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On 11 April 2021 Ecuador’s presidential run-off election will take place between leftist candidate Andrés Arauz from the UNES coalition and right-
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wing conservative Guillermo Lasso from the PSC–CREO alliance. Though
this appears to be a conventional left–right battle, the successful first-round
performance of Yaku Pérez from Pachakutik and Xavier Hervas from the ID
surprised many observers.
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•

Ecuador’s run-off represents the choice between two opposing models of develop-
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In the first round, Arauz and Lasso avoided taking firm stances on issues relat-
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ment. Arauz seeks to advance ex-president Rafael Correa’s anti-neoliberal “Citizen Revolution,” while Lasso promotes the old neoliberal agenda. Both contend-

•

ed to the environment, gender, and sexual minorities. For the run-off, they have
both “greened” their agendas and spun their positions as “women- and LGBTfriendly,” recognizing the success of alternative third forces led by Pachakutik
and the Izquierda Democrática (ID).
•

Despite a left majority in the legislature, creating a unified leftist front is wishful thinking. The differences between Unión por la Esperanza (UNES) and
Pachakutik are irreconcilable: the former seems incapable of turning away from
its founding figure, Correa, and the indigenous movement continues to be internally fragmented.

•

As both run-off candidates combined received only a little over half of the firstround vote, endorsements are currently a crucial battleground for the finalists.
Pachakutik and the ID have announced they will support neither Arauz nor Lasso.
The political tradition in Ecuador indicates that votes are not easily transferred,
due to voters’ weak identification with programmatic militancy and ideology.

Photos: GIGA/Marein Kasiske (1), Privat (2)

Policy Implications
Whoever wins the presidential run-off will have to deal with an urgent and profound socio-economic crisis reinforced by the COVID-19 pandemic. Popular forces – which have gained prominence in the first round of the elections – will persist vis-à-vis their environmental and social demands despite the unfavourable
scenario. The region needs to keep its eyes open, as Ecuador might be a showcase
of growing resistance and political mobilization.

