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FEATURED Q&A

How Well Is Rodrigo
Paz Managing Social
Unrest in Bolivia?

of President Rodrigo Paz moved to eliminate fuel subsidies. A protest is pictured in 2009. //
File Photo: Fearghal O’Nuallain via Flickr .

Bolivian President Rodrigo Paz will move forward with

most planned legislative economic reforms and introduce

a new decree to end fuel subsidies with accompanying

social compensation measures, chief of staff José Luis
Lupo announced on Jan. 12. The comments followed the government’s
Jan. 11 agreement with labor unions to withdraw a presidential decree
that eliminated fuel subsidies in order to end nationwide protests and
roadblocks by labor and Indigenous groups that erupted after the decree
was announced in mid-December. How effectively is Paz's government
approaching social dialogue and protest management following the
withdrawal of the fuel subsidy decree? What role will the Legislative
Assembly play in advancing the government's economic agenda after
the agreement with labor unions? How does the new approach to fuel
subsidy reform differ from the original decree introduced in December?

Kathryn Ledebur, director of the Andean Information Net-
work in Cochabamba: “Although Paz's campaign promised to
gradually decrease longstanding fuel subsidies, his execu-
tive order eliminated them a week before Christmas, taking
Bolivians by surprise and almost doubling the price of transportation
and staples. The measure, including unconstitutional participation of
private investors in natural resource extraction, Trump-style fast-tracked
contracts and tax-free investment for foreign companies further angered
social movements. The January agreement still voids subsidies. It also
keeps the $58 per month minimum wage increase and provides three
$16 payments to vulnerable groups receiving government assistance.

Continued on page 3

TODAY’'S NEWS

BUSINESS

Shell Weighing
Sale of Assets
in Vaca Muerta

0il major Shell is reportedly
fielding offers to potentially sell
its oil and gas production assets
in Argentina's Vaca Muerta
shale deposit. Shell's holdings in
Argentina account for more than
40,000 barrels per day of crude
oil output.

Page 2

ECONOMIC

Lawmakers in
Venezuela Debate
Major Oil Reform

Venezuela's National Assembly
began debate Thursday on
legislation to overhaul regulations
governing major investments in
the country’s oil and gas sector.
Page 2

POLITICAL

U.N.-Backed Force
for Haiti to Arrive
Later This Year

A United Nations security force
with 5,500 troops is on track for
deployment in Haiti sometime in
the second half of this year, said
U.N. envoy Carlos Ruiz Massieu.
Page 2
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Ruiz Massieu // File Photo: United
Nations.
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POLITICAL NEWS

U.N. Support Forces
for Haiti Set to Arrive
by Middle of Year

A United Nations-backed contingent of 5,500
troops is on schedule to be fully deployed

in Haiti by this summer or autumn, Carlos

Ruiz Massieu, the head of the United Nations
Integrated Office in Haiti, said Thursday at a
press conference, Reuters reported. The troops
could help tip the balance of power in the favor
of Haitian police in their fight against organized
criminal groups that control a vast majority of
Haiti's capital of Port-au-Prince, Ruiz said. The
United Nations estimates that Haiti's gangs
have approximately 12,000 active combatants,
which roughly equals the total ranks of the
Haitian armed forces, Reuters reported. Ruiz
said Thursday that the U.N. force of 5,500
troops would be fully deployed by the end of
the third quarter of this year; he did not say
which countries would be contributing troops
to the mission. Late last year, Haiti's temporary
electoral council set a date of August 2026 for
the first round of general elections. Experts
say Haiti's current security situation, with
gangs controlling many polling stations, makes
holding free and competitive elections highly
challenging. “The country cannot spare more
internal fighting,” Ruiz said on Thursday. “We
need an authority and a government that is
stable enough,” he added. [Editor’s note: See re-
lated Q&A in the Dec. 11 issue of the Advisor.]

Lawmakers Debate
Major Oil Reform
Bill in Venezuela

Venezuela's National Assembly began debate
Thursday on legislation that would implement
sweeping changes to the country’s laws
governing investment in oil and gas projects,

Bloomberg News reported. The bill contains
elements that would address key concerns
raised by some executives at major oil com-
panies in the weeks following the deposal of
Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro, Reuters
reported, citing draft documents viewed by

the wire service. The legislation proposes

a significant loosening of multinational oil
firms' restrictions on operating in the country,
allowing private companies to independently
produce and export oil—albeit under joint-ven-
ture contracts with state-run PDVSA as the ma-
jority shareholder—and permitting authorities
to reduce firms’ royalty tax rate from 30 percent
to as low as 15 percent on a case-by-case
basis, according to Reuters. Additionally, the
bill proposes allowing firms to settle disputes
through international arbitration instead of in
Venezuelan court, and allows accounts to be
held in any currency or jurisdiction, the wire
service reported. The National Assembly this
week was also set to debate bills designed to
eliminate price controls and reduce bureau-
cratic procedures, Bloomberg News reported.
[Editor's note: See related Q&A in the Jan. 16
issue of the weekly Energy Advisor.]

