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Protests in February 2014 against the Nicolas Maduro government in Maracaibo, Venezuela’s second largest city. 
(Wikimedia/Name withheld at request of copyright owner)
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Defending Democracy  
and Human Rights in the  
Western Hemisphere  
By Luis Almagro

One glimpse at the covers of the main news and political magazines in recent years is often enough 
to discern a common theme. These publications often display fatalist titles such as “Democracy 
in Demise,” “Democracy in Crisis,” “Democracy in Peril,” or maybe the alternative favorite, 

“Authoritarianism on the Rise.” First the 2008 financial crisis, then the results of certain elections worldwide 
led many to question the future of liberal democracy. In Latin America, an additional series of events such as 
the “Operacão Lava Jato” (Operation Car Wash) corruption scandal that put many high-level elected and pub-
lic officials in jail, paved the way for fed-up citizens to rebel against their governments in the streets and in the 
polls, ousting traditional parties and political elites from power.

Despite the bad news, and the serious backsliding in some specific cases and notorious exceptions (e.g. 
Cuba and Venezuela), I argue that democracy is not dying. For better or worse, it is moving forward. Recent 
events do not necessarily mean that democracy is on the brink of extinction; rather, they show that there are 
challenges inherent to democratic life. If anything, the heated public debates confirm that democracy is a liv-
ing process, which requires constant maintenance and strengthening.

Democracy cannot succeed by inertia. It is unreasonable to assume that the fight against authoritarianism is 
won because not one, but three waves of democratization have occurred or because the free world defeated totali-
tarianism in the 20th century and created a robust international law regime to protect human rights.1 Democracy, 
freedom, and human rights, require never-ending democratic actions and behaviors from all sectors of society, 
domestic and international. Leaving democracy to proceed by inertia alone, and if its supporters are passive and 
silent, risks the total collapse of democratic norms and institutions as we have seen in Venezuela.

Regardless of the democratic deficits and emerging anti-rights agenda in recent years, democracy is the 
preferred form of government of the clear majority and a right for the peoples of the Americas.2 Except for 
the dictatorial outliers, the Hemisphere is home to young democracies that are going through growing pains. 
Granted, these growing pains are far more severe for some than for others.

There is no such thing as the perfect democracy, but it is important to act as though such a thing is possi-
ble. Democracy requires constant, continuous work. As such, the system relies upon the accumulation of small 

The 10th Secretary General of the Organization of American States, Minister Luis Almagro is a Uruguayan lawyer, diplomat, 
and politician.
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victories on the path of respect for and protection of 
democratic and human rights. Unfortunately, the 
Americas have not rid themselves entirely of authori-
tarian conditioned reflexes. The rest of the world has 
not either. This is partly due to human nature, both 
its humane and inhumane dimensions. The dark, 
anti-democratic and anti-rights side—as the per-
sistence of dictators, extremely personalist forms of 
leadership, organized crime, terrorism, and corrup-
tion shows—is always alive and attempting to corrupt 
and co-opt those actors and causes that support 
human dignity, rights, and democracy development.

This includes international actors and causes. 
The threats to democracy, human rights, and 
human dignity do not respect borders; therefore, the 
role of the international community and diplomacy 
in championing and protecting human dignity is 
essential. Given the need for international checks 
and balances to ensure that the humane and civi-
lized outweighs the corrupt and authoritarian, the 
Organization of American States (OAS) exists to 
assure that there is compliance with Inter-American 
and international law pertaining to democracy and 
human rights throughout the region.

The Role of the OAS 
The OAS has acted to maintain and strengthen 
democracy and human rights in the Americas in 
accordance with its core values enshrined in Inter-
American law. There was a time when the OAS 
fulfilled this role on paper only, but not in real-
ity. The Organization was not at the center of the 
political agenda of the Hemisphere. It was merely an 
instrument, a place, a platform, in which political 
interests and the dominating powers of the geopol-
itics of the day convened, bargained, negotiated, 
colluded, and/or exchanged views. It was a passive 
organization; an OAS that was not active, did not 
know its purpose, and was whatever its member 
states and its General Secretariat wanted it to do and 
be at any given time.

The OAS must be what the peoples of the 
Americas want it to be; it must be, and is today what 
the member states agreed by formal Inter-American 
agreements, an instrument to serve the American 
peoples. The OAS should always stand by these prin-
ciples and values and should work for the peoples 
of the Americas, as a function of their needs and of 
principles, and not as a function of politics and indi-
vidual interests.

The way forward should be and is, to guide 
every decision, every action, every day in the 
General Secretariat, by democratic and human 
rights values. These values are already part of 
international law, particularly a norm approved by 
OAS member states in 2001, the Inter-American 
Democratic Charter (IADC). This instrument 
resolves that the essential elements of representative 
democracy include:

respect for human rights and fundamen-
tal freedoms, access to and the exercise 
of power in accordance with the rule of 
law, the holding of periodic, free, and fair 
elections based on secret balloting and 
universal suffrage, the pluralistic system of 
political parties and organizations, and the 
separation of powers and independence of 
the branches of government.3 

Article 4 also mentions that transparency in gov-
ernment activities, probity, responsible public 
administration on the part of governments, respect 
for social rights, and freedom of expression and of 
the press are essential components.4 

The IADC represents the democratic ideals to 
which we aspire, to which we direct our efforts. In 
theory, democracies in the region should attempt 
and/or be as close to this ideal as possible. In practice, 
the story is different. Defending principles is often 
viewed as an unconventional way of doing diplomacy, 
but it should not be unconventional at all. Defending 
human rights, human dignity, and democracy should 
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be the normal and expected course of action. The 
international community, including the OAS General 
Secretariat and its member states, should strive to be 
consistent in theory and practice. The environment in 
which the OAS acts, and in which democracy devel-
ops, is challenging.

Challenges to Democracy 
Today in the Americas there are high-levels of 
social and political tension both north and south, 
and between democracies and dictatorships. The 
Hemisphere is home to 35 states, all democracies 

except two dictatorships (Cuba and Venezuela), 
and one that is transitioning toward dictatorship 
(Nicaragua). These latter are governments that 
repress people through conventional means such as 
torture and political persecution, as well as through 
less conventional patterns of repression such as hun-
ger and disease.

The voices of the victims of the abuses of these 
dictatorships speak by themselves of the challenges 
ahead to bring justice and strengthen democracy. 
As of November, there are hundreds of political 
prisoners in Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua. 

In mid-March 2016, protesters go to National Congress Palace denouncing corruption and calling for the departure of 
Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff. (Agência Brasil Fotografias) 
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There is evidence of torture. There is evidence of 
forced disappearances, and extra-judicial assassi-
nations at the hands of the state that is supposed to 
protect them.

In 2014, Johanna Aguirre and her husband, 
Alejandro, were about to have dinner at their home, 
when Alejandro decided to join the nearby protests 
in Caracas, Venezuela.5 He was filming the deployed 
Guardia Nacional Bolivariana on the street with his 
cell phone, and when he refused to surrender his 
phone, he was beaten and taken. He disappeared for 
hours and finally Johanna found him in a hospital 
bed, in a coma; he died days later. Alejandro died 
because he expressed dissent and protested, and 
because he had the “audacity” to film the repres-
sion. Now Johanna will spend her life fighting to get 
justice for him.

The testimony of Marco Novoa, a Nicaraguan 
protester whose forced disappearance and torture 
during the outbreak of the crisis for being the water 
coordinator—the person in charge of bringing water 
to the students who were in the barricades—is also 
disturbing.6 Marco said that the experience “took his 
humanity.” His life changed completely since April 
2018. He was to graduate last summer, start his life 
as a young adult, and perhaps get a job. Instead, he 
will now live forever with the horrific scars left by 
torture. And he will live seeking justice, for himself 
and for those who are still detained and tortured by 
regime forces in Nicaragua. 

In October, two more dissidents were assassi-
nated in the region. Oscar Herrera Blandon was shot 
by paramilitary forces in Nicaragua, and Fernando 
Albán was killed by the premier intelligence agency 
in Venezuela. Juan Requesens, a Venezuelan oppo-
sition leader, now a political prisoner, is subject to 
torture and has not been given appropriate medi-
cal attention. As of early January, the Venezuelan 
nongovernmental organization Foro Penal regis-
tered a total of 966 political prisoners in the country, 
representing a sharp uptick from the total of 232 in 

November; in addition, 7,495 individuals are subject 
to judicial processes for political reasons.7 

The testimonies of these victims and their rela-
tives should force leaders to recognize fundamental 
truths. There is simply no access to human rights 
in too many places in our Hemisphere, there are no 
guarantees, and there is no due process that allows 
individuals to defend themselves. That is morally 
unacceptable, in addition to being illegal from the 
standpoint of international human rights law and 
the basics of the rule of law.

Comparing this situation to that in the rest of 
the world, there are two obvious negative aspects of 
the current quality of democracy in Latin America: 
it remains the most economically unequal region 
in the world, and it is also the most violent region 
on the planet.8 Organized crime, drug trafficking, 
violent death, lack of access to rights, poverty, and 
extreme poverty are persistent threats. The power 
of transnational organized crime is in some areas 
greater than that of the state. Shameless corruption, 
which has always existed, has come to the surface 
and angered citizens who now often blame democ-
racy for its shortcomings. According to the latest 
Latinobarómetro survey of 18 Latin American coun-
tries, the proportion of people who are dissatisfied 
with democracy increased from 51 percent in 2009 
to 71 percent in 2018.9 

However, according to the Freedom House 
scores, the standing of the Western Hemisphere vis-à-
vis the rest of the world is not that dismal. According 
to the Freedom in the World 2018 Report, the 
Americas is second only to Western Europe in terms 
of freedom and respect for human rights worldwide, 
despite democratic backsliding and an escalation of 
authoritarian tendencies, populism, and violence.10 

If democracy in the Hemisphere today is 
compared to the past—to how it was in the 1970s 
and 1980s—the record is mixed. On the positive 
side, the most notable progress is that there were 
numerous successful transitions to democracy from 
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dictatorships and authoritarian rule to electoral 
democracy. Great effort and political will has been 
invested in building democratic institutions, creat-
ing pluralistic political party systems, strengthening 
the judiciary and the rule of law, and liberalizing 
political systems to provide and protect more politi-
cal rights and more civil liberties.

However, it has not been enough. The scores 
for political rights and civil rights assigned by the 
Freedom House methodology across two decades 
show a relative decline of freedom in the Americas. 
In 1998, 74 percent of the countries assessed were 
considered Free, 23 percent Partly Free, and 4 
percent Not Free.11 By 2018, 66 percent of the 35 
countries were categorized as Free, 28 percent as 
Partly Free, and 6 percent Not Free.12 In recent years 
the region lost a democracy, and by extension gained 
a new dictatorship. Venezuela joins Cuba in the “Not 
Free” ranks. Nicaragua could soon follow suit.

Comparing Latin America today to the 1970s 
and 1980s, reveals that quantitatively there were 
more authoritarian governments and dictatorships 
back then. Yet the two dictatorships that exist today, 
Cuba and Venezuela, have shown shrewd capacity 
for exporting bad practices throughout the region. 

This is worrisome for many reasons, but I will 
highlight the three most relevant. First, the ques-
tion of silence and appeasement from the rest of the 
region, at least initially. Bad practices exported and 
propagated systematically by dictatorships gained 
more and more strength as there was increasing 
fear and silence from democratic and human rights 
voices in the region to denounce them in formal, 
multilateral, political forums. After the transitions 
to democratic rule across the region, there were not 
supposed to be more dictatorships, which were con-
sidered artifacts of the past. During the transitions 
it was believed by many that democracy was now 
firmly established as the only game in town. But one 
dictatorship did survive the turn of the century—
Cuba—and another emerged in Venezuela. Formal 

denunciations have been made in the international 
sphere, specifically since the resolutions approved by 
the OAS Permanent Council in April 2017.13 

Second, the nature and impulse behind the 
toxic effects of the Cuban and Venezuelan regimes 
on the rest of the region do not derive from ideology 
as in the past century. They oppress and repress not 
because of an ideology or national security doctrine 
that defines enemies of the state framed within 
Cold War politics. Cuba and Venezuela repress any 
individual who represents a threat to regime per-
manence in power. They export practices such as 
polarization, violent repression of innocent civilians, 
rampant corruption, and criminal activities. Their 
strategy to instill fear as a way of governing has 
nothing to do with ideology, and everything to do 
with personal gain.

And third, the persistence of these dictatorships 
is worrisome given that we are dealing in our very 
Hemisphere with regimes that operate shamelessly 
within a different values system entirely, incompatible 
with morally and legally accepted human rights and 
democracy principles in international relations. This 
trend is similar to the behavior of global authoritar-
ian players elsewhere in the world that are blatantly 
ignoring the human rights and principles agenda.

Regardless of the technological advances and 
the rise of social media that make events evident and 
in real time to the public, these regimes overtly kill, 
repress, and oppress their own people, but blatantly 
and shamelessly deny it.

How to Respond to Challenges 
Democracy is not dying, but action is needed to 
achieve justice and keep moving democracy forward. 
There is a need to permanently address countries’ 
bad practices and encourage them to adopt good 
practices. Common bad practices in political systems 
in the region are; co-optation of the judiciary, block-
ing the action of parliaments and/or members of 
parliament, the threat of or assassination of political 
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candidates, corruption, impunity, murder of human 
rights and environmental activists, and blocking 
political participation, among others.

The good news is that the OAS is responding 
to that in cooperation with civil society. The time 
when those guilty of corruption enjoyed impunity is 
over. Impunity is being pushed back, the corruptors 
shamed, and the possibility of justice is becoming a 
reality. The work of the Mission to Support the Fight 
against Corruption and Impunity in Honduras 
(MACCIH, for its initials in Spanish), since it was 
established in 2016 is a case in point. The certainty 
of justice in the Americas is the ideal, but it will still 
take a while to achieve.

As the previously mentioned cases of Cuba, 
Venezuela, and Nicaragua show, the challenges ahead 
are not only how to tackle the deficits in democratic 
governance, but also the persistence of dictatorships. 
It is not simply a problem of governments not having 
the capacity, in terms of human resources, budget, 
and management, to respond to pressing issues such 
as drug trafficking and gang violence. The challenge 

is not only to fight rampant corruption and impunity 
within the framework of imperfect democratic states. 
The main test now is to fight those who are deliber-
ately eliminating the basic human rights of their own 
people, within their borders.

Venezuela is the greatest, most painful test of 
the commitment to democracy of OAS member 
states. How should the international community 
respond to this test? Venezuela is not only a failed 
state, it is a free-falling narco-state. The regime is led 
by individuals who have been charged with corrup-
tion and drug trafficking. They know that if they 
leave their positions of power, they will face justice.

The Venezuelan regime has destroyed checks 
and balances and governmental institutions, 
destroyed free and fair elections, destroyed the econ-
omy, destroyed PDVSA (the Venezuelan national oil 
company), destroyed democracy while it steals mil-
lions, and has persecuted, imprisoned, tortured, and 
killed its “internal enemies”: innocent civilians who 
simply do not support and agree with the regime. 
They have even deliberately starved infants and 

Figure 1: OAS Member State Votes on Venezuela 2016–18.
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reduced hospitals to penury, without running water; 
and surgeries if done at all, are performed by candle 
light or the flashlights of cell phones.14 

This crisis is also far from a trivial discussion of 
leftist and rightist politics. The current situation is 
about human tragedies, and about a regime that has 
intentionally and systematically crushed the human 
dignity of its people. The suffering of Venezuelans is 
evident not only in Venezuela. The dictatorship has 
caused the largest migratory exodus in the history 
of our Hemisphere: 3.3 million Venezuelan refu-
gees have fled the oppression and repression of the 
Maduro regime; and 1.8 million more are expected to 
leave by year-end. Countries in the region are trying 
to absorb the refugees and migrants, many who arrive 
by foot, but it has proven a difficult economic, social, 
and cultural challenge. Colombia President Iván 
Duque Márquez recently mentioned that migrant 
influx costs 0.5 percent of the country’s GDP.

Since 2015 the General Secretariat of the OAS 
has observed the situation, documented facts and 
testimonies, and acted accordingly. The Secretariat 
was the first in the region to call the problem by its 
name—a dictatorship. So far, four published OAS 
reports documented evidence of the escalation of 
the crisis, as well as justification that there is an 
unconstitutional interruption of democratic order as 
defined in Chapter IV of the IADC.15 

The principles that are already in our interna-
tional instruments and international law must be put 
into action. There has been progress. So far two reso-
lutions have declared illegitimate the alteration of the 
Constitutional Order as well as the elections in May.16 
This is a clear indication that some member states are 
acting morally and according to international law by 
actively fighting a dictatorship rather than remaining 
on the sidelines for whatever national or particular 
reason, as many have done and many still do.

The voting pattern of the OAS member states 
on issues related to Venezuela in 2016–19 sheds 
some light on where states stand vis-à-vis the moral 

dilemma. Figure 1 shows that while the num-
ber of countries voting against the interests of the 
Venezuelan dictatorship has remained constant, 
the number of member states voting in favor has 
decreased, and in lieu, the number of abstentions 
has increased substantially.17 

Only tangible action—such as such votes 
against the dictatorship—gets Venezuela closer to 
justice and returning democracy to the country, and 
by extension, increasing the state of democracy in 
Latin America. It is quite hard to accept that there 
are crimes against humanity being committed in 
Latin America again. But it is a reality that cannot be 
denied. On the contrary, it is imperative to work to 
find justice for the victims. There is no other way.

The Moral Dilemma 
The Venezuelan crisis transcends politics. It is 
a test of the power of principles, of where the 
Inter-American community of nations and its 
leaders stand when facing a moral dilemma: is the 
Hemisphere pro-democracy or anti-democracy? 
There are two paths ahead: action according to 
universal human principles of tolerance and respect, 
seeking the greater common good even if it means 
personal sacrifices; or inaction and maintenance of 
the status quo, preferring to succumb to indifference 
and silence even though it means that this inaction 
is indirectly killing and repressing innocent people.

This OAS General Secretariat administra-
tion unconditionally chose the first option. In July 
2017, immediately after the General Assembly of 
Cancun, the OAS decided to push forward solutions 
for human rights abuses as well as crimes against 
humanity. In September 2017, the OAS Panel of 
International Independent Experts was created, 
documenting denunciations, testimonies, cases, 
and facts. In May, the Panel published a report that 
concluded there were reasonable grounds to believe 
that crimes against humanity were committed by 
the Venezuelan regime.18 
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On September 26, countries of the Americas 
made history—for the first time a country or group 
of states referred a case involving crimes against 
humanity in another state to the International 
Criminal Court (ICC). Argentina, Canada, Chile, 
Colombia, Paraguay, and Peru in their referral ref-
erenced the report of the OAS, and France, Costa 
Rica, and Germany joined the group afterward. The 
referral symbolized the effective use of international 
law to bring justice for the victims of the dictator-
ship. The OAS will continue on this path of justice, 
human rights, and democracy. It will continue to 
exert pressure, no matter the cost. This is the new 
form of war the Hemisphere faces against old ene-
mies—democracy versus tyranny.

The responsibility of the international commu-
nity and diplomacy is to defend people, not states. 
Action based on principles is the only way forward 
for responsible diplomacy. The best partners for 
those who violate human rights and commit crimes 
against humanity are those who remain silent and 
inactive. Venezuela is a warning sign to the rest 
of the region and the world that, no matter how 
rich in natural resources you are, no matter if you 
had enjoyed a sort of democratic stability when 
everybody else was submerged in dictatorial rule, 
democracy cannot be taken for granted.

There is one certainty in all of this: if there is to 
be a better quality of democracy in Latin America, 
if justice is to be done for the victims, if the inter-
national community wants to avoid having more 
victims like Marco, Oscar, Fernando, Juan, and so 
many others, then action and work must follow a legal 
and moral doctrine that is already agreed in interna-
tional law, to protect the people, and not necessarily 
the states.

Democracy, Never-ending 
In sum, democracy is an ongoing quest; the multidi-
mensional criteria by which we analyze a democracy 
are clearly laid out in the Democratic Charter and 

other Inter-American norms. Democracy is a right 
of the peoples of the Americas. The OAS is doing 
its part to ensure that all peoples in the Hemisphere 
maintain and can exercise this fundamental right. 
The OAS will continue to support member states—
each with its own different degree of democracy and 
democratic ailments—in their never-ending quest 
for political, civic, economic, and social liberties. 
The OAS stands firm in its commitment to the 
values and principles of human rights and democ-
racy, and to the shared future goal of achieving and 
maintaining 35 free and democratic member states 
in the Hemisphere. 

The competition between democratic and 
anti-democratic forces is playing out in the 
Americas. Democracy will not repair its short-
comings by itself. Therefore, the Inter-American 
community, and the international community as a 
whole, must propel us toward democratic improve-
ment, if the goal is more and better democracies, 
freer societies, and ultimately more rights for more 
people. The power of principles and a transnational 
moral responsibility, consistent with international 
law, should be the doctrine implemented to defend 
people, not to defend states. PRISM
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Juscelino Kubitschek bridge in Brasilia, Brazil; Latin America is no longer a development backwater. (Wikimedia/Erik Gaba) 
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The Strategic Price of Neglect
By Peter Schechter

Latinoamericanistas—those of us who follow, 
love, and have dedicated much professional 
and personal attention to Latin America—are 

often quick to complain about the historical U.S. 
neglect of “our” region. On the campaign stump, then 
Governor George W. Bush hinted at the long periods 
of negligence when he said, “Should I become presi-
dent, I will look south, not as an afterthought, but as a 
fundamental commitment of my presidency.”1

Indeed, we who advocate for stronger regional 
ties have long been disappointed with the lack of 
attention from U.S. policymakers. We have pointed 
to the dearth of commercial favoritism from 
America’s businesses. We have argued for more 
assistance, more presidential visits, more creative 
policy frameworks.

But this time, something is very different. The 
United States is at a historic juncture. It cannot 
afford the costs of continued neglect towards the 
region because today the United States is incurring 
more than just lost opportunity costs. Uncertainty 
is everywhere; it is even more acute beyond Latin 
America. It tears at the fabric of America’s alliances 

and puts into play the 70-year old, U.S.-created post–war international order. Decades-old friendships are 
now in question.

Mr. Peter Schechter is co-host and executive producer of the global issues podcast, Altamar. An entrepreneur, strategist, 
and foreign policy expert, Mr. Schechter is also the former founding director of the Atlantic Council’s Adrienne Arsht 
Center on Latin America.
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Like other U.S. allies, the region is confused by 
the conflicting signals from the United States. On 
the one hand, Latin music, culture, food and drinks 
are skyrocketing in popularity.2 The U.S.-based 
investments of multilatinas, Latin multinational 
companies, are prospering and U.S. foreign direct 
investment in the region is growing.3 On the other 
hand, except for Venezuela, the United States gov-
ernment’s policy toward the hemisphere has, during 
the past eighteen months, oscillated between apathy 
and disdain. Reference to Latin America is often 
accompanied by an unusually sharp barrage of criti-
cism of Latin Americans in general and Mexicans in 
particular. Tariffs have targeted some of the region’s 
important exports. And, President Trump passed 
on the chance to meet his regional colleagues at the 
Summit of the Americas.

This detachment is unfortunate. In the past 25 
years, the region has changed radically—mostly for 
the better (although, in a few cases, for the dismally 
worse). More importantly, while the world recog-
nizes the transformation of the region, the United 
States cannot seem to let go of its view of Latin 
America solely through the narrow lens of drugs, 
crime, and immigration.

Indeed, Latin America is a good mirror of our 
times; an apt measurement of the zeitgeist of doubt. 
Having cemented its democracies and reformed 
its economies, some of America’s closest Latin 
American friends are reassessing their options and 
realigning their interests away from the United 
States. Our closest regional friends are realizing 
that the United States may no longer be the fulcrum 
of Latin America’s future. While America’s soft 
power—its culture, innovation, and ethos—are still 
highly attractive, the fact is Europe, Asia, and China 
are capturing much of the region’s political imagina-
tion and economic attention.

At a time of fast change, it is hard to think 
strategically. Yet, strategy is what will be needed 
to re-prioritize Latin America within U.S. foreign 

policy. At some point—in this administration or the 
next—there will inevitably be a debate about the role 
of China in Latin America. In her report this year on 
Chinese engagement with Latin America, the Inter-
American Dialogue’s Margaret Meyers asks whether 
China has understood the appeal to Latin American 
governments of inclusive rhetoric and develop-
ment-oriented policies—maybe better than the 
United States.4 Today, there is a price for neglecting 
the region: the abdication of influence to the United 
States’ most important strategic rival.

If You Were Latin American,  
China Would Look Pretty Good 
China’s fast-growing interest in the region, in fact, 
has not gone unnoticed by U.S. policymakers. In 
February 2018, former U.S. Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson warned Latin American countries against 
excessive reliance on economic ties with China, 
arguing that the region did not need new imperial 
powers: “Today China is getting a foothold in Latin 
America. It is using economic statecraft to pull the 
region into its orbit; the question is at what price?”5

Secretary Tillerson was not wrong. The United 
States should be worried about its waning influence 
with an estimated 640 million increasingly mid-
dle-class Latin Americans. Yet, notwithstanding the 
apparent preoccupation, U.S. actions in the region 
seem designed to distance the United States from its 
regional neighbors. Compare China’s “peaceful rise” 
of investments and trade missions or Europe’s negoti-
ation of a Mercosur–EU trade deal with the demarche 
from the Trans–Pacific Partnership, assaults against 
NAFTA, the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(which now has turned into the United States-Mexico-
Canada Agreement), rhetorical attacks on Mexico, 
tariffs on Argentina and Brazil, and the harsh treat-
ment of Latin American migrants, including the tear 
gassing of Central Americans at the Tijuana border.6

As an example, the Economist’s Bello column 
juxtaposes the Trump Administration’s rhetoric 



PRISM 8, NO. 1	 FEATURES  |  15

THE STRATEGIC PRICE OF NEGLECT

during the World Economic Forum in Davos, 
Switzerland early last year with Chinese Foreign 
Minister Wang Yi’s speech during the same period 
while attending the China and the Confederation of 
Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC) to 
promote globalization, free trade, and co-operation 
with Latin America. China, in the soothing words 
of Minister Wang, offers Latin America a “strategy 
of mutual benefit and shared gain.”7 In fact, since 
that speech Minister Wang, as of mid-2018, has 
completed at least 14 ministerial-level meetings with 
government officials from the region, discussing 
trade, bilateralism, surely all while selling the ‘intu-
itiveness’ of including Latin America in the One Belt 
One Road (OBOR) initiative in coming years.8

The difference with the United States is not just 
stylistic; it is substantive. Talk to Latin American 
leaders and you will hear a consistent theme: the 
Chinese are willing to provide trade, financial 
assistance, and technical help. They construct 
the infrastructure, invest in local companies and 
grow commerce. Chile’s former Foreign Minister, 
Heraldo Muñoz, summed up these feelings during 
the China–CELAC summit in Santiago in January 
2018—“We are in uncertain and complex times, and 
China is playing a very constructive role in address-
ing these complexities.”9

It is worth reviewing some of the salient facts 
of Chinese influence in the region. In the past five 
years, total annual trade between China and Latin 
America shot up from almost nothing to more than 
$200 billion by 2014. After stalling for the next two 
years, Latin America’s exports to China increased by 
around 30 percent in 2017, according to the Inter-
American Development Bank (IDB), mainly because 
of an increase in the price of South American oil, 
minerals and other commodities. China is the larg-
est trading partner of Brazil, Chile, and Peru.10

It is not just trade. Chinese investment in 
the region, according to a report by the Boston 
University’s Global Development Policy Center, has 

continued to rise. In just the past couple of years, 
Chinese companies have increased their new “green-
field” foreign direct investment in the region from 
$2.7–$4.3 billion during 2016–17, totaling to $29.5 
billion from 2013–17.11 Since 2008, the region has 
become the second largest destination for Chinese 
finance.12 Chinese investors are diversifying away 
from extractive industries and, smartly, from a geo-
graphic focus on Venezuela. Investments in Brazil 
and Argentina have recently shot up, concentrating 
on banking and infrastructure projects such as rail-
roads, power plants, and ports.13

Importantly, there has been some understand-
able preoccupation about the impact of Chinese trade 
on Latin economies. Reports by the Atlantic Council 
and others have expressed concern that Chinese 
demand for raw materials exacerbates the depen-
dency on low-end exports and has a deindustrializing 
effect on the region’s heavy industries such as steel, 
plastics, and glass.14 Recent meetings with officials 
and think tanks in China have convinced me that the 
Chinese are aware of this criticism and are seeking to 
compensate through increased investments.

