Co-Sponsor H. Con. Res. 50

Venezuela: Human Rights and Civil Liberties Resolution

Dear Colleague:

U.S. officials have expressed continued concerns about the deterioration of democratic institutions, and threats to freedom of speech and the press in Venezuela under the government of President Hugo Chávez.  In testifying before Congress in November 2005, Assistant Secretary of State for Western Hemisphere Affairs Thomas Shannon asserted that “the assault from within on Venezuela’s democratic institutions has continued,” and “there is growing international consensus that democracy in Venezuela is in grave peril.”  In June 2006, Assistant USAID Administrator for Latin America and the Caribbean Adolfo Franco testified that “increased control by the Venezuelan executive branch over the country’s five branches of government threatens the continuation of representative democracy.”

Human rights organizations assert that the independence of Venezuela’s judiciary has been undermined by politicization.  According to Human Rights Watch, the Chávez government dealt a severe blow to judicial independence in 2004 by expanding the Supreme Court from 20 to 32 justices and packing it with its by supporters.  Moreover, in 2005 and 2006, Human Rights Watch reported that the Supreme Court granted tenure to hundreds of provisional lower-court judges without requiring them to participate in competitive exams as called for by the Constitution. 

Human rights groups have expressed concerns that freedom of expression is being threatened in Venezuela.  The Chávez government enacted a broadcast media law in December 2004 regulating the content of television and radio programming, while in March 2005 it amended Venezuela’s criminal code to broaden laws that punish “disrespect for government authorities.”  Groups such as the Committee to Protect Journalists, Reporters Without Borders, and the Inter-American Press Association maintain that these measures have restricted freedom of expression, with newspapers and broadcasters practicing self-censorship.  In early January 2007, human rights groups expressed deep concern about the Venezuelan government’s decision not to renew the broadcast license of a prominent opposition television station, Radio Caracas Television (RCTV).  The Secretary General of the Organization of American States stated that Venezuela’s action gave the appearance of censorship against freedom of expression and serves as a warning to other news organizations. He called on the Venezuelan government to reverse its decision.

To become a cosponsor of this resolution, please contact Laura Maristany in my office at (202) 225-2615 or at laura.maristany@mail.house.gov.

Sincerely,

/s/

Luis G. Fortuño

Member of Congress

