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Like most ambitious state proj-
ects in oil-rich Venezuela, the 
new city being built in the thickly 
wooded mountains here began 
as a whim of President Hugo 
Chavez’s.

Flying in his helicopter north 
of Caracas over forests filled with 
monkeys and tropical birds, the 
president suddenly had a eureka 
moment — he would carve a 
self-sustaining, self-contained 
city from the wilderness. Chavez 
envisioned this as the first of 
several utopian cities, a bold 
plan reflecting both Venezuela’s 
capacity for undertaking ambi-
tious projects and the president’s 
growing propensity for making 
all major decisions.

“He told me, `I want to see if 
it’s possible,’ “ recalled Ramon 
Carrizales, minister of housing. 
“So we began to explore it, and 
we found vast tracts that could be 
utilized.”

Carrizales, a retired army colo-
nel like the president, added, “I 
think that with the president’s 
intuition — the president is a man 
of great intuition — he perceived 
that you could develop something 
there, so we started in November 
of 2006.”

Venezuelans are bracing for 
more grandiose plans, especially 
if Chavez’s powers expand under 
proposed constitutional changes 
that voters are being asked to 
approve on Sunday.

The president’s allies control 
Congress, the Central Bank and 
every other major institution. And 
with the price of oil approaching 
$100 a barrel, Chavez has the 
economic muscle along with the 
political might to carry out his 
biggest dreams.

“Everyone here knows that 
no one advises Chavez,” said 
Luis Miquilena, a former interior 
minister and mentor to Chavez 
who has since broken with him. 
“Chavez is the one who decides 
everything.”

Now finishing his ninth year in 
office, Chavez has hatched ideas 
ranging from moving clocks back 
half an hour to building artificial 
islands in the Caribbean. To the 

Bush administration’s consterna-
tion, he is also forging political 
ties with Iran, an alliance that 
economists say has few practical 
economic considerations. But the 
partnership serves as a rebuke 
to Chavez’s main adversary, the 
United States, which gave tacit 
support to a failed 2002 coup 
against the Venezuelan leader.

Chavez is also accelerating 
state spending on myriad social 
programs while proposing mea-
sures that critics say are designed 
to solidify his support among 
the large masses of poor who 
form his base. Maintaining such 
support is essential as Chavez 
campaigns for a “yes” vote on 
constitutional changes that would 
permit indefinite reelection, allow 
him to appoint allies to head 
newly created federal territories 

and increase the president’s influ-
ence over the government’s vast 
oil-generated wealth.

“What he wants to do is build 
a small model of what a future 
Venezuela could possibly look 
like,” said Demetrio Boersner, 
a former diplomat and left-lean-
ing historian who is critical of 
Chavez. “He wants undoubtedly 
to strengthen his influence on the 
poor people living in the poor 
quarters of town. He wants to 
reinforce the belief that many 
low-income Venezuelans have 
that he’s on their side, that he’s 
on the side of the underdog, on 
the side of the poor.”

The plans for what officials call 
the “socialist cities” envisioned 

by Chavez are grand, evoking 
new cities built in such divergent 
countries as Brazil and the old 
Soviet Union. Chavez is relying 
on Cuban engineering compa-
nies and technical advice from 
Belarus, a former Soviet republic 
that Carrizales, the housing min-
ister, said has “much experience 
in agro-industrial cities.”

Carrizales said that the city 
here in the mountainous area 
of Camino de los Indios, to be 
called Caribia — another sug-
gestion by the president — will 
be the first of several small cities 
and urbanization projects across 
the country. Government plan-
ners are considering develop-
ments in places as far afield as 
the oil-producing Orinoco Belt 
in the north, Ciudad Guayana 
in the east, itself a planned city 

from the 1960s, and the plains 
state of Barinas, where Chavez 
was raised.

In Caribia, the idea is to build 
scores of four-story apartment 
blocks that will eventually house 
100,000 people. During a report-
er’s recent visit here, excava-
tors and earthmovers roared, and 
construction workers finished the 
foundations of the first apartment 
blocks, which are scheduled 
for completion in the coming 
weeks. There will also be parks 
and sports complexes, Carrizales 
said, as well as schools, hospi-
tals, state-run factories and small 
fields for crops.

“We’re looking to have a 
city with a different vision,” 

Carrizales said. “A city that’s 
self-sustainable, that respects the 
environment, that uses clean tech-
nologies, that is mostly for use by 
the people, with lots of walking 
paths, parks, sports areas, muse-
ums and schools within walking 
distance.”