 China’s currency, the renminbi, now has regional 
clearinghouses in Latin America to facilitate trade. 
In 2015, the People’s Republic of China opened two 
of these Offshore Clearing Banks in Latin America, 
first in Santiago, Chile, and then in Buenos Aires, 
Argentina.15 These clearinghouses facilitate trade 
integration between China and the clearinghouse’s 
host nation by allowing direct dealing in either cur-
rency, lowering transaction costs, and streamlining 
administrative obstacles.16 Though the renminbi 
still trails other global currencies, it has transcended 
its humble beginnings in the past 15 years or so. 
According to the UN Economic Commission for 
Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), the 
International Monetary Fund accorded special draw-
ing rights to the renminbi, granting it potential to be 
used for IMF loans. Not to mention that the renminbi 
has become an increasingly desired currency on 
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global financial markets, with at least 60 countries 
possessing a cache of the Chinese currency.17

Notwithstanding some very public setbacks—
especially in Sri Lanka and Malaysia—China 
has caught the world’s attention with its Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the 
OBOR initiative. While both are mostly designed for 
Asia, Panama surprised many by being the first Latin 
America nation to petition joining the Belt and Road 
initiative. Even Chile’s conservative new president, 
Sebastian Piñera, used his 
campaign stump speeches to 
promote the importance of a 
deeper bilateral relationship 
between China and Chile. 
Chinese capital flows have 
grown exponentially. 

There has been consid-
erable recent commentary 
that China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative is little more than 
a ‘debt trap’. But the num-
bers speak for themselves. 
The ECLAC report from 
January 2018 on “Exploring 
New Forms of Cooperation 
between China and Latin 
America and the Caribbean,” notes that 80 percent of 
international loans to Latin American nations from 
2005–16 originated from the China Development 
Bank, totaling $141 billion.18 “Chinese lending to the 
region’s governments exceeds that of the World Bank, 
the Inter-American Development Bank, and the 
CAF–Development Bank of Latin America.”19

 Yes, there are some preoccupying Chinese 
military sales to a few governments in the region, 
including some radars and fighter jets to Venezuela, a 
national emergency response system to Ecuador, mil-
itary trucks and buses to Bolivia and Peru. But make 
no mistake—America’s leadership in the region is not 
threatened by China’s military sales; it is being sapped 

by the trade and investment opportunities created by 
China’s strategic approach to Latin America.20

When asked what the United States should do 
to combat China’s growing influence in the region, 
a Brazilian official recently answered in exasper-
ation: “Anything! Because now the U.S. is doing 
nothing.” The truth is that slowing China’s growing 
importance in Latin America will not be easy; it will 
require a proactive, positive and economics-oriented 
approach. America’s lack of response is the long-

term threat. Put bluntly, it 
is the chronic reluctance 
to fortify hemispheric 
relations against the flood 
of Chinese finance and 
diplomacy that may be the 
reason Washington is wash-
ing out of the region. Again, 
this is the key, costly price 
of negligence.

There is no question 
that today’s increasingly 
middle class, western, and 
democratic Latin America 
is a key asset to sustain-
ing a strong U.S. economy 
and spreading democratic 

values around the globe. What is far from clear, 
however, is whether the United States wants to put in 
the effort to regain its influence in the region.

It is Not Your Grandmother’s  
Latin America 
It is hard to overstate the profound changes in Latin 
America during the past twenty years, which have 
largely seen the hemisphere evolve into a more 
prosperous region with an admirable new political 
consensus. With some notable exceptions, change 
is all over and it is mostly positive. In a region that 
has seen its share of international conflicts, there 
are now no border disputes at risk of flaring into 

The truth is that slowing 
China’s growing importance in 

Latin America  
will not be easy; it will require 

a proactive, positive and 
economics-oriented approach. 

America’s lack of response  
is the long-term threat.



PRISM 8, NO. 1	 FEATURES  |  17

THE STRATEGIC PRICE OF NEGLECT

military conflict. Known in the past for blam-
ing economic failures on outsiders, most Latin 
American nations have reformed their economies, 
sanitized their finances and raised millions out 
of poverty into a new middle class. Guerrillas and 
internal conflicts officially became a thing of the 
past with the recent signing of Colombia’s peace 
agreement. Even the political turbulence caused by 
corruption investigations in Brazil, Peru, Colombia, 
and other countries means that the region’s judicial 
institutions are becoming stronger and civil society’s 
demand for transparency cannot be held back.

Perhaps the biggest change of all has been that, 
after a long history of inward looking, autarchic 
economic policies, much of Latin America now 
espouses a globalist mantra. Notwithstanding the 
rhetoric, politicians of vastly different persuasions—
from Mauricio Macri in Argentina, Andrés Manuel 
López Obrador (known as AMLO) in Mexico to Jair 
Bolsonaro in Brazil—today want their countries to 
become stronger international competitors. Latin 
Americans largely favor politicians and policies that 
insert their economies into the global marketplace. 
Eleven countries in Latin America have free trade 
agreements (FTA) with the United States.21 Outside 
the neighborhood, Latin American nations have rat-
ified or are negotiating free trade agreements with 
Japan, the European Union, Israel, and China.

As proof of its growing weight, three 
Latin American countries are now part of the 
Organization of Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD), with important cooperation 
programs and access discussions in the wings with 
Costa Rica, Brazil, Peru, and Argentina. The OECD 
is known as a club of wealthy, democratic coun-
tries—though it should be better branded, in Daniel 
Runde’s words, as “a club for serious countries.”22 
Colombia joined in 2018, following Mexico and 
Chile, as the 36th member of the organization.

Even after years of economic slowdown 
and notwithstanding dire predictions, the 2018 

“monster” year of elections in Brazil, Mexico, 
and Colombia brought to power a wide political 
spectrum, but has not altered a growing consen-
sus towards open markets. In June, Iván Duque 
Márquez won in Colombia 54 percent to 42 percent 
against Gustavo Petro, a former guerrilla and leftist 
candidate. In the past 25 years, Colombia has earned 
recognition as consistently centrist. Petro’s mere 
presence in the second round was groundbreaking. 
But in the end, Colombia’s proclivity for caution 
won out.

In July, Mexico elected AMLO with more than 
53 percent of the vote, a huge victory by Mexican 
standards. AMLO took office in December and 
he will hew a political high-wire act that com-
bines accelerated social expenditures to the poor 
with protecting Mexico’s hard-earned reputa-
tion as a manufacturing power. Despite fears that 
AMLO will reverse most of the previous govern-
ment’s important decisions (and he did, indeed, 
reverse the decision to construct a new airport in 
Mexico City), nothing he said in the campaign 
put Mexico’s 2014 energy reforms or its outward 
looking, export-oriented manufacturing economic 
model into doubt

Bolsonaro, Brazil’s newly elected populist 
leader, took office in January on a platform to battle 
rampant corruption and crime as well as promising 
to reignite Brazil’s economy. Brazil has suffered one 
of the deepest and longest economic recessions in its 
history. There are legitimate worries that Bolsonaro’s 
anti-crime crackdown could go too far. But, the 
election cemented a growing consensus that Brazil 
needs strong action to modernize its economy and 
engage further—not less—in the world. To that end, 
Finance Minister Paulo Guedes has promised to 
launch a deep program of privatization and reform.

With some glaring exceptions—led by 
Venezuela, Cuba, Central America’s Northern 
Triangle and, more recently, Nicaragua—Latin 
America has become a solid western bastion of 640 
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million people. The region’s countries are avid con-
sumers of social media; indeed, Brazil is the world’s 
second largest Facebook community. Democratic 
freedoms—the freedom to read anything, espouse a 
point of view and assemble to defend a cause—are not 
in question in most Latin countries. There are more 
women in the Congresses of Mexico and Argentina 
than in the U.S. Congress. Not withstanding 
Bolsonaro’s rhetoric, gay marriage is legal in Brazil, 
Argentina, Uruguay, and Colombia. 

Given Latin America’s progress during the past 
two decades, this is the historical moment in which 
the United States and a rejuvenated Latin America 
should be most aligned. Even the much feared ‘pink 
tide’ of Hugo Chavez’ Venezuela, and Evo Morales’ 
Bolivia has failed completely; nobody in Latin 
America sees the catastrophe that Venezuela is today 
as a model for the future.

Indeed, many of the political and economic 
issues that divided the United States and the region 
in the past seem to have faded into history. From 
economic reforms, central bank independence, 
judicial strengthening, protections for journalists, 
liberating civil society and NGO’s from government 
oversight, to the belief that open, global economies 
are the keys to prosperity—the United States and 
Latin America seem to finally be in synch across a 
spectrum of issues. Common economic, social, and 
political purpose has allowed greater cooperation 
on narcotics, immigration, and terrorism to occur 
without the historical sensitivities about hegemony 
and national sovereignty.

Sadly, that alignment has not happened. In 
2016, America decided to move in a different direc-
tion, pivoting suddenly against the rules based 
international framework it had been preaching to 
the region for the past 20 years. Beginning with the 
administration’s decision to pull out of the Trans–
Pacific Partnership, the break with the region is 
accelerating. The consequences of this shift will 
inevitably be felt in the decades to come.

The “Arc of Confidence” 
It seems almost quaint to suggest—in this moment 
of international dislocation and uncertainty about 
America’s leadership and the cohesion of the West—
the need for a “strategy” towards the region. Yet, this 
is exactly the right time to begin a debate about how 
to best integrate Latin America back into the U.S. 
foreign policy picture. At some point in the future, 
this administration or a future president will have to 
discuss whether U.S. policy now needs the creation 
of additional, new cornerstones.

When we do come to this debate, China will be 
its fulcrum. Its staggering 25-year sprint to pros-
perity has astounded many and created admirers 
around the globe. At its core, China’s success 
raises deep questions. Many of us believed—and 
preached—that democracy was the essential pre-
cursor element needed to create the combustion of 
prosperity. China has proven us wrong.

Yet, China’s development—and the model it 
proposes to other countries—is profoundly different 
from America’s. China’s deep economic advances 
beyond Asia and Africa into Latin America will 
soon force us into a debate about a defense of 
common values. A discussion of values may sound 
haggard and harried today, but the United States, 
Japan, Korea, and countries across Europe and Latin 
America still comprise an “arc of confidence” of 
western-oriented, democratic nations that have cho-
sen openness and inclusion. 

Latin America is where the fight to expand the 
arc of confidence must succeed. Of the regions that 
share a commonality of values, Latin America is 
the youngest and largest. Seemingly the economic 
caboose, the region’s growth potential makes it a 
possible locomotive for the preservation of dem-
ocratic values. Admiral James Stavridis, former 
Commander, U.S. Southern Command writes,

The countries of Latin America and the 
Caribbean have large populations with 
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strong cultural and religious linkages to the 
United States, are almost all democratic, 
enjoy vast natural resources, and represent 
the only region of the world that avoided 
a war in the 20th century and are at peace 
today . . . we are lucky to be part of the 
Americas with partners like these.23

Including Latin America in an arc of confi-
dence will require a whole new, positive policy that 
joins together democratic nations everywhere. But, 
in the Western Hemisphere, we will need to create 
new initiatives to promote growth, reduce inequal-
ity, enhance civil society and strengthen the values 
of democracy, freedom, and personal responsibil-
ity. This is not about crowding China—or anybody 
else—out of the region. It is about re-engaging 
with the hemisphere on an exciting, goal-oriented 
mission to re-imagine the hemispheric partnership 
and re-connect with Latin America on shared val-
ues and ideals.

The goal must be to take the impressive eco-
nomic gains of the past two decades and push 
forward harder and faster—we must help to convert 
the majority of Latin America to become high-in-
come countries by 2035. The most important 
countries of the region have come this far; there is 
no reason that Latin American nations cannot break 
the mold and become more developed countries. 
Latin America is not condemned to underdevelop-
ment. After all, Colombia, Mexico, Argentina, Peru, 
Brazil, and Chile stand today about where Spain and 
Portugal stood only 25 years ago.

The ability to reach high income status will 
require combining specific national level policies and 
reforms with strategically delivered U.S. partner-
ship. Leaders across the region must adopt a shared 
vision of the path forward and their objectives. 
Governments must act in concert; with business and 
civil society stakeholders included in the effort.

This effort will require large, highly- 
directed investments in infrastructure, education, 

View of El Paso, Texas from the Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua side of the U.S.–Mexico border. The United States is linked by 
history, geography, and economics to Latin America. (Flickr/ Astrid Bussinik) 
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and innovation. What is clear is that a commodities- 
based export model will not deliver the economic 
upgrades and fixes needed to transport a country to 
higher incomes. Diversifying to exports of higher 
value-added goods is sine qua non. Easy to say, 
harder to do.

Change is possible. Who would have believed 
only two decades ago that the policies such as fiscal 
discipline, tax reform, market dependent interest 
rates, floating currencies, trade liberalization, and 
privatization of state enterprises would be seen 
today as normal? These ideas, then derided as “IMF 
thinking” and “Washington Consensus,” are today 
the basis of much of the region’s economic mod-
ernization. It is worthwhile to remember that these 
changes happened without much political consen-
sus. If Latin America came this far notwithstanding 
the opposition of powerful political voices, imagine 
how much further it could move with a broad con-
sensus for change.

With a Little Help from our Friends, 
High Income is Doable! 
Including Latin America in an arc of confidence 
starts with expanding the economic bargain. 
Democracy and freedom remain in danger without 
growth. What then might be the cornerstones of a 
new regional initiative to bring Latin America into 
the ranks of high income economies? Certainly, the 
brunt of the work and responsibility must be borne 
by Latin countries that must continue to reform 
economies to raise productivity levels, liberalize 
trade, and open markets. But, there is an important 
role for the United States as catalyst, investor and 
cheerleader. Here are the four fundamental pillars 
of what should be a new U.S. policy for growth in 
Latin America.

Create a Regional Infrastructure  
Investment Center 
The Chinese clearly have done some things right 
through a massive effort, both at home and across 
the region. With the help of the Chinese, infrastruc-
ture transformation in the continent is accelerating. 
But, needs are still huge. The Economist describes it 
this way: More than 60 percent of the region’s roads 
are unpaved, compared with 46 percent in emerg-
ing economies in Asia and 17 percent in Europe. 
Two-thirds of sewage is untreated. Poor sanitation 
and lack of clean water are the second-biggest killer 
of children under five years old, according to the 
World Health Organization.24 Losses of electric-
ity from transmission and distribution networks 
are among the highest in the world. Latin America 
spends a smaller share of GDP on infrastructure 
than any other region except sub-Saharan Africa.25

Infrastructure deficiency reduces productiv-
ity and throttles demand. The McKinsey Global 
Institute predicts that if the infrastructure of the 
region’s middle-income countries were as good 
as that in Turkey and Bulgaria, their growth rates 
would be two percentage points higher than they 

In 2003, OPIC committed $200 million in financing 
to support the construction of the Mariscal Sucre 
International Airport (Quiport) in Quito, Ecuador. Since 
opening in 2013, the airport has produced far-reaching 
benefits from Ecuador to the United States. (OPIC)
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are.26 The Economic Commission on Latin America 
estimates that the region needs to invest more than 6 
percent of its GDP in infrastructure for 10 years (an 
estimated $320 billion) to eliminate the infrastruc-
ture needs gap.27 This is far above the current level 
of investment, as none of the region’s economies are 
currently investing more than 3 percent of GDP in 
infrastructure. Any new infrastructure investment 
center should seek to match the government’s 3 
percent with an equal contribution during the next 
fifteen years.

There are two ways to implement a new 
infrastructure center. The first would follow the 
Chinese model and create a mini-financial insti-
tution which could be attached to one of the three 
multilateral lending institutions—the World Bank, 
the Corporación Andina de Fomento (CAF) or 
the IDB. The latter probably is best placed as both 
a regional institution and also a bank that pro-
vides knowledge-based solutions. The second way 
would be to follow the European Investment Bank’s 
model of providing regional and commercial banks 
with guarantees for infrastructure investment. 
Commercial banks do not lend monies for infra-
structure because there are no back-up guarantees 
for these huge expenses. This latter route allows 
guarantees to leverage private funds.

Either route requires the participation of 
the private sector. Public-private partnerships 
(PPP) have been given a bad political name by the 
onslaught of corruption revelations linking polit-
ical parties and infrastructure companies such as 
Odebrecht. But with careful oversight and transpar-
ent procurement, PPPs can not only accelerate funds 
to infrastructure, they can also reduce the cost of 
infrastructure through expanded competition and 
less red tape.

Strengthen OPIC and EXIM
The United States needs to strengthen its eco-
nomic diplomacy, instead of relying excessively 

on its military to project American influence. The 
Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC), 
which insures U.S. exports against overseas risk 
and the Export–Import Bank of the United States 
(EXIM), which provides financing solutions for U.S. 
exporters are the two principal bilateral bastions 
of U.S. economic leverage. They help both U.S. 
exporters and foreign purchasers by facilitating the 
acquisition of expensive, high-end products. 

Both agencies underwent withering attacks by 
Republican members of congress (with the help of a 
sprinkling of liberal Democrats) in the final years of 
the Obama Administration. Michael Lind, a Politico 
contributing editor, referred to the attacks on EXIM 
and OPIC as “a study in strategic incompetence.”28

But 2018 brought an unexpected turnaround. 
In October, through the sheer willpower of a bipar-
tisan group of legislators and experts, the United 
States now has a new development finance institu-
tion—the U.S. International Development Finance 
Corporation (DFC). This is an important step—it is 
the first strengthening of export credit to occur in 
decades. The DFC will combine OPIC and the U.S. 
Agency for International Development’s (USAID) 
Development Credit Authority, adding new devel-
opment finance capabilities, including equity 
authority, and a higher lending limit than its pre-
decessor. There should be a plan to expand the new 
agency’s programs during the next two decades.

Now is also the time to strengthen EXIM. 
Indeed, both agencies provide precisely the aggres-
sive economic diplomacy President Donald Trump 
seems to prefer.

One visit to the EXIM website gives a reader an 
immediate sense of the power of expanded export 
credit financing. EXIM credit to a medium sized 
Peruvian company allowed it to complete a $1.6 mil-
lion transaction with a medium sized U.S. company 
in Indiana. The Chinese call this “win-win” and pro-
vide billions in similar transactions to Latin America 
each year. Indeed, China uses its development bank 
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to win allies by financing infrastructure projects 
and economic development in countries of strategic 
importance to China’s foreign policy goals.

America’s overseas development banks, the 
EXIM and OPIC need to become similarly strate-
gic instruments. And Latin America should be the 
proving ground for greatly strengthened export 
facilitation agencies. As an example, only 23 percent 
of OPIC’s portfolio is directed today at Latin America. 
This should be doubled during the next 15 years.

Integrate North America 
With all three parties exhausted by the negotia-
tions leading up to the renegotiations of NAFTA, 
(now known as the U.S.–Mexico–Canada Trade 
Agreement, USMCA), discussions to deepen ties 
amongst Canada, the United States, and Mexico may 
seem far-fetched. But, this region’s answer to China’s 
OBOR initiative, which accelerates the integration 
of infrastructure between China and its neighbors, 
should be an ambitious North American infrastruc-
ture project that catapults the continent’s prosperity 
and solidarity. As the United States faces accelerated 
competition from China (and the EU), the integra-
tion of North America’s economies will become an 
urgent imperative. Regional trade amongst the three 
countries is today a whopping $1.1 trillion. Mexico 
and Canada together account for nearly 30 percent 
of U.S. trade—China (the largest individual trading 
partner) is next with 16.4 percent and next in line is 
Japan at 5 percent.29 These large numbers hide the 
important role of an integrated North American 
economy for individual states. Canada is, for least 
14 states, the number one export destination, con-
ducting more than 30 percent of these states’ global 
two-way trade. Similarly, Mexico is the number one 
destination for 14 states, moving more than 13 per-
cent of these states’ global trade.

We have already seen how increased integration 
of our economies has made North America energy 
independent. Pipelines crisscross the borders, 

moving petroleum products and renewable energy 
through the three countries’ electricity grids. The 
fact that North America’s energy markets have 
become so much closer has benefited both manu-
facturers and consumers alike. This has, in turn, 
accelerated the integration of production chains. 
Automobiles manufacturing, for example, moves 
parts and products across borders several times in 
the construction of a single car.

Now, just imagine more integration. Think, for 
example, how large, but legal, movement of peo-
ples for seasonal or project labor could effectively 
contribute to reduced migration. Or, how free and 
unimpeded movements of goods and services would 
result in private and public sectors cooperating to 
upgrade infrastructure in all three countries. Or how 
large-scale technological improvements at the border 
could vastly increase trade by permitting a single 
clearance at one North American border to function 
as cleared across all North American borders.30

Nobody questions the right of the United States 
to control its borders. But this should not impede 
greater integration with Canada and the burgeoning 
middle-class economy that Mexico is becoming—
remember, by 2050, Mexico will be the fifth or sixth 
largest economy in the world. We are lucky to have 
the neighbors we have; let us be smart about the pos-
sibilities for U.S. growth and prosperity by lifting its 
neighbors’ boats alongside its own.

Make Latin America’s Education an 
International Priority 
During the past 25 years, Latin America has bet 
heavily on education as a route to more equitable 
and prosperous societies. The IDB reports that the 
region spends about 3 percentage points more of its 
GDP on education than in the early 1990s.31 This 
number is not that far off from education budgets in 
countries in the industrialized world. This invest-
ment has paid off in some respects: Enrollment in 
the region has markedly increased across all levels of 
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education, with basic education now nearly univer-
sal. Citizens in Latin America now see education as a 
fundamental right.

While access to education has improved, the 
quality of the offering has gaping holes and should 
become a central part of how the United States can 
participate in the improvement of its neighbors’ 
lives. The IDB points out that the region continues 
to underperform in education—around one out 
of every three youths does not finish high school. 
Recent PISA (Program for International Student 
Assessment) scores reveal that the region has a 
long road yet to travel; scores in math, reading, and 
science are highly discouraging. Latin American 
students rank in the bottom third of all the world’s 
countries. Unemployment among youths in the 
region during the last two decades has been 15 
percent—three times higher than the average 
unemployment rate among adults. The time is ripe 
for another exponential jump in Latin America’s 
education investments.

The IDB and the World Bank are the prin-
cipal organizations expending resources for 
education. Both institutions support key priori-
ties; school infrastructure (to meet the demand 
for increasing access to pre-school, to increase sci-
ence labs in secondary and high schools), teacher 
education and training, and curriculum transfor-
mation to teach skills sought by the private sector, 
among others.

As the IDB and the World Bank highlight, 
rising education opportunities increase incomes 
and social mobility. These are key to reducing 
inequality and fostering social inclusion. While 
there is plenty of opportunity to support educa-
tion expansion, the United States should focus its 
resources on developing a major workplace skills 
initiative in the region. Latin Americans under-
stand the importance of education to improve 
jobs access and retention. Indeed, the IDB 
describes, vocational training as “a key ingredient to 

improve lives in Latin America and the Caribbean to 
face the challenges of this new era.”32

USAID already supports a plethora of youth 
workforce programs, higher education efforts, and 
equitable access projects. Programs to expand and 
improve vocational training, apprenticeship, and 
core life skills advance the successful transition from 
school to work and contribute to positive impacts 
on the employment quality over the long term. 
More must be done to support regional private sec-
tor-sponsored initiatives to create and sustain youth 
programs. The United States is perfectly placed to 
foster public-private partnerships and enhance col-
laboration between Latin American and American 
companies to hugely expand vocational programs so 
that they reach and deliver science, math, and tech-
nology skills to larger and more diverse numbers of 
young people.

Conclusion 
Latin America has more to offer the United 
States than ever before. Describing the region as a 
threat is a disservice to Americans, let alone Latin 
Americans. Fifty-five million U.S. citizens of Latin 
American descent diversify—and animate—daily 
life in the United States. They shine in all walks 
of American life. Without Latinos, Lin-Manuel 
Miranda would not have written “Hamilton”; Daniel 
Lubetsky would never have invented KIND® fruit 
and nut bars; U.S. Supreme Court Justice Sonia 
Sotomayor could not have written her searing 
dissents. These are just a few of the millions of suc-
cessful Latinos in America.

It is unfortunate that the transformation of 
Hispanics in America or the rapid changes in Latin 
American countries does not seem to elicit much 
attention in America. In the minds of too many 
Americans, the region cannot unglue from the rut 
of being viewed as a purveyor drugs, crimes, and 
immigration. Barring a change, that out-of-date ste-
reotype may cost the United States a heavy price.
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There are some unexpected, positive conse-
quences from Latin America’s unmooring from the 
United States. It is true that the America’s newfound 
distance from the region has created an unlikely, 
new impetus to accelerate integration—particu-
larly between Mercosur countries and the Pacific 
Alliance nations. Difficult as it may be to imagine 
given the migration crisis created by millions of 
desperate Venezuelans, Latin America’s newfound 
self-assurance should create more open borders, 
greater trade and accelerated regulatory integration 
in Latin America.

But, meanwhile, other nations, particularly 
China, are proving that they understand the unique 
opportunities offered by Latin America. China is 
wooing Latin America through business, culture, 
and by showering the region with political attention. 
It is working; slowly, the region’s citizens are becom-
ing convinced that Beijing takes the region more 
seriously than Washington.

The building of a new partnership—an arc 
of confidence—with other democratic countries 
and with our neighbors will require a full-scale 
effort to move the largest and most important Latin 
American nations to become high income coun-
tries. For the United States, this will be an act of 
self-interest. It will expand markets and create a 
more prosperous Americas. Most importantly, it will 
insure that 640 million Latin Americans continue 
identify themselves with the hemisphere’s common 
values of democracy, freedom, and inclusion. PRISM
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Since the end of the Cold War, Latin America and the Caribbean have received a relatively mini-
mal portion of personnel and resources allocated globally by the U.S. military.1 Such allocations are 
understandable, given that there are no major interstate wars or state rivals in the region presenting a 

conventional or nuclear threat to the United States.2 Yet the absence of such challenges has led to an unfor-
tunate paucity of thinking about the strategic roles and potential contributions of the U.S. military in Latin 
America, and other regions where the threat of major armed conflict is limited or absent.