Shell Weighing Exit
From Argentina’s
Vaca Muerta: Report

0il major Shell in recent weeks has approached
potential buyers for its assets in Argentina’s
Vaca Muerta shale play, three sources close to
the matter told Reuters on Thursday. The news
comes one month after Shell announced it was
pulling out of a partnership with Argentina's
state-run YPF on a liquefied natural gas export
terminal connecting Vaca Muerta with the
Atlantic coast; Shell backed out of the project
after YPF announced its planned production
capacity would be halved, news site Upstream
Online reported. The value of Shell's assets

in Vaca Muerta, which produced around
43,000 barrels of crude oil per day in 2024, is
estimated in the billions, sources told Reuters.

NEWS BRIEFS

House Republicans Defeat
Venezuela War Powers Bill

The U.S. House of Representatives on Thurs-
day rejected a Democratic-backed resolution
that would have barred President Donald Trump
from deploying U.S. military forces to Venezu-
ela after a tied vote fell short of the majority
needed for passage, the Associated Press
reported. The war powers measure would have
required Trump to withdraw any U.S. troops—
the administration has said none are currently
deployed—and pledge to seek congressional
approval before major military action.

Brazil’s Lula, China’s Xi
Discuss Collaboration
Amid Shifting Geopolitics

Brazilian President Luiz Inécio Lula da Silva
and Chinese President Xi Jinping pledged to
deepen bilateral ties in a phone call this week,
Chinese state-run media announced today,
Bloomberg News reported. Xi urged Lula to
“stand on the right side of history” and safe-
guard the United Nations' role in global affairs,
Xinhua News Agency reported. The 45-minute
call came at the end of the World Economic
Forum in Davos, Switzerland, where U.S. Presi-
dent Donald Trump sparred with the leaders of
allied nations amid his push to form a “Board
of Peace” as a potential alternative body to the
United Nations, among other topics.

Brazil’s Tax Collection Hit
All-Time High Last Year

Brazil's federal government took in a record 2.9
trillion reais ($544 billion) in 2025, according to
data released Thursday by the South American
country’s finance ministry. The figure rose by
7.5 percent year-on-year when adjusted for
inflation. Brazil's federal tax windfall could
spur new spending on welfare programs ahead
of elections in October, in which incumbent
President Luiz Indcio Lula da Silva is running
for re-election, Bloomberg News reported.
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Breakeven costs for oil producers operating in
Vaca Muerta are approximately $45 per barrel,
which is 10 to 20 percent lower than those

in Texas’ Permian Basin, according to data
from S&P Global. The U.K.-headquartered oil
major is currently reshuffling its portfolio in an
effort to focus on its best-performing assets.
The firm is also exploring sale options for its
controlling stake in the LNG Canada export
terminal in British Columbia, which opened

its first stage of operations last year, Reuters
reported last week.

CK Hutchison to
Consider Splitting
Port Businesses

Hong Kong-based CK Hutchison is exploring

a restructured sale of dozens of ports to a
global consortium by breaking the transaction
into smaller parcels with different ownership
structures, as political pressure from Bei-

jing complicates the deal, Bloomberg News
reported Thursday. The move follows criticism
from Chinese authorities after CK Hutchison
last year agreed to sell 43 ports across 23
countries, including two near the Panama
Canal, to a consortium led by BlackRock and
Terminal Investment Ltd. Under the revised
structure, China’s state-owned COSCO Shipping
could take larger stakes in ports located in
regions viewed as more aligned with Beijing,
such as parts of Africa, while other consor-
tium members would retain greater control
elsewhere. China has signaled to COSCO that
the government would find such an arrange-
ment acceptable, Bloomberg reported, though
talks remain preliminary and key details are
still under negotiation. The Jan. 3 capture

of Venezuelan President Nicolds Maduro by
U.S. special-operations forces has added to
concerns among Chinese officials that political
uncertainty is rising in Latin America, sources
said, complicating calculations around port as-
sets in the region, Reuters reported. Bloomberg
has previously estimated the full transaction
could generate more than $19 billion in cash,
though regulatory and political hurdles contin-
ue to slow progress.

FEATURED Q&A / Continued from page 1

These benefits will not offset steep inflation
and further strain small businesses. The
administration has put a hold on other
controversial measures, but could still enact
them if the Legislative Assembly ratifies

a law criminalizing social protests and
establishing sentences of up to 20 years for
road blockades, which would be a violation
of international law. The Inter-American
Development Bank immediately con-

firmed $470 million in loans. Although the

‘ The agreement with
social movements
postpones, but

does not resolve,
acute conflict.”
— Kathryn Ledebur

government announced new hydrocarbons
and lithium laws, Paz has primarily relied

on executive orders, and legislators have
only ratified massive international loans

and convoked local elections in March.

The Electoral Court’s arbitrary decisions to
grant party status to the MIR party, headed
by Paz’s father, and has been defunct for

20 years, while blocking participation of the
Morena Party, allegedly allied with former
President Evo Morales, exacerbate tensions.
Banning opposition on the left from electoral
participation, following a pattern set in 2025,
violates democratic principles and fuels
polarization. The agreement with social
movements postpones, but does not resolve,
acute conflict.”