Government officials and engi-
neers say the plan, at its root, is 
designed to help people. “This 
is a social housing project, for 
people with little money, so it’s 
very accessible for those types 
of families,” explained Alfredo 
Tirado, an engineer overseeing 
part of the project.

The government plans to move 
families from a Caracas neigh-
borhood, Federico Quiroz, to 
Caribia. Federico Quiroz’s cinder-
block homes and narrow, wind-
ing streets are located in a steep, 
uneven swath of western Caracas 
that’s prone to mudslides.

“It’s a good idea because there 
are many people here who need 
a place to live,” said Clemente 
Delgado, 40, a father of three in 
Federico Quiroz. “We know it’s 
dangerous here. For me, if they 
make the offer, I’ll accept.”

Not everyone, though, is so 
enthused. As hilltops are cleared 
and trees felled to make space 
for Caribia, people in the nearby 
community of La Niebla watch 
with alarm. The government has 
said the properties there could be 
expropriated, though a Housing 
Ministry official said that is 
unlikely because Caribia prob-
ably won’t extend so far.

Perhaps more worrisome — 
particularly to urban planners and 
government opponents — is that 
the construction is proceeding 
without much outside input. That 
has prompted frantic meetings 
among architects, engineers and 
urban planners in Caracas who 
say the government is rushing 
headstrong into expensive, ill-
considered utopian projects.

“The majority of socialist cit-
ies that were built in socialist 
countries failed,” said Maria 
Josefina Weitz, an urban planner 
in Caracas. “When you create 
something by ideological decree, 
it doesn’t respond to the real 
needs of people. Cities have their 
own origin, develop on their own 
and have their own dynamic.”

Chavez’s utopian city flourishes
Juan Forero

The Washington Post

Relations between Venezuela 
and Colombia took a dramat-
ic turn for the worse Sunday 
as Venezuelan President Hugo 
Chavez called his Colombian 
counterpart, Alvaro Uribe, a 
shameless liar, and Uribe retorted 
that Chavez was a “legitimizer of 
terrorists.”

Stung by Uribe’s abrupt can-
cellation Wednesday of his role 
as mediator between Colombia’s 
government and leftist rebels, 
Chavez lashed out Sunday, say-
ing he was putting relations with 
Colombia in the “deep freezer” 
and warning that economic rela-
tions may suffer.

“Why don’t do you show your 
face?” Chavez said, referring 
to Uribe in a televised speech. 
“President Uribe is lying ... in a 
shameless, horrible, ugly way. I 
think Colombia deserves another 
president, it deserves a better 
president.”

Uribe soon responded in kind, 
telling an audience in north-
ern Bolivar state that the fiery 
Venezuelan leader was “foment-
ing an expansionist plan,” refer-
ring to his political ambitions of 
regional influence.

“The truth is, President 
Chavez, you can’t incite the con-
tinent as you do, talking one day 
against Spain, the next against 
the United States, mistreating 
one day Mexico, the next day 
Peru, and Bolivia the morning 
after,” Uribe said.

Uribe also accused Chavez and 
leftist Colombian Sen. Piedad 
Cordoba, who was facilitating 
contact with the FARC, of being 
more interested in promoting 
“terrorist influence ... than in 
helping us overcome the tragedy 
of the hostages.”

The name-calling shocked ana-
lysts because relations between 
the two countries could have 
been described as amiable a few 
days ago, despite the political 
differences between the leftist 
Chavez and conservative Uribe.

Uribe abruptly withdrew his 
approval Wednesday of Chavez 

acting as a go-between in efforts 
to foster a humanitarian accord 
between Colombia and the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces 
of Colombia, known as FARC. 
Chavez hoped to bring about 
the release of 45 political kid-
napping victims in FARC hands 
in exchange for hundreds of 
suspected rebels in Colombian 
jails.

But Chavez broke protocol 
Wednesday afternoon by speak-
ing directly with the Colombian 
military command, something 
Uribe had prohibited. That night 
a Uribe spokesman thanked 
Chavez for his efforts but said 
the breach had put an end to his 
mediation.

Economist Juan Carlos 
Echeverry, a Bogota-based econ-
omist with LatinSource con-
sulting firm, said the impact of 
damaged cross-border trade with 
Venezuela would be grave and 
cost each side jobs. Colombia 
could be the bigger loser, as it 
exports annually nearly $4 bil-
lion in goods and services to 
Venezuela, while Venezuela sells 
$1 billion in goods and services 
here.

