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INTRODUCTION
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On August 15, 2003, Ernst Ferdinand Bergen became Minister of Industry and Commerce in the government of Paraguay. He served at the invitation of Paraguay’s President Nicanor Duarte Frutos.

After he held that position for 21 months, Ernst was asked by President Duarte to become the country’s Minister of Finance. That post is perhaps the most beleaguered spot within the government. Paraguay is a developing country and has two great needs, among many: to legalize its fiscal practices, and to bring relief and opportunity to its many poor people, including its large farming (campesino) class.

Ernst served in that position from May 19, 2005, until July 30, 2007, the longest tenure of any Finance Minister in the last three governments.

Ernst Bergen’s grandparents were German and Polish Mennonite refugees who found a home in the Paraguayan Chaco as World War I ended. Ernst grew up in Filadelfia, Fernheim, a Mennonite colony situated in the inhospitable wilderness of the Chaco. He had no interest in government or politics. He was part of a highly industrious religious people who, for reasons of history and theology, were acutely suspicious of being involved in government.

This is an accounting of how and why, at the age of 39, Ernst Bergen became a trusted confidant of President Duarte and reluctantly joined his government. In his two cabinet-level positions, Ernst helped to begin an important financial and economic recovery for the country.

This is the story of that remarkable turnaround in Paraguay’s financial footing and of one impatient, but conscientious, business entrepreneur.

Thank you, Ernst, for inviting me to help you tell your story. I’m still astonished by your honesty and self-awareness.

Thank you, Alfred and Wilma Neufeld, for tirelessly translating my questions (asked in English) to Ernst, and his answers to me in Spanish and German. Thank you, too, for bringing us all together in your home in Asunción in July, 2007, where the idea of this book was born.

— Phyllis Pellman Good


Part I

THE STORY


Chapter 1

WHAT THE PUBLIC EXPECTS OF A PUBLIC FIGURE
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Dealing with the press was not my favorite part of my job. I did have several staff who helped me with this daily task.

One morning I arrived at my office in the Finance Ministry around 8:00. My agenda was full. I was meeting with Laura, my press chief, when Dario from the press department interrupted our conversation. He looked worried and he spoke in a tone of despair. He informed us that one of the victims of the Stroessner (Paraguay’s long-time dictator) regime, an elderly man, had climbed up the tower of a local Asunción radio station, Radio Trinidad. He had climbed to the top — 262½ feet from the ground. He was asking to speak to the Minister of Finance, or he would throw himself from the tower.

Laura’s phone began ringing, but she didn’t answer it because she never took phone calls when she and I were meeting. But I signaled with my eyes that she should attend to her phone. It was a radio station reporting from the scene. She put her cell phone into my hands, with the radio station live on the air. She thought I should calm down the population and the situation. The idea was that I would speak to the radio station, and their reporter would speak to the man. Meanwhile, Laura informed me, the press and TV cameras were on their way to the station.

I said, “What do I do, Laura?”

She thought maybe I should address the man directly.

Barely hiding my sarcasm I said, “We have lots of towers in this country. Should I encourage others to climb towers so they can talk to me?”

By then, a crowd was gathering around the tower. The radio station announced that it had the Finance Ministry on the phone. Laura convinced me to talk on her cell phone. I tried to use my most reconciling voice, all the while trying to focus my thoughts on the Bible’s statements about the value of each human life.

I was live on the radio. I heard myself saying, “The life of Juan is very important to all of us. Our greatest concern is to help Juan come down so we can discover what his demand is. Then we will try to be helpful within the Ministry and the framework of the law.”

The radio director said, “So, you’re on the way? We can expect you within a few minutes?”

I replied, “I’m trying to understand Juan’s anxiety. It’s my highest intent to give him just treatment. If our Ministry has been unjust, I want to learn that from him. I guarantee I’ll listen to him so that I can understand what’s gone wrong.

“And could he give us more time so that we can figure out the appropriate response since I don’t know his real needs? When I have a clear picture, I will try to be helpful.”

People on site communicated my message to Juan with a megaphone. Meanwhile, I called in my team and asked them to help me analyze the situation. I also called Félix Duarte, the chaplain of our church’s prison ministry, and asked him what to do since he was experienced in crisis intervention. Félix suggested that first I should require Juan to come down, and then promise to receive him immediately.

Laura stepped into my office to say that TV cameras and several radio stations were at the tower, along with others Juan had asked to be witnesses: the ambassadors from Cuba and Venezuela; Mario Melanio Medina, a bishop in the Roman Catholic church; a public ombudsman; and Hermes Rafael Saguier, one of the most polemic, well-known lawyers in the country. Juan had invited the Cuban and Venezuelan ambassadors especially because their countries represent the political left, as does the Roman Catholic bishop.