The 1991 collapse of the Soviet Union arguably reduced the strategic significance for the United States of 
Marxist insurgencies such as those in Peru, Colombia, Nicaragua, and El Salvador, and the associated impor-
tance of helping governments in the region to combat them. The evaporation of ideologically-based state 
funding for such groups, and their increasing reliance on drug and other criminal revenues enabled by their 
control over territory, redirected the U.S. military focus in the region to a struggle against narcotrafficking 
that was far removed from missions that had traditionally defined the size and structure of U.S. forces, even as 
the U.S. military wrestled to “transform” in the post–Cold War context.3 The Global War Against Terrorism 
with substantial military engagement in Iraq and Afghanistan, further decreased attention from U.S. military 
thinkers to challenges in Latin America, as the focus of combat units, and associated planning, intelligence, 
training, and materiel requirements shifted to the Middle East. Later the rise of the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) and the “Pivot Toward Asia” diverted even more of the U.S. military’s attention from Latin America.4

That there has not been a major U.S. military intervention in the Latin America and Caribbean 
region for 24 years, since Operation Uphold Freedom in Haiti in September 1994, has further compounded 
neglect.5 There are few serving U.S. military personnel with experience in, let alone charged with, planning 
for a major force deployment and the conduct of kinetic operations in the region. Indeed, apart from the 
remote possibility of U.S. military intervention in Venezuela, it is difficult to imagine a justifiable near-
term scenario for such operations.6

While the absence of major interstate conflicts and near-term military threats from regional competitors 
is a bright spot in the context of the challenges of criminal insecurity, corruption, and inequality that plague 
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Latin America, from a U.S. military perspective, 
such good news has translated into a relative lack 
of thinking among security planners regarding the 
role of U.S. armed forces in the region, and in other 
regions like it, where the prospect of large-scale 
combat operations is relatively slim.7

This lack of recent experience is consistent with 
the region’s often unrecognized strategic importance 
to the United States. Yet no other geographical region 
is as directly tied to U.S. security and prosperity than 
Latin America and the Caribbean, considering the 
intimate bonds of geography, commerce, and family.8 
As seen by the U.S. domestic political discourse over 
immigration, Central American street gangs, and the 
risk of terrorists entering the United States across the 
nation’s southern border, while Latin America may not 
receive priority as an “international relations” issue, 
the dynamics of the region are so important that they 
regularly play a decisive role in U.S. domestic politics.9

The region’s under-recognized strategic impor-
tance adds gravity to the relative absence of strategic 
thinking by military planners about the region. And 
because, in the short term at least, major conven-
tional military operations are highly unlikely in the 
region, there is little incentive to dedicate limited 
analytical resources to the potential strategic con-
tributions of the U.S. armed forces to integrated 
engagement in the region.

Even merely discussing a strategic role for the 
U.S. military in the region evokes discomfort among 
our regional partners. On the other hand, the types 
of activities that the U.S. military can and regularly 
does conduct in Latin America (such as training 
and medical missions, engineering, and other civil 
affairs work), are often regarded by the mainstream 
U.S. military as secondary to more “serious” mili-
tary activities in other theaters such as the Middle 
East and Asia.

This article seeks to fill that gap by examining 
the role that the U.S. military plays, and can play, in 
advancing U.S. strategic objectives in the region, with 

a focus on security cooperation and administration 
of security assistance efforts, as part of a coordi-
nated whole-of-government approach. It argues for 
greater U.S. military attention to the development 
and application of strategic concepts built around 
strengthening governance, as the approach that 
is both appropriate to sensitivities and limitations 
regarding the employment of U.S. armed forces in 
Latin America, and as an effective bulwark against 
the cycle of criminality, corruption, and populism 
that opens the door for significant strategic threats 
against the United States. These include authoritar-
ian anti–U.S. governments that serve as enablers for 
widespread criminality, terrorist threat networks, and 
collaboration with hostile extra-hemispheric state 
actors such as Russia and the PRC. 

The Role of the U.S. Military in Latin 
America 
Given the absence of a near-term military threat 
from a peer competitor in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, and in the context of historically-rooted 
sensitivities regarding direct military action by U.S. 
forces, the optimal U.S. military activity for achiev-
ing national objectives in the region has generally 
been security cooperation and civil affairs activi-
ties, and the administration of Department of State 
(DOS)-funded security assistance. It is thus imper-
ative for American analysts and policymakers to 
understand the strengths and limitations of these 
tools in the Latin American context if they are to be 
employed in an optimal manner.

For the purposes of this article, security coop-
eration corresponds to the broad array of activities 
described by Joint Publication 3–20:

all Department of Defense (DOD) interac-
tions, programs, and activities with foreign 
security forces . . . and their institutions to 
build relationships that help promote U.S. 
interests; enable partner nations to provide 
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the United States access to territory, infra-
structure, information and resources, and/or 
to build and apply their capacity and capabil-
ities consistent with U.S. defense objectives.10

By contrast, security assistance refers to a broader 
set of programs or activities generally involving the 
“providing of defense articles, military training and 
other defense-related services” (to include initiatives 
to reform or improve a partner nation’s security 
sector).11 By law, security assistance is funded and 
controlled by the DOS, but may be administered by 
DOD in-country consistent with the partner coun-
try’s security expertise and capabilities; it thus also 
may be considered part of the legitimate, albeit not 
widely recognized, uses of the military instrument in 
Latin America and the Caribbean.

The most important characteristics of security 
cooperation and security assistance in determining 
its effective use in Latin America and the Caribbean 
(and elsewhere) are the balance between its rela-
tional effects and indirect action, and the distinction 
between near-term and long-term strategic effects. 

Relational Effects vs. Indirect Action 
While not often thought of in such terms, security 
cooperation, security assistance, and other non-tra-
ditional military activities discussed herein have two 
complementary, but distinct channels for achieving 
effects: relational and indirect action.

Relational effects refer to the contribution of 
working together, or providing benefits to the part-
ner military, in building bonds of goodwill, trust, 
influence, or gratitude. By doing something for (or 
with) the partner, the U.S. military hopes that the 
partner will behave in some desired fashion. This 
might include cooperating with respect to some-
thing that the U.S. military wishes its partner to 
do, including providing U.S. military forces use of 
partner nation facilities, sharing intelligence, or 
alternatively not cooperating with entities hostile 

to U.S. interests (such as the Chinese, Russians, 
Cubans, or criminal groups).12 America’s use of ter-
rain in Honduras for Joint Task Force Bravo (JTF–B) 
and part of the airfield at Comalapa, El Salvador are 
examples of relational effects.

With respect to indirect action, through the 
United States providing intelligence, equipment, 
training, or other benefits, the partner is able to 
perform some particular activity or function that 
benefits U.S. objectives, without the U.S. having 
to do so itself. The contribution of Colombia to 
the training of Central American security forces 
through the Colombia Action Plan is one example of 
indirect action.

Working through partner nations is inherently 
less predictable than acting directly. Moreover, 
the determinants of success in achieving effects 
through relational channels, vice indirect action are 
different. In the relational sphere, achieving effects 
depends on the degree to which the partner is moti-
vated to cooperate (whether through expectation 

In September 2018, a landing craft utility prepares to land 
on the beach in Cartagena, Colombia for a humanitarian 
assistance training exercise during UNITAS—a longstanding 
multi-national maritime exercise conducted annually in 
Latin American and the Caribbean to enhance security 
cooperation and improve coalition operations. (U.S. Navy/ 
Colbey Livingston) 
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of continuing benefit, affinity, or fear), rather than 
whether the cooperation provided actually benefits 
the partner’s institution, although providing real 
benefits is generally a reliable way to secure a part-
ner’s cooperation, and engagement which does not 
provide enduring benefits (such as bringing partner 
nation officers to the United States for an attractive 
trip to attend a military education event that is often 
of poor quality) may eventually backfire.

By contrast, the effectiveness of security coop-
eration and assistance as indirect action depends on 
the quality of the benefit, such as training a compe-
tent partner nation force which can prevail against 
insurgents or terrorists, or combat drug traffickers, 
relieving the United States from having to conduct 
such action on its own (avoiding the politically sen-
sitive issue of operating on the partner nation’s soil).

While good security cooperation and assistance 
ideally achieves both relational effects and indirect 
action, in structuring a program, it is useful to be 
clear on the mix of objectives to make appropriate 
choices about difficult tradeoffs. If the strategic 
goals of the cooperation are mostly relational (e.g. 
base access, Organization of American States voting, 
intelligence-sharing, or blocking partner coopera-
tion with China), it is arguably more important to be 
liked (or feared) than to have truly useful programs. 
Indeed, analysts often miss this distinction when 
dismissing Chinese security cooperation programs 
in the region because they do not seem to be partic-
ularly useful, but miss the impact of offering Latin 
American officers’ lucrative trips to Beijing and 
Shanghai with good food, side trips to the Great 
Wall, and other perks.

Near-Term versus Long-Term Effects 
Beyond the distinction between relational effects 
and indirect action, it is important to distinguish 
between near-term effects of security cooperation and 
assistance on the partner nation unit being trained 
or supported, versus the more diffuse, longer-term 

impacts on the partner nation’s institutions or its 
strategic or political orientation more broadly. While 
most security cooperation and assistance involves 
both, measures of program completion and success 
generally focus on near-term effects (persons trained, 
competence demonstrated), or at the least, do not 
credibly measure the long-term benefits (such as part-
ner nation senior officials who believe in the merit of a 
U.S.-style approach involving rule of law and transpar-
ent processes, corruption free institutions, a relatively 
secure, prosperous country), which may represent the 
far greater strategic payoff of such cooperation.13

In U.S. joint doctrine, the effects of security 
cooperation are discussed in terms of building 
partnerships, building partner capacity, and gain-
ing and maintaining access to the theater for U.S. 
forces; yet for the purpose of formulating effec-
tive whole-of-government strategic concepts, it is 
important to recognize the important albeit indirect 
ways in which such activities contribute to specific 
U.S. national security interests.14 Specifically:

■	 blocking a conventional threat to the United 
States;

■	 blocking a terrorist threat to the United States;

■	 stopping illicit and dangerous flows to the 
United States;

■	 combatting strategic instability and radical 
undemocratic alternatives; and

■	 blocking strategic economic and political 
advances of external state actors into the region.

Blocking a Conventional Threat to the  
United States 
Since the end of the Cold War, no U.S. competi-
tor has positioned forces in Latin America or the 
Caribbean so as to pose a credible threat to the U.S. 
homeland. Nonetheless, in the event of a global 
conflict with a rival such as the PRC, the later could 
employ its commercial investments in the region, in 
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fields such as shipping, ports, banking, electronics, 
and manufacturing to project and sustain intelli-
gence agents and other operatives in Latin America, 
with the purpose of collecting information on the 
United States, attacking or impacting the United 
States through commercial and financial activities 
in Latin America, or securing entry into the United 
States from the region.15

In the event of a protracted military conflict, the 
PRC or other adversaries could leverage knowledge 
and influence from political and military relation-
ships and commercial operations to employ ports, 
airfields, or other facilities in the region in military 
operations in the region against U.S. targets.

In such an eventuality, the U.S. military would 
likely respond directly against the country or 
countries permitting the use of facilities, although 
such actions could be too little too late. Prior to 
such hostilities, however, the U.S.–partner nation 
military-to-military relationship would be key in 
deterring and blocking any such attempts by the 
PRC or any other adversary. Such resistance might 
involve relational effects, such as partner nation 
senior defense officials with both personal affinity 
for the United States and sincere professional belief 
that resisting cooperation with China is in their 
national interest, as are transparent, resilient insti-
tutions resistant to such vulnerabilities as bribery or 
personal compromise by PRC agents.

With respect to indirect action, Chinese incur-
sions might be thwarted by sharing intelligence with 
the United States, and effectively acting with the 
United States upon information concerning threats. 
The partner relationship with the United States would 
also be important in conducting effective resistance 
or diversionary operations in the event that the coun-
try was coopted by the PRC (or any foreign power) in 
a military conflict with the United States.

Blocking a conventional threat also highlights 
the importance of achieving synergy between secu-
rity cooperation engagement by the U.S. military, 

and more conventional military activities. The 
motivation of local partners to report incursions 
by extra-hemispheric actors, at considerable risk to 
their personal security and the political position of 
their country, and their commitment to struggle 
with the United States against those incursions in the 
period leading up to, and during a conflict, will be 
strongly influenced by the perception that the United 
States is capable of, and willing to defend them (and 
take action if those partners permit the use of their 
territory against the United States). Apart from the 
goodwill, trust, and capability for coordinated action 
that comes from security cooperation, the decisions of 
partner nations, and specific individuals in them, will 
generally reflect the U.S. level of commitment visible 
in a capable U.S. force, and through the signals the 
U.S. gives when sustaining the costs of standing by its 
partners in other situations, both in Latin America 
and other parts of the world.

Blocking a Terrorist Threat to the United States 
from the Region 
Preventing Latin America and the Caribbean from 
serving as a staging ground for a terrorist action 
against the U.S. homeland or its residents goes 
beyond the effective border control necessary to 
insulate the homeland from threats from individu-
als or minor devices. It also requires effective action 
by partners in the region (and by the United States 
where appropriate) to identify, degrade, disman-
tle, and block terrorist threat networks, including 
recruitment, planning, training, the acquisition or 
construction of weapons, or the raising of revenues 
(from licit or illicit sources) in the region.

While countering such terrorist activities may 
principally be a law enforcement function, the U.S. 
military may play a role in passing intelligence, and in 
equipping, training, and otherwise strengthening the 
capabilities of security forces in the region, to include 
the supervision of police and other programs as part 
of Department of State-led security assistance efforts, 
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increasing the capability of partner nation security 
forces to combat such threat networks. Where per-
mitted by national laws and political conditions, U.S. 
engagement may also include direct action against 
threats, conducted in coordination with partner 
nation forces, where consistent with their policies, 
laws, and constitutional frameworks.

As with countering threats from external state 
actors, the U.S. military may also contribute to the 
fight against such networks by supporting strong 
governance in partner nations by helping to reform 
and strengthen institutions and processes through 

programs such as the Defense Institution Reform 
Initiative (DIRI) and the Ministry of Defense 
Advisors (MODA) program. DIRI, for example, 
recently helped Guatemala to develop a new national 
security planning and capability development pro-
cess, SIPLAGDE. According to Major General Juan 
Manuel Pérez Ramírez, former Chief of the Joint 
Staff of Guatemalan Armed Forces, the vision was to 
use SIPLAGDE, working together with the United 
States and Colombia as partners, to systematically 
resolve capability gaps and achieve the moderniza-
tion and transformation of the Guatemalan Army.16

In October 2018, a cadet from the Mexican Air Force Academy sits in the co-pilot seat on a C–17 Globemaster III at the 
U.S. Dover Air Force Base. Last year, 22 cadets from 11 different Latin American countries were brought to the United 
States to get hands-on experience with the different branches of the U.S. military. (U.S. Air Force/ Zoe M. Wockenfuss) 
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SIPLAGDE, and other security cooperation and 
security assistance programs may not only bolster 
partner nation institutional capabilities in identify-
ing and combatting violent extremist organization 
networks but may also build bonds of trust that 
bolster partner nation willingness to cooperate with 
the United States in areas such as intelligence, and 
(where permitted by the partner nation) joint opera-
tions against them.

Such efforts may also include civil affairs activ-
ities aimed at bringing connectivity and economic 
opportunity to regions of partner countries deprived 
of opportunities other than collaboration with crim-
inal groups and other actors of concern, helping the 
state to physically assert its own presence and build 
relations with the population, so as to reduce the 
space in which threat groups operate.

As a further indirect benefit in combatting threat 
networks, the institutional relationship, including 
exercises, training and professional military educa-
tion of partner nation forces, ideally strengthens the 
commitment of the partner nation military to democ-
racy and rule of law, limiting the latitude of populists 
and other regimes to engage in criminal activities that 
permit such threat networks to flourish.17

Blocking Illicit Flows into the United States 
The role of U.S. armed forces in blocking illicit 
and dangerous flows to the United States is not 
unlike their indirect (and sometimes direct) 
contributions in the fight against violent extrem-
ist organizations and other threat networks.18 As 
when working against terrorist threat networks, 
the U.S. military may combat transnational crim-
inal networks through the training, education, 
and equipping of partner nation security forces, 
sharing of intelligence, joint exercises, and in some 
cases direct action (as always, only where per-
mitted by the partner nation) to more effectively 
control borders, interdict such flows, and counter 
associated threat groups.

The strong relationships built through security 
cooperation, and the commitment to democracy 
and rule of law, may be particularly important 
when security forces are obliged to act against a 
politically or economically influential criminal 
actor, or conduct security operations that impose 
economic costs, or generate collateral violence, 
such as occurred in Mexico during the war against 
the cartels.19

As with the fight against terrorist networks, 
military civil affairs activities, performed in coor-
dination with other security assistance and partner 
nation activities, impair the ability of criminal groups 
to produce and move drugs, mining products, and 
other contraband through the region. These activi-
ties also discourage trafficking and smuggling people 
into the United States, through strengthening state 
presence and the critical bond with the population, 
thus increasing law enforcement effectiveness, and 
creating a culture in which adherence to the law is at 
least a viable, respectable option.

Combatting Strategic Instability and Anti-
Democratic Alternatives 
In addition to directly combatting and reducing 
the threat to the United States from terrorist and 
criminal networks, U.S. military engagement may 
reduce the risk of strategic instability and associated 
refugee flows that could impact the United States, 
or adversely impact governance and conditions in 
other countries in the region.20 The primary vehicles 
for achieving these effects are security cooperation 
and administration of security assistance activities 
that strengthen partner nation institutions, as well 
as civil affairs and other efforts that bring stability, 
connectivity, and economic opportunity to critical 
areas of the partner nation.

In some cases, military engagement may 
include emergency response activities, coordi-
nated through the U.S. Office of Foreign Disaster 
Assistance (OFDA), addressing natural disasters 
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which threaten the well-being and even gover-
nance of a stricken nation. Examples include 
hurricanes such as Irma (2017), the Haiti (2010) 
and Ecuador (2016) earthquakes, and the eruption 
of Guatemala’s Fuego volcano (2018). This could 
also potentially include man-made shocks which 
threaten the stability of the region, for example 
assisting Venezuela’s neighbors as they struggle 
with the more than 2.3 million persons who have 
fled from that nation’s economic collapse, crimi-
nal violence, and political repression.21 While such 
efforts may be bilateral, they may also be part of a 
multinational effort, coordinated through the OAS 
or another institution.

Beyond the tactical and operational level 
impacts of such assistance, and its role in strength-
ening good-will and trust, it potentially serves U.S. 
strategic interests by helping 
to inoculate receiving states 
against radical or anti-dem-
ocratic solutions which find 
receptivity when popula-
tions lose faith in the ability 
of a democratic political 
system and a free mar-
ket economy to effectively 
address the corruption, 
inequality, injustice, and 
other dysfunctionalities 
plaguing their country.

While helping part-
ner nations avoid radical 
undemocratic alternatives 
is good on principle, it 
also strategically bene-
fits the United States, since, as seen in cases such 
as Venezuela, Cuba, Bolivia, and Nicaragua (and 
previously Ecuador), such governments tend to be 
anti-U.S. in character, and open the door for threat 
networks, criminal groups, and hostile extra-hemi-
spheric actors.

Blocking Advances of External Actors 
Beyond responding to overt military threats by 
external state actors in the region, the U.S. mili-
tary also plays an important, albeit indirect role in 
resisting their strategic advances in the economic 
and political domains. It does so principally by 
contributing to partner nation stability and well-
being, as discussed above, although U.S. military 
engagement that reduces susceptibility to corrup-
tion in partner nation security institutions plays a 
contributing role.

By helping partner nations successfully 
address the challenges of insecurity and develop-
ment through democratic mechanisms and the 
rule of law, U.S. security cooperation and oversight 
of security assistance make radical anti-democratic 
political solutions, less attractive and thus less 

likely. While leftist popu-
list governments such as in 
Venezuela are not the only 
ones at risk of deepening 
economic dependence on, 
and political influence 
of China, such govern-
ments arguably have both 
a greater economic need, 
and political disposition 
to take relationships with 
external states further, in 
ways that can threaten U.S. 
equities, while corruption 
and authoritarian struc-
tures in their institutions 
make them more vulnera-
ble to Chinese advances.22

On the other hand, when healthy democratic 
partner nations engage with the PRC, institutions 
strengthened in part through anti-corruption 
initiatives and other U.S. security cooperation and 
security assistance oversight will be more likely to 
secure transparent deals from China that benefit 

Beyond responding to  
overt military threats by 

external state actors in the 
region, the U.S. military  
also plays an important,  

albeit indirect role in  
resisting their strategic 

advances in the economic and  
political domains.
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the partner, without presenting substantial security 
challenges to the United States.

Good Governance: A Key Strategic 
Concept for U.S. Military Engagement
All of the vehicles for employing the U.S. armed 
forces in an integrated, whole-of-government effort 
to achieve U.S. objectives in Latin America and the 
Caribbean center on security cooperation efforts and 
security assistance oversight that strengthens effective 
governance.23 Good governance makes countries 
more effective in tackling, and more resistant to the 
corrupting effects of, violent extremist organizations 
and other threat networks, including criminal groups 
that would employ partner nation territory to move 
people and illicit goods to the United States.

Good governance also reduces vulnerability 
to populists who exploit the frustration and igno-
rance of marginalized and other voters, fed up with 
elites who use corruption to seize power, then use 
the power of their mobilized followers to gradually 
overcome checks and balances and subvert demo-
cratic institutions and processes. It further restricts 
the tendency of such leaders, whose actions isolate 
their countries from Western companies, banks, and 
governments, to plunge their countries into rela-
tionships of dependency with China, in ways that 
challenge their own security as well as that of the 
United States and of the region.

In an international environment in which the 
countries of Latin America are increasingly globally 
interconnected, the United States cannot effectively 
block them from engaging with the PRC (among 
other external state actors), but through helping to 
strengthen their governing institutions, it can help 
to inoculate those nations against China’s more 
predatory behaviors, such as winning economic and 
strategic benefits by wooing, compromising, and 
capturing local elites.

While the U.S. military is not the lead agency 
in advancing governance in the region, as argued 

in the previous section its security cooperation 
and security assistance administration efforts are 
a valuable component of the overall U.S. integrated 
country strategy.24

Challenges to the Effective Use of the Military 
While governance is a compelling strategic concept, 
with a clear supporting role for the U.S. military, 
the advance of external state actors in the region, 
coupled with persistent insecurity, uneven develop-
ment, weak governance and leftist populism, clearly 
indicate that much work remains to be done.

It is not that the U.S. military does not do 
activities such as security cooperation and security 
assistance administration in the region; rather, it 
does not adequately understand the dynamics and 
limitations of such activities, nor does it effectively 
integrate with non-military programs and partner 
nation efforts. Nor does it adequately resource them 
or execute them in an agile, timely fashion. 

Limited Understanding 
The U.S. military is, by its nature, focused on 
organizing, preparing the force for, and conduct-
ing large-scale combat operations in defense of the 
nation. It is not principally a foreign training and 
public works organization. Joint Publication 3–20 
“Security Cooperation” provides some guidance for 
security cooperation and security administration 
assistance, yet beyond periodicals such as Dialogo, 
and publications oriented toward security coopera-
tion professionals such as the Foreign Area Officers 
Association Journal of International Affairs, think-
ing within the mainstream military regarding the 
contribution of such activities has arguably been 
limited, particularly in the Latin American and 
Caribbean context.25

Combatant Commander strategies include 
references to security cooperation and security 
assistance as a vehicle for shaping the theater, yet it is 
not clear that there is a shared understanding within 
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USNORTHCOM and USSOUTHCOM regarding 
how that shaping mechanism functions, or how well 
it is working, beyond measuring security cooper-
ation activities completed, and a subjective survey 
completed by the organization responsible for the 
action.26 A DOD presentation explaining a change 
in funding authorities, for example, acknowledged 
a lack of “understanding of the security cooperation 
return on investments and lack of information to 
facilitate effective resource decisions.”27

The lack of understanding also obscures the 
perceived benefits of scaling up security coopera-
tion and security assistance and increases the risk of 
errors and inefficiencies, as arguably occurred with 
“nation building” efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan.28

Limited Resources 
In 2015, then Commander, U.S. Southern 
Command General John Kelly, in his posture 
statement before Congress, lamented the status of 
the region as the “lowest priority” among all of the 
Geographic Combatant Commands, and argued 
that the lack of resources allocated to the region had 
created “a near-total lack of awareness of threats and 
the readiness to respond.”29 Unlike numerous states 
in the Middle East and Asia, Latin America and its 
member countries are not even mentioned in the 
2019 National Defense Authorization Act.30

In most countries of the region, the funds 
available for U.S. security cooperation are scarcely 
adequate to do more than send a handful of part-
ner nation officers to U.S. military training and 
professional military education institutions, do a 
limited number of in-country training events via 
entities such as the U.S. Special Forces 7th Group, 
DIRI, or the William J. Perry Center, conduct a 
small exercise and/or deploy a medical (MDRDTE) 
team, and send in a small number of civil affairs 
team (generally affiliated with the U.S. National 
Guard state partner for that country). Country 
Security Cooperation Offices (SCOs) in the region 

are limited to very small foreign military sales 
or financing cases, such as acquiring or outfit-
ting a small number of boats for counternarcotic 
missions, putting sensors on a handful of mili-
tary aircraft, or providing or upgrading armored 
vehicles. Such assistance is seldom sufficient to 
truly make a difference to beleaguered partners 
with often aging, marginally functional assets, 
struggling against enormous illicit flows and 
well-resourced criminal and terrorist groups.

Limits on the Use of Military Resources 
For a number of entirely legitimate reasons, the 
employment of the U.S. military instrument in Latin 
America is subject to significant legal and policy 
constraints. According to Title 22, section 2151 of 
the U.S. Code, with only limited exceptions, all for-
eign assistance (including security assistance) is the 
responsibility of the U.S. State Department.31 Within 
those areas in which DOD security assistance and 
other forms of engagement are permitted, it may not 
train or engage with military units or other Latin 
American entities implicated in human rights vio-
lations—“Leahy laws”—the compliance with which 
imposes time-consuming requirements to vet units 
to be trained.32

Governing laws (principally within Title 10 
and 22 of U.S. Code) also establish legal restric-
tions on how certain U.S. government funds can 
be used in support of military activities with or for 
the partner nation.33 These include the conditions 
that must be met, components of the program that 
must be included, and often burdensome reporting 
requirements. Title 22, section 333 of U.S. Code, 
for example, was amended by Chapter 16 of the 
2017 National Defense Authorization Act, adding 
additional requirements for human rights training 
and reporting requirements.34 Such well-intentioned 
requirements not only limit the commander’s flex-
ibility to most effectively employ often very small 
allocations of money to advance country objectives, 
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but in practice, create a situation in which country 
teams spend more time on internal paperwork than 
actually engaging with and supporting their part-
ners in the often rapidly changing contexts of the 
partner nation environment.

Such requirements also significantly increase 
the delay between the identification of a partner 
nation need that can be addressed through security 
assistance, and actual program implementation. 
The design and implementation of a program using 
Section 333 program funds, for example, is a two-
year cycle, but in practice, the time from identifying 
a need to delivery of the capability to the partner 
nation may be three or four years.35

The regulations and bureaucratic procedures 
of the U.S. Foreign Military Assistance and Foreign 
Military Financing (FMS/FMF) programs are 
similarly problematic, leading some U.S. partners 
to prefer purchasing military equipment from the 
Russians, Chinese, or other actors, rather than suffer 
the delays and administrative hurdles necessary to 
obtain superior U.S. equipment with superior main-
tenance and training packages.

The Path Forward 
There is significant opportunity for innovative 
thinking regarding the role of the military in 
advancing U.S. national objectives through secu-
rity engagement. This is particularly true in Latin 
America, where the direct importance of the region 
to the security and prosperity of the United States is 
substantial, but the need for, and appropriateness of 
traditional military engagement is limited.

As a first step, it is important for the military 
and other personnel engaged in security assis-
tance to draw upon their experiences to publish 
more case studies and comparative analyses, 
not only in journals directed toward their own 
community such as the Foreign Area Officers 
Association Journal of International Affairs, but 
also for mainstream military publications such as 

the U.S. Army’s Parameters, PRISM, and Military 
Review. There is also a need for foreign area officers 
and others implementing security cooperation 
programs and overseeing security assistance, to 
dedicate more time during their professional mili-
tary education (such as time spent at senior service 
institutions), and in other assignments, to more 
systematically study the dynamics and effects of 
such engagement for the benefit of others in their 
profession, and for the U.S. military and govern-
ment team more broadly.

As a complement to better leveraging those with 
experience in this area, it is important that DOD 
senior service colleges include more or expanded 
modules on the dynamics and effect of security 
cooperation, particularly since at the strategic level, 
such engagement touches on the success of virtually 
every operation in which they are involved.