Colombia and Venezuela share 
a 1,300-mile border. Economic 
integration of the countries has 
accelerated with a joint natural 
gas pipeline under construction, 
and other energy projects are on 
the drawing board.

“What Chavez said was stu-
pid, and the way Uribe reacted 
was very hard, maybe too much 
so,” said one Colombian ana-
lyst, who said the two countries 
should act fast to patch up their 
differences. He requested ano-
nymity because of the situation’s 
sensitivity.

A chill in relations could also 
impact the estimated 1 million 
Colombians thought to live and 
work in Venezuela.

Chavez briefly cut commer-
cial ties with Colombia in 2005 
after an undercover group seized 
FARC commander Rodrigo 
Granda on Venezuelan soil and 
delivered him to Colombian 
authorities without informing the 
Chavez government. But rela-
tions were soon restored.

South American 
relations sour

Chris Kraul

Los Angeles Times

JUAN FORERO/ THE WASHINGTON POST
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Heeding their popular presi-
dent's ominous warnings that 
Russia's future dangled in the 
balance, voters flocked to the 
polls on Sunday to cast ballots 
in an unorthodox parliamen-
tary election. 

Bombarded with the mes-
sage that they should treat 
the election as a referen-
dum on President Vladimir  
Putin's rule, voters turned 
out in large numbers, with 
lines forming at some polling  
stations as people waited  
for their chance at the bal-
lot box. As expected,  
Putin's United Russia swept 
up more than 60 percent of 
the vote, according to early 
estimates. 

The surge of electoral par-
ticipation, with turnout report-
edly topping 60 percent, 
reflected Putin's aggressive 
campaign to turn out the vote. 

"The president is trying to 
establish some kind of order 
in this country," said Yulia 
Mikhailova, 47, a disabled 
Muscovite who limped to the 
polls with the help of her cane. 
"He's a person who has turned 
Russia into a country to be 
reckoned with." 

Furious opposition leaders 
called Sunday's election the 
least democratic vote since the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, 
and vowed to challenge the 
results in court. 

"This will beat all records 
in modern Russian history 
for irregularities," former 
chess champion and promi-
nent opposition leader Gary 
Kasparov said. "Putin has been  
destroying democracy, poison-
ing it for the last eight years." 

Falling at a moment of swell-
ing national uncertainty over 
the country's political future, 
the importance of Sunday's 
vote mushroomed far beyond 
seating lawmakers in an assur-
edly pro-Kremlin legislature. 
Putin's second term ends next 
year, and under the constitu-
tion, he cannot seek a third 
consecutive term. 

Yet by turning the elec-

tions into a one-man popular-
ity contest, the president is 
laying the groundwork for a 
popular mandate that will help  
him keep a grip on power, 
analysts say. Putin could use 
triumph at the polls to go 
on to serve as prime minis-
ter or party chief, or could  

encourage his party to amend 
the constitution so that he  
can stay on as president. 
However, Putin has repeat-
edly denied any plans to 
remain president after his term 
expires. 

Votes were still being tal-
lied late Sunday when United 
Russia party leader Boris 
Gryzlov told Russian televi-
sion that his party now has the 
right to "ensure the succession 
of state policy for the next 
four years." 

"De facto, they came to the 
referendum to show support 
for the course of our presi-
dent," he said. 

Eleven parties were listed 
on the paper ballot presented 
to voters on Sunday. Most 
listed the names of three top 
officers -- all except United 
Russia, which listed only a 
single name: Putin's. 

As they pulled their fur 

caps over their ears and  
headed back out into the  
snow, many voters seemed 
utterly oblivious that they  
were voting for parliament. 
For better or worse, it was 
Putin who lingered in their 
thoughts. 

"We want Putin to win very, 
very much," said 75-year-old 
Maria Ravinskaya, blue eyes 
sparkling over her fur collar. 
"We hope Putin will take us to 
a higher level of life." 

Polls estimate the presi-
dent's approval rating above 
80 percent, but a sprinkling 
of skeptics milled among  
the Putin enthusiasts on 
Sunday. 

In the town of Krasnogorsk, 
bespectacled army officer 
Andrei Shamanayev said he 
would never vote for Putin 
or his party. Pro-government  
propaganda is deadening 
healthy political debate, he 
said. 

"I don't understand all 
this fuss about him," said 
Shamanayev, 28. "What has 
he done?" 

"Not everything is as 
good as they tell us on TV,"  
complained the army officer. 