Ecuador Elections: Shifting Politics
Ecuador’s elections on 7 February 2021 marked the beginning of a busy electoral year across Latin America. Amid an economic recession exacerbated by the
COVID-19 outbreak, what is at stake in this electoral race is the comeback of the
“progressive left” – as occurred in Argentina in 2019 and Bolivia in 2020 – or the
continuity of the neoliberal programme, a model still prominent in the region.
The Ecuadorian elections have surprised many observers this year: While Arauz
mobilized his base and made it to the run-off with a strong 32.72 per cent of the
vote, for two weeks right-wing candidate Guillermo Lasso and environmental activist Yaku Pérez were nearly tied for second place. Eventually, Lasso was declared
ahead by a mere 0.35 percentage points (having won 19.74 per cent, versus 19.39 for
Pérez). A second surprise was the remarkable performance of Xavier Hervas from
the Izquierda Democrática (Democratic Left, ID), who obtained 15.68 per cent of
the vote. The remaining 12 contenders combined won 10 per cent of the vote.
The two-week battle for second place raised concerns over the fairness of the
electoral process. Yaku Pérez alleged fraud and formally submitted a request to the
electoral authorities for a recount of approximately six million ballots in 17 of the
country’s 24 provinces. The National Electoral Council (Consejo Nacional Electoral,
CNE) denied these petitions. The ID also rejected the lack of transparency in the
electoral process and criticized the CNE’s decision not to examine the computing
system.
Contemporary politics in the Andean country have rested on simplistic dichotomies: socialism versus neoliberalism, left versus right, progressive left versus radical left, and Correísmo versus Anticorreísmo. These cleavages also exist particularly in those South American countries where pink tide governments have ruled.
In Ecuador, Correísmo versus Anticorreísmo revolves around the figure of former
president Rafael Correa, who left office in 2017 still enjoying 60 per cent of popular support – after his subsequent conviction for corruption, he was barred from
participating in this presidential election. Correa used his significant influence to
handpick the now outgoing president Lenín Moreno in 2017, and chose Arauz to
stand for the presidency in 2021.
Even if, at first glance, the apparent left–right cleavage seems to have prevailed
in the current Ecuadorian elections, the results could be read as society demanding
a new generation of politicians, narratives, and debates that transcend the polarizing dichotomies. Approximately 35 per cent of the voters turned to two candidates
who represented alternatives to the traditional cleavage. This third path was represented most prominently by Pérez from Pachakutik and Hervas from the ID. The
former brought an ecological, indigenous, and anti-extractivist leftist positioning
into the electoral arena. The latter shook the ID out of its inertia – even though
controversies surrounding his candidature persist, such as the fact that he is a businessman and debutant politician who only recently joined the party.
This third force was obscured and countered under Correísmo (2007–2017).
During this period, the indigenous movement notoriously lost its political influence, even though both the government and Pachakutik professed a leftist agenda.
The explanation lies in the antagonism between two lefts: the “left in resistance”
that seeks self-determination from below and autonomy from the state, and the
“left in power” that promotes statist and modernizing development with social dis-
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tribution (Riofrancos 2020). The differences between these two irreconcilable lefts
became more evident as the years went by and centred around contentious issues
such as extractivism, environmental protection, mining, and women’s and indigenous peoples’ rights.
The indigenous leader Yaku Pérez was precisely among the many leaders of that
“left in resistance” that opposed Correísmo’s “left in power.” With a long trajectory
of activism protecting water and opposing mining, he led popular resistance efforts
in both spheres: from below in the streets, and as a subnational authority after he
was elected prefect of the province of Azuay in 2019. Correa’s government fiercely
opposed demands to stop the expansion of extractivism. Instead of embracing these
popular claims for the construction of a solid leftist bloc, the government responded
through persecution and accusations of terrorism and sabotage. Any criticism of the
government’s leftist agenda coming from other lefts was dismissed as representing
a minority perspective or, worse, as being associated with conservative right-wing
attempts to put an end to the “Citizen Revolution.” Correísmo left no political space
for alternatives, even if they surged from a deeply popular left. Ecuador was not
alone in this experience, as similar dynamics also – to varying extents – marked
other progressive-led South American governments, such as those of Bolivia, Argentina, Venezuela, and Brazil.
Over the years, Ecuador has shown that the real struggles for power are in the
streets. Right after outgoing president Moreno won the 2017 elections, he abandoned the electoral promises he had proclaimed under the banner of Correísmo
and gradually implemented austerity and privatization policies as part of structural
agreements with the International Monetary Fund (IMF). He faced a massive uprising in October 2019 that was led by the indigenous movements and supported
by large sectors of society. These were early signs that a third force was starting to
configure itself and become visible. The return of the indigenous movement to the
streets after years of being displaced and its electoral victory in the 2021 elections
is a milestone in Ecuadorian politics.

Breaks in the Political Establishment
The reconfiguration of the political panorama poses challenges to all actors within
the Ecuadorian establishment and confronts them with their own weaknesses. The
first-round election results are a bittersweet victory for the Correísta left, represented by Arauz; a clear warning for the conservative right; and a remarkable success for the alternative lefts. This becomes even more apparent when we compare
the performance of these actors in the presidential elections of the last 15 years
(Figure 1 below).
Even though Arauz came in first in the February elections, his 32.7 per cent fell
far short of the overwhelming support Correísmo enjoyed in the past. In fact, after
five years in government, Rafael Correa still won the 2013 presidential elections in
a landslide, with 57 per cent of the vote in the first round, eliminating the need for a
second round. However, the data show that his political capital has been declining:
compared to 2013, the share of first-round votes for the Correísmo candidate had
dropped by 17.8 per cent in 2017 and by 24.5 per cent in 2021. The effect of Correa’s
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endorsement of Arauz – the 36-year-old technocrat previously unknown in the pol
itical realm – remains to be seen.
Figure 1
Results of the First
Round of Elections in
Ecuador, by Province
(in 2006, 2009, 2013,
2017, and 2021)
Source: Authors’
elaboration with data
from the National Electoral Council (Consejo
Nacional Electoral, CNE
2021).
Note: Acronyms for
the political parties and
movements are PRIAN:
Partido Renovador;
Institucional Acción
Nacional; PSP: Partido
Sociedad Patriótica; AP:
Alianza PAIS; CREO:
Movimiento Creo,
Creando Oportunidades;
MUPP: Movimiento de
Unidad Plurinacional
Pachakutik; UNES:
Unión por la Esperanza;
ID: Izquierda
Democrática.