Beyond academics, it is also important for those 
in security cooperation offices in Latin America and 
the Caribbean, and elsewhere, to resist the pressures 
of time and competing requirements, to ensure that 
the words that they put on the “quad charts” and 
other documentation defining and justifying their 
programs, actually correspond to reasonable out-
comes for their programs, and that those programs 
collectively, in conjunction with the other items in 
their integrated country plans, represent a coherent, 
mutually reinforcing series of effects that advance 
U.S. objectives in the country. Personal attention 
from the Ambassador, and the SCO chief on the 
military side in highlighting the importance of seri-
ous thought behind such program documentation 
assignments, and periodically reviewing the claims 
of past documents against program outcomes, 
would create a forcing function for the level and 
quality of thought for future programs.

Finally, it is necessary to address the two 
800-pound gorillas in the room—resources and 
authorities. No U.S. Government agency nor DOD 
combatant command has the money and legal 



38  |   FEATURES	 PRISM 8, NO. 1

ELLIS

latitude to do everything that it wants, in the way 
that would be most convenient. But in the context 
of serious challenges to U.S. national security from 
the region from a combination of external state 
actors, transnational criminal organizations, and 
extremist groups, among others, the status quo, 
which General Kelly referred to as keeping a “pilot 
light” of military engagement on in the region, is 
unacceptable.36 An order-of-magnitude expansion 
in security assistance to the region, intelligently 
designed and executed, and greater latitude in 
dynamically designing and executing programs 
with partner nations, must be considered.

In the end, perhaps the greatest obstacle to 
the effective employment of security engagement 
as a military instrument in Latin America, the 
Caribbean, and elsewhere, is not recognizing it as 
a military instrument, because it does not corre-
spond to the conventional concept of force-on-force 
engagement, nor are its uses and benefits well 
understood. Understanding how to do so is critical 
to achieve security in the region on whose prosperity 
and effective governance the United States depends, 
and in the process, more effectively utilizing all 
dimensions of the military as an instrument of 
national power. PRISM
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Thousands of Venezuelans have fled to Colombia, straining the Colombian government’s ability to police its 1,300 mile 
border. (Moises Rendon) 
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The Venezuelan Crisis and 
Salvador Allende’s Glasses
By Juan S. Gonzalez

There is a sculpture in the Venezuelan foreign ministry that conveys the die-hard ideology of those 
who in a relatively short period have managed to transform a vulnerable but nonetheless pluralistic 
democracy into an autocracy in the throes of economic collapse and humanitarian calamity. The 

work, Nunca Mas (Never Again) or Sin Nombre (Without Name), by Chilean artist Carlos Altamirano sym-
bolizes the glasses worn by former Chilean President Salvador Allende, which were found broken in half and 
cracked following his death during the military coup of 1973. To any foreigner visiting the Venezuelan foreign 
ministry, the sculpture seems to say, “You won’t take us alive.”

Such symbolism serves as an important reminder that—despite having wrestled with Venezuela for 
nearly two decades—the United States still does not fully understand the internal dynamics of the regime or 
to what ends it will go to ensure its survival. Should the United States invade Venezuela or support another 
military coup? Has the international community exhausted diplomatic options? This article provides a brief 
history of what led to Venezuela’s political and economic collapse, outlines the dangers of intervention, under-
scores the importance of a Venezuelan-led resolution to the current stalemate between the government and 
the opposition, and prioritizes the need to address the humanitarian situation along with the country’s debt 
crisis as tools to pressure the government.

What Chavismo has Wrought 
The Venezuelan political crisis has been nearly two decades in the making. Upon assuming power in 1999, 
Hugo Chavez and his loyal band of chavistas began to implement an ambitious strategy for consolidat-
ing political control, with lasting impacts on Venezuelan civilian and military institutions. Charismatic 
and omnipresent, Chavez blurred the distinction between government, party, and state to destroy the 
existing political order, undermine the country’s institutions, and strengthen his own personal author-
ity.1 His “Bolivarian Revolution” sought to replace capitalism with so-called 21st Century Socialism and 

Mr. Juan S. Gonzalez is an Associate Vice President at The Cohen Group and Senior Fellow at the Penn Biden Center for 
Diplomacy and Global Engagement. He served previously as Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Western Hemi-
sphere Affairs and as Special Advisor to U.S. Vice President Joe Biden and National Security Council Director for the 
Western Hemisphere.
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traded representative democracy for a system of 
participatory democracy designed to empower the 
Venezuelan citizenry. Traditional parties strug-
gled to unite and organize an effective response to 
Chavez, which allowed him to win election after 
election by polarizing and radicalizing the oppo-
sition. Even when Nicolas Maduro assumed power 
in 2013 by the thinnest of margins, the opposi-
tion was unable to maintain unity long enough to 
capitalize on his low level of popularity and the 
impacts of economic mismanagement. 

In the 2011 edition of their book on Chavez, 
Dragon in the Tropics, Javier Corrales and Michael 
Penfold define chavismo as a hybrid regime, where 
the mechanisms for determining access to state 
office combine both democratic and autocratic prac-
tices with the following characteristics:

■	 Government negotiations with opposition 
forces are rare;

■	 Die-hard loyalists of the government are placed 
at top-level positions;

■	 The state actively seeks to undermine the 
autonomy of civic institutions;

■	 The law is invoked mostly to penalize oppo-
nents but seldom to sanction the government;

■	 The incumbent changes and circumvents the 
constitution; and

■	 The electoral field is uneven, with the ruling 
party making full use of the benefits of incum-
bency that are denied to the opposition.

In practice, chavismo successfully neutered 
the press by prosecuting journalists, closing down 
television stations, harassing regional media, and 
concentrating government advertising with friendly 
media. Chavez controlled the private sector through 
active nationalizations, intimidation, and price 
controls. The influence of the church was neutral-
ized by shifting government funding for social, 
health, and school programs toward local chavista 

organizations, and by challenging the independent 
curricula of church-run schools.

The Venezuelan military also became increas-
ingly politicized. Chavez expanded its role under 
the 1999 constitution by providing political and 
institutional autonomy to the armed forces under 
the command of the President.2 The new consti-
tution granted the military the right to vote and 
the government passed laws reaffirming its role in 
maintaining internal order. Chavez appointed mili-
tary officers to roughly a third of cabinet portfolios 
and took a hands-on approach to military promo-
tions to ensure loyalists rose through the ranks. 
These and other actions produced a split within the 
military between those officers who remained loyal 
to the traditional order and others who benefited 
from the Bolivarian Revolution. 

It was this split that some analysts believe guar-
anteed the regime’s survival during a failed coup 
attempt in 2002, during which the military high 
command briefly removed Chavez from power.3 
Following the attempt, Chavez purged military 
officers who came out against the regime and the 
government expanded its efforts to indoctrinate the 
military with Bolivarian fervor by linking military 
identity to the ideological precepts of the govern-
ing party.4 Chavez placed loyalists in command 
of strategic positions around Caracas and around 
opposition strongholds, including the Presidential 
Honor Guard, the 3rd Division Command at Fort 
Tuina in Caracas, the 42nd Paratrooper Infantry 
Brigade in the state of Aragua, and the 21st Brigade 
in San Cristobal, Tachira.

The government also created parallel secu-
rity structures, known as colectivos to safeguard 
the Bolivarian Revolution.5 These pro-government 
vigilante groups became part of the neighbor-
hood-based “communal councils” created in 2006 to 
oversee community development projects, through 
which the colectivos became armed, received 
support from the state, and enjoyed legitimacy in 
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their areas of operation.6 According to the govern-
ment, there are at least 100,000 armed members of 
these bands throughout Venezuela. Some have even 
received training from the Revolutionary Armed 
Forces of Colombia (FARC).7 According to former 
Cuban intelligence officials, others were sent for 
training to Cuba, which by this point had begun to 
play an increased role in the Venezuelan military 
and as advisors to the regime.8

Under chavismo, corruption and criminality 
also went from having a presence to acquiring a 
controlling stake in the Venezuelan government. 
Rampant corruption and the breakdown of insti-
tutional checks and balances in Venezuela created 
a permissive environment for drug trafficking and 
led to the rise of the Cartel de los Soles (Cartel of 
the Suns), a cartel led by senior Venezuelan offi-
cials, including possibly then-National Assembly 
President Diosdado Cabello.9 According to for-
mer U.S. Ambassador to Venezuela William R. 
Brownfield, criminal groups have also coopted the 
government’s social programs, its security services, 
and intelligence organizations.10

Internationally, the Bolivarian Revolution led 
to the creation in 2004 of the anti-U.S. Bolivarian 
Alternative for the Peoples of Our America (ALBA) 
that proposed 21st Century Socialism as an alter-
native to the democracy and free trade agenda of 
successive U.S. Administrations.11 As a coalition 
of countries, the original members of ALBA—
Antingua and Barbuda, Bolivia, Cuba, Dominica, 
Ecuador, Grenada, Nicaragua, Saint Kitts and Nevis, 
Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines—
allowed Chavez to polarize the continent in the 
same way he did Venezuela.

Until its zenith in late 2009, ALBA countries 
proved effective at introducing chaos and under-
mining the agenda at hemispheric fora such as the 
Summit of the Americas and the Organization of 
American States (OAS) General Assembly. Chavez 
also implicated Venezuela in conflicts outside its 

borders, by providing safe haven and support to 
illegal armed groups, like the FARC, and by allying 
with regimes in Iran, Russia, and Syria.

After Chavez’s death in 2013, Maduro defeated 
opposition leader Henrique Capriles with a margin 
of just less than 1.5 percent. Instead of sitting down 
with the more pragmatic elements of the Venezuelan 
opposition to work toward common cause, Maduro 
moved quickly to consolidate power by centralizing 
his authority within his United Socialist Party of 
Venezuela (PSUV) and by eliminating any remain-
ing semblance of democratic order in Venezuela. 
The government escalated repression by confronting 
protestors with deadly force and giving free reign to 
violent colectivos. It eliminated the freedoms of the 
press and assembly necessary for legitimate political 
debate; and demonized and arrested political oppo-
nents, including political leader Leopoldo López, 
who was arrested during a peaceful protest and 
sentenced without proof in 2015 to nearly 14 years 
of prison for the laughable crime of inciting violence 
through “subliminal messages.” Hundreds of pro-
testers have been killed and thousands arrested.

When the opposition won the majority of the 
National Assembly seats in 2015, Maduro circum-
vented the authority of the legislature. When more 
than 1 million Venezuelans took to the streets in 
September 2016 to demand a recall referendum, the 
government used the National Electoral Council 
(CNE) to block and delay the signature drive, and 
ultimately banned protests in 2017.12 The gov-
ernment also decreed new elections for a loyalist 
Constituent Assembly to supplant the legislature 
and to rewrite the Venezuelan constitution. Maduro 
was re-elected in May but the process was con-
demned by the international community, including 
OAS Secretary General Luis Almagro, who accused 
Maduro of trying to “give a democratic veneer to his 
totalitarian regime.”13 One could argue that at this 
point the Maduro government is not even trying to 
pretend to be democratic.
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Economic and Humanitarian 
Dimension of the Crisis 
Even before Hugo Chavez, successive Venezuelan 
governments struggled to manage the country’s 
oil wealth, but 21st Century Socialism managed to 
destroy the country’s economy despite a sustained 
oil boom that then drove the country over a fiscal 
cliff once prices dropped.

Literature on the resource curse (where 
resource rich countries have performed worse than 
resource poor ones) has evolved from the 1950s 
inward-looking development models of Import 
Substitution and Industrialization (ISI) to today’s 
research on the economic challenges of managing 
resource booms, including the political economy 
of poor economic policies.14 There are notable 
examples of developing and middle countries, like 
Botswana, Chile, and Malaysia, that appear to have 
escaped the curse through a long-term view on 
the allocation of royalties, expert management of 
investment decisions, and insulation from political 
forces. Government commitment to transparency 
and accountability, due process, and prudent public 
financial management have also been key.15 There 
are also many counter-examples of developing or 
transitional economies that, despite sizeable oil and 
gas reserves, have been unable to manage resource 
revenues effectively to stimulate development and 
reduce poverty.

And then there is Venezuela under chavismo. 
Venezuela has the world’s largest proven oil reserves, 
which account for a majority of its exports.16 
Proceeds from oil sales provide nearly all of the 
foreign exchange necessary to fund the government 
and allow the government to import consumer 
goods, but also make the country vulnerable to 
the ebbs and flows of the oil market. Rather than 
inoculate the country against the whims of the 
commodity cycle through countercyclical economic 
policies and an apolitical process for managing 
resource revenues, Chavez’ Venezuela squandered 

an oil windfall through poor economic policies and 
rampant corruption. The result is one of the worst 
economic and humanitarian crises ever in Latin 
America, while simultaneously mortgaging the 
country’s oil industry to China and Russia for years 
to come. 

The beginning of the Chavez era in 1999 coin-
cided with an oil recovery following an extended lull 
in prices, which he leveraged to transform Venezuela’s 
oil industry into a tool of executive power. Under his 
tenure, Venezuela’s oil sector became politicized, the 
economy returned to import substitution-era statism, 
and the government developed a voracious appe-
tite for expropriation.17 He appointed loyalists to the 
board of Venezuela’s national oil company (PDVSA) 
and merged the Ministry of Energy and Mines and 
PDVSA under a single leadership.

Following an oil workers’ strike in 2003, he 
fired an estimated 20,000 thousand PDVSA work-
ers, prompting an exodus of talent to neighboring 
Colombia, the Caribbean, and others parts of the 
world. Chavez also diverted PDVSA funds away 
from exploration and infrastructure upkeep toward 
unsustainable Bolivarian social missions. The 
government also raided PDVSA’s coffers to fund 
international petro-diplomacy through the 2005 
launch of Petrocaribe, a regional financing mecha-
nism that had greatest impact and influence in the 
Caribbean and Central America, two sub-regions 
with high-energy prices, poor fiscal budgets, and 
relatively weak institutions.

The strategy seemed to work while oil prices 
were high. According to the Economic Commission 
for Latin America and the Caribbean, the percent-
age of the population living under the poverty line in 
Venezuela fell from 49.4 percent in 1999 to 27.8 percent 
in 2010. Unemployment dropped from 14.5 percent 
to 7.5 percent between 1999 and 2009 and GDP per 
capital rose from $4,105 to $10,801 during that same 
period.18 Internationally, Petrocaribe’s off-book agree-
ments and suitcases filled with cash allowed Venezuela 
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to buy regional influence and become the dominant 
political force in the Caribbean.19

Though masked by the oil windfall, the gov-
ernment’s policies set Venezuela on an accelerated 
course toward economic ruin. From 2000 until 
Chavez’s death in 2013, the government increased 
spending as a share of GDP from 28 to 40 percent, 
depleting currency reserves from being able to cover 
over seven months of imports to just under three 
months.20 Underinvestment in the oil industry 
resulted in a production drop from 3.5 million bar-
rels per day (mn bpd) at the start of the Chavez era 
to 2.8 mn bpd in 2012.21 Meanwhile, oil dependency 
increased from 77 percent of export revenue to more 
than 96 percent today.22 The Venezuelan economy 
began to contract in 2014, and the sharp drop in oil 
prices to $30 at the beginning of 2016 accelerated the 
country’s economic crisis.23

Efforts by the Maduro administration to get a 
handle on the economic situation represent a case 
study in what not to do: it maintained an over-
valued official exchange 
rate and rationed imports. 
To gain access to dol-
lars, importers had to 
prove they were trying to 
bring something of value 
into the country. Efforts 
to control prices drove 
the growth of the black 
market and prompted 
manufacturers to cut 
production. In an unprec-
edented step to skirt U.S. sanctions and attempt 
to control inflation, the government issued a 
new currency backed by cryptocurrency.24 Most 
recently, the government has allowed private 
banks to sell dollars and tightened requirements 
for citizens to use banking services from outside 
the country. None of this will resolve the damage 
inflicted on the Venezuelan economy. 

In 2018 alone, the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) expects the country’s GDP to fall 
by 15 percent and inflation to increase by up to 
1 million percent. Poverty levels have spiked to 
between 70–80 percent, depending on the source. 
Grocery store shelves are bare, medicine is scant, 
and violence is rampant. Oil production now 
stands at just more than 1 mn bpd, which is insuf-
ficient to meet contractual obligations.25 More 
than 2 million Venezuelans (roughly 7 percent of 
the population) have f led the country, according 
to UN figures.

All the while, the Venezuelan kleptocracy 
made out like bandits. Stories abound about the 
so-called boliburgueses—the Bolivarian bour-
geois—flying in private planes, buying property in 
Miami, and sending their children to prestigious 
U.S. universities. Or, if you are Maduro, you stop 
in Istanbul on your way back from Beijing to eat 
a $275 steak at Salt Bea.26 More troubling are the 
numerous examples of embezzlement from the 

Venezuelan Treasury, like 
government officials embez-
zling at least $300 billion 
just through the currency 
control system, or FinCen’s 
March 2015 discovery that 
Venezuelan third-party 
money launderers had 
bribed Banca Privada d’An-
dorra to launder $2 billion 
in funds siphoned from 
PDVSA.27 In July, members 

of a ring of former Venezuelan officials and busi-
nessmen were charged in Miami with operating a 
$1.2 billion international money-laundering oper-
ation with funds embezzled from PDVSA.28 Those 
are just some of the known cases.

Today, the complexity of Venezuela’s debt 
dynamics has set up an eventual showdown between 
the Paris Club, China, and Russia. Venezuela has 
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largely gone out of its way to meet its debt obligations, 
even if it meant forgoing the purchase of food and 
basic goods, until on November 2017 it was forced to 
default on over $6 billion in debt payments. Overall, 
the International Institute for Finance (IIF) estimates 
that Venezuela’s public external debt totals approxi-
mately $150 billion, and the servicing requirements 
on that debt amount to between $5 billion and $7 bil-
lion in each of the next five years, which the country 
cannot afford. In an effort to initiate debt negotia-
tions, Venezuelan Vice President Tareck El Aissami 
convened a meeting with creditors last November that 
some attendees characterized as “bizzare” in that it 
lasted roughly 30 minutes and consisted of El Aissami 
devoting his intervention to criticizing the Trump 
Administration but offering no concrete proposals for 
debt restructuring.29

The challenge for 
Venezuela is that U.S. sanc-
tions have all but closed 
Venezuela’s access to inter-
national financial markets, 
which would normally lead 
to a discussion on restruc-
turing with the Paris Club, 
except for the fact that China 
and Russia have become 
alternative finance mecha-
nisms for Venezuela. Since 
2005, China has provided 
more than $150 billion in 
loans to Latin America and 
the Caribbean, the major-
ity of which ($62.2 billion) 
has gone to Venezuela’s 
energy industry.30 China is 
Venezuela’s largest creditor, holding $23 billion in the 
country’s debt, mostly backed by oil deliveries. China 
continues to provide lifelines to Venezuela, most 
recently by providing a total of $10 billion in credit 
lines for oil development in June and September.31

Russia’s Rosneft has also served as a lender of 
last resort for Venezuela, loaning PDVSA approx-
imately $6 billion guaranteed by oil and a 49.9 
percent stake in U.S.-based subsidiary CITGO. 
Following Venezuela’s default, Russia stepped in by 
agreeing to restructure $3.15 billion in debt.32 Russia 
is a member of the Paris Club and China is not, but 
both will have significant leverage over Venezuela in 
any restructuring discussions.

U.S.–Venezuela Relations and the 
International Response 
The U.S.–Venezuela relationship can be divided 
into two parts: before and after the 2002 attempted 
coup. The bilateral relationship deteriorated sharply 
following swift U.S. recognition of Pedro Carmona 

during the attempted coup 
of 2002, along with reports 
of meetings between U.S. 
officials and plotters.33 With 
the United States as the foil, 
Chavez capitalized on the 
confrontational nature of 
the relationship as a cover 
to accelerate his Bolivarian 
project at home and to 
divide the countries of Latin 
America and the Caribbean 
into pro- and anti-U.S. blocs. 
Through much of the 2000s, 
U.S.–Venezuela tension, and 
the U.S. policy of with-us-or-
against-us-ism dominated the 
hemispheric agenda and thus 
raised Chavez’s profile.

It was not until the end 
of the Administration of George W. Bush, when 
Thomas A. Shannon became Assistant Secretary of 
State for Western Hemisphere Affairs that U.S. pol-
icy assumed a more strategic approach to Venezuela. 
Under Shannon, the United States set aside 

U.S. sanctions have all but 
closed Venezuela’s access 
to international financial 

markets, which would  
normally lead to a discussion 

on restructuring with  
the Paris Club, except for the 

fact that China and Russia have 
become alternative finance 
mechanisms for Venezuela.
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megaphone diplomacy and public sparring with the 
Venezuelan government, instead internationalizing 
the response through multilateral organizations. It 
did not attack Chavez directly, but rather focused 
on the vulnerable points of his strategy in terms of 
democratic breakdown, human rights violations, 
and poor economic management. Ambassador 
Brownfield engaged and made inroads in chavista 
strongholds. This approach was successful in cre-
ating the public space necessary for the Venezuelan 
people to engage in an active debate about the future 
of their country.

The Bush and subsequently the Obama 
Administration also undertook a concerted effort to 
improve the U.S. relationship with Latin America’s 
left-leaning populist governments—Bolivia, 
Ecuador, Nicaragua, and Venezuela—to advance 
cooperation on matters like drug trafficking, where 
the United States held a particular interest. At the 
same time, by selectively engaging with ALBA 
countries, rather than treating them as a bloc, U.S. 
diplomats were able to undermine its very coherence 
by dispelling historic notions of U.S. Manichaeism, 
reducing the regional appeal of problematic leaders, 
and bolstering constructive regional actors.

By emphasizing multilateralism, while simul-
taneously seeking common ground with anti-U.S. 
governments, the United States provided an answer 
to arguments that efforts to engage with outliers 
undercut a strong commitment to democracy and 
human rights. It also addressed a longstanding 
complaint that U.S. policy treated allies—no matter 
how undemocratic—differently than those who 
opposed the United States. Further, the Obama 
Administration’s shift in focus toward strengthening 
and broadening the base of the region’s democracies 
by helping those countries working to bolster trans-
parent and accountable institutions, regardless of 
their political ideology, helped to bolster the region’s 
democratic development models, and provided a 
compelling contrast between the freedom, security, 

and prosperity of people in those countries, and the 
increasing instability and challenges to freedom in 
the region’s illiberal democracies.

The Obama Administration took an even more 
forward leaning approach in the second term, with 
a historic change in policy toward Cuba and with 
Vice President Joe Biden as lead diplomat for the 
Americas. Biden raised the profile of U.S.–Mexico 
economic cooperation through the High-Level 
Economic Dialogue and engaged in personal shuttle 
diplomacy to repair the U.S.–Brazil relationship 
following the cancellation of the Brazil State Visit 
in the wake of the Edward Snowden disclosures in 
2013.34 To win back the Caribbean from Venezuela, 
he launched the Caribbean Energy Security 
Initiative to marshal an international response to 
prepare the region for the end of Venezuelan petro-
politics. U.S. policy during this time demonstrated 
an understanding of the limitations of attempting to 
shape political dynamics inside Venezuela, as well as 
demonstrated that the most effective way to address 
the deteriorating political situation inside Venezuela 
was to encircle Venezuela through a comprehensive 
regional approach.

One critique of the Obama Administration’s 
policy toward Venezuela was that, while success-
ful in marginalizing ALBA, it did little to prevent 
Venezuela’s rapid deterioration after Nicolas 
Maduro assumed power. In fact, with Maduro in 
power, the United States focused its diplomatic 
efforts on supporting a regional solution through 
the Union of South American States (UNASUR) and 
the auspices of the Vatican. Venezuela insisted on 
having UNASUR mediate between the government 
and the opposition, but there was a fundamen-
tal misalignment between the United States and 
UNASUR regarding the desired outcome that 
doomed the effort from the beginning: whereas the 
United States sought a democratic outcome as part 
of any resolution to the country’s growing political 
and economic crisis, UNASUR (driven by Brazil 
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and remnants of ALBA) defined stability in terms of 
continuity and regime survival. It is unclear whether 
Maduro was prevented from making concessions 
to the opposition by more radical elements within 
chavismo, or whether he insisted on UNASUR as 
the dialogue facilitator in order to drag on talks and 
prevent escalated pressure from the United States. 
In practice, the talks dragged on without progress 
while Maduro worked in parallel to dismantle the 
opposition and to strengthen his grip on power.

The White House did shift gears in 2015 
by empowering the Departments of Justice and 
Treasury to more aggressively sanction money 

launderers, human rights abusers, and drug traffick-
ers inside the government. The result was the March 
8, 2015 Executive Order (E.O.) that went beyond the 
requirements established by the Venezuela Defense 
of Human Rights and Civil Society Act of 2014 by 
providing Treasury with the necessary prongs to 
target public corruption and human rights abuses 
in parallel with the State Department’s contin-
ued efforts to pursue diplomatic options.35 It was 
this E.O. that laid the groundwork for the Trump 
Administration’s approach.

While one could argue stronger enforcement 
actions should have taken place in early 2013 before 

Protests in Venezuela, April 6, 2017. (Wikimedia/Jamez42) 
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Maduro was able to consolidate his authority, it 
is unclear if such measures would have prevented 
Venezuela from being anywhere other than where 
it is today. Further, U.S. diplomatic efforts, while 
unsuccessful in pressuring the government to nego-
tiate in earnest with the opposition, successfully 
dispelled any doubt among the region’s governments 
regarding the intransigence of the regime, as well as 
highlighted the many abuses perpetrated. U.S. dip-
lomats also believed that UNASUR would struggle 
to broker an agreement between the government 
and the opposition, which would eventually force 
the matter to the OAS, where the United States, 
Mexico, and Canada would have more traction to 
marshal region-wide pressure on the Venezuelan 
government. Had the United States attempted to 
block UNASUR or taken a hardline approach to 
Maduro early on, it would have likely prevented the 
growing regional consensus against Maduro and the 
regime’s tactics.

Soon after assuming office, the Trump 
Administration escalated pressure on the 
Venezuelan government through individual and 
broad economic sanctions. The Department 
of Treasury Office of Foreign Assets Control’s 
(OFAC’s) designation in February 2017 of Vice 
President Tareck El Aissami as a drug kingpin 
sent ripples through the Venezuelan kleptoc-
racy and served as a preview for things to come.36 
In July 2017, OFAC designated 13 current and 
former Venezuelan government officials, includ-
ing then-Foreign Minister Elías José, National 
Electoral Council President Tibisay Lucena, and 
PDVSA Vice President Simon Zerpa to try to pre-
vent the government from moving forward with 
the rigged election for a Constituent Assembly 
to re-write the Venezuelan constitution. The 
Administration also went on to sanction Maduro, 
his wife Cilia Flores, and Executive Vice President 
Delcy Rodriguez. As it imposed sanctions, the 
White House and State Department also issued 

statements in defense of human rights, and U.S. 
Vice President Mike Pence engaged in personal 
shuttle diplomacy, traveling multiple times to the 
region before and after the August 2017 formation 
of the Lima Group of countries that are leading the 
regional response to Venezuela.37

The set of broader economic sanctions pro-
hibited U.S. persons from trading in Venezuelan 
sovereign debt either on primary or secondary mar-
kets, as well as blocking PDVSA’s U.S. entity CITGO 
from sending dividends back to PDVSA or the gov-
ernment. The approach was not particularly painful 
for U.S. companies but it did prevent Venezuela from 
securing additional capital on debt markets. The 
White House is said to be considering sectoral sanc-
tions against the Venezuelan oil industry but has not 
moved forward, perhaps due to the negative impact 
such sanctions would have on U.S. companies.