The parliamentary elec-
tions were controversial from  
the earliest days of the cam-
paign. New restrictions 
excluded many opposition par-
ties from participating. Even  
parties that managed to 
reach the ballot will have 
to win seven percent of 
the vote to secure a single  
seat in parliament. Early 
returns indicated that only 
four parties made the cut. 

As the vote drew closer, 
Russian officials feuded bit-
terly with vote monitors from 
the Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe, 
blocking visas and imposing 
restrictions until the organiza-
tion abruptly dropped plans to 
monitor the election. Russia 
countered by accusing the 
group of caving to U.S. pres-
sure. 

Putin's role in the campaign 
also raised eyebrows. When 
Putin took to the government-
controlled airwaves last week, 
he warned that if the ruling 

Putin’s party enjoys electoral romp
Megan K. Stack

Los Angeles Times

Captured video on Friday 
gave the outside world the 
first look since 2003 at three 
Pentagon contractors held hos-
tage in Colombia, showing them 
to be haggard but alive. French 
Colombian writer and former 
presidential candidate Ingrid 
Betancourt was also shown, 
looking thin and dispirited. 

The videos, seized by the 
Colombian army from three sus-
pected guerrillas in Bogota on 
Thursday night, brought relief 
to hostage families as far away 
as Connecticut and Paris. 

In the videos, the hos-
tages appear to be in a clan-
destine jungle camp operated 
by Marxist rebels. A surveil-
lance plane carrying the three 
Americans crashed in rebel ter-
ritory in 2003; Betancourt was 
seized in 2002, and her release 
has become a priority for French 
President Nicholas Sarkozy. 

"I'm happy because of the 
proof of life, but I see a pic-
ture of my daughter that shows 
her very sad, very thin, hav-
ing suffered much," Yolanda 
Pulecio, Betancourt's mother, 
told Colombian radio. 

Betancourt, a former senator 
known by all Colombians as 
vivacious and attractive, looked 
gaunt and demoralized after five 
years in rebel hands. She wore 

a grimy-looking T-shirt, and her 
normally stylish hair was down 
to her hips. She stared at the 
ground, without looking up. 

The Americans, Keith Stansell, 
Marc Gonsalves and Thomas 
Howes, appeared standing in a 
jungle clearing, briefly staring at 
the camera. The men are consid-
ered the longest held American 
captives in the world. 

Stansell's mother, Lynne, said 
that seeing the video of her 
son was at once comforting and 
upsetting. He has "lost a lot of 
weight. His cheeks have sunken 
in." 

"To us, it was like, whoa, a 
very stark difference from when 
he left," she in a phone inter-
view from Florida. "But still, 
we're very grateful, very grati-
fied that this proof of life did 
surface." 

George Gonsalves, Marc's 
father, said the images "brought 
back memories of Hanoi" and 
prisoners of war in Vietnam. 

Colombia's peace commis-
sioner, Luis Carlos Restrepo, 
told reporters in Bogota that 
authorities had seized five vid-
eos and that the footage had 
been taken in October. There 
was also footage of another 
dozen Colombians, soldiers 
and policemen captured by the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Colombia, or FARC, in combat. 

The army seized letters Howes 
had written to his wife, as well 
as his will. Three soldiers had 

also written letters to their fami-
lies, as had Betancourt, who 
wrote a long letter to her mother 
dated Oct. 24. 

In Colombia and France, 
where the release of Betancourt 
is a cause celebre, the videos 
prompted a strong reaction. 

"Looking at this photo of 
Ingrid, which has saddened my 
soul, I can say that what I lived 
in was a five-star hotel com-
pared to what she's living in," 
said Colombian Vice President 
Francisco Santos, referring to 
his own ordeal as a hostage. 

The FARC, which has been 
fighting the Colombian state 
since 1964, often kidnaps prom-
inent people for political gain, a 
strategy that has generated sharp 
rebuke from around the world. 

But the Colombian gov-
ernment on Friday also came 
under criticism related to the 
hostages. President Alvaro 
Uribe's decision last week to 
end Venezuelan President Hugo 
Chavez's role as a mediator with 
the FARC touched off a bitter 
diplomatic dispute and angered 
families who said Chavez was 
the best chance for obtaining 
the hostages' release. Uribe had 
accused Chavez of sidestepping 
diplomatic protocol. 

Colombian Sen. Piedad 
Cordoba, who had been working 
with Chavez to release the hos-
tages, said the videos had likely 
been meant for the Venezuelan 
president to see.

American hostages in 
Colombia seen on video

Juan Forero
The Washington Post

Putin has been 
destroying democ-
racy, poisioning it 
for the last eight 

years.
-GARY KASPAROV

”

“

party did not win, Russia 
could fall under the sway of 
his shadowy, Western-backed 
opponents. 