For Lasso and his alliance, the electoral results are a warning call, as the Partido
Social Cristiano – Creando Oportunidades (Social Christian Party – Creating Opportunities, PSC–CREO) conservative coalition simply did not bear enough fruit.
In this year’s race for the presidency, Lasso obtained eight percentage points fewer
than he did in 2017. Geographically speaking, he won in only two provinces: Pichincha, which includes the capital, Quito, and among the 25,000 inhabitants of the
Galápagos Islands; while in 2017, he won in most of the Amazon and highland regions. One of the biggest reversals for the PSC has been its defeat in the province
of Guayas on the Pacific coast, its traditional bastion for 30 years. The mishandling
of the COVID-19 pandemic in this PSC-led province took its toll, tarnishing Lasso’s
image. Considering that this is Lasso’s third time standing in presidential elections,
if he does not win the run-off, it might be the end of his political career.
The electoral contest reveals a remarkable success for the “alternative lefts.”
Yaku Pérez from Pachakutik – the indigenist and environmentalist left – was practically tied for second place, until the final count saw him lose to Lasso by 32,000
votes. In addition, Xavier Hervas revived the ID after years of irrelevance in the
political arena, achieving the party’s best result since 1988. Pérez’s success is also
reflected in the results of the referendum – which took place in parallel to the elections – on large-scale and medium-scale metal mining in Ecuador’s third-largest
city, Cuenca, located in Azuay. More than 80 per cent of the population said “no” to
mining in areas close to hydrographic zones. This result reaffirms local support for
Pérez’s anti-mining advocacy during his time as the prefect of Azuay.
Although Pachakutik did not make it to the second round of the presidential
race, it consolidated itself as a possible alternative to the antagonist models that
have polarized Ecuador’s contemporary politics. This is borne out by the victory
that the movement obtained in the National Assembly, where the biggest three
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parties represent different lefts: Unión por la Esperanza (Union for Hope, UNES),
which obtained between 46 and 51 seats, Pachakutik 26, and the ID 17 to 18. The
two right-wing forces CREO and the PSC won 12 seats and 17 to 18 seats, respectively. For Pachakutik, these are the best results in the legislature in its 25 years of
existence (Figure 2).
Figure 2
National Assembly,
2021–2025
Source: Authors’
elaboration with data
from the National Electoral Council (Consejo
Nacional Electoral, CNE
2021).
Notes: The symbol (±)
indicates that the exact
number of seats has not
yet been ratified by the
CNE. Acronyms for the
political parties and
movements are UNES:
Unión por la Esperanza;
MUPP: Movimiento de
Unidad Plurinacional
Pachakutik; ID: Izquierda Democrática; PSC:
Partido Social Cristiano;
Avanza: Partido Avanza.

In spite of the left majority in the National Assembly, the consolidation of a unified
leftist front is wishful thinking. The differences between the Correísmo “progressive
left” and the indigenous movement are irreconcilable. Internal frictions within each
leftist force also pose a challenge. One faction of Correísmo supporters seems incap
able of turning away from its omnipresent leader, Correa, while another is open to
renovation and new figures. In the case of the ID, there are tensions between Hervas and the ID as a party, as he became an official member of the ID only after the
first round. He himself announced his support for the right-wing candidate Lasso
in the run-off, while his party made an official statement not supporting any of the
candidates. It is not clear how the ID will position itself after years of absence in
Ecuadorian politics.
The indigenous movement has its own ideological divisions, with some factions
more radical than others. Jaime Vargas and Leonidas Iza, the leading figures of
the October 2019 uprisings and of the Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities
of Ecuador (Confederación de Nacionalidades Indígenas del Ecuador, CONAIE),
initially opposed Pérez’s candidacy. Many criticize Pérez’s positions as ambiguous
and even doubt whether he is really committed to a leftist anti-neoliberal agenda.
Essentially, it seems he favours advancing institutional recognition of ethnic diversity and of indigenous peoples’ rights over advocating radical socio-economic structural changes that challenge neoliberalism, such as land reform and redistribution
of wealth. Of course, these strategies are not mutually exclusive and could work in
tandem, but not all leaders of the indigenous movement are convinced of that. Despite these tensions, the force of the movement as a whole gained much momentum.
The new political cartography after the first round of elections also confirms the
return of the traditional cleavage between coast and highlands in Ecuadorian poli-
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tics. Until 2009, the “progressive left” represented by Arauz was the majoritarian
force in most of Ecuador; however, in 2017 it experienced setbacks in the Amazon
region, and in 2021 it also lost seats in the highlands. Their votes are now concentrated in their coastal bastions.