Of late, there has also been a growing chorus 
in favor of military intervention in Venezuela by 
respected Venezuelan academics in the United 
States, U.S. Senator Marco Rubio, and the President 
of the United States.38 On September 8, The New 
York Times reported that Trump Administration 
officials discussed coup plans with rebel 
Venezuelan officers.39 To date, U.S. talk of inter-
vention has not included the outlining of a strategy 
on how (if at all) the United States would build an 
international coalition or secure international and 
domestic legal justification, without which the 
United States risks fracturing the regional con-
sensus that has been effective at marginalizing the 
Venezuelan regime. It is also unclear whether the 
Administration has considered the second and 
third order effects of such an undertaking, includ-
ing the potential for a protracted internal conflict 
that galvanizes regional opposition, or pulls the 
United States into asymmetric warfare with col-
ectivos and battle-hardened elements of the FARC 
that refused to demobilize after the 2016 peace 
accord with the Colombian government.40
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Will There be a Day Zero? 
What then? The Venezuelan regime has demon-
strated a surprising level of resilience in the face 
of state failure and increased pressure from the 
international community. In a possible end game 
scenario, it is unclear whether Maduro would be 
fully empowered to negotiate. Of those who sur-
round him—opportunists, loyalists, kleptocrats, and 
ideologues—it is the ideologues who are the most 
dangerous, because they are committed to contin-
ued entrenchment and repression as the means to 
remaking the country’s economic model. Even if 
the opposition were to assume power tomorrow, 
armed paramilitaries and the lack of viable institu-
tions have rendered Venezuela nearly ungovernable. 
Those predicting the imminent collapse of the 
Venezuelan regime may not have gleaned the proper 
message from the statue of Allende’s glasses. The 
ideologues seem ready to die to maintain the status 
quo for as long as necessary.

On January 15, opposition-controlled National 
Assembly, led by Juan Guaido, approved a series of 
resolutions aimed at establishing a legal basis for 
removing the de facto government led by Nicolas 
Maduro. The opposition maintains that the constitu-
tional order was broken after Maduro assumed office 
for a second six-year term on January 10, despite the 
fact that the May 2018 presidential election has not 
been recognized as legitimate by the opposition and 
most of the international community. The legis-
lative measures aim to provide guarantees for the 
restoration of democracy by declaring Maduro illegit-
imate; the establishment of a transitional government 
led by Guaido as interim president; and the staging 
of a new free, fair, and transparent general election. 
Contrary to some criticisms by governments of the 
left, this was a Venezuelan-led effort by an opposi-
tion demonstrating clear unity for the first time since 
Maduro assumed office in 2013.

The National Assembly also moved to trans-
fer “all political and economic powers from the 

A Venezuelan eating from a garbage bag due to food shortages in 2017. (VOA) 
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executive power to the legislative power,” including 
the protection of the state’s assets, so that these “can 
be used to address [Venezuela’s] complex human-
itarian emergency.” The National Assembly also 
approved a law granting amnesty from prosecution 
to any public official or member of the military that 
“collaborates with the restitution of the constitu-
tional order.” The text of the bill was distributed to 
all military barracks with a call on the armed forces 
to disobey Maduro.

The National Assembly’s actions were immedi-
ately backed by OAS Secretary General Luis Almagro 
and the United States. To date, in addition to the 
United States, Argentina, Brazil, Canada, Colombia, 
Costa Rica, Ecuador, Panama, and Peru—core 
members of the 14-country Lima Group that has led 
regional efforts to pressure the Vezeulan govern-
ment—have publicly recognized Guaido as interim 
president. Mexican President Andrés Manuel López 
Obrador continues to recognize Maduro and called 
for a negotiated solution to Venezuela’s ‘difficulties.’ 
The EU issued an ultimatum, threatening to recog-
nize Guaido if Maduro did not call for elections, but 
the list of countries outside the region recognizing 
the legitimacy of Guaido and the National Assembly 
continues to grow. In the past, the Maduro gov-
ernment has been able to seize upon dialogue as a 
way to retain power and wait for the energy of the 
opposition movement to fade, but this time might be 
different, given the overwhelming response by the 
United States and the international community. 

As the standoff continues, there is diplomatic 
and economic pressure on the part of the interna-
tional community, and the main focus should be 
first and foremost on addressing the humanitarian 
crisis and on imposing increased pressure on the 
regime. In late August, Colombia, Peru, Ecuador 
and Brazil made a request to the United Nations and 
the Red Cross to increase support for the region, and 
leaders from 14 countries and 10 international orga-
nizations pledged cooperation at a meeting in Quito 

in early September. Such a wholesome response 
by the countries of the region to the situation in 
Venezuela is relatively new and should be encour-
aged, but more can be done before turning to more 
drastic measures, like an oil embargo.

The United States has a robust sanctions regime 
in place, which the Lima Group should seek to mirror, 
and pressure the European Union to do the same. It 
can also play an important leadership role in address-
ing Venezuela’s debt crisis by convening a donors 
conference with China, the United States, the Paris 
Club Secretary General, and the IMF to begin nego-
tiations that would allow the government to enter 
into an adjusted repayment schedule supportable by 
the country’s finances. Such a move would provide 
further signals to the Venezuelan people that the 
international community will help Venezuela rebuild.

Venezuela’s default has provided the gov-
ernment a temporary boost to import food and 
medicine with limited consequences, given that 
international markets have already been closed off, 
so now is the time for the government to start the 
conversation. Latin America’s history with debt 
crises suggests that a renegotiation with the partici-
pation of multilateral lending institutions offers the 
best outcome of the debt crisis for both the govern-
ment and its creditors.41 Unless China and Russia 
plan to continue bankrolling Venezuela indefinitely, 
the government will eventually have to take a serious 
approach to renegotiating its debt. Even if oil prices 
were to reach $150, as Bernestein Research recently 
suggested, it may not be sufficient to resolve the 
country’s political and economic crisis.42

Negotiations would likely drag on for years, 
given the billions Venezuela owes in international 
arbitration awards and the lack of collective action 
clauses on PDVSA bonds. Creditors may also see 
losses due to delays in principal payments or a 
restructured agreement, but a negotiated solution 
would produce a higher recovery rate than efforts to 
seize Venezuelan assets. A successful renegotiation 
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would allow Venezuela to eventually regain access 
to international capital markets, reinvest in its oil 
sector, and address shortages of food and medi-
cine. Parallel to debt negotiations, the Lima Group 
should organize a donors conference to help address 
Venezuela’s immediate humanitarian needs. 

There are also five steps the United States 
should take to bolster its response to the Venezuelan 
crisis. First, it should maintain humanitarian inter-
vention as an option, no matter how controversial, 
but with Responsibility to Protect (R2P) principals 
as the blueprint. The basic principle of R2P is that:

where a population is suffering serious harm, 
as a result of internal war, insurgency, repres-
sion, or state failure, and the state in question 
is unwilling or unable to halt or avert it, the 
principle of non-intervention yields to the 
international responsibility to protect.43

R2P principles provide for diplomatic, 
humanitarian, and military intervention, as well 
as the responsibility of the international commu-
nity in rebuilding and supporting reconciliation. 
Notwithstanding the likely opposition from China 
and Russia, the United States should initiate a dis-
cussion at the United Nations Security Council or 
have the UN Secretary General raise it under Article 
99 of the UN Charter. Any discussion of interven-
tion should prioritize the delivery of humanitarian 
assistance to the Venezuelan people as the first 
course of action.

Second, the Trump Administration should 
significantly increase its efforts to address the 
Venezuelan refugee crisis, which could cost the 
international community up to $5.2 billion by 
some estimates.44 To date, the United States has 
pledged just over $95 million to the UN Refugee 
Agency, the United Nations Children’s Fund, the 
International Organization forn Migration, and the 
UN World Food Program, as well as $23.5 million 
to help Colombia manage the influx of migrants.45 

The United States can and should do more, espe-
cially in support of a key ally like Colombia. The 
Administration should also immediately halt the 
deportation of Venezuelan migrants back to their 
native country and grant Temporary Protected 
Status to Venezuelans.46

Third, it is time for the Departments of State and 
Treasury to target the family members of the regime 
and other boliburgueses, benefiting from the pillag-
ing of Venezuela’s coffers. Standard practice by the 
U.S. Government is to avoid punishing family mem-
bers, but in the case of Venezuela anyone benefiting 
directly or indirectly from government corruption or 
illicit enrichment should by definition lose their visa 
or U.S. residency permit. The Administration can 
also use Global Magnitsky Act and Venezuela-specific 
authorities to target their U.S. dollar assets. The mes-
sage should be clear: supporters of the regime cannot 
live, study, shop, or hide assets in the United States.

Fourth, as the United States ramps up pressure 
on the Venezuelan government, it should consistently 
outline the expectation of a peaceful outcome that 
requires Maduro to step down and be replaced by a 
transitional government comprised of representatives 
of the government and the opposition. All political 
prisoners should be released, and the country should 
hold free and fair elections, organized and overseen 
by a credible international body (i.e. not UNASUR). 
The United States should also articulate a long-term 
strategy for Venezuela that includes a plan for identi-
fying and recuperating stolen assets, as well as a clear 
commitment to help with rebuilding.

Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, the United 
States needs to include Venezuela on its agenda with 
China, perhaps as part of U.S.–China trade talks 
where the Trump Administration retains significant 
leverage. Finding common cause with the Chinese 
would be the fastest and most effective way to arrive 
at a negotiated resolution of the Venezuelan crisis.

The situation in Venezuela is deeply worri-
some, and the countries of the hemisphere have an 
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important responsibility to the Venezuelan people. 
It is also in the national interest of the United States 
for Venezuela to prosper as a nation, while seeking 
to pursue policies supported by its people through a 
stable and fair democratic process. There is a serious 
lack of meaningful and productive dialogue between 
the Venezuelan government and its own people at a 
time when the country’s economy is in crisis. Thus 
far, it has instead tried to distract its people and the 
international community from the catastrophic 
failure of its political and economic policies by 
blaming the opposition for its troubles and concoct-
ing outlandish conspiracy theories about the United 
States. Apologists for the regime are dwindling and 
there is a growing chorus pushing for a resolution to 
the crisis. 

The United States can and should lead, but it 
should follow the lead of the Venezuelan opposition, 
and avoid reverting to the Cold War-era unilat-
eral action that until recently defined much of our 
foreign policy toward the region. Such an approach 
will not usher Venezuela back to its place as one of 
the most economically and politically consequen-
tial countries in Latin America. At least that is what 
Allende’s glasses seem to say. PRISM
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Firefighters fighting a fire in one of the 90 buses destroyed in a series of attacks coordinated by the PCC in São Paulo in May 
2006. (Folhapress/ Rogério Cassimiro/) 
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Brazil is the country of soccer. This statement is significant as a reference to one of the elements of 
Brazilian national and sub-group identity formation, and as a catalyst of social cohesion.1 The national 
sport of Brazil is also, not surprisingly, the favorite of Brazilian prisoners. In each of Brazil’s 1,496 

prisons there is a soccer field—whether designed specifically for this purpose or simply improvised in areas 
intended for sunbathing inmates.2 In the early 1990s, there were only eight inmates from the state capital 
in the Taubaté prison in São Paulo.3 Surrounded by inmates transferred from the various hinterland areas 
around São Paolo who considered them arrogant, the eight capital city thugs joined in a mutual protection 
pact within the prison. This was the origin of the “Capitals” gang.

The Capitals formed a soccer team that competed against other teams in the prison. On August 31, 1993 
the Capital prisoners held a self-organized championship soccer tournament, appearing at the first game 
wearing standard white T-shirts; scrawled in blue ballpoint pen ink on the left breast were three letters—PCC, 
referring to Primeiro Comando da Capital, or First Capital Command. After the tournament the PCC assassi-
nated the most feared criminals in Taubaté prison, earning the respect and loyalty of their fellow inmates and 
establishing themselves as the new prison bosses.4 

In 1993 Brazil’s prisons were still reeling from what had until then been the biggest ever outbreak of 
prison violence. Less than a year earlier, 111 inmates were shot dead by police in an operation to stem a rebel-
lion in the Carandiru prison in São Paulo city. The tragedy began as a banal fight between two rival gangs 
for possession of a few boxes of cigarettes.5 In 1993, as they assumed the dominant position within the prison 
gang hierarchy, the PCC adopted the discourse of unity, arguing that in the previous year’s carnage the pris-
oners themselves were to blame as they were fratricidal and ungoverned by an organization strong enough to 
keep the peace amongst them and represent them both inside and outside the prisons. An inmates’ charter 
was drafted and the criminals pledged to the motto, “Brother does not kill brother. Brother does not exploit 
brother. The ‘Founders’ are the leaders.”6 

The PCC operational foundation was based on two pillars. Internally, PCC inmates would submit to 
a new rule, behaving in a more coordinated but less confrontational fashion, protecting their own, but still 
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liquidating their rivals. Externally, the PCC would 
provide unified legal assistance, supported by the 
monthly contributions from each of the incar-
cerated members, who were required to make 
payments to the organization through their family 
members. Inspired by, and organizing along, the 
trade union model, the PCC attracted an ever-in-
creasing number of members. And its modernizing 
message, which transcended the message of a 
conventional gang, was exported to several other 
prisons by transferred PCC members. By 1995, the 
PCC would win control within the Carandiru pen-
itentiary, which was at the time the largest prison in 
Latin America.

The Second Phase 
In the beginning PCC financial revenues were not 
exclusively the product of crime. As noted, each 
PCC member paid a monthly fee to the organi-
zation's funds supply, even while they engaged 
independently in various forms of criminal activity. 
While conventional prison gangs used violence to 
recruit and control, PCC resorted to such violence 
only in exceptional situations. Older criminal 
organizations, such as the Comando Vermelho (Red 
Command or CV), centered their business models 
on drug trafficking, while the PCC was trying to 
establish itself as a “self-help society.”7 

In 1999, a bank robber named Marcos Williams 
Herbas Camacho, known by the nickname Marcola, 
joined the PCC leadership. Of Bolivian descent 
Marcola, who was considered a genius among 
criminals, imposed a new dimension on the organi-
zation’s business model. By that time PCC not only 
dominated more than two dozen prisons, it also 
controlled thousands of members free on the streets. 
The emerging PCC leader understood that at-large 
members were a precious asset to the organization, 
useful for increasing revenue, influence, and power. 
Under Marcola’s management, the PCC began its 
consolidation as what Max Manwaring called a 

“second generation gang,” organized as much for 
business as for control of the local terrain.8 Marcola 
not only expanded PCC activity in drug trafficking 
and bank robbery (the latter his specialty), he also 
led the organization to adopt a market view of crime 
and to conquer market share by way of violence, 
sweeping away competitors.

The PCC grew in obscurity thanks to the 
Brazilian government’s denial of its existence. 
Within the public security structure PCC was not 
considered a serious threat. It was only in 1996 that a 
deputy from the State of São Paulo became the first 
Brazilian authority to publicly refer to the organiza-
tion. PCC was first mentioned in the Brazilian press 
only a year later, but still no one took them seriously. 
The PCC, according to the governor of São Paulo, 
was “a fiction.” The government’s strategy to dis-
mantle PCC was to deny its existence and separate 
its leaders by transferring them to prisons in other 
cities and states. 

That policy of separation failed. By sending 
“graduate” members of the PCC to other parts of 
the country, the government unwittingly helped the 
PCC to expand its domain throughout Brazil. These 
transferred inmates served as “ambassadors” of the 
organization wherever they went. Many were from 
the largest and richest of the Brazilian states and came 
with experience in organizational innovation which 
greatly exceeded the local gangs. They represented 
an organization that was able to provide protection 
beyond the prison walls and São Paulo state borders. 
To reinforce this dynamic, PCC itself started riots, 
thereby provoking the state to react by sending mem-
bers to other prisons throughout Brazil.9  

In February 2001, the PCC seized the Brazilian 
public’s attention when 28,000 inmates took con-
trol of 29 prisons in nineteen cities in the state 
of São Paulo.10 The mega-riot took place on a 
Sunday, during visiting time. No less than 10,000 
people were taken hostage. Sheets painted with 
the PCC insignia were hung on the windows. In 
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Carandiru—the very prison where 111 people 
had been killed in a conflict with police a decade 
before—the PCC held 5,000 hostages. Twenty-seven 
hours later, the hostages would be freed and the riot 
controlled, but the PCC’s relationship with the state 
would never be the same.

Insurgency as a Political Instrument 
Having demonstrated its capacity for mobilization 
and upon realizing the impact caused by what would 
be considered the biggest riot in Brazil’s history, PCC 
leaders were convinced of their ability to confront, 
embarrass, and blackmail the state. The organiza-
tion’s debut proved so successful that the PCC began 
to call itself the “Party of Crime.” Soon after this 
first collective action, and less than a decade after its 
establishment, the PCC adopted an action plan that 
would define it as a “third-generation gang” with a 
political agenda and transnational connections. 

Another critical milestone in the evolution of 
the PCC was the 2002 arrest and incarceration in 
Brazil of Chilean terrorist Mauricio Hernández 
Norambuena. Norambuena was a member of the 

Patriotic Front Manuel Rodríguez (FPMR) and 
had master-minded the kidnapping of a Brazilian 
businessman.11 A fugitive from Chilean justice 
since 1996, Norambuena, known as “Commander 
Ramiro,” was the operational leader of FPMR. 
In his own country, he had twice been sentenced 
to life imprisonment for the murder of a senator 
and kidnapping of a businessman. Considered 
the second in the FPMR hierarchy, Norambuena 
coordinated numerous bombings and kidnappings. 
Investigations in Brazil revealed that Norambuena 
received training and the rank of Colonel from the 
Cuban Army.12 This militant from the armed left, 
highly proficient in insurgency actions, was impris-
oned in a cell with Marcola.

According to Attorney Marcio Sérgio 
Christino—one of the first authorities to act in the 
fight against the PCC—the Marcola-Norambuena 
partnership marked a new phase for the organi-
zation. The cerebral Marcola became a student of 
Norambuena. He learned the concepts of asym-
metric warfare and urban guerrilla warfare, and 
he further developed the political program of the 
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PCC, as a way of guaranteeing the perpetuation of 
the criminal enterprise which, at that moment, was 
undergoing full expansion in Brazil.

On March 7, 2002, just one month after the 
union of Marcola and Norambuena, the PCC 
attempted its first terrorist attack in São Paulo. An 
automobile loaded with 40 kilograms of powergel 
(emulsion) explosives was parked in front of the 
Barra Funda Forum, where 5,000 people worked and 
another 7,000 transited each day. Due to a device 
flaw, the attack failed. 

Police monitoring of telephone conversations 
between PCC members, by means of bugged cell 

phones surreptitiously provided to prisoners, revealed 
the PCC mission orders to disrupt the upcoming 
São Paulo gubernatorial election. The content of the 
audios would only become public four years later.13 
From their prison cells, the PCC leaders planned a 
series of incidents to discredit the incumbent gov-
ernor seeking re-election. According to the audios, 
PCC had chosen the leftist opposition Workers Party 
(PT) candidate and would work towards his election. 
On the eve of the first round of elections, the PCC 
leadership issued an order that all family members 
of the prisoners vote for their candidate. To ensure 
greater participation in the polls, the organization 

Police forces prepare for the invasion of a detention unit of juvenile offenders under the command of the PCC, in São 
Paulo. The teenagers rebelled under the coordination of the faction that recruits its members from youth. (Folhapress/ 
Fernando Donasci/) 
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determined that there would be no family visits on 
election day in order to maximize turnout.

The PCC’s electoral effort appears to have suc-
ceeded. The faction’s preferred candidate managed 
to reach the second round of the 2002 election for the 
São Paulo governorship. As the campaign progressed 
to the next stage, Marcola and the PCC top leadership 
made the drastic decision to attack Brazil’s economy 
by blowing up the São Paulo stock exchange. The 
impact of this they believed would favor the leftist 
candidate, and could also change the course of the 
presidential election later that year. According to 
experts who followed the evolution of the PCC, it was 
the guerrilla mind of Norambuena that brought PCC 
to the terrorism toolbox. Fortunately the attack was 
disrupted when police wiretapping led to discovery of 
a car loaded with 66 pounds of explosives just six days 
before the second round of elections. For more than 
a year and a half, Marcola and Norambuena contin-
ued to share ideas inside Taubaté prison. Treated as 
a brother by faction members, Norambuena gained 
leadership status.14 

In 2006—a year in which it was believed that 
President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (PT) would not 
be reelected due to an investigation of his gov-
ernment’s involvement in what was known as the 
Mensalão scandal—the PCC attacked again.15 The 
single “grand attack” strategy that had failed twice 
was replaced by a series of actions comprising a 
massive wave of PCC violence. During a nine-day 
period, the PPC conducted 293 attacks on police 
stations and public buildings. Dozens of buses were 
set on fire and São Paulo—the largest city in Latin 
America—was paralyzed by the wave of terror.

The PCC eventually signed a truce when 
the São Paulo government agreed to secret nego-
tiations.16 The complete terms of the agreement 
were never disclosed, but after Marcola received a 
high-level government delegation in the prison, he 
ordered his followers to abort the operation. Marcola 
got what he wanted—the  state entered into a direct 

dialogue with the PCC. To “reward” the government 
for this dialogue, the PCC established a truce that, 
according to some experts on violence in Brazil, had 
direct implications on the profile of violence in São 
Paulo state and later in other regions of the country. 
The main Brazilian cities were experiencing a homi-
cide boom; São Paolo being one of the most violent 
in the world had homicide rates that reached 66 per 
100,000 inhabitants.17 After the truce between PCC 
and the government, the number of deaths in the 
state of São Paulo began declining to the extent that 
by 2016, the homicide rate was 46 percent lower.18 
One of the pioneering studies of the PCC’s impact 
on the homicide rate concluded that the faction had 
become a “monopolist” of death.19 Crimes previ-
ously uncontrolled came under the management of 
the PCC leaders.20 The PCC began to determine who 
dies, how many die, and when they die. Marcola 
successfully exported this system to other parts 
of Brazil on the grounds that the broader society 
should be spared from the violence meant exclu-
sively for PCC’s enemies.21  

The ability to influence or even credibly 
threaten the government and intervene in the daily 
life of Brazilian society defines PCC as what U.S. 
Army War College Professor Max Manwaring called 
a “third generation gang.”22 The evolution of the 
PCC suggested that the organization not only began 
to implement actions advancing a political and eco-
nomic agenda, it also began to act as a transnational 
criminal organization. Nonetheless, while the PCC 
arguably meets the requirements of Manwaring’s 
concept of third generation gangs, there is still 
debate among scholars and experts as to whether the 
organization has reached this level.23 

By 2016 the Minister of Justice and the 
President of the Superior Electoral Court of Brazil 
believed they had found the first evidence of politics 
mimicking organized crime.24 Their investigation 
indicated that, of a total of 730,000 donations reg-
istered to the candidates and parties that contested 



62  |   FEATURES	 PRISM 8, NO. 1

COUTINHO

that year’s elections for mayors and city councilors, 
at least 300,000 were from people without sufficient 
financial means to make such contributions. Early 
indications were that organizations such as the PCC 
were behind this financial scheme. Their assessment 
revealed that the campaign of overt PCC attacks 
during previous presidential election years had 
been replaced by a strategy of political interference 
behind the scenes. The PCC had started to invest in 
and elect candidates within the established politi-
cal process. Evidence has subsequently emerged in 
several parts of the country that politicians linked 
to organized crime actually won their elections.25 
In 2018, eight of Brazil’s 27 states requested federal 
troop reinforcements fearing armed interference 
by criminal factions, the most powerful of which is 
the PCC.26 But by that time the political action of 
organized crime in Brazil was no longer based in 
explicit violence. Criminal organizations instead 
have begun to play a leading role in formal politi-
cal activities and disputes.27 They finance not only 
candidates who serve their interests, but also those 
who promote the political campaigns of their own 
members.28 In the State of Ceará, one of the main 
PCC bases outside of São Paulo, the local govern-
ment intelligence agencies investigated ten mayors 
and fifty councilmen who received election support 
from the PCC.29 

PCC pressure and influence on the decisions 
of the political system eventually increased to such 
alarming levels that it provoked a reaction from the 
authorities. In April 2016 the government of the 
State of Ceará planned to install systems for block-
ing telephone communication in prisons, pending 
the approval of a law by the State deputies. After 
several riots and retaliatory protests, the PCC left 
a car with 29 pounds of explosives parked in front 
of the legislature building in the city of Fortaleza. 
The criminals themselves warned the police of the 
device, but that threat alone was sufficient to gain a 
postponement of the legislation for several months; 

and even after the law was eventually passed, the 
blockers were never installed in prisons.

Territorial Domain and Finance 
At least 27 gangs are active in Brazil according to 
security and intelligence agencies.30 The PCC is 
the largest, with an estimated 30,000 members 
who exercise control over 90 percent of the prison 
population,or 550,000 prisoners.31 The first South 
American countries in which the PCC extended its 
dominions were Paraguay, Bolivia (where it operates 
almost monopolistically), Peru, and Colombia; all 
countries in which suppliers compete with rivals CV, 
the second largest gang in Brazil.32 

Following the demobilization of the FARC in 
Colombia, PCC began to recruit the trained labor of 
ex-guerrillas.33 Growing suspicions of this develop-
ment within the Brazilian Ministry of Defense were 
confirmed in the field. Interviews with policemen 
revealed frequent occurrences of fighting with 
Colombian traffickers who were increasingly well-
armed and proficient in combat, especially in the 
jungle areas. There is a historical link and strategic 
logic to the PCC’s interest in former FARC gueril-
las. In the 1990s, one of the most powerful Brazilian 
traffickers, Fernando da Costa, established a part-
nership with the FARC.34 Known by the nickname 
of Fernadinho Beira Mar, he was a member of CV. 
Beira Mar’s involvement with the FARC became 
evident in 2001, when he was arrested by Colombian 
security forces in an operation with FARC leaders. 
An investigation by the Brazilian Congress found 
that the Colombian guerrilla group had established 
a joint venture with CV to obtain arms trafficked 
from Suriname, and to sell drugs in Brazil and in 
Europe.35 The collaboration with the FARC led to 
CV’s and Beira Mar’s domination of Amazonian 
traffic routes, whose origins were in Colombia. 
Despite the imprisonment of Beira Mar, the ties 
were maintained and the CV and its allied gangs, 
including the gang Família do Norte (The Northern 
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Family or FDN), have expanded their influence and 
power in the Amazon region, especially in the State 
of Amazonas, bordering Colombia.36

To conquer the Amazon route, which was 
formerly dominated by rivals, the PCC resorted to 
“skilled labor.” The Amazonas police authorities 
began to observe an increase in the brutality of the 
fighting between rival traffickers in the Amazon 
river region. Called “pirates,” the PCC soldiers 
attacked drug shipments carried on FDN and CV 
vessels, in several cases using the AKM and FAL 
rifles typical of FARC guerrillas. In other cases 
Brazilian police officers were identified carrying 
military material diverted from the Colombian army. 
Reports by Brazilian police into this new pattern of 
violence appear to confirm the presence of FARC 
ex-combatants in the assault groups used by the PCC 
in the war for control of the routes from Colombia. 

