Sonnenholzner (https://www.telesurtv.net/news/ecuador-vicepresidencia-moreno-vicuna-vasco-alban-
20181206-0026.html) was appointed Moreno’s third vice president. While Vicuña, whose leftist background did not inspire confidence in
economic elites, had been elected by a narrow margin, Sonnenholzner received the support of Moreno’s Alianza País and the main
right-wing parties. (https://www.nodal.am/2018/12/ecuador-otto-sonnenholzner-es-elegido-por-la-asamblea-nacional-como-nuevo-vicepresidente/)
The parliamentary faction of the Citizens' Revolution loyal to Rafael Correa voted against Sonnenholzner. What’s more, Vicuña’s
corruption has apparently been used to provide cover for larger scandals (https://rutakritica.org/ecuador-en-serio-lucha-el-gobierno-contra-la-
corrupcion/), such as thousands of unauthorized bank debts (http://www.ecuadorinmediato.com/index.php?
module=Noticias&func=news_user_view&id=2818848374) for allegedly contracting insurance policies without clients’ consent or offshore
(https://www.eluniverso.com/noticias/2018/11/27/nota/7070754/offshore-pago-muebles-enviados-casa-lenin) funds allegedly used to furnish
Moreno’s apartment in Geneva. The latter was the tip of the iceberg of a much wider scandal of bribes and offshore bank accounts
surrounding (https://www.nodal.am/2019/02/ecuador-escandalo-por-la-revelacion-de-una-supuesta-empresa-offshore-vinculada-a-lenin-moreno/)
Moreno. To protect the president, Ecuadorian institutions have so far blocked (https://republicadelbanano.com/2019/02/22/contraloria-no-
investigara-denuncias-sobre-presunta-corrupcion-que-senalan-a-la-familia-del-presidente-moreno/) demands for an investigation of these
events. (http://www.ecuadorinmediato.com/index.php?
module=Noticias&func=news_user_view&id=2818851459&umt=revelacion_filtran_conversacion_con_palabras_soeces_presidenta_asamblea_que_revela
ria_acuerdo_con_maria_paula_romo_para_proteger_al_presidente_video)

Meanwhile, Moreno’s policymaking has severely affected the state’s capacity to monitor, control, and regulate private economic
activities. After the 2018 referendum, the government started to propose and implement neoliberal economic policies more directly—
namely through Moreno’s new economic policy, (https://www.celag.org/nueva-ley-economica-en-ecuador-una-bomba-de-tiempo/) adopted in
June 2018. Its measures include liberalizing foreign trade, introducing new tax exemptions, creating tax loopholes, removing barriers to
capital flight into tax havens, and implementing austerity measures. The law prohibits the Central Bank from lending to the
government, and requires public banks and social security to invest in private bonds and equities. The law also slashes any leeway in
the field of monetary policies despite dollarization, an attempt to impose fiscal discipline. At the same time, the legislation includes
(https://rutakritica.org/deudores-al-estado-perdon-y-olvido/) an amnesty for billions of unpaid social insurance contributions and tax
payments.
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nitially, Moreno’s turn against his predecessor appeared to pay off politically (http://www.ecuadorinmediato.com/index.php?
module=Noticias&func=news_user_view&id=2818848416) with a spike in approval ratings in his first months in office. He was able to rely

on a broad alliance of left- and right-wing critics of Correa. Private media, profoundly hostile towards Correa, boosted his cause.

As Moreno pursues his conservative agenda, a growing number of social sectors
have begun to distance themselves from the government. The government’s
neoliberal policies have not thus far led to the promised economic success, and
reflexive attempts to blame problems on Correa are losing effectiveness. The
deterioration of social conditions that we have seen already is a warning that

Ecuador is in danger of sliding back into the same kind of instability and political crisis that characterized the era before the Citizens’
Revolution.

Timm Benjamin Schützhofer is a political scientist and holds a Masters’ degree in global political economy. As part of his recently
completed doctoral studies at Kassel University, he examines the fiscal policy challenges of resource-dependent states, using
Ecuador as an example.
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“Scandals, media
spectacle, and a discourse
of an oppressive state
under Correa have
enabled Moreno to
dismantle the Citizens’
Revolution and
undermined confidence in
the public sector.”

Scandals, media spectacle, and a discourse of an oppressive state under Correa
have enabled Moreno to dismantle the Citizens’ Revolution and undermined
confidence in the public sector. Meanwhile, Moreno’s assertion that his government
inherited a severe economic crisis and a highly indebted country is used to justify
economic adjustment. For example, in late 2018 his administration increased the
price of fuel (http://www.ecuadorinmediato.com/index.php?
module=Noticias&func=news_user_view&id=2818848187), which may be a positive step
environmentally in the long run, but in the short term will trigger growing discontent
among the population and will weaken the purchasing power of Ecuadorian
consumers.
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