Antagonistic Development Models and Electoral Programmes
The two candidates represent antagonistic development models. In the campaign,
playing on COVID-19 metaphors, Arauz presented his programme as attacking the
“virus of neoliberalism” through the “Union for Hope vaccine.” Beyond the discursive rhetoric, Correa’s “Citizen Revolution,” according to some critics, has been a
project based on pure neoliberal government policy (Sierra 2011). Arauz, chosen
by Correa to give continuity to his project, not only considers himself a Correísta
but also the next saviour of the country, one who will vindicate the Constitution
drafted by the Constituent Assembly of 2008. The new Constitution is broad in
guaranteeing social rights, but it was reformed during Correa’s presidency to grant
more power to the executive vis-à-vis the judicial branch (Ortiz 2020: 241–242).
If elected, Arauz would give continuity to a hyper-presidential system tailor-made
for the executive, following the same authoritarian line Correa walked during his
10-year tenure.
For followers of Correa and Arauz, these elections represent a historic opportunity to recover the nation and to return to the golden age of the “Citizen Revolution.”
For them, Lenín Moreno embodies the figure of the “policy switcher”: a politician
who promised not to implement drastic market reforms and to give continuity to
the leftist project, but who betrayed the project in the end. Lasso, for his part, seeks
to distance himself from his past as superminister of economy during Ecuador’s
financial crisis of 1999 – referred to in Correísmo terms as the “long and sad neoliberal night.” However, his government plans do not go beyond the old neoliberal
agenda, which proposes a free-market economy and a minimum state that, according to Lasso, should guarantee basic services such as education, housing, health,
security, and justice. All other issues will be left in the hands of the private sector.
Regarding the economic agenda, Arauz and Lasso agree on maintaining and
strengthening dollarization; however, major disagreements arise regarding their
positions on the role of multilateral finance, mainly the IMF. Lasso has stated that
he will respect and give continuity to the austerity agreement signed with the IMF
during the Moreno government, except for the VAT increase. Lasso’s plan would
be tailored to the creditors and economic groups that he represents. On the other
side, Arauz has said that while he appreciates the support of the multilateral organism, he proposes a debt audit. He also warned the World Bank and other creditors
that they cannot count on a total subjugation of his government to the agreements
signed by the Moreno administration.
Lasso has not modernized his rhetoric in the seven years that he has been standing as a presidential candidate. In essence, he is relying on the same platform on
which he lost in 2013 against Correa and in 2017 against Moreno. In the context of
the COVID-19 pandemic and with corruption scandals associated with the delivery
of “VIP vaccines” to elites, it is Arauz who can capitalize on the bad decisions of the
current government – because the people associate Lasso with the Ecuadorian elite.
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Another political battlefield is in the dimensions of environment, gender, and
sexual minorities. During the first round, both candidates avoided sensitive topics
such as abortion, gendered violence, and environmental protection. In an opportunistic attempt to gain votes in the second round, Arauz and Lasso lukewarmly
incorporated issues on gender and sexual minorities into their agendas. Lasso approached the LGBTI community by turning to TikTok – for which he changed his
look in an almost cartoonish way – to attract the attention of the younger electorate.
However, his position on these matters basically corresponds to his religious beliefs: he opposes abortion and is in favour of the “traditional family.” Arauz has not
spoken directly on these issues. It was expected that during the second television
debate called by the CNE on 21 March, the candidates would clarify their positions,
but these problematics were not even mentioned. Issues such as extractivism, insecurity and crime, femicide, and abortion continue to be left in the shadows.
On extractivism, Arauz and Lasso have both been in favour of expanding the
mining and oil frontiers. For Arauz, the exploitation of the Ishpingo, Tambacocha,
and Tiputini oil fields (Yasuní-ITT), along with the large-scale mining initiated by
the Correa government with the Mirador and Fruta del Norte projects, are strong
precedents for the continuation of extractivism (Vallejo, Cielo and García 2019).
Similarly, Lasso insists that Ecuador cannot afford to keep oil and other resources
underground.