Also in northern Brazil, the PCC has taken 
advantage of the humanitarian crisis in Venezuela to 
recruit among the refugees who arrive through the 
State of Roraima.37 Venezuelans have added value to 
Brazilian criminals as a bridge to Bolivarian mili-
tias and arsenals provided by the Chávez-Maduro 
government. To the PCC the economic crisis in 
Venezuela makes this a cheap source of weapons 
which are sold for food by desperate Venezuelans.38 
In addition, PCC “ambassadors” operate in 
Paraguay, where they participate directly in the 
production and shipping of marijuana, counter-
feit cigarettes, weapons, and ammunition going to 
Brazil. In Bolivia, Brazilian criminals have become 
the principle clients of local cocaine producers and 
are nearly the exclusive distributors of Bolivian 
drugs within Brazil. The latest survey measuring 
the number of drug users in Brazil concludes that 
as of 2012 there were two million cocaine addicts 
and another one million crack addicts; figures that 
make Brazil one of the largest consumer markets for 
cocaine, behind only the United States.39 Projections 
by Brazilian authorities indicate that the drug 

market is valued at as much as $8 billion per year; 
with 60 percent of sales, PCC is owner of the largest 
market share.40 

The financial power of the PCC is accompanied 
by its ability to control significant portions of the cit-
ies in which it operates. Territorial control is achieved 
by force and consolidated with money. In the states 
of Acre, Rondônia , Mato Grosso, and Mato Grosso 
do Sul in western Brazil, the PCC controls the border 
stretch that extends from Bolivia to Paraguay. In the 
state capitals the organization controls entire por-
tions of the city. In Porto Velho, capital of Rondônia 
State, the PCC took over management of a condo-
minium complex built by the Federal Government to 
serve 2,000 low-income families.41 

The PCC has an efficient, almost military 
organizational structure, with leadership below 
Marcola distributed in layers, whose functions 
include management of collection, control of drug 
“stock,” import, export, and human resources. The 
sector responsible for the management of affiliates 
has a ledger with the complete registration of each 
member, including both those in prison and on the 
streets. The upper orders follow a pyramidal path. 

Women show “flag” of the PCC in rebellion against 
transferring our leaders to maximum security prisons. 
The gang is also identified by the number 1533, 
referring to the order of the letters P (15) and C (3) in the 
alphabet. (Folhapress/Cesar Rodrigues)
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The retail traffickers, who work on the street are 
subordinate to the managers, who in turn report to 
the heads of the “kitchens,” or places where cocaine 
is mixed with other products before being sold on 
the streets. Although they report to the same boss, 
the kitchen managers do not interact with each 
other. In this manner they seek to compartmentalize 
activities in order to avoid a chain reaction if one of 
these structures is uncovered by the police.

As noted, the main source of PCC revenue is 
from drug trafficking. However, drugs are not its 
only criminal modality. Bank robbery remains 
another major source of revenue for the PCC. 
Brazilian criminals have developed a distinctive 
technique for robbery; the explosion of ATM ter-
minals. In 2015, no fewer than 3,000 ATMs were 
destroyed.42 Though it is not possible to ascertain 
with certainty the percentage of those attributable 
to PCC, a conservative estimate suggests PCC is 
responsibile for around 50 percent. Assuming each 
ATM requires one to two sticks of dynamite for such 
attacks, the 3,000 attacks in 2015 (a rate of 8.2 per 
day) would have required some 3,000 to 6,000 sticks 
of dynamite. The source for these explosives can be 
traced to the illegal trade in explosives which origi-
nates in Paraguay and Bolivia, where the materials 
are widely used by the mining industry. 

The PCC War 
By 2017 Brazil had well established itself as the coun-
try with the highest number of homicides in the 
world. That year, 63,880 people were murdered.43 
The victims were typically ordinary citizens who 
directly suffer the impact of the high crime rates. 
Advocates of drug decriminalization attribute the 
death toll to the “war on trafficking.” However, 
security officials from a dozen states testify that the 
profile of crimes reported to the authorities follows 
a different predominant pattern.44 They say that 
most of the violent deaths recorded in Brazil are not 
the result of the war against drugs—that  is the state 

against the bad guys. Most lives lost are the result of 
another type of war. Who else kills the criminals? It 
is the criminals themselves.45 Regrettably there are 
no official statistics informing a precise analysis of 
the impact of organized crime on the total record 
of homicides. Some of these numbers are police 
estimates, which in some localities reach a projected 
correlation of 80 percent of drug trade and con-
sumption to the occurrence of homicides.46  

The PCC emerged and grew in the dark, ignored 
by the authorities. Now that it is the leading criminal 
organization in Brazil and indeed in South America, 
it still benefits both from the silence of the authorities 
and from the lack of an approach that acknowledges 
PCC as a transnational criminal organization which 
commits crimes from north to south across the length 
of South America. PCC uses the banking systems 
of dozens of countries, including the United States, 
for money laundering.47 Investigations conducted 
by the Brazilian Federal Police have detected links 
between the PCC and Hezbollah in drug trafficking 
operations. Brazilian criminals offer protection to 
Lebanese agents and act as logistic operators for the 
Shiite militias sending drugs through Brazilian ports 
to Africa, Europe, and the Middle East.48 In return, 
the Lebanese offer money laundering and logistics 
networks enabling the PCC to reach drug markets 
already familiar to or dominated by Hezbollah, 
including many in Africa and the Middle East. The 
PCC has shown itself capable of adapting, of black-
mailing the state, of functioning as a transnational 
crime organization (even if not formally recognized 
by the authorities as such), and of becoming one of 
the greatest threats to political stability and public 
security in Brazil and its neighbors.

Brazilian officials believe that ties between the 
PCC and Hezbollah have been strengthened by 
the arrest of some of the Lebanese organization’s 
financial operators, particularly Farouk Abdul Hay 
Omairi, a Lebanese citizen who was designated by 
the U.S. Department of the Treasury for his links 
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to terrorist groups.49 Omairi lives in the Brazilian 
city of Foz do Iguaçu and was arrested in 2006 for 
being the kingpin of a gang of cocaine traffickers, 
along with his son, Ahmad Farouk Omairi. The two 
were accused of leading a drug delivery network 
trafficking to Europe and the Middle East. Brazilian 
authorities had been monitoring the Omairi family 
and other extremists operating in the Tri-Border 
Area for years, but the lack of anti‐terrorism legis-
lation in Brazil prevented their arrest. Nevertheless, 
terrorism financing transactions are generally asso-
ciated with other illegal activities, such as money 
laundering, smuggling, and drug trafficking, lead-
ing Federal Police to focus on these crimes.

The arrest of Omairi and his son was the genesis 
of a criminal‐terrorist association between PCC and 
Hezbollah. The Omairi family was offered protection 
by members of the PCC while in prison—an agree-
ment negotiated directly with Hezbollah according to 
an investigation by the Brazilian Federal Police. The 
partnership has since deepened, and now PCC and 
Hezbollah work jointly in drugs and arms trafficking. 
According to Brazil’s Federal Police investigations, 
Hezbollah sells weapons to Brazilian criminal organi-
zations, and has also used the PCC’s criminal services 
inside Brazil. Hezbollah also brokered the sale of C4 
explosives stolen in Paraguay and sold on the black 
market at very low prices.50 

Follow the Money 
After more than a decade of denying its existence, 
Brazilian authorities have finally recognized the 
PCC as a criminal organization that is a significant 
threat to public security, whose capacity to threaten 
democracy and the state can no longer be ignored. 
In 2018 Brazilians identified public security as one 
of their most important concerns, rivaling even 
the resumption of economic growth in a country 
experiencing its worst economic crisis in more than 
a century.51 The violence generated by Brazilian 
gangs became the main subject of the presidential 

campaign of 2018, and Jair Bolsonaro—the winning 
candidate—was elected on the promise of a relent-
less and hard fight against organized crime.

In October, just days before the end of the pres-
idential race, the Brazilian government inaugurated 
what can be considered the first effective step to 
combat the PCC and other organized crime groups 
operating in Brazil. An executive order authorized 
the establishment of the first Brazilian intelligence 
task force with the sole purpose of monitoring and 
combating criminal organizations. The current 
challenge for the authorities is how to identify and 
dismantle the PCC's influence networks within the 
executive, legislative, and judiciary branches.

Recent investigations revealed that PCC 
criminals launder money using the same network 
discovered by Operation Lava Jato, which is cele-
brated as the largest anti-corruption investigation in 
Brazilian history. The investigations of the Brazilian 
Federal Police showed that the financial apparatus 
of the PCC has reached levels of professionalism 
that placed them among the most sophisticated 
laundering networks discovered in Brazil to date. 
An unprecedented joint effort by police, military, 
and state intelligence agencies will have as its basic 
objective to break the organization’s laundering and 
financing networks. 

Born in prison, the PCC is an organization 
immune to prisons. Its top leaders are already 
behind bars, yet they do not stop operating. The 
conclusion is that in addition to sending PCC to 
prison the financial power of the organization must 
be targeted. This effort will require Brazil to recog-
nize the transnational character of the PCC, and to 
seek international support and cooperation. PRISM
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Great Expectations and  
Grim Realities in AMLO’s Mexico
By Mary Speck 

Andrés Manuel López Obrador—known simply as AMLO—assumed Mexico’s presidency on Dec. 
1, 2018, with a robust mandate. He won a clear majority in the July 1 national elections, trouncing 
rivals from both the conservative National Political Action Party (PAN) and the ruling Institutional 

Revolutionary Party (PRI). His National Regeneration Movement (MORENA) and its electoral allies will 
dominate both houses of Congress and took five of the nine state governorships in contention, along with 
their state legislatures.

Such margins could give López Obrador more federal power than any president since 2000, when Mexico 
ended seven decades of single-party rule.1 He has promised to use his mandate to launch a “fourth transfor-
mation”—i.e. epoch-defining change on the order of Mexican independence in 1821, the liberal reforms of 
the mid-nineteenth century, and the popular revolution that convulsed the country from 1910 to about 1920. 
Though as President-elect López Obrador toned down his rhetoric—sounding more like the pragmatic pol-
itician he proved to be as mayor of Mexico City—he must still manage high expectations. He has promised 
voters that he will address poverty and inequality by launching universal pensions for the elderly and pro-
viding paid apprenticeships for 200 million youths; help the struggling middle class by freezing fuel prices; 
revive the energy sector through massive investments in the country’s troubled state-owned oil company—all 
without increasing the deficit.2

AMLO must also fulfill hopes for peace in a country plagued by some of the world’s most vicious drug 
gangs. Some 230,000 people were murdered between 2008 and 2017, more than double the number killed in 
the previous decade. Experts blame up to one-half of these homicides on criminal gangs.3 Tens of thousands 
more have reportedly disappeared.4 This tsunami of violence has continued to crest—in July 2018 police 
recorded the highest level of homicides for any month on-record.5 

Fulfilling his promise to drastically reduce this violence is López Obrador’s most complicated challenge. 
The president-elect has ignited controversy by seeming to contradict the pacifist promises and slogans—such 
as offering “abrazos no balazos” or “hugs not bullets”—that characterized his campaign. 6 But his security 
policies are still evolving. As President-elect he struggled to define his position on such thorny issues as the 

Dr. Mary Speck is a Senior Associate (non-resident) with the Americas Program at the Center for Strategic and Interna-
tional Studies. 
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militarization of law enforcement. Nor has he 
explained how he will finance the country’s ongo-
ing justice reforms and strengthen local police. Like 
his predecessors, López Obrador must grapple with 
the reality that federal power alone is unlikely to 
bring the country’s highly localized violence under 
control. There is no populist playbook for building 
effective police and efficient courts.

As candidate, AMLO vowed to de-militarize 
the fight against organized crime, but as President-
elect he has proposed creating a military-controlled 
National Guard. The new force—drawn largely from 
the ranks of army and navy—would start at 50,000, 
growing to 150,000 within three years.7 It would 
operate under command of the Secretary of Defense, 
an active-duty general. Human rights groups imme-
diately condemned the proposal, urging López 
Obrador to instead strengthen civilian police forces.8

As candidate, López Obrador floated the idea 
of offering an amnesty to drug traffickers. As 
President-elect, after hearing from irate victims, he 
stressed justice, with forgiveness only for low-level, 
non-violent offenders, and promised that truth 
commissions would investigate the worst abuses and 
provide reparations to victims.9 During the cam-
paign, AMLO also spoke of legalizing marijuana 
and permitting the cultivation of opium poppies, 
though his team may be reconsidering this stance. 
As President-elect AMLO stressed that Mexico will 
work within the United Nations to modify interna-
tional drug control conventions.10

The United States has a huge stake in Mexico’s 
success: The criminal organizations responsible for 
rising violence in Mexico have also fueled a U.S. drug 
epidemic resulting in 72,000 fatal overdoses during 
2017 alone. U.S. agencies have worked closely with 
Mexican police and military forces to capture drug 
kingpins; Congress has also appropriated nearly $3 
billon in equipment, training, and capacity building 
assistance.11 This is only a fraction of the approxi-
mately $14 billion Mexico spends each year. But by 

accepting shared responsibility for the illegal drug 
trade—long a Mexican demand—the United States 
has secured cooperation on security issues that would 
have been unthinkable less than a generation ago.

This article examines the evolution of security 
policy under AMLO’s most recent predecessors: 
Presidents Felipe Calderón (PAN) and Enrique 
Peña Nieto (PRI). The first began his term with a 
frontal attack on drug cartels, though he came to 
understand that Mexico could not control organized 
crime without social programs and institutional 
reforms. The second preached demilitarization, 
embracing violence prevention. But he failed to sus-
tain these efforts, opting instead to institutionalize 
military interventions. Both failed to enact reforms 
that would strengthen local police.

Calderón’s Crusade 
Calderón took the Mexican public by surprise when 
he decided to confront the cartels with military 
force at the start of his term, proclaiming a “national 
crusade” against crime.12 As candidate, he had not 
placed security issues at the forefront of his cam-
paign, much less argued for a military offensive 
against organized crime. In his memoir, Calderón 
would reject the phrase “war on drugs,”—which 
he dismissed as a slogan coined in the U.S—say-
ing his intention was to end the “cynical impunity” 
enjoyed by powerful criminals who had infiltrated 
Mexican institutions.13 But those institutions were 
ill-equipped to handle the fallout as federal troops 
fought organized crime on multiple fronts. Instead 
of taking preventive measures, Calderón launched 
his offensive without considering “how the crimi-
nals would respond.”14 

He was not the first president to deploy troops 
in counter-narcotics operations. The army had been 
eradicating marijuana and poppy crops for decades. 
His predecessor, Vicente Fox, sent troops to the 
northern border states under his “Secure Mexico” 
program beginning in 2005, when the military 
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removed hundreds of police in Nuevo Laredo for 
conspiring with drug traffickers.15 But Calderón’s 
efforts were on a much larger scale: By the end of 
2007, the federal government had launched joint 
military/police operations in nine of the coun-
try’s 32 states; at the height of the offensive in 2011 
it was deploying about 50,000 soldiers. Calderón 
also strengthened the federal police, dramatically 
increasing the force from 6,000 agents in 2006 to 
36,000 by 2012.16

The mission quickly racked up impressive 
results, including the seizure of more than $200 
million in cash crammed into closets, cabinets, and 
suitcases at an upscale home in Mexico City and 
the confiscation and destruction of some 23 tons 
of cocaine (with an estimated street value of about 
$2.7 billion) found in a container ship at the port 
of Manzanillo.17 Calderón also went after so-called 

“high-value targets” or kingpins, capturing or 
killing dozens of major traffickers. Powerful organi-
zations, such as the Beltran-Leyva, Tijuana, Juárez, 
and Gulf cartels, lost top leaders. The hyper-vio-
lent Zetas (formed by ex-Gulf hitmen with military 
experience) were especially hard hit, by both the 
government and former allies.18

It also quickly secured backing from the 
United States. In March 2007, Calderón and U.S. 
President George Bush met in the city of Merida, 
Yucatán, to begin a “new and intensified level of 
bilateral cooperation” against drug trafficking. 
From 2008 to 2010, Congress appropriated about 
$1.5 billion for the initiative, including $421 mil-
lion in foreign military funding, which allowed 
Mexico to purchase aircraft and helicopters. The 
Obama administration would provide an addi-
tional $425 million from 2011–12.19 

In 2007 the towns of Nogales, Arizona (United States), left, and Nogales, Sonora (Mexico), stand separated by a concrete 
and steel fence. (U.S. Army/ Gordon Hyde)
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As much or more important than U.S. fund-
ing—which represented only a small fraction of 
the $14 billion the Mexican government itself spent 
each year on security toward the end of Calderón’s 
term—was U.S. cooperation. The Drug Enforcement 
Administration, along with other U.S. law enforce-
ment and intelligence agencies, worked with vetted 
Mexican military or federal police units to capture 
or kill “high-value targets.”20 Fusion centers allowed 
U.S. and Mexican agencies to exchange intelligence. 
Cooperation was especially close with the Mexican 
navy—a nimbler, less insular institution than the 
army—whose marine units often took the lead in 
high-profile counter-narcotics operations.21 

The United States also helped ensure that cap-
tured kingpins would face trial, relieving Mexico’s 
overburdened justice system. Extraditions to the 
United States increased dramatically under Calderón, 
who sent nearly 600 suspects to face trial in the 
United States, twice as many as the total number 
extradited by the two previous presidents combined.22

Less visible–though potentially more import-
ant—were efforts to fortify Mexican institutions. The 
Calderón government passed a series of constitu-
tional reforms in 2008 to transform its judicial system 
during a period of eight years from a closed-door pro-
cess based on written dossiers to an adversarial model 
where defendants can challenge the evidence against 
them in open court. Mexico has both a federal-court 
system and 32 state (including the federal district) 
systems, all of which needed to train judges, prosecu-
tors, and defense attorneys in oral trial procedures for 
more serious crimes and alternative dispute resolu-
tion mechanisms for lesser offenses.23

The Calderón government also tried to address 
deficiencies in law enforcement. It raised selection 
standards, enacted vetting, and improved training for 
the federal police while also expanding subsidies for 
state and municipal police to do the same. It created a 
national database designed to allow police at all levels 
to share information. However, it failed to pass its key 

initiative: a constitutional reform establishing “uni-
fied commands” that would have placed municipal 
forces under the control of state governors. 

Although homicides initially fell during 2007, 
they rose sharply in 2008, peaking at more than 
27,000 in 2011, almost three times their level just 
four years before. The rise was especially steep in 
states along the border and the Pacific coast where 
Calderón had sent federal forces to confront the 
cartels. The government’s assault had left drug 
trafficking groups wounded, but still danger-
ous. Fragmented criminal organizations engaged 
in bloody battles for succession or territory, in 
some cases outsourcing enforcement to street 
gangs. Federal forces were stretched thin as they 
took over local law enforcement in multiple hot 
spots; patrolling urban and rural areas, manning 
checkpoints, sometimes even directing traffic.24 
Aggressive tactics led to abuse. Complaints against 
both the federal police and the military for human 
rights violations quintupled between 2007–12.25

Juárez 
Ciudad Juárez on the U.S. border became a virtual 
war zone. Aas federal forces took control of law 
enforcement, homicides accelerated from less than 
200 in 2007 to 3,000 in 2010—a rate of more than 
200 per 100,000 people, or about 12 percent of the 
country’s total homicides. Thousands fled across the 
border into Texas. Outrage over mounting casu-
alties erupted into protests, especially in January 
2010 after gunmen, apparently looking for rival 
gang members, burst into a birthday party in the 
working-class neighborhood of Villas de Salvárcar, 
killing 15 people, mostly teenagers.26

The massacre of high-school students in a 
city occupied by federal forces made national and 
international headlines. The Calderón govern-
ment, which was already preparing to change tack, 
decided to make the northern border city its test 
case for a new approach. “Military action is not 
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enough,” Calderón told the citizens of Juárez when 
he announced a major initiative to address vio-
lence in February 2010. His government invested 
more than $380 million in the city under a program 
dubbed Todos Somos Juárez” (We are all Juárez), 
which financed social programs designed to make 
communities—especially those with large numbers 
of un- or underemployed youth—more resistant to 
violent crime. The idea was to create a multi-sectoral 
model to address risk-factors while strengthen-
ing institutions of justice and law enforcement. 
The crisis also spurred institutional reforms at the 
Chihuahua state-level. The state prosecutors’ office 
was purged, subjected to vetting, and offered better 
training and work conditions.27 

Although homicides remained historically high, 
violence was ebbing when Calderón left office in 
2013. It subsided especially rapidly in Juárez, which 
the government cited as vindication of its approach. 
But the Calderón government remained identified 
with the militarized counter-narcotics opera-
tions blamed for tens of thousands of deaths. The 
incoming president would publicly repudiate his 
predecessor’s actions even as he adapted or contin-
ued many of the same policies.

Peña Nieto’s Pact  
When Enrique Peña Nieto took office in December 
2012, some feared the PRI’s return to power meant 
restoration of the “democratic authoritarian-
ism”—i.e. periodic elections within a system of 
de-facto single-party rule—that had characterized 
PRI governments during most of the 20 th century.28 
He assumed office with great political strength. The 
PRI controlled not only the presidency but also 21 of 
the 32 state governments in the country. Although 
his party failed to win a majority in either house of 
Congress, the president had already secured support 
from the country’s three major parties for an ambi-
tious reform program dubbed the “Pact for Mexico” 
before he took office.

By the end of 2013, the Peña Nieto govern-
ment had passed finance, telecommunications, and 
education reforms, plus a controversial energy bill 
that permitted foreign investment in the oil and 
gas sector for the first time since Mexico expropri-
ated foreign oil companies in 1938.29 The youthful 
president’s free-market agenda won him high 
international praise, including a cover photo on 
the international edition of Time with the head-
line, “Saving Mexico: How Enrique Peña Nieto’s 
Sweeping Reforms Have Changed the Narrative in 
his Narco-Stained Nation.”30

Peña Nieto also moved quickly to put his stamp 
on security policy by dissolving the Secretariat of 
Public Security, created in 2000 under President 
Vicente Fox, and moving federal police and civilian 
intelligence back into the interior secretariat. He 
promised to take the military out of counter-narcot-
ics operations by deploying a new civilian-controlled 
gendarmería, a paramilitary force recruited 
largely from former military officers, which would 
have 40,000 members.31 During his first year in 
office, Peña Nieto also appeared to put the Merida 
Initiative on hold, by requiring, for example, that 
all cooperation go through a “single window” in the 
interior secretariat, which delayed dispersal of mil-
lions in assistance.32

The PRI government embraced violence 
prevention citing efforts in Ciudad Juárez as a 
model. It created the National Program for the 
Social Prevention of Violence and Delinquency 
(PRONAPRED) to channel federal subsidies to state 
governments for disbursal in more than 50 districts 
identified as violent hot spots in 2013 and to more 
than 80 two years later. Municipal governments and 
civil society groups were to use the funding to iden-
tify and address risk factors, reclaim public spaces 
and strengthen local capacity.33

Peña Nieto’s new approach soon fell apart. 
His government never managed to secure politi-
cal support for the idea of a gendarmerie, which 
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commands municipality by municipality, but results 
were mixed.34

His national violence prevention plan also suc-
cumbed to confusion and controversy. The program 
never developed clear criteria for selecting projects 
or rigorous procedures for evaluating them. Civil 
society groups complained that it provided only 
short-term funding, which arrived months behind 
schedule, making planning impossible, and that 
municipal governments selected projects based on 

Memorial for the victims of the September 26, 2014 attack by local police on students from the rural college of 
Ayotzinapa in the city of Iguala, Guerrero, Mexico leaving six people dead and 43 missing. (Inter-American Commission 
on Human Rights) 

fell prey to bureaucratic infighting over responsi-
bilities and budgets. When the new force finally 
debuted in August 2014, it had been reduced to only 
5,000 members. Peña Nieto’s proposed constitu-
tional reform mandating unified police commands 
at the state-level stalled in Congress. Major cities 
objected to putting their forces under state control 
and critics questioned whether state police were any 
more effective or honest than municipal forces. The 
idea limped along as some states negotiated unified 
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political, not community, impact. After 2015, the 
federal government slashed and then eliminated 
the subsidies amid a series of budget cuts, though 
some funding returned in 2018. Peña Nieto never 
overcame the perception that his signature violence 
prevention program had degenerated into an exer-
cise in political patronage.35

Peña Nieto’s security policies ended up looking 
much like his predecessor’s. He continued to arrest 
high-value targets with the help of U.S. intelligence, 
capturing or killing 109 of the 122 traffickers that 
his government considered most dangerous. The 
government had less success in bringing these 
alleged kingpins to justice. By mid-2018 Mexican 
courts had convicted only four of them. 36 Like 
Calderón, Peña Nieto sent the most notorious 
to the United States for trial, including Joaquín 
Guzmán, the Sinaloa Cartel chief known as “El 
Chapo,” who after escaping twice from Mexican 
prisons faced trial at a federal district court in 
Brooklyn, NY.37

Peña Nieto’s reliance on the military to cap-
ture “high-value targets” and to patrol high-crime 
areas sparked opposition both from human rights 
groups and within the military itself. “We did 
not train to pursue criminals,” Defense Secretary 
Salvador Cienfuegos told journalists in December 
2016, voicing an unusually public critique. “We are 
assuming duties that are not ours because there is 
no one else.”38 The president acceded to the mili-
tary’s demand that its role be “regularized,” pushing 
a new Internal Security Law through Congress in 
December 2017. The law gives the president author-
ity to order the armed forces to take on police 
functions in high-crime areas, while giving the 
military greater autonomy to identify threats, lead 
operations and collect intelligence. Critics argue, 
however, that it violates Mexico’s constitution by 
expanding the armed forces’ jurisdiction over 
civilians without subjecting them to civilian over-
sight. The Supreme Court started to review various 

challenges to the law—including suits filed by eight 
municipal governments—in early 2018.39

While he institutionalized use of the mili-
tary for domestic security, Peña Nieto did little to 
strengthen police. The size of the federal police 
remained at about 37,000, increasing by only 400 
during six years. The federal government also 
failed to increase the subsidies sent to the states for 
security, though according to its own diagnosis, the 
country should double the number of state police. Of 
those currently serving, only about 40 percent had 
passed basic competency exams and only 10 percent 
had completed training in criminal investigation. 
Thousands remain on state forces, despite failing 
background checks.40

Peña Nieto’s government faced problems beyond 
its control, such as weak oil prices that shrank govern-
ment revenues and slowed economic growth. Anger 
over corruption and cronyism–especially his wife’s 
purchase of a $7 million home on favorable terms 
from a government contractor—also undermined his 
popularity. But the greatest scandal faced during the 
Peña Nieto government was its bungled response to 
one of the country’s most horrific atrocities. 