"He spoke in his capacity 
as president, not as a candi-
date, and called upon people 
to vote for United Russia," 
said Sergei Mitrokhin of the 
opposition Yabloko party. 
"This is a gross violation." 

Government employees, 
factory workers and soldiers 

were being heavily pressured 
to vote for United Russia, 
opposition parties charged. 

In many polling stations, 
Russians were forced to vote 
in plain view of other vot-
ers, monitors and police. 
There were no curtains or 
doors to shield people from 
sight as they marked outsized  
ballots. Afterward, as the ballots  
were fed into electron-
ic scanners, it was easy for  

bystanders to see which box 
was checked. 

In some areas, election mon-
itors and journalists had trou-
ble entering polling stations. 
Despite carrying government-
issued election credentials, 
reporters for the Los Angeles 
Times were kicked out of a 
voting center on the outskirts 
of Moscow by policemen who 
said they had orders to keep 
journalists away.

I don’t under-
stand all this fuss 
about him. What 

has he done?

-ANDREI SHAMANAYEV

”

“
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Student Forum                               The Avion asks: “With the growing concern of global warming, where do you think Santa should move to?”

-Compiled by Brandon Boekelman and Marcus Nealley

Joe Christmas
Freshman

Aerospace Engineering
“China because of the 

mass population.”

Rojith Perera
Senior

Aerospace Engineering
“Sri Lanka ...if he  

existed.”

Mike Borghi
Freshman

Aerospace Engineering
“The moon, so he can 

gain more entry  
velocity.”

Will Quinn
Freshman

Aeronautical Science
“He needs to change 

his image and move to 
Daytona Beach.”

Andrew Elzein
Freshman

Aerospace Engineering
“Australia ...if he  

existed.”

Leonardo Boeri
Senior

Aerospace Engineering
“Dominican Republic.”

The phrase “common sense 
isn’t common” reared its ugly 
head again this week as part of 
the fence for the new parking lot 
came down. Within hours, those 
lacking any common sense at all 
had their vehicles strewn about 
the unpaved portion of the lot. 
Not only is the lot unpaved, but 
it is also an active construction 
site. After examining the lot with 
a campus safety officer and an 
SGA representative, it was deter-
mined that damage was done to 
the limestone foundation in the 
form of tire tracks. According to 
facilities, this damage will have 
to be repaired before asphalt can 
be laid on the surface. While this 
will require additional work to 
complete the project, it will not 
cause any serious delays. The 
parking lot is still on track to be 
opened with the new College of 
Business building on Jan. 7, in 
time to hold classes there for the 
spring semester.

This type of irresponsible and 
arrogant behavior is becoming 

typical among students here.  
As I stared in disbelief at the 
spectacle before me, I noticed 
that every single car involved 
had green on-campus parking 
stickers on them. This essentially 
meant that laziness and disregard 
for the consequences of their 
actions were the only factors 
that led to their decision to park 
there. It is unfathomable to me 
that someone educated enough to 
attend this university could even 
think it was OK to park on an 
unpaved area of a construction 
site simply because a fence was 
moved. Furthermore, the cars 
remained parked there for more 
than a day, making it impossible 
for construction crews to work 
in the area had they wanted to. 
This makes me wonder if these 
students realize how their actions 
can affect people around them. 
No one on campus enjoys deal-
ing with the construction that is 
taking place, however actions 
such as this will only drag the 
disruptions on for longer, and 

we all know the construction 
is for the benefit of the whole 
university. 

I realize that the dozen or so 
people that parked their cars in 
this manner may not represent 
even a minority of the student 
population, but if more signifi-
cant damage had been caused by 
their actions it could have nega-
tively affected the entire univer-
sity community by way of a long 
delay before construction is com-
pleted. If everyone on campus 
acted in a more broad-minded 
manner, thinking through how 
their actions affect not only them-
selves but those around them, this 
would be a much better place to 
go to school. This idea of broad-
minded thinking not only applies 
to this situation with parking, 
but with all situations you may 
encounter in life. I think that the 
concept of making this university 
a better place to go to school for 
everyone is something that we all 
can agree on.

~Matt Goldberg

Park responsibly Avion Online Poll Results
The Avion asks: “What kind of job do you think the new SRB 

and SFB is doing?”
-New poll every issue at www.avionnewspaper.com

Brian Asbury/Avion

Great

Good

Fair

Poor

Horrible

33 total votes


