El Salvador – Midterm Elections Give Control of the Legislative Branch to President Bukele
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Last February 28, elections were held for the 84 seats in the Legislative Assembly of El Salvador and electable positions for the 262 municipalities into which the country is divided. President Nayib Bukele’s party, Nuevas Ideas—New Ideas—obtained 66.3% of the votes counted for the Legislature, granting it more than the 56 seats it needs to reach an absolute majority. This result cements the power of the president and further weakens the parties of the era of bipartisan politics in El Salvador (1994-2018). 
Midterm elections are often a headache for heads of government in presidential polyarchies. However, on this occasion President Bukele obtains extraordinary results.
The Institution of Midterm Elections in El Salvador
Like the other Central American countries—and certainly the republics in Latin America that emerged after independence from Spain in the 1800s—following the constitutional model of the United States, El Salvador adopted the presidential system as its form of government. Unlike its neighbors, the Little Thumb of America, as Salvadorans call their state, in its 1983 Constitution also integrated the midterm election system into its institutional design. That’s another hallmark of the United States’ checks-and-balances system.
In the four-year cycle of US presidential terms, midterm elections take place for a wide number of offices at the federal and state levels. Among these, the elections of all members of the House of Representatives and about a third of the seats in the Senate. Some describe the midterm elections as a referendum on the popularity of the US president. The most common outcome is that the party of the presidents loses seats in one or both chambers, even leading to divided government situations. This has been the subject of study in American politics.
Interestingly, even though they followed the US model of concentrating in a single periodically elected office the heads of government and heads of state, the majority of Latin American constituents and reformists have not adopted midterm elections. Nonetheless, as the political scientist Gabriel Negretto documents in his book (Making Constitutions: Presidents, Parties, and Institutional Choice in Latin America), there are several cases that show that, as in the United States, midterm elections weaken the control that Latin American presidents can exercise over the legislative branch of power. Since its implementation in 1983, El Salvador was no exception, until now.
According to the Salvadoran political scientist Alvaro Artiga, the intention of the constituents, dominated by right-wing parties, was to implement midterm elections precisely to weaken the power that the centrist Christian Democratic Party was having, which was looming to win the 1984 elections. 
The Salvadoran president’s term is five years, while for legislative and municipal positions it is three years. According to Christine J. Wade, the mid-term elections in El Salvador have been a factor that weakens the leadership of the presidents and party leaders. Mainly, it has happened to the Nationalist Republican Alliance (ARENA) party, which ruled between 1989 and 2009, but it has surely also affected the presidents of the other dominant party (Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional). It was common for ARENA leaders to reproach the president for the defeats in the legislative and municipal elections. In another analysis, with my colleague Ilka Treminio, we argue that this explains why the presidents in that country have not been able to get reelected—presidents have to sit a two-term interim to seek reelection. 
What Explains the Success of President Bukele’s Party in the Midterm Elections? 
Like other leaders around the world in recent years, Bukele has made headlines in the world's mainstream media for his populist and authoritarian style of doing politics. Perhaps he differs from most of those cases in that he also presents himself as a president of the Millennial generation, he is 39 years old and he usually dresses very informally, in addition to using social networks that are more common among that age group, such as Instagram.  
I reported a demonstration of his populist authoritarian style last year in this blog, when before the refusal of the deputies of the Legislative Assembly to approve a budget for the purchase of military equipment, Bukele entered the legislative branch building with armed soldiers.
The Covid-19 pandemic during 2020 has contributed to the popularity of presidents around the world. Although this factor may have contributed to Bukele’s popularity, which ultimately assures him more power in the Legislative Assembly, an element that probably has more explanatory power on this phenomenon is the strong-arm message that the president has had against the urban gangs known as maras. Add to this the message against the once traditional bipartisan parties (ARENA and FMLN) that in recent years saw three former presidents convicted of corruption cases.
El Salvador is a country of 6.4 million inhabitants, with a population density of 321.55 inhabitants/km², which makes it one of the most densely populated countries, according to the World Bank. Its poverty rate is around 30%. Although the pandemic has deepened the fiscal deficit of the Central Government, affected, as in other countries, the levels of unemployment and economic growth, leaving the Salvadoran government on the brink of default on its debt, this has not affected Bukele’s popularity.
Certainly, the figures for the Covid-19 pandemic throughout 2020 have not been as alarming in El Salvador, as they have been in other parts of the world, despite factors such as high population density and poverty that accentuate the impact of the pandemic. 
At the time of writing the total number of reported cases is 60,800 and 1915 deaths, since the beginning of the pandemic. According to a poll published in November 2020 by an international pollster, Bukele appears as the highest-rated president among other Latin American presidents in terms of handling the pandemic. However, his critics assure that behind these assessments are actually misinformation and a very good handling of presidential communication through social networks.
The crime figures have fallen drastically from 50 to 19 homicides a day per 100,000 inhabitants, which the president attributes to his Territorial Control Plan policy, which draws the army and the police into the neighborhoods controlled by maras. However, his critics argue that the reduction in the numbers is due to a pact between the president and the gangs, a strategy used by other presidents in the past.
  