Ayotzinapa 
On September 26, 2014, local police in the city of 
Iguala, Guerrero, attacked several busloads of stu-
dents from the rural teaching college of Ayotzinapa 
leaving six people dead and 43 missing. Instead of 
immediately ordering a federal investigation, the Peña 
Nieto government spent eight days dithering with the 
state government over who should take responsibility. 
Then it launched a massive federal probe that arrested 
more than 100 people, including 70 municipal police 
who allegedly turned the students over to local gang 
members who then executed them, incinerating their 
remains. But it dismissed allegations that federal and 
state authorities—who reportedly knew about the 
disappearances in real time and failed to act—were at 
all complicit or negligent. 
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Prosecutors rushed to close the case with the 
attorney general himself presenting their findings in 
January 2015 as “the historic truth,” though investi-
gators had been unable to find or identify most of the 
students’ remains. To quell the outcry, the government 
invited international experts to review its investiga-
tion. That too backfired when the commission issued 
a scathing 500-page report detailing inconsistencies 
and irregularities, including the possible torture of 
suspects.41 Meanwhile the search for the missing 
students spurred the relatives of other missing per-
sons to demand justice. Around the city of Iguala, 
relatives—who called their loved ones “the other dis-
appeared”—discovered dozens of unmarked graves, 
often acting on anonymous tips. Human and victims’ 
rights groups also intensified efforts to find such 

clandestine cemeteries in other states with unsolved 
disappearances, which according to a government reg-
istry have reached about 37,000 nationwide.42

Peña Nieto invoked the Ayotzinapa tragedy 
when he launched a ten-point security strategy in 
November 2014. It repackaged some previous pro-
posals, such as Calderón’s state-led unified police 
commands, and added a reform that would establish 
procedures for the federal government to take over 
corrupt municipal governments. He even echoed his 
predecessor’s slogan about the still-popular initiative 
in Ciudad Juárez, declaring “We are all Ayotzinapa” 
as he proposed additional social and economic 
investment in the region.43 The constitutional 
amendments affecting local governance—which 
would have transferred considerable authority away 

A woman votes in Mexico City during the country’s general election on July 1, 2018. (Wikimedia/ProPlasmaKid)
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from municipalities—died in congress, though 
the government did push through legislation to 
strengthen laws on torture and enforced disap-
pearance. A year later Peña Nieto, whose approval 
ratings had fallen sharply, appeared to have aban-
doned much of his November strategy.44 

With local police reform impossible, the federal 
government’s main tool remained the deployment 
of military force. In the wake of the Ayotzinapa 
disappearances, the government sent troops to take 
over law enforcement in a dozen Guerrero munic-
ipalities. Nonetheless homicides continued to rise 
in the state, including in the municipalities where 
federal police or military troops provided public 
security. Locals complained that while federal forces 
set up checkpoints and patrolled highways in heavily 
armed convoys, they did little to protect ordinary 
people from violence or predatory crimes, such as 
extortion. Criminal gangs could simply retreat to 
outlying areas, temporarily lowering their profile 
until federal forces withdrew. 45

The Ayotzinapa disappearances were not the 
only atrocities involving security forces during Peña 
Nieto’s government, nor were local police the only 
perpetrators. In July 2014, the army shot 15 alleged 
kidnappers in Tlatlaya, Guerrero; in January 2015, 
federal police shot at least six demonstrators in 
Apatzingán, Michoacán; and in May 2015 federal 
police killed 42 alleged members of the Jalisco New 
Generation Cartel in Tanhuato, Michoacán. In the 
Tlatlaya and Tanhuato cases, the National Human 
Rights Commission found evidence that federal 
forces shot the victims after they had surrendered 
and then tried to make it appear they had died in a 
fire fight. In Apatzingán it found that federal police 
used excessive force against unarmed civilians, exe-
cuting at least one of the victims.46 

Ayotzinapa struck an especially deep chord, 
however, because it involved young students with 
no apparent link to organized crime. The Escuela 
Normal Rural Raúl Isidro Burgos in Ayotzinapa, 

moreover, has a long history of leftist activism, giving 
its supporters the determination and means to keep 
the issue alive. Peña Nieto’s government would never 
recover from its mishandling of the tragedy, especially 
as homicides, which had declined during the first two 
years of his term, started trending upward. 

Diffusion and Diversification 
On July 2, while many Mexicans were celebrating 
López Obrador’s historic victory, gunmen inter-
cepted a red pickup truck in Tecalitlán, Jalisco, 
killing Victor Díaz, the municipality’s 28-year-old 
mayor, in a barrage of AK–47 fire.47 The assassi-
nation was far from unique; criminals murdered 
some 152 politicians and activists during the 2018 
campaign, plus more than 350 non-elected officials. 
Most of these political cadres (125) were involved 
in municipal politics; a much smaller number 
were competing at the state level (26); only one was 
campaigning for federal office. 48 Many bore the 
hallmarks of organized crime hits; interception by a 
vehicle filled with heavily armed men who quickly 
dispatch their victims with automatic weapons fire. 

Police are also dying in record numbers. 2017 
was the deadliest year yet for police; nearly 400, 
mostly municipal officers, were killed on duty. 2018 
may match that record—240 had suffered violent 
deaths by late August.49

Tecalitlán (once best known for its mariachis) 
had already made national news twice before in 
2018. In January, the president and secretary of 
defense visited the town to inaugurate a new army 
base, one of three new facilities planned to provide 
security in the region.50 A month later, three Italian 
businessmen went missing while visiting the area. 
Investigators say they were kidnapped by local police 
and then turned over to the Jalisco New Generation 
Cartel or CJNG, a relatively new group now believed 
to be one of the country’s most powerful cartels.51 

The municipality, which has a population of 
about 16,000, is in a dangerous neighborhood; it sits 



78  |   FEATURES	 PRISM 8, NO. 1

SPECK

within the western Sierra Madre mountain system, 
which extends along Mexico’s Pacific Coast and 
produces most of the heroin consumed in the U.S. 
Its mountainsides not only offer an ideal climate 
for growing opium poppies and marijuana, but also 
provide cover for labs that fabricate synthetic drugs, 
using chemicals often made in China and then smug-
gled via cargo ship to Pacific coast ports.52 The five 
states on the U.S. State Department’s “do not travel” 
list for August 2018 are located either within this cor-
ridor (Sinaloa, Michoacán, Colima, and Guerrero) or 
along the United States border (Tamaulipas).53

But while violence remains high along these 
drug production and trafficking routes, it has also 
spread to central Mexico. Guanajuato—a major 
automobile manufacturing center that has opened 
four new plants since 2014— suffered more homi-
cides in the first six months of 2018 than in all of 
2017, when it had an already historically high annual 
rate of 38 per 100,000 people.54 Homicide rates also 
rose during 2017 in neighboring Zacatecas, a min-
ing and manufacturing center (up more than 500 
percent since 2013), Hidalgo (up 260 percent), and 
Puebla (up 180 percent).

The uptick of violence in central Mexico seems 
related to increased competition over two lucra-
tive rackets that have taken off in recent years; fuel 
theft and train robbery. Fuel thieves or huachi-
coleros (from a slang term for adulterated gas or 
diesel fuel) are costing PEMEX, the state-run 
oil company, more than $1.6 billion a year. They 
tap pipelines, board ships or oil platforms and 
siphon fuel from tanker trucks, sometimes aided 
by corrupt employees.55 Train robbers use rocks 
or vehicles to obstruct tracks or sometimes loosen 
rail fasteners to cause derailments. Then they 
break into the freight cars, rapidly loading waiting 
vehicles with auto parts or appliances or even bulk 
goods, like grain and cement.56

To carry out such crimes, gangs rely on local 
support and official complicity or, at least, negligence. 

As criminal organizations fracture and diversify into 
new rackets, the control of local territory becomes 
increasingly important. This puts mayors and other 
local officials in the cross fire. Many local leaders are 
victims of extortion themselves; they pay local gangs 
off out of municipal coffers to guarantee their own 
and their community’s protection.57 

Basic Lessons  
There is no single strategy that can quickly over-
come the violence consuming many Mexican 
communities. AMLO can no more save Mexico 
through massive social programs than Peña Nieto 
could by enacting sweeping economic reforms or 
Calderón by deploying tens of thousands of federal 
forces. Mexico’s criminal groups have proven to be 
as complex as the country itself, with an uncanny 
ability to mutate and migrate. Change will come 
community by community, municipality by munic-
ipality, and state by state by initiating effective 
violence prevention programs, ensuring genuine 
transparency, strengthening civilian law enforce-
ment, and building a justice system that is both 
efficient and fair.

López Obrador—who repeatedly stated during 
his campaign that “only I can fix corruption”—must 
modulate his own insurgent instincts. Institution 
building is a painstaking process that will require 
collaboration not only across regions and political 
parties, but across Mexico’s vibrant and vociferous 
civil society groups, from business and professional 
associations to universities and think tanks to social 
activists and human rights defenders. To avoid the 
mistakes that undermined previous governments, 
the new president must undertake reforms guided 
by certain goals or principles:

1.	 Violence prevention programs should be 
based on evidence, not political expediency, 
and adapted to achieve outcomes, not political 
expediency. This means the next government 
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needs to define a clear methodology for select-
ing the municipalities or districts eligible for 
funding and then help local authorities or 
non-profit groups develop projects designed to 
produce measurable results.

2.	 Transparency is essential to avoid the clien-
telism and corruption that has undermined 
both anti-poverty and anti-violence efforts in 
the past. The selection, monitoring and eval-
uation of all publicly funded social programs 
should be subject to public scrutiny and outside 
evaluation by recognized experts from Mexican 
universities and think tanks.

3.	 Demilitarization and police reform should go 
hand-in-hand. The next president should work 
with state governors to establish benchmarks 
for the military to gradually withdraw from 
its police duties while empowering specially 
trained and vetted federal police units to take 
on criminal organizations. States and munici-
palities must also obtain the funding necessary 
to recruit more and better police officers by 
offering them higher salaries, better training 
and equipment, and merit-based promotions. 
Police cannot purge themselves of corrupt and 
abusive officers. External oversight—through 
independent auditors or civilian review 
boards—is essential at the federal, state, and 
municipal level.

4.	 Justice reform must continue. Truth commis-
sions and special tribunals are necessary but 
insufficient to address widespread impunity. 
The new government must find the resources 
and will to strengthen the capacity of indepen-
dent prosecutors and the courts, both at the 
state and federal levels. Although some changes 
are controversial—especially limits on pre-trial 
detention—the new system remains Mexico’s 
best opportunity to create a justice system that 
is both efficient and fair. 

The United States, for its part, should continue 
to accept its shared responsibility for the rise of 
transnational drug trafficking organizations. Both 
governments must work together to stop the north-
ward flow of illegal drugs that kill U.S. consumers 
and the southward flow of firearms that slaughter 
Mexican civilians. U.S. policymakers must also stop 
repeating past mistakes—whose costs in blood and 
treasure are born largely by the Mexican public—by 
focusing not only on stopping drug trafficking but 
also, and most importantly, on preventing violence 
and strengthening law enforcement. In the absence 
of strong police and a capable justice system, cap-
turing high-value targets has fractured criminal 
groups, igniting more violence, with little impact 
on the drug trafficking business itself. The United 
States should instead concentrate on the long-term 
task of helping Mexico strengthen law enforcement 
by sharing expertise to create a new generation of 
professional police, prosecutors, and judges. PRISM
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Security Challenges of the  
New Colombian Administration
By David E. Spencer

Colombia faces one of the most complex security situations in its recent history, as it is simultaneously 
confronted by four intertwined security challenges—increased drug production, increased organized 
crime, peace negotiation complications, and a volatile border with Venezuela—that have formed a 

perfect Gordian Knot. The new administration led by President Iván Duque must cut this knot to maintain 
the security advances made by its preceding administrations during the past two decades.

Drug trafficking reached new records in 2017; during this year coca crops were estimated to extend to 
209,000 hectares, with 921 metric tons of cocaine production annually.1 By contrast, there were 136,000 hectares 
of coca producing around 500 metric tons of cocaine when the U.S. Congress deemed it enough of an emergency 
to implement Plan Colombia in 1999.2 Many of the peasants who had hoped to benefit from reconstruction and 
crop substitution programs have instead opted for the higher profits and greater market security of coca cultiva-
tion. The increased cocaine production has caused a corresponding explosion of organized crime and violence, 
to include the presence of Mexican cartels, strengthened criminal groups; National Liberation Army (ELN) 
guerrillas; and an increasing number of FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) dissidents. Progress 
on peace accord implementation has been weak; resources have been inadequate, and implementation has been 
inefficient and poorly coordinated. Further destabilizing Colombia’s security situation, Venezuela’s political, eco-
nomic and social crisis, threatens to spillover and derail Colombia’s peace process.

In many ways Duque’s election in June, was a referendum on the country’s unhappiness with the peace 
accord negotiated by his predecessor, Juan Manuel Santos, with the FARC guerrillas. Duque, representing the 
opposition coalition led by former president Alvaro Uribe, won a clear victory over former senator and Bogota 
mayor Gustavo Petro, 54 to 42 percent.3 

However, the election also revealed how divided the country is over the peace agreement, not so much 
because of the voting percentages, but rather because of the significantly polarized platforms of the two 
leading candidates. One of the principle aspects that facilitated the enormous security gains of the pre-San-
tos, Uribe administration (2002–10) was the remarkable consensus that came together behind the President 
to prosecute the war against the FARC and ELN insurgencies, combat drug trafficking, and demobilize the 
so-called paramilitaries. An equally remarkable consensus developed in the United States among Democrats 
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and Republicans in Congress that provided signifi-
cant moral and material support to three successive 
Colombian presidents to combat drug traffick-
ing and defeat terrorism through Plan Colombia. 
Disagreements over the peace negotiations with 
the FARC during the Santos administration shat-
tered the consensus in Colombia. Surprisingly, the 
consensus in the United States has remained intact, 
but has grown fragile given the recent accelerated 
growth of coca crops and the fragility of the peace 
process. It may remain intact as the new Colombian 
administration’s positions are closely aligned to the 
United States’ concerns. However, these challenges 
may be greater than the time and resources allotted 
to President Duque. Reviewing these challenges in 
detail will help us understand what he is up against.

Increased Drug Production
Coca crop reduction is a top priority for the Duque 
administration. The 2016 peace accords agreed to end 
aerial spraying and replace it with crop substitution 
and voluntary eradication, with which the FARC had 
agreed to help. Experimentation with crop substitu-
tion in Catatumbo and Putumayo began in 2013 but 
did not go well. Coca crops expanded and money 
spent on the substitution programs failed to produce 
demonstrable results. Nevertheless, nationwide crop 
spraying effectively ended in the last quarter of 2015 
as a demonstration of good faith by the government 
to FARC, but crop substitution and voluntary eradica-
tion did not start up until the end of 2016. As a result, 
coca crops shot up from around 78,000 hectares in 
2012 to 209,000 hectares in 2017.4 

On September 26, 2016 Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos signs historic peace agreement with the FARC. 
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Substitution and manual eradication simply 
have not been able to keep up with the explosion 
of coca cultivation. So far, the estimated 83,000 
families that have signed up for the substitution 
program only control an estimated 49,000 hect-
ares of coca, or 23 percent of Colombia’s 2017 coca 
crop. As of August, first payments had been made 
to some of the families, and more than 26,000 (56 
percent) hectares of a planned 50,000 for 2017 had 
been voluntarily eradicated and verified by the UN 
(12.4 percent of all of Colombia’s 2017 coca esti-
mate).5 Coca eradication goals for 2017 were 100,000 
hectares of coca (50,000 via voluntary eradication 
and 50,000 via forced eradication). Last year the goal 
was 110,000 hectares of coca (40,000 voluntary and 
70,000 forced). By the end of June, the combined 
results from 2017 and 2018 reported by the gov-
ernment were the forced eradication of 70,000 (58 
percent of goals) and 26,000 voluntarily eradicated 
hectares (29 percent of overall target). Between vol-
untary and forced eradication they have reached just 
under 46 percent of their combined 2017/18 goals.6 
What is clear, is that the efforts of the past two years 
are simply not keeping up with replanting as the 
overall crop figures continue to grow despite eradi-
cation. From 2016–17 they grew by 11 percent.7 

Furthermore, there are at least a similar number 
of families, controlling a roughly equivalent number 
of coca hectares that are eligible for the crop sub-
stitution if the government is serious about having 
a real impact. However, the substitution program 
is enormously expensive for dubious results. If we 
extrapolate from the figures above, to voluntarily 
eradicate 100,000 hectares of coca, or roughly half of 
the 2017 crop estimate, the government would need 
to sign up a total of 166,000 families. Under the cur-
rent program, each family receives a benefit package 
equivalent to $11,000 per family during two years. 
In other words the amount needed would be $1.8 
billion total or roughly $900 million per year. By 
comparison, the drug spraying operations funded 

by the United States cost about 65 million dollars 
per year.8 So far, the Colombian state has not been 
able to provide that level of funding. From 2016–18 
the Colombian government spent 525 billion pesos 
or roughly $175 million on the program (less than 
50 percent of the cost for the families currently in 
the program and far less than amount required to 
make a real dent in cultivation).9 Clearly something 
additional needs to be done, and the Duque admin-
istration is convinced that reviving spraying is the 
answer they seek.

Legislation to revive aerial spraying is already 
in the works. However, to avoid the accusations of 
collateral damage, the administration is talking 
about spraying with drones versus aircraft, although 
it is not clear whether such drones currently exist 
or if they will have to be invented (experimentation 
with off-the-shelf drones has not been encourag-
ing).10 How to resolve the crop reduction problem 
while striking a balance between eradication and 
substitution is a conundrum which the Duque 
administration needs to make a top priority.

Narcotics Lead to Increased  
Organized Crime
The main reason Colombia is interested in reduc-
ing coca crops is to reduce the accompanying 
criminality and violence that is making gover-
nance of the rural areas and peace implementation 
so difficult. Violence inevitably accompanies the 
illicit drug trade because, since there is no law that 
regulates it, the only way to make sure that agree-
ments are fulfilled is through force. It logically 
follows that where there is more at stake, the need 
for force is greater, so the violence accompanying 
drug trafficking is very high due to the enormous 
profits that are generated. Force is used to pre-
vent rivals from taking over the business, to take 
business away from others, to enforce agreements 
and to resist the efforts of the state to disrupt the 
criminal enterprise.



86  |   FEATURES	 PRISM 8, NO. 1

SPENCER

As the global demand for illicit cocaine bur-
geons, in Europe, in Asia and even Latin America, 
criminal organizations that dominate the trade have 
become more sophisticated, often now resembling 
armies, in many cases using equipment and car-
rying weapons that are more advanced than those 
being carried by the police and militaries that con-
front them.11 

Colombia did initially experience a significant 
reduction of violence in the rural zones where the 
FARC had been dominant before demobilization. 
However, soon afterward guerrilla organizations, 
criminal organizations, the ELN guerrillas, and dis-
sident FARC immediately began filling the vacuum. 
The levels of violence have been rising ever since.12 
One of the most disheartening developments is the 
growth of the dissident FARC.

When the FARC demobilized, the Colombian 
government anticipated that a small minority 
would refuse to adhere to the peace process. Just 
as anticipated, several hundred guerrillas did 
not join the rest in the demobilization camps. It 
was expected that these groups would devolve 
into purely criminal gangs without ideology that 
would be gradually hunted down and incarcerated. 
However, instead of shrinking, the dissidents have 
grown. An article in Semana magazine last July 
asserted that some of the 29 dissident groups were 
attempting to reconstitute the FARC.13 It indicated 
that the number of dissidents, reported as less than 
500 shortly after demobilization, has now tripled 
to nearly 1,500. They are comprised of the initial 
group that never demobilized, those that demo-
bilized and have now returned to the jungle, but 
more importantly, new members who have been 
aggressively recruited by the groups. According 
to Semana, the dissidents’ objective was to reach 
8,000 by the end of this year. This would be at least 
as many, if not more than the number of FARC 
guerrillas that demobilized in early 2017. Another 
source of potential recruitment are the thousands 

of FARC militias that were never identified or 
demobilized with the main force.

The one puzzling aspect of the new FARC 
is although they talk of revolution, according to 
Semana, they do not seem to be interested in taking 
power, but instead in dominating the drug trafficking 
industry. They reportedly control routes in Colombia, 
Brazil and Venezuela, and assassinate community 
leaders advocating for voluntary eradication in 
exchange for government benefits packages.14 

The real issue of concern is the nature of the 
relationship between the dissident FARC and the 
demobilized FARC. While it has been commonly 
asserted that there was little or no connection 
between demobilized and dissidents, recent events 
provide the basis to question that assertion. In April 
2018, the Colombian Fiscalia (Prosecutor General) 
arrested FARC leader, Seuxis Paucis Hernández 
Solarte, AKA Jesus Santrich, for allegedly con-
spiring to traffic 10 tons of cocaine to the United 
States. Santrich was a member of the FARC High 
Command and the headquarters staff of the 
Caribbean Bloc. He was also one of the principal 
negotiators of the peace agreement in Havana, Cuba. 
His arrest was an enormous political embarrassment 
to the FARC. Santrich was slated to occupy one of 
the 10 non-competitive legislative positions, con-
ceded to the FARC as part of the peace agreement 
for two electoral periods. After that, the FARC will 
have to compete for those positions. The FARC has 
not named a replacement to fill this seat.

The Fiscalia also arrested Marlon Marin, 
the nephew of FARC Secretariat member Ivan 
Márquez,15 who was also the commander of the 
Caribbean Bloc and another chief member of the 
peace delegation in Havana. The Fiscalia and the 
U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) had 
overwhelming evidence that Santrich was going to 
provide the Mexican cartels with 10 tons of cocaine 
to ship to the United States.16 That cocaine was being 
provided, at least in part, by FARC dissidents.17 
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Although the public presumption has been that 
Santrich was acting alone and without FARC sanc-
tion, this is a probably a pleasant fiction that does 
not hold up under closer examination. 

The FARC—particularly their leadership—is a 
highly disciplined organization that makes col-
lective decisions and executes them according to a 
concise plan. Although the FARC may not always 
succeed, the movement has consistently demon-
strated the ability to collectively execute plans 
designed by their leadership. Early each year, each 
FARC front, column and company held a confer-
ence, where they reviewed the past year’s activities, 
dissected successes and failures, and then made 
plans for the current year in accordance to the stra-
tegic plan. The resulting reports and plans were then 
submitted to higher headquarters for review and 
approval. This respect for hierarchy and adherence 
to strategy was among the reasons that the FARC 
proved so difficult to defeat.

In this context, it is very out of character for a 
long-time member of the FARC High Command, 
and one of the prominent peace negotiators to 
have carried out something like this without being 
instructed from above. This not only put his per-
sonal reputation at risk, but also the entire peace 
process. Had he acted alone, it would have been logi-
cal for his former comrades to abandon him; instead 
they jumped to his defense, advocating against his 
extradition, threatening that this would spell the end 
of the peace process.18 

Furthermore, two prominent guerrilla lead-
ers—Ivan Márquez, who is also designated to 
occupy a Senate seat, and “El Paisa,” a former FARC 
special forces commander known for his daring 
kidnapping operations, executions and arms traf-
ficking, each left their demobilization areas and 
went to historical FARC regions in the Southeast 
where the FARC dissidents have established pres-
ence as well.  It has been reported that Ivan Márquez 
is also being investigated for drug trafficking and 

was probably working in concert with Santrich.20 
However, the evidence was not consolidated yet, 
when the Fiscalia decided to move against Santrich. 
Not surprisingly, it was Ivan Márquez, who was the 
most vocal in defense of Santrich.

In September 2018, the UN announced that 
seven additional prominent FARC leaders had aban-
doned the demobilization zones across the country, 
evading their security details in violation of the 
peace accords.21 Besides the aforementioned leaders, 
the deserters include Romaña, Albeiro Córdoba, 
Iván Alí, Fabián Ramírez Cabrera, Zarco Aldinever, 
Manuel Político, and Enrique Marulanda—all 
prominent first-and second-tier FARC command-
ers.22 Other sources indicate that as much as 60 
percent of the demobilized guerrillas have left the 
demobilization zones, many of whom have joined 
the dissidents, ELN or criminal groups.23 While it 
is too early to predict a collapse of the peace accord, 
and while other peace processes have gone through 
similar and even greater crises, these developments 
are certainly of great concern. The bottom line is 
that these events call into question FARC’s sincerity 
in terms of truly abandoning crime and points to a 
possible attempt to use narcotics financed politics 
to achieve what they could not on the battlefield, an 
increased share of political power.

Peace Negotiation Complications
Independent of the FARC or the FARC dissidents, 
narcotics is undermining the peace agreement in 
another important way. It is undermining the gov-
ernment’s ability to carry out the terms of the peace 
agreement, and perhaps more importantly to be 
sufficiently competitive to reduce the attractiveness 
of participating in the illicit market.

How one views the progress on the peace 
accords depends on whether one takes the view of 
a glass half empty or a glass half full. Notre Dame’s 
Kroc Institute has been monitoring and analyz-
ing peace implementation. In August the Institute 
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reported that, compared to other peace accords, 
progress in Colombia was advancing at an aver-
age pace.24 Of the 578 stipulations in the accord, 
61 percent had been acted on to some degree and 
39 percent had not yet been implemented at all. Of 
the 61 percent of the enacted stipulations in the 
peace accord, about half had been fully or inter-
mediately implemented (21 percent and 9 percent 
respectively) and half minimally implemented (31 
percent).25  Implementation has been relatively 
successful in terms of the concentration, disarma-
ment, and demobilization of FARC combatants. 
Where there are significant concerns is in security 
and protection for human rights advocates and 
social leaders; the slow pace of long-term politi-
cal, economic and social integration, and required 
implementation legislation. There have also been 

significant difficulties to implement gender, ethnic, 
and territorial approaches that are key features of 
the peace agreement.26 

The Kroc Institute puts a positive spin on the 
progress of the peace accord. However, the disap-
pearance of 60 percent of the demobilized guerrillas 
from the concentration zones, (an estimated 4,200 of 
the 7,000 that are estimated to have demobilized) and 
several top leaders of the FARC calls into question 
this positive view. This is especially true given the 
evidence that most of these demobilized members are 
returning to an illegal life with either the dissidents, 
ELN or criminal bands. It is precisely the govern-
ment’s failure to fully implement the provisions of 
the accord as identified by the Kroc Institute, that are 
providing justification for abandonment of the demo-
bilization zones by the former guerrillas. 

Venezuelans cross the border between Ecuador and Colombia in search of new opportunities. (VOA)
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The Duque government has repeatedly stated 
that it will not abrogate the peace accord, but has 
also said that it wants to modify the peace accord to 
make it viable. One of the major areas where it wants 
to make the greatest modification is in the treatment 
of drug trafficking activities. A great triumph for the 
FARC was when the Santos government agreed to 
make the crime of drug trafficking by FARC mem-
bers an offense connected to the conflict; in other 
words, a crime that was eligible for much reduced 
penalties and no extradition under the transitional 
justice agreement known as the Special Jurisdiction 
for Peace, or “JEP” by its Spanish acronym. Duque 
wants to go back on this agreement and make drug 
trafficking activities ineligible for the JEP. He also 
wants to make drug trafficking organizations inel-
igible to receive peace benefits as was proposed by 
some of the militarized criminal bands, and consid-
ered by the Santos government.

This could produce a major change in the peace 
accord, as a large proportion of the FARC fronts 
were involved to some degree in drug trafficking as a 
primary source of financing. Large numbers of these 
fronts’ personnel were dedicated to controlling and 
taxing the illicit business in their areas of operation. 
While Colombian justice would not likely go after 
the low-level guerrillas, virtually all of the cadre in 
these fronts were heavily involved in directing and 
controlling the illicit business. This could ultimately 
derail the peace agreement.

One of the things that many analysts keep 
forgetting is that this is really the first peace 
agreement that has been implemented in the world 
in the context of such a large parallel narcotics 
economy that can be accessed by nearly anyone. 
Narcotics undermines the government programs 
because it is more consistent, reliable, and pays at 
least as much or more, than the government social 
and development programs which are not as well 
run, and are significantly underfunded, and incon-
sistent. Unless the Duque administration makes 

significant progress against coca cultivation and 
the drug industry, it is very possible that further 
progress on peace implementation will be difficult 
at best, if not impossible.

Volatile Border with Venezuela 
The immediate threat from neighboring Venezuela 
is mass migration that is overwhelming Colombia’s 
humanitarian and social institutions. However, it is 
more than just a humanitarian crisis as desperate, 
unattended migrants are being aggressively recruited 
by illicit organizations, causing a surge of crimi-
nal activity along both sides of the border. These 
problems are being fed by Venezuelan government 
mismanagement that has produced hyperinflation, 
resource scarcity, and economic depression. 

In the past couple of years more than 2.3 million 
people have migrated from Venezuela. This is nearly 
8 percent of Venezuela’s entire population. This does 
not include illegal migration or those still in tran-
sit, which means the number could be much higher. 
Some estimates place the figure as high as 4 million.27 
This is the largest mass migration in recent history on 
the continent--not due to war, but due to economic 
collapse and scarcity of basic needs, especially food. 
The top destinations of Venezuelan migrants in 2017 
were Colombia, the United States, Spain, Chile, and 
Peru. Colombia absorbed the most—more than the 
next two highest combined.28 The Red Cross has 
reported that from 2014–18 more than a million 
Venezuelans sought refuge in Colombia.29 

The quantity of Venezuelan refugees is 
overwhelming Colombia’s absorptive capacity. 
Additionally, where Colombian policy was initially 
very generous toward Venezuelan migrants, since 
February 2018, it has become increasingly restric-
tive. The current rules lock out many Venezuelans 
from the formal economy, so that a large proportion 
are now working informally. This makes them easy 
prey for armed groups and criminal organizations. 
Venezuelan youth are being recruited by both along 
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the border which operate their enterprises on both 
sides of the frontier.30 

These criminal enterprises have a first and sec-
ond degree cyclical impact on Colombia; they directly 
impact Colombia with violent criminal activity, and 
they sustain Venezuela’s humanitarian crisis that, 
in turn, impacts Colombia through an immigration 
crisis. Many analysts have been dismayed at the abil-
ity of the Venezuelan government to stay in power. 
Historically, many governments have collapsed in 
the face of similar onslaughts of social protest and 
international condemnation. Yet, the Venezuelan gov-
ernment continues to survive. Why? 