I called state security and Rogelio Benítez, the Ministry of the Interior. “There’s a special crew for these kinds of incidents, and they are approaching the tower now,” said Benítez. And security said that I should talk with the guy after he came down. “Tell him, ‘I’m leaving the office; you can start climbing down.’”

I cancelled my meetings with sugar producers and with U.N. authorities and headed out of the office. And I asked my one Vice Minister, Miguel Gómez, to go with me to the tower. He had already gathered background on the man. President Duarte had instituted a program that pays benefits to victims of Paraguay’s earlier dictatorship. Juan was among the 511 persons who had received reparations from this fund. The Vice Minister informed me that we could legitimately make another payment to Juan and other victims of the dictatorship.

“How would this not lead to others climbing towers and making similar demands?” I shot back. We drove slowly to the site. I saw towers everywhere, and I was sure I saw people on all of them! I was tempted to tell Juan to jump so they would all see the danger of his approach.

Thanks to the expertise of the security teams, and to Juan’s cooperation, we convinced Juan that I was on my way and that I would talk to him once he was down. When I got the message that he was down, we stopped slowly driving around. I arranged a private meeting room. But Juan’s supporters wouldn’t stand for that.

When I arrived at the tower, everyone stuck mikes in my face. I asked to talk first to Juan. We went to the meeting room, but about 15 other people insisted on being with us — Juan’s family, his militant lawyer, the bishop, the ambassadors, the ombudsman, the owner of the radio station. I entered with my Vice Minister Miguel, a master at administering crises. Security had to force the door shut. I sat down beside the old man, looked into his eyes, and asked, “How are you doing, Juan?”

Of course, I was the bad guy. Naturally I was upset. First I thanked everyone present for being so cooperative and eager to save Juan’s life. I assured them that I was there to find justice and a solution, and I asked for their help. Juan was crying. I asked the group to be attentive while Juan told his story.

I think Juan realized that I was trying to be reconciling. First, he talked about suffering under the dictator Stroessner and the injustice he experienced. Finally, he began to talk about yesterday evening, right before the tower event. He had had a bad moment with his daughter who needed money. He had nothing to give her. Then the propane gas tank for cooking was empty. His wife sent him to buy propane, but he had no money. Now he was a failure in front of his daughter and his wife. He couldn’t sleep the whole night. So he decided to do something important for his family. He wanted to vindicate himself as a father and husband with guts.

What should he do? He got the tower idea. He would publicly claim the just treatment that he wanted but never got from Stroessner. Now here he sat, upset and crying with his wife.

The expectation inside and outside the room was that I would make a big commitment. I said that I understood his feelings of having been unjustly treated. I thanked him for climbing down. I assured him that others, too, had suffered as he did. The Vice Minister and I had talked with the leader of this organized group of victims, who were also in the room. We had been able to help these victims a lot in the past. “We are all touched by this situation,” I said. “And we are all tense. In fact, we might be in danger of making decisions that are unjust for the rest of the victims. The important thing right now, Juan, is that you saved your life and came down. Juan, I invite you to visit me at 8:00 tomorrow morning in my office, and we will decide the next best steps. Bring whomever you want with you. Together we will find a solution.”

He accepted that, although some of the others who were present didn’t. The next big challenge was facing the press outside. I proposed that my Vice Minister face the press and tell them that we would find a resolution tomorrow, and that we would brief them after the morning meeting. The whole group rejected that idea and insisted that I address the press immediately.

I said, “Okay, I’ll speak to the press, but I will not take questions.” I asked the roomful of people who had come to witness my conversation with Juan to understand this tense moment, and to remember that our responsibility was to the whole country and to all the Stroessner victims. We dared not harm others as we sought a solution for this one.

There was lots of pushing on the way into the press conference. It was totally chaotic. All the mikes were open; the press was shouting constant questions. I greeted the whole group. I said, “I am happy that Juan is alive, and I will turn the mike over to him.” Juan was emotionally moved. He indicated that he agreed with what we had talked about and was happy to continue the process.

I took the mike back to give my perspective but to answer no questions. I thanked Juan for his trust and the others who had contributed to our negotiations. I asked Juan and the others present to please understand that governments must work within the framework of the law and that our solution must be available to all victims of the Stroessner regime. I underlined the importance of those who fought for liberty and justice during the Stroessner years and since. Then I thanked them all, hugged Juan, said I’d see him in the morning, and stepped out. The journalists followed me with their questions.