Ecuador’s Road Ahead
A victory for Lasso in the run-off seems unlikely. Although the race is far from decided, the latest surveys following the presidential debate showed voters’ preference for Arauz. Given that Ecuadorians overall favoured alternatives to the final
contenders, null and blank votes are expected to increase.
Both contenders are distancing themselves as much as possible from Moreno’s
weakened administration. Indeed, each has good reason to do so: Arauz because
Moreno had been elected as Correa’s chosen candidate in 2017, and Lasso because
of his ideological sympathy with the austerity measures adopted under Moreno. As
an Arauz victory becomes likely, the question arises of whether he will be capable of
leading the government in an autonomous way considering the rights and wrongs of
the past “progressive left.” Will he become a puppet of omnipresent leader Correa?
Or will he be a “policy switcher,” as Moreno has been?
It is foreseeable that the main forces of the political establishment will modify
their strategies in view of the reconfiguration of the political map. Correísmo will
go through a renovation, one perhaps even led by Arauz himself as a young figure in
the movement. In the face of the right-wing setback in the legislature, the PSC and
CREO might also try to devise new strategies to recover their positions, becoming
even more neoliberal and conservative.
Key to the success of the new president and his political movement will be the
ability to build coalitions in the fragmented legislature in order to pass laws. Ecua
dor has a weak programmatic voting tradition and rather loose ideological party
affiliations. This provides fertile ground for vote-buying practices, corruption, and
the cooptation of movements and political parties.
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The increased visibility of alternative lefts in the electoral sphere opens up the
possibility of bringing topics such as extractivism, mining, a plurinational state,
and gender issues to the societal and legislative debate. Popular forces will also
persist in pushing the discussion of these topics from the streets. However, other
short-term urgencies regarding the economic crisis and the problems derived from
the COVID-19 pandemic will need to be solved first.

Implications beyond Ecuador’s Borders
Ecuador is inaugurating a year that will see at least nine elections in Latin America.
It can thus be seen as a test case for the persistence of the so-called “pink tide.” If
Arauz reaches the presidency, the reconfiguration of a new wave of leftist forces will
be more apparent. However, it will not arrive on the same terms as the pink tide
leftist governments that emerged in Latin America amid the extraordinary commodity boom of the first decade of the twenty-first century. The current international context, marked by economic recession and the rivalry between China and the
United States, will not leave much room for the new president to implement radical
changes or adopt confrontational political strategies with international actors.
Given the low geopolitical weight of the country, the likely triumph of Arauz
in this election should not be seen as forecasting a regional comeback trend for
the left; at best, the Argentina–Mexico–Bolivia–Ecuador leftist axis would be reinforced. In the current Latin American panorama, the only regional instance that
would be invigorated is the Grupo Puebla – a political forum of left and center-left
leaders, including former pink tide presidents Evo Morales from Bolivia, Lula Da
Silva from Brazil, José Mujica from Uruguay, and Rafael Correa. Since this organization has openly supported Arauz’s candidacy, his victory would be very welcome.
The fortification of the Puebla Group would be to the detriment of the Lima
Group, a multilateral body whose aim is to seek a peaceful solution to the crisis in
Venezuela. Currently, the Moreno government supports the Lima Group, but in the
scenario that Arauz wins, it is very likely that Ecuador would withdraw its support
and advocate for solutions that respect Venezuela’s sovereignty, similar to the approach of Argentina, which exited this bloc just a few days ago.
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