Robert Albro, associate director
of research at American Univer-
sity’s Center for Latin American
& Latino Studies: “Chronic
shortages of fuel, dollars and basic staples,
surging inflation and disillusionment among
ordinary Bolivians with perceived corruption
and government paralysis all hastened the

end of the country’s long Movement Toward
Socialism (MAS) era. While campaigning,
centrist Rodrigo Paz pledged to keep the
good and fix the bad, promising a gradual
rollout of necessary economic reforms while
preserving popular social programs imple-
mented by MAS. As president, Paz quickly
moved to eliminate fuel subsidies, secure
IMF and IDB loans to stabilize Bolivia's cra-
tering economy and privatize state enterpris-
es, while fast-tracking new investments in
mining, lithium and hydrocarbons. The lifting
of subsidies and resulting rise in the cost

of fuel sparked weeks of nationwide strikes
and roadblocks by Bolivia's national trade
union (the COB) and Indigenous groups.
Social unrest caused the Paz administration
to pivot with new legislation to mitigate

the pain incurred by the loss of subsidies
while preserving his economic program. In
response the COB called off its strike. Paz's
presidency is in its early days, and Bolivia’s
social movements appear willing—for now—
to work with him. Even former President

Evo Morales agrees the subsidies should be
lifted. But Paz's success depends on effec-
tively combating falling living standards and
mounting social inequality among ordinary
Bolivians. It will be extremely challenging

to thread the needle between necessary
reforms and the needs of a disillusioned, im-
patient and desperate electorate. Sustained
civil and productive dialogue with Bolivia’s
notoriously contentious social movements,
many still MAS loyalists, might prove short-
lived.”

Lily Pefiaranda, CEO and chief
analyst at Bolivia en Datos: “The
recently withdrawn Supreme
Decree 5503, with its over 100
articles, went far beyond fuel subsidy reduc-
tions to propose sweeping macroeconomic
reforms that would reshape the state’s
ties with the private sector, individuals and
the broader productive apparatus. While
environmental critiques abounded, the real
clash pitted liberal economic advocates
Continued on page 4
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against detractors rooted in the socialist
ideology of the prior MAS government. This
echoed Bolivia's 1985 pivot under Supreme
Decree 21060, a 170-article blueprint that
yanked the economy from statist collapse
into liberal success, even inspiring eastern
Europe’s nascent democracies before the
Soviet fall. Rodrigo Paz’s current administra-
tion misjudged the parallel to 2025, ignoring
how today’s crumbling international liberal
order contrasts sharply with 1985's situa-
tion. Evo Morales’ anti-liberal axis, fueled by
narcotrafficking and organized crime from
his EI Chapare stronghold, orchestrated
roadblocks and worker protests to paralyze
the country. Partial subsidy cuts enjoyed
common-sense public support, but Morales’
political machine wouldn't relent until the
full decree was scrapped. Though civilians
pushed back hard on Morales’ protests, Paz
opted for retreat, issuing phased replace-
ments of Supreme Decree 5503 in January
2026: Decrees 5516-5519 keep reforms
made by Supreme Decree 5503, tackling
subsidies (including fuel), social buffers, tax
reform and digital governance. Environmen-
tally sensible measures remain pending and
will have to be reviewed by the Legislative
Assembly to guarantee consensus and
efficient enforcement of reforms.”

Daniel E. Moreno Morales,
senior researcher at Ciudada-
nia, Comunidad de Estudios
Sociales y Accion Piiblica: “The
Bolivian government withdrew the initial
decree issued in December, which eliminat-
ed fuel subsidies and included a series of
measures to open the economy to private
and foreign investment. Despite the setback,
the government was able to approve and im-
plement immediately a new decree focusing
almost exclusively on the elimination of fuel

subsidies; this measure was passed with
the acquiescence of the National Workers'’
Union (COB), which organized protests
against the initial decree. The elimination

of fuel subsidies seems to be recognized

as a necessary measure by most Bolivians
at this point, and it seems now irreversible.
The Paz government still faces the need

to pass a number of economic adjustment
measures, not only opening the economy

to foreign investment, but also fixing the
mess left behind by the populist emphasis of
previous administrations. In order to do this
successfully, the government must share the

‘ The Bolivian
government must
learn to govern a
country in crisis..."

— Daniel E. Moreno Morales

burden of potentially unpopular reforms with
other actors. The National Assembly is the
natural arena where these reforms should
be debated, but it is not clear whether the
executive has a legislative coalition strong
enough to move forward its economic agen-
da. At the same time, in order to guarantee
social stability, a wider agreement should
be made with social sectors and unions; but
many of the more visible national unions are
still linked to what remains of the MAS and
its leadership, and their willingness to move
forward a more liberal agenda is doubtful.

In sum, the Bolivian government must learn
to govern a country in crisis, with uncertain
allies and lurking political enemies.”

The Advisor welcomes comments on its
Q&A section. Readers can write editor Gene
Kuleta.
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