I wanted to convey the message that we in the Finance Ministry would solve our problems internally, and on our own schedule, and not whenever someone used drama to pressure us.

The incident reinforced an important understanding for me. Leaders tend to make unwise decisions when they are under stress. Through God’s grace we managed this situation, and I was thankful that I hadn’t lost my temper or self-control. The next day we were able to settle the matter in a legally proper way and to Juan’s satisfaction. But Juan threatened that if I cheated him, he’d climb the tower again!

The tenser I am on the inside, the calmer I appear on the outside. It wasn’t always so. In fact, it’s been a long and sometimes grievous growing process for me, rooted in some experiences of failure. A story from an influential, international agency’s inner workings helped me early on. Some main players in the agency faced a big decision and needed to respond quickly. They gathered for a meeting. The guy in charge started talking about the coffee they were all drinking. For 35 minutes they talked about the quality and quantity of the sugar and the coffee. And then, in less than 10 minutes, they talked about the issue at hand, and they were able to make a good decision together because they had all calmed down.

“Sugar in the coffee” became a code word in the Finance Ministry. I’d slip it into conversation when my Vice Ministers and I were in a difficult meeting, and they knew to make small talk until things calmed down.

I discovered that the heat in a meeting didn’t need to draw down my energy, if I could stay focused on my objectives and strategy. And I made a point of not being insulting with my tone of voice and body language while holding firm on a position. I should have figured that out earlier in life!
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Ernst (second from left) greeting President Lula da Silva of Brazil (far right).

“The world leader whom I learned to appreciate the most was President Lula. I met with him at least 10 or more times, sometimes for extended periods. On a recent trip to Paraguay, he addressed business and political leaders. He opened with a humble and self-critical statement, saying that the people expect a message other than blame from their leaders. Instead, they want leaders who own their own problems because they’re the only ones capable of solving those problems. Brazil is the largest and most powerful country in Latin America, and as leader of that country, he approached the Paraguayan people with respect. He urged them to solve their own needs; he said they had the capacity to do that. He encouraged people to do their own homework for the problems they were facing.

“President Lula is known to have chosen an extraordinary team of cabinet members. He insists that anyone in government must understand how politics work. Technical ability is second to that. So he chose various specialized technicians who understand very well how politics work.

“He influenced Nicanor significantly on that point. I learned that I had to understand how politics work in order to succeed at my job. When Lula was talking this way, Nicanor would interrupt him and say, ‘Listen, Ernesto, this is for you!’”


Chapter 2

LEARNING SELF-CONTROL
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I was not a stellar student in school. Simply getting to the next grade was good enough for me. Vati, my dad, always wanted me to have good teachers — and strict ones. I found creative ways to get away with doing as little as possible. I just had no interest in school.

On the other hand, bicycles, and later motorcycles, intrigued me greatly. And I had lots of relationships and friends, and doing things with them was very important to me. I played an implicit leadership role among my friends, something I was hardly aware of. They were good people, but I often influenced them in a negative way.

My one close friend was the son of an important leader (the Oberschulze) in our Mennonite colony. We both thought life in Filadelfia was very boring. There were small artificial lakes behind our school that had dried up, a perfect place to try out our motorcycles. Dried-up brush filled the dried-up puddles. To prepare a runway for our cycles, we set the brush on fire one day after school, and the whole colony came to look. My dad was responsible at that time for public order in the colony. In other words, he was our Mennonite public security system. He and his assistant launched a major investigation to see who had set the brush fire, but they never found out. No one died, but it was a dangerous thing to do, and it became a pretty public scandal. We used to hear from our parents, “You are too young to know certain things.” We (my friend and I) agreed that our parents are still too young to know some things!

We were required to go to church every Sunday. But I wasn’t too interested in that either because the main thing we heard there was to keep quiet. As we got older, we learned there were more fun things to do. We came up with a simple plan. We young guys sat near the back of the church, out of view of our parents who sat further front. As church was beginning, we’d quietly go outside, passing by the back windows to see who was preaching that Sunday. Then we could answer our dads’ questions at our dinner tables. When they asked us about the morning worship service we’d each say, “You know, Pastor So-and-So is pretty boring so I didn’t listen very well, but he was preaching something about God.” We’d mention one or two things we were sure the preacher had said because we knew the various pastors and their individual themes pretty well. But of course we had been out driving around. And because we knew all the public-order people were in church, it was a good time to break the 30 km (18–19 mph) speed limit.

