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Mérida - Several figures within the hard-line faction of the Venezuelan opposition are facing
charges of conspiracy and instigation of violence in relation to their activities during the
opposition’s recent unrest movement.

The most well known case is that of Leopoldo Lopez, leader of the right-wing party Popular
Will. In a hearing before a Caracas court this week, Judge Adriana Lopez decided that
Leopoldo Lopez should face trial for four crimes: public incitement (to violence), damage to
property, fire damage (public and private) and association for conspiracy. The trial will take
place in August, according to Lopez’s lawyers.

Lopez turned himself in to authorities on 18 February, a week after he spoke at a
demonstration in Caracas which turned violent, and resulted in damage to public property
and several deaths. Authorities consider Lopez to be one of the “intellectual authors” of the
violence which came to be associated with the opposition’s unrest.

The opposition’s demonstrations in early February were organised as part of a strategy
launched by Lopez and other hard-line opposition leaders, called “The Exit". The
government has labelled the subsequent protests and militant street barricades as an
attempt to overthrow President Nicolas Maduro, while the opposition defended the protests
as peaceful and solely denouncing problems surrounding the economy and insecurity.

Forty-two people were killed and around 900 were injured during the unrest, which claimed
the lives of government supporters, opposition activists, members of security forces and
civilian bystanders.

Since he was taken into custody, Lopez has been held at the Ramon Verde military prison,
35 kilometres south of Caracas. If he is found guilty and is sentenced to the full extent of the
law, he could face between six to ten years in prison. Supporters argue that Lopez is
innocent of any wrongdoing, and that the charges against him are politically motivated.

The charges are not Lopez’s first brush with the law since the Bolivarian government was
elected to power in 1998. In 2008 Lopez was banned from holding public office for six years
due to acts of corruption committed in 1998, when public funds were diverted from state oil
company PDVSA to Lopez’'s fledgling political party.

Lopez also participated in the short-lived 2002 coup against former president Hugo Chavez,
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signing the decree which dissolved the Venezuelan constitution and appointed business
leader Pedro Carmona as interim president.

Meanwhile, one of Lopez’s closet political allies, Carlos Vecchio, has fled from Venezuela to
escape an arrest warrant on charges similar to Lopez’'s.

Vecchio, who is the political coordinator of the Popular Will party, is currently residing in
New York. In declarations to CNN and AP, the opposition politician said he plans to initiate a
tour to denounce the situation in Venezuela and what he alleged were “human rights
abuses” being committed against opponents of the Venezuelan government.

Two opposition politicians have been given jail sentences so far for their role during the
unrest. Mayors Enzo Scarano and Daniel Ceballos were jailed for 10 ¥2 and 12 months
respectively for refusing to obey a Supreme Court order to dismantle militant opposition
street barricades in their municipalities. The street barricades were associated with much of
the violence and many of the deaths which occurred during the unrest.

Maria Corina Machado to give testimony

Meanwhile, an investigation has been launched by the Attorney General’'s office after
authorities released messages written by several opposition figures which purportedly show
the existence of a plan to assassinate President Nicolas Maduro. The messages also appear
to show collaboration between members of the Venezuelan opposition and figures in the
United States government, such as the U.S. ambassador to Colombia, Kevin Whitaker.

The alleged author of one message is former parliamentary deputy and hard-line opposition
leader Maria Corina Machado. On 23 May, she allegedly wrote to political colleague Diego
Arria, “l think it is time to gather efforts; make the necessary calls, and obtain financing to
annihilate Maduro, and the rest will fall apart by itself”.

Since the messages were made public, Machado has agreed to go to the Attorney General’s
office on 16 June to give her testimony on an alleged plot. Machado is an ally of Leopoldo
Lopez and also participated in the 2002 coup against the Chavez administration.

Machado has admitted that the messages were sent from her email account but rejects
them as “false”, saying that she wants Maduro to resign, but not for him to be assassinated.

Describing the accusations against her as “persecution”, Machado has asked supporters to
accompany her to the Attorney General’s office to give her account. “I've always shown my
face and | won't stop struggling until we achieve victory,” she declared.

However, top Venezuelan government figures announced yesterday that authorities also
possess evidence that officials from the U.S. State Department are involved in the alleged
plot to assassinate President Maduro.

Jorge Rodriguez, a United Socialist Party of Venezuela (PSUV) leader, said this evidence
would be made available in the next few days. He added that the hard-line opposition’s
messages around the alleged plot had been released publicly in order to raise awareness of
the conspiracy’s existence and to protect the constitutional order in Venezuela.

“We received the message from the president [Maduro] that a very serious denouncement
had to be made, because it’s his obligation as head of state to ensure that [national]



security [is paramount]”, he said.

The comments were made at an event titled “Media Plot against Venezuela”, where officials,
journalists, intellectuals and researchers discussed what Rodriguez described as an
international and local media campaign “to promote all forms [of reportage] that result in a
situation of destabilisation, un-governability, crisis, and violence for political ends”.
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