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Chile Elects Le�-Leaning Assembly to
Replace Dictatorship-Era Constitution
The nation’s stock market fell as the vote stoked fears of an end to Chile’s free-market model

Chileans from left-wing groups celebrated in Santiago on Sunday.
PHOTO: MARCELO HERNANDEZ�GETTY IMAGES
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Voters in Chile elected a left-leaning special assembly to draft a new constitution,
which is expected to pave the way for a significant increase in social spending that
some worry will sink the country’s free-market economic model.

The result of the vote, which the election agency finished tallying on Monday,
delivered a major blow to traditional, centrist political parties that have ruled
Chile since its return to democracy 30 years ago, including President Sebastian
Piñera’s conservative coalition.

Chile’s stock market opened Monday down almost 10% while the peso weakened
about 2% against the dollar amid investor concerns over the results.

Mr. Piñera’s Let’s Go Chile group won 37 seats in the 155-member assembly,
surprising political analysts as it fell short of securing at least one-third of the
delegates needed to have veto power over new articles in the constitution. In
total, about 70% of the assembly’s seats went to left-leaning groups and
independent delegates, most of whom are anti-party leftists.

“This isn’t just a punishment of the right, but the entire political class,” said
Claudia Heiss, a political scientist at the University of Chile. “It’s a vote that says
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we don’t want more of the same, we want new political actors. It is a vote asking
for a profound change.”

Mr. Piñera said the vote was a clear message to his government and other
traditional parties that they had failed to listen to citizen demands. His support
has tumbled amid growing anger at his government, including its recent attempt
to get the high court to block Chileans from withdrawing funds from their private
pension accounts to cushion the economic blow from the pandemic.

“We aren’t adequately tuned in to the demands and wishes of the citizens, and we
are being questioned by new groups and leaders,” he said late Sunday as the votes
began to come in.

Chile embarked on replacing its dictatorship-era constitution after protests
rocked the nation in 2019. The demonstrations were sparked by high-school

‘We aren’t adequately tuned in to the demands and wishes of the citizens,’ said Chile’s
President Sebastian Piñera, left.
PHOTO: ESTEBAN FELIX�ASSOCIATED PRESS
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students in Santiago upset over an increase in subway fares, but quickly expanded
across the nation and to include a range of social grievances such as inequality,
education, healthcare and pensions. The protests often turned violent, as young
men burned churches and looted grocery stores while human-rights groups
documented many police abuses.

To quell the demonstrations, Mr. Piñera agreed to write a new constitution,
replacing the one drafted in 1980 during the military dictatorship of Gen. Augusto
Pinochet. The election for the special assembly was delayed due to the Covid-19
pandemic, which led to a surge in infections this year despite one of the world’s
most successful vaccination campaigns.

The new assembly, which includes
gender parity and 17 seats reserved for
indigenous delegates, will spend the
next year writing a new charter. The
new constitution will need to be
approved in a referendum, expected in
the second half of 2022.

Ana Santos, a 33-year-old teacher from the southern city of Puerto Varas, said she
is hopeful the new charter will finally root out the legacy of Gen. Pinochet, who
took power in a coup that ousted then-President Salvador Allende, a Marxist
whose 1970 election and subsequent nationalizations of key industries turned
Chile into a Cold War battleground.
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“I have very high expectations,” said Ms. Santos. “The central idea is to open a
space for another type of model that doesn’t just enrich a few, but makes the
majority of Chile wealthy.”

Opponents of the current constitution say it is illegitimate as it was written
during a dictatorship and blame it for stifling social reforms. But many Chileans
credit the charter for laying the foundation for years of stability and robust
growth that cut poverty amid strong protections for private property and
enshrining central-bank autonomy.

The constitution-writing will occur amid Chile’s campaign for presidential and
legislative elections scheduled for November.

While the majority of delegates are politically left, they are split into different
groups. Some favor doing away with the central bank’s autonomy, while others

Chileans voted in Santiago on Sunday in elections that chose an assembly to draft a new constitution.
PHOTO: ALBERTO VALDES�SHUTTERSTOCK
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say it should be maintained. Others call for a greater state role in mining through
higher taxes, while other groups seek to strengthen environmental protection.

“This opens up the possibility for a transformation that we hadn’t expected…but
they have different agendas,” Ms. Heiss said. “There isn’t just one left, or one
party.”

Patricio Navia, a Chilean political scientist at New York University, said he expects
delegates will fill the new constitution with social rights on things like housing
and education.

“The new constitution will clearly have a left orientation. They can do anything
they want in the convention,” said Mr. Navia. “The new constitution will have a
really high price tag, it will have lots of new rights with a much higher fiscal cost.”

Alberto Ramos, an economist at Goldman Sachs Group Inc., said that could mean
higher debt and a weakening of investment-friendly policies if a new charter
enshrines a larger, more interventionist state and a bigger social safety net.

“The election results attest to the deep distrust of the political establishment and
high rejection of the traditional political structures,” Mr. Ramos said. “This could
translate into a very noisy constitution drafting process.”
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