Most of us had Fräulein Bräul, as a schoolteacher. She was 60-plus, single, and very strict. Everyone feared her. We thought she took out her frustrations about being alone on her students. She had been trained in physics, math, and art in Soviet Russia. She was very efficient! She was also very boring. Math and art were her whole life.

My drawings and art were pretty poor, and I figured out ways to escape her assignments. When she discovered that I had mostly blank sheets, rather than completed art projects, she got angry, hysterical really. She made me stand up in class and scolded me very harshly. “How can someone with such an industrious mother be such a lazy guy?” she bellowed. She hung my blank pages around the room for all to see and gave me a deadline for completing all the assignments I hadn’t done. The next week was the deadline, but I had more important things to do! I had to find a solution. I visited her favorite, most eager-to-please students, and I explained to these girls the complicated situation I was in.
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Ernst and other students of Fräulein Bräuel (fourth from right in the back row). Ernst is in the front row, second from right.

I appealed to their Christian sense of mercy, and they handed over their “lesser” work to me since they only turned in their perfect work. The next day Fräulein Bräul came immediately to see my work. I looked as worn out as I could. The girls whose work I used trembled with fear — far more than I did! Fräulein Bräul said, “I know his mother; I knew what he was capable of!”

This kind of behavior in school gave me a transcript that wasn’t too encouraging. It wasn’t clear that I would be promoted to Grade Ten. My future in high school didn’t look very promising. I was much more fascinated by technical things. I had completely rebuilt two motorcycles, and that made me of interest to the other young people. I also wanted a beautiful girlfriend, and I wasn’t sure I would find her in the Chaco.

In those days, motorcycle rallies were very popular. My parents didn’t let me drive motorcycles in rallies, so I specialized in tuning up the bikes so they’d go faster, and mine often won. My friends had the fastest cycles because I had “prepared” the cycles to their fullest capacities. And they were very talented drivers. Of course, that’s why they were my friends!

One day before a big rally, we tried out the machines. We were very excited; we went far over the speed limit, so my dad (the Mennonite sheriff!) fined us for that. My young group of friends, who were competing against professionals, won that day on the machines I had prepared. We were very respected by those kids in the colonies who liked to play the edge.
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Ernst (left) on his motorcycle in the Chaco.

By this time I was after a girl who was very pious, and I found myself in a serious conflict. My high-school grades were poor, my social life was chaotic, and I was in love with a girl who was a good Christian.

The Technical School of Caacupé, sponsored by the Swiss government, was an agro-mechanic school in eastern Paraguay, several hundred kilometers from where I lived. It was run with an almost military discipline. In fact, the school’s students fulfilled their military service requirement by attending there.

It was not common — in fact, it was highly exceptional — for Mennonite kids to leave home at 16 years of age. Convincing my parents to let me go to Caacupé when I was 16 was very hard. I was happy, but my life was very disordered. My mom cried with frustration and concern about me. My dad said, “Whatever you do, I will always be your dad.”

Dad went with me to the school, a more than 300-mile bus ride on mostly dirt roads. The place had virtually no communication system with the world outside. The school staff took me to the dorm — one room for 30 guys, all bunk beds, military-style with little personal freedom. I was the only Mennonite. I spoke German and didn’t know Spanish well. My culture and customs were vastly different.

And I had brought along my practice of imposing things the way I wanted them to be.

My classmates had no interest in a Mennonite who tried to tell them what to do. I was soon in conflict with most of them. I was impulsive, and they enjoyed provoking me. At the top end of my bed was the head of a very big guy who always made fun of me. One night around 10:30 when he had tormented me so that I was upset, I grabbed his neck and pressed very hard. The guy became limp. The dorm became very quiet. I loosened my grip on his throat. We weren’t sure he was going to survive; it wasn’t clear what was happening. For five to 10 minutes he didn’t really breathe. Instead, he made strange sounds. “In this crazy way, I hope you got the message,” I finally said in poor Spanish. None of the 30 guys said anything. I didn’t sleep at all that night. I was afraid they’d kill me. My only wish was to wake up the next morning alive. Fortunately, all of us did.

After that, people looked at me differently. I gained some respect from the others. But I had a hard time learning to live cross-culturally. I was beginning to think of going back to the Chaco, but I didn’t know how to return without seeming like a failure. I kept comparing my own German immigrant culture with the Paraguayan culture. I couldn’t say one was better, although my mom is a brilliant cook, and at Caacupé we were fed two galletas (slices of dried bread) and cocido (yerba tea) for breakfast. That is the breakfast of the poor.
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