First, the Venezuelan 
opposition is not as unified 
as it needs to be, and they 
are riddled with elements 
that have been compro-
mised by the regime. Once 
in power, Chavez found that 
it was easier to control the 
opposition by co-opting 
them with money, rather 
than to repress them. Many 
are still receiving bene-
fits from the regime. This 
makes it impossible for 
the opposition coalition to 
be effective, both because 
significant sectors within 
the opposition refuse to take a hard line against the 
regime, and because these same actors keep the gov-
ernment apprised of all of the opposition’s plans.

Second, the basic needs emergency in the 
country has increased the government’s control. 
The government keeps track of those who oppose 
the government, and those who do not vote for the 
official candidates or support them. These peo-
ple do not receive their weekly Local Supply and 
Production Committee (CLAP) boxes of basic 
needs supplies.31 If one cannot emigrate, receiving 

a CLAP box can literally determine the difference 
between life and death. These boxes keep people in 
line. However, even those who receive the boxes still 
experience hunger, so they only keep the population 
in line to a certain degree. Furthermore, the oppo-
sition members who do not receive the CLAP boxes 
are essentially forced to leave; with only the loyalists 
and those without options remaining behind.

Generally, there are two factors that are keep-
ing the Venezuelan government in power. The first 
factor is support from China and Russia, seemingly 
aimed at foiling U.S. policy interests in the region. 
Even though Venezuela is not repaying their loans, 

these countries continue to 
extend credit to Venezuela, 
for the only apparent reason 
of sustaining an opponent of 
the United States in power. 
Besides money, Russia also 
sends humanitarian support, 
such as large shipments of 
wheat.32 The thinking may 
be that as long as Venezuela 
irritates the United States, 
the superpower will pay less 
attention to Russian and 
Chinese activities elsewhere. 
Equally critical to prop-
ping up the Venezuelan 
government is the second 

factor: criminalization of the State. Venezuela has 
driven its economy, and its oil industry, into the 
ground through mismanagement and undisciplined 
spending; meanwhile, criminal enterprise has sys-
tematically taken over. For some years it has been well 
known that elements of the Venezuelan government, 
with the encouragement of Hugo Chavez, and now 
Nicolás Maduro, have increasingly gotten involved 
in drug trafficking. This may have started out as a 
way of generating personal wealth, and of generating 
untraceable money for clandestine activities. However 
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now, drug trafficking seems to be a major source of 
regime income. Colombian cocaine is shipped by 
land through Vichada and Arauca departments, 
across the border into Venezuela and flown from that 
country to the United States and other destinations. 
This was facilitated by the Chavez’ regime’s shutting 
down of U.S. drug trafficking monitoring radars that 
operated on its territory by agreement with previous 
regimes. According to deserters it is also known that 
the Venezuelan government and military officials 
have been involved in trafficking cocaine from 
Bolivia to Venezuela and then on to other destina-
tions, including Cuba.33 Moreover, the government’s 
involvement has not been limited to drug trafficking, 
but has extended to nearly all imaginable types of 
illegal activity.

Whether it is drug trafficking, illegal mining, 
money laundering, or other criminal enterprises, 
both the government as a whole, and government 
officials individually, have been and are heavily 
involved. Venezuela’s national oil company, PDVSA, 
essentially bankrupt as an oil company, has report-
edly become a huge money laundering mechanism 
for criminal profits.34 Therefore, as the regime’s 
money is increasingly from criminal activity, their 
dependence on the licit economy is much reduced. 
So, in the short and maybe even mid-term, the 
Venezuelan government is not vulnerable to tra-
ditional international measures such as economic 
sanctions or other forms of isolation. However, the 
pressure on Venezuela’s legal economy does have an 
impact on Venezuela’s population, particularly those 
not associated with the regime.

Coca production and trafficking in Colombia 
feed a vicious cycle that makes the border crisis 
with Venezuela even more acute. Increased crim-
inality creates increased chaos in Colombia and 
generates money that strengthens the Venezuelan 
regime. Thus strengthened, the regime maintains 
policies which perpetuate the humanitarian crisis, 
increasing the impact on Colombia through mass 

migration as well as the increasing numbers of 
desperate Venezuelans who are being recruited by 
Colombian criminal and terrorist organizations. 
Additionally, propped up by Chinese and Russian 
money and aid that fill the gaps, the regime can sus-
tain itself in the short and perhaps even mid-term. 
No one should be surprised at the longevity of the 
regime compared to similar regimes in the past. The 
criminalization of the Venezuelan state has changed 
the rules.

The final question is whether or not Venezuela 
poses a conventional threat to Colombia. Could 
Venezuela attempt a conventional war to distract 
its population from the internal crisis? On paper, 
Venezuela’s military looks formidable. Under 
President Chavez it acquired large amounts of 
mostly Russian, but also some Chinese military 
equipment, to include advanced tanks, armored 
personnel carriers, anti-aircraft missiles, artillery, 
helicopters, and aircraft, particularly the Sukhoi 
SU–30 fighter. However, it appears that most of this 
weaponry might be useful to intimidate the political 
opposition in Caracas; it looks good on parade, but 
not much more.

In 2008, Chavez ordered ten battalions to the 
Colombian border to up the ante with that country, 
after the latter raided a camp just inside Ecuadorean 
territory, killing Raul Reyes, one of the members of 
the FARC secretariat.35 The battalions never did fully 
arrive, and elements of them were strewn for weeks 
along the entire route between Caracas and the bor-
der. Although this was ten years ago, this was also at 
the apex of Venezuela’s power. So, if they were unable 
to mobilize adequately in 2008, it is not likely they 
could do any better today. Subject to the same politici-
zation and mismanagement as the rest of the country, 
it is highly improbable that Venezuela could mobi-
lize, much less sustain, a conventional conflict with 
Colombia. This conclusion is supported, for example, 
by the many videos being circulated on social media 
of Venezuelan troops looking for food in garbage cans 
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like much of the rest of the population.36 They have no 
time to prepare for training or war with Colombia; it 
takes all of their energy just to survive.

A more likely, but also equally irrational 
scenario is that after some kind of escalation of 
tensions between Colombia and Venezuela, the 
Venezuelans would carry out some sort of single 
strike against an either symbolic or economic target 
within Colombia. Venezuela’s SU–30s are capable 
of such a strike against which Colombia is vulner-
able. Government buildings in Bogota are obvious 
political targets, and Colombia’s oil refineries are 
potential economic targets. Colombia’s F–21 Kfir 
fighter aircraft are outdated, and totally outmatched 
by Venezuela’s modern SU–30s. Furthermore, 
Colombia has little anti-air defense. However, 
Colombia has a highly developed irregular warfare 
capability and could carry out guerrilla-style raids 
nearly at will against Venezuelan forces, lines of sup-
ply, communications and infrastructure. So, while 
a conventional strike from Venezuela is possible, it 
would produce consequences that the regime could 
not control, and therefore is highly unlikely. Unless 
things suddenly change, Colombia need not waste 
time and resources on worrying about this threat.

Conclusion 
The Colombian government faces a complex mix 
of internal and external security challenges: imple-
menting peace, criminal organizations, old and new 
terrorist organizations, and external pressure from a 
neighboring Venezuela in crisis. All of these are com-
plicated by an exploding narcotics economy caused 
by a well-intentioned but inadequate crop substitu-
tion and manual eradication program in place of the 
old spraying program. Without narcotics trafficking, 
or with a much reduced drug trafficking industry, 
the situation would probably be manageable. But, 
given the current levels of narcotics cultivation and 
trafficking, will the Duque administration be able to 
successfully overcome these threats?

Certainly, the Duque administration seems to 
be saying the right things. However, so far that is 
all it has seemed to be, just talk. No substantial new 
policies have been forthcoming. This is unlike the 
presidency of Duque’s mentor, Álvaro Uribe Velez 
who, from very early in his 2002 administration, 
implemented a series of revolutionary initiatives that 
quickly began to turn the security situation around.

A significant obstacle to this kind of revolution-
ary policy has been the reduction of state funds due 
to inflation and a stagnating economy, while there 
has been a simultaneous increase in obligations due 
to the peace accords. So, in effect, strengthening of 
one policy area, has necessarily meant the weaken-
ing of another. These trade-offs have caused Duque 
some problems in a political game where his best 
outcome may be to minimize losses, rather than 
maximize gains. Having to deal with problems that 
he inherited from the Santos government, Duque 
has claimed that he is not at fault. True or not, now 
that he in charge these have become his problems. 
He has to make the tough choices to find the solu-
tions and bear the blame or glory of their outcome.

Duque is not a career politician, but is rather a 
technocrat and intellectual; this is perhaps simul-
taneously a strength and weakness. He seems to 
think that if he can just craft a sufficiently cogent 
argument, he can convince his opponents of its 
merits and overcome their opposition. Additionally, 
he seems to be reluctant to say hard things in an 
attempt to be friends with everyone. He is not the 
master political brawler like his mentor Uribe, who 
could outmaneuver his opponents at every turn, 
and he is not the coalition builder that was his 
immediate predecessor, Santos, who orchestrated 
multi-partisan legislation and policies by doling out 
quotas of the resulting power to the members.

Duque has renounced Santos’ methods because 
of the real and perceived corruption that it attracted, 
and he is too nice to practice Uribe’s methods. 
His virtue is his personal morality and his native 
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intelligence. However, that leaves him vulnerable 
to political spin by those who would do him harm. 
Gustavo Petro, Duque’s rival who lost the presidency 
to him, has used just about any less popular pro-
posal or law to call for social protest, such as Duque’s 
defense of public university education, and most 
recently, the raising of taxes.37 These social protests 
are becoming larger and increasingly violent. If 
Duque does not react with intelligent strength, they 
will make it impossible for him to govern.

This is the key to his success or failure—Duque 
needs to get out of his comfort zone and demon-
strate strong leadership, break a few political eggs 
(not laws), and not be afraid to assume the con-
sequences. So much of politics is perception, and 
so far the perception of President Duque has been 
as a consummate moderate, neither satisfying his 
would-be supporters, nor pacifying his opposition. 
His first 100 days have not been decisive. If he does 
not change the perception and get out in front of 
the issues, he will lose the support not only of his 
opponents, but his would-be supporters, becoming 
a lame-duck president, only holding the line against 
the security problems until a more decisive gov-
ernment from either side of the political spectrum 
replaces him, or the country is overwhelmed. PRISM
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In 2012, Brazilian President Dilma Roussef and Russian President Vladimir Putin shake hands in Mexico. 
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Extra-regional Actors in  
Latin America: The United States 
is not the Only Game in Town 
By Douglas Farah and Kathryn Babineau

During the past two centuries, the United States has enjoyed a largely unchallenged geopolitical, 
economic, and social influence in Latin America. However, in an increasingly multipolar world, 
Russia and China—and Iran to a lesser extent—have emerged to fill the vacuum left by diminished 

U.S. engagement in the region. Each with different interests, these three foreign actors exploit a growing, 
widespread disillusionment towards the United States. This regional disillusionment coupled with endemic 
corruption, violence, and erosion of the rule of law marks the conditions under which the extra-regional 
actors are engaging Latin America. All three actors have made significant gains—and suffered important set-
backs—as they move aggressively to position themselves as alternatives to traditional U.S. hegemony in Latin 
America. Their success has not been total, nor has it gone completely unchallenged. However, their efforts are 
a new constant in the Western Hemisphere, as the United States increasingly pursues an agenda that is sharply 
divorced from the once-shared interests of the majority of the region’s governments.

Russian President Vladimir Putin has made no effort to hide his desire to reestablish his country 
as a viable power player and competitor to U.S. influence in the region. Viewed through the lens of the 
Gerasimov Doctrine, this engagement is both rational from the Russian perspective and dangerous to the 
United States. So far, Russia has primarily focused its outreach efforts on allies in the Bolivarian Alliance, 
led by Venezuela and including Cuba, Nicaragua, Bolivia, El Salvador, and Suriname, all of whom share 
a strong anti-U.S. ideology with each possessing deeply criminalized governments.1 Often operating as a 
sort of “parasite state,” the public outreach of the Putin regime in Latin America is designed to maximize 
impact at low cost. To date, this approach consists largely of weapons sales and donations, high level state-
to-state visits, military and police training in areas of U.S. specialization such as counternarcotics, and 
financial assistance in avoiding the U.S.-based banking system. Within international forums, Russia has 
used its seat on the UN Security Council to protect Venezuela and Nicaragua from international sanctions, 
and has aggressively moved to open up financial operations—including banks and a crypto currency—to 
help its allies blunt the impact of U.S. and EU sanctions. The Russian presence, increasingly accompanied 
by Russian organized crime groups operating under the protection of the Russian state, is viewed by most 
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U.S. stakeholders as presenting the biggest strategic 
challenge of the three countries discussed.

In comparison to Russia, China is primarily an 
economic competitor, actively seeking to expand 
its areas of influence globally. China’s outreach has 
been much broader across Latin America where it 
has sought to build long-term economic relation-
ships with any willing partner in the region. China’s 
growing regional presence is focusing on trade and 
on increasing diplomatic ties at the expense of the 
Republic of China (Taiwan), while presenting itself 
as a global superpower capable of providing military 
training, business opportunities and unconditional 
foreign assistance in a more reliable, long-term way 
than the United States. Rather than wooing only the 
Bolivarian bloc and ideological allies, China engages 
across the region, recently convincing Panama and 
the Dominican Republic, key U.S. allies, and El 
Salvador to drop their diplomatic recognition of 
Taiwan. In exchange, both received large amounts 
of aid and promises of investment from the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC).

Of the three external actors, Iran’s revolu-
tionary government has the smallest footprint in 
Latin America of the three countries and the most 
opaque agenda. Unlike Russia and China, Iran offers 
neither economic nor military support, but instead 
focuses on a narrower set of state and non-state 
actors through limited political outreach and illicit 
activities meant to further Iran’s national interest 
and nuclear program. That influence diminished 
with the death of former Venezuelan president Hugo 
Chávez and the end of the presidency of Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad in Iran, but may increase again con-
tingent upon current developments.

Prior to the January 2016 implementation of the 
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) agreed 
to by Iran and the West, the Iranian government 
maintained an active network in Latin America to 
purchase dual use equipment for its nuclear pro-
gram, and sought to build close partnerships with 

the Bolivarian bloc of nations that were belliger-
ently anti-U.S. in tone and focus.2 Iran used the 
Bolivarian banking structures to evade sanctions, 
along with its primary allies: Venezuela, Bolivia, 
Ecuador, and Nicaragua. Attempts at a rapproche-
ment with Argentina ended in 2016 with the end of 
the Kirchner government, and ties to Brazil in the 
past decade have fizzled.

Upon the initial implementation of the JCPOA, 
the visible Iranian presence in Latin America 
dropped significantly, although the infrastructure 
of the clandestine network remained in place. That 
network appears to be reactivating again in possi-
ble anticipation of the likely collapse of the JCPOA 
in the wake of the U.S. withdrawal from the pact. 
Closely tied to the Iranian government’s formal 
structures are the Hezbollah-linked networks that 
engage in widespread criminal activities, such as 
contraband, money laundering, and drug trafficking 
needed to finance the Iranian proxy force.

Impact of Changing  
Regional Dynamics 
Because Russia and Iran tied their Latin American 
agendas to the nations of the Bolivarian Alliance, 
the state of their relationships and relative 
importance in the region have mirrored that of 
their allies. During the ascendance of the Alliance 
in the early years of the 21st century, Chávez, Putin, 
and Iran’s president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad made 
several joint appearances to celebrate regional 
electoral victories. The three nations announced 
grand plans and joint projects that would cost 
billions of dollars and herald the dawn of the 
Alliance’s motto: “Socialism for the 21st Century.” 
The strategic alliance produced an alternative to the 
United States on every front including economic 
aid, military training, equipping and doctrine, 
large-scale investment, and geopolitical orientation. 
The years since 2016, however, have seen a dramatic 
weakening of the Bolivarian Alliance. Powerful 
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Alliance members—including Ecuador, Argentina, 
and Brazil—left the alliance, while other members—
including Nicaragua and El Salvador—continue to 
experience major domestic challenges. As a result, 
Russia and in particular Iran, have far fewer willing 
partners in Latin America than even a few years ago.

China, playing a long game founded on prag-
matism rather than ideology, has not seen the same 
downturn in influence and relationships as have 
Russia and Iran. By decoupling its economic and 
outreach agenda from an explicitly anti-U.S. message, 
China has been able to work across the region with-
out significant opposition. While China has bailed 
out the Maduro government in Venezuela to keep 
it from default and has allowed Ecuador to accrue 
a massive debt, it has also maintained cordial ties 
with Colombia, Peru, and other U.S. allies. As noted 
above, since March 2017 Panama, El Salvador, and 
Dominican Republic dropped their historic recogni-
tion of Taiwan and recognized the PRC, leaving only 
18 countries in the world that recognize Taiwan.3 

The constant in the new regional dynamic is 
that the United States, less engaged in the region and 
no longer the sole external influence, is not driving 
ebbs and flows of the influence of the extra-regional 
actors in Latin America. Rather, it is a dynamic 
largely driven by the Latin American nations’ 
perceived self-interests at any given time. The per-
manent presence of Russia, China, Iran, and others 
who are setting a proactive rather than reactive 
agenda means a new normal in Latin America.

Growing Russian Influence in  
Latin America 
As Russia seeks to both expand and deepen its 
regional ties, the seminal Gerasimov Doctrine pro-
vides the framework for understanding the Russian 
strategy and tactics aimed at weakening U.S. 
influence, challenging U.S. dominance—military, 
economic, and political—and establishing a multi-
polar world order. As Commander of U.S Southern 
Command, Admiral Kurt W. Tidd outlined in his 

Port of Spain National Academy for the Performing Arts in Trinidad and Tobago, built by the Shanghai Construction 
Group. (Wikipedia/Belchman9006)
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February 2018 Posture Statement to the U.S. Senate 
Armed Services Committee:

Russia’s increased role in our hemisphere is 
particularly concerning, given its intelligence 
and cyber capabilities, intent to upend inter-
national stability and order, and discredit 
democratic institutions . . . Left unchecked, 
Russian access and placement could even-
tually transition from a regional spoiler to a 
critical threat to the U.S. homeland.4 

This Russo–Bolivarian partnership has opened 
the door not only for political and economic 
influence but also for; the expansion of Russia’s 
state-linked media to blanket the continent with an 
anti-U.S., pro-Russia propaganda via Sputnik News, 
Russia Today (RT TV), and other outlets; the instal-
lation of intelligence gathering platforms in close 
proximity to the United States, including numerous 
satellite tracking stations; and multiple commit-
ments to nuclear expansion in the Hemisphere. In 
addition to the shared desire to minimize U.S. influ-
ence in the region, Russia’s expanded outreach to the 
Bolivarian bloc provides a powerful friend on the 
UN Security Council capable of vetoing any efforts 
to hold them accountable for human rights viola-
tions or electoral fraud. 

In addition to establishing strong traditional 
diplomatic relations, Russia is also now deeply 
engaged in activities helping its allies to; develop 
new cyber capabilities, including cyber-attacks and 
hacking; expand the sophistication and reach of sur-
veillance equipment, mostly used against political 
enemies and journalists; participate in joint maneu-
vers and multiple military exercises; and purchase 
more sophisticated weapons systems that gener-
ate revenue and enhance Russian influence while 
diminishing that of the United States.

As part of this partnership, Russia has worked 
closely to prop up the Maduro regime in Venezuela 
both financially—through the advance purchase 

of increasingly scarce oil, coupled with debt for-
giveness—and politically, by blocking sanctions 
and punitive measures in the United Nations and 
other international forums. The Putin government 
also enjoys a special rapport with its former rev-
olutionary allies in the region, particularly those 
in Nicaragua and El Salvador. These nations have 
only grown in importance to Russia in recent years, 
particularly as the security and economic situa-
tion in Venezuela deteriorates and compromises 
its status as a reliable ally. In Nicaragua, President 
Daniel Ortega’s long-standing ties with the former 
Soviet Union, forged during his days as the leader 
of the Marxist Sandinista National Liberation Front 
(FSLN), have allowed Russia to easily rekindle a 
relationship with his friendly government. In El 
Salvador, the governing Farabundo Marti National 
Liberation Front (FMLN) is the most recent reliable 
Russian partner in the region, based on the former 
Sovient Union’s support for the FMLN’s guerilla 
army during El Salvador’s civil war.5 

The Gerasimov Doctrine in Latin America 
The strategic underpinning of the multi-faceted 
Russian activities in Latin America is the 2013 
“Gerasimov Doctrine,” put forward by General Valery 
Gerasimov, the Chief of Staff of the Armed Forces of 
Russia, a position that gives him operational control 
of Russian military intelligence (GRU).6 Gerasimov 
posited that Russia is in a state of permanent warfare, 
rather than facing a choice of war or peace. Within 
the continuum of blurred lines between war and 
peace is a new form of non-linear, or hybrid, war-
fare, in which all elements of the state are continually 
engaged, with greater or lesser emphasis.7 

A recent NATO report unpacked this doctrine 
and the implications for Russia’s new approach to 
warfare, and in particular hybrid warfare, noting: 

Such a war, they argue, goes way beyond the 
frames of the traditional understanding of 
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these wars. They include political intrigues, 
fights over resources and financial flows, 
and irreconcilable civilizational conflicts. 
On the battlefield in these wars, regu-
lar forces act alongside a number of new 
actors—irregular forces of rebels and fight-
ers, criminal gangs, international terrorist 
networks, private military companies, and 
legions of foreign mercenaries, units of 
spetsnaz and intelligence formations from 
different countries, military contingents of 
peacekeepers from international organi-
zations, and even non-governmental and 
humanitarian organizations and structures, 
representatives from printed and electronic 
mass media, volunteers, and activists from 
civil society.8  

Viewed through the prism of this doctrine, Russia’s 
activities in Latin America come into clearer focus. 
While the U.S. position remains preeminent—due 
to geographic proximity, 
cultural ties, and trade 
ties—Russia has advanced 
further and faster as a com-
petitive adversary than is 
often understood. 

A review of Russia’s 
activities in the region 
shows that, despite limited 
resources, the Gerasimov 
Doctrine is being imple-
mented through a policy 
that incorporates multiple 
elements of soft power, cou-
pled with military training 
and hardware, to directly 
displace U.S. influence. This 
includes counternarcotics and disaster relief, as well 
as engagement in regional Latin American forums 
created by the Bolivarian Alliance for the express 
purpose of excluding the United States and Canada.

Diverse Forms of Engagement 
Russia’s desire to establish a stronger foothold in 
Latin America is evidenced by the constant high-
level government visits with its Latin American 
allies. In addition to more recent visits by senior 
officials—including to Ecuador and Suriname—
an analysis of visits by senior Russians to Latin 
American countries from  2015 to 2017, (includ-
ing a vist from president Putin in November 2016 
to attend the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 
(APEC) summit in Peru), demonstrates a far 
greater level of engagement between high-level (the 
equivalent of an assistant secretary or above) offi-
cials of Latin American and Russian governments 
than that of the United States.9 As demonstrated 
in news articles and official government state-
ments, Latin American officials from an estimated 
20 countries visited Russia 44 times during those 
three years.10 Additionally, high-ranking Russian 
officials visited six Latin American countries on 11 

occasions. This high-level 
presence decreased after 
2017, with president Putin 
only visiting Latin America 
once in 2018, and even then 
only because the G20 sum-
mit was held in Argentina.11 

Admittedly, U.S. 
engagement with the region 
extends far beyond high-
level or state visits, so this 
record does not suggest 
that Russian influence now 
exceeds that of the United 
States, but it does provide 
a useful point of reference. 
Equally important, experts 

widely agree that Russia’s domestic political and 
economic troubles will likely prevent it from fully 
displacing the preeminent position that U.S. eco-
nomic, security, and aid partnerships currently hold 

While the U.S. position  
[in Latin America] remains 

preeminent—due to geographic 
proximity, cultural ties, 

and trade ties—Russia has 
advanced further and faster as 
a competitive adversary than is 

often understood.
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in the region. Nevertheless, these visits indicate that 
Russia is actively seeking partners in Latin America 
and is finding many countries in the region that are 
willing to consider such overtures. 

Although still dwarfed by weapons sales from 
the United States and elsewhere, Russia has made 
significant inroads in recent years throughout Latin 
America, primarily with friendly countries, to 
expand its arms sales in the region. A recent NATO 
report noted the significant military purchases of 
Russian equipment by the Maduro regime, as well as 
President Ortega in Nicaragua: 

Since 2005, Venezuela has purchased $11 
billion worth of equipment from Russia, 
including fighter jets, helicopters and rifles. 
Moscow provided loans to Caracas to help 
purchase the S-300VM anti-ballistic missile 
system to protect Venezuelan waters in 2013. 
The recent acquisition made Venezuela the 
second biggest importer of Russian arms 
between 2012 and 2015, after India. Lately, 
Russia also sent warships to the Caribbean 
to perform drug patrols. Colombians were 
outraged in October 2013, when two Russian 
supersonic bombers, capable of carrying 
nuclear warheads, flew from Venezuela to 
Nicaragua over San Andres, disputed terri-
tory between Colombia and Nicaragua. In 
March 2015, Venezuelan President Nicolás 
Maduro ordered the major military exercise 
“Bolivarian shield,” with Russian participa-
tion, as a response to U.S. sanctions against 
seven Venezuelan officials.12 

The Russian news agency TASS recently 
reported that since 2000, the Russian arms exporter 
Rosoboronexport has sold $10 billion in weaponry 
and military equipment to Latin American nations.13 
The company is working with Argentina, Brazil, 
Colombia, Mexico, and Peru to broker deals for both 
ground and air equipment, in particular Ural trucks 

and motor vehicles. In addition to Rosoboronexport, 
the Russian companies Rostec and Irkut Aircraft 
Corporation are also known to be operating in the 
region, including attending military expositions in 
Latin America.

Although producing few tangible results, Russia 
has also publicly expressed its willingness to partner 
on nuclear projects in Latin America. In October 
2016, Russia and Paraguay announced a new 
Pacific nuclear energy partnership, which begins a 
new wave of investments and technology sharing 
between the two countries.14 Similarly, in January 
2018 Argentina announced a recent memorandum 
of understanding with Russia’s state nuclear corpo-
ration Rosatom, which covered uranium exploration 
in Argentina as well as assistance in the construction 
of nuclear power plants.15 

Russia has also made a concerted effort to 
deepen its partnerships with Bolivia, recently 
announcing that it would assist Bolivia in building 
a “nuclear center to research radiation technolo-
gies applied in agriculture, medicine and various 
industries.”16 After announcing that he had met with 
a number of Russian officials, and was considering 
additional partnerships in a number of other areas—
including lithium production—Bolivian President 
Evo Morales, who recently visited Russia, com-
mented warmly on the growing Russian presence in 
the region.17 

Organized Crime and Money  
Laundering Structures 
In his discussion of Russian foreign policy in June 
2018, Admiral Tidd noted that the arrival of a 
Russian diplomatic presence anywhere in the world 
is almost immediately followed by the presence of 
Russian organized crime, which often allies itself 
with existing transnational criminal networks.18 
These criminal activities are often sanctioned by the 
Russian government and are considered among the 
tools of statecraft under the Gerasimov Doctrine. 
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There have been several cases in Latin America 
recently where the Russian state and transnational 
criminal networks have merged to the mutual bene-
fit and profit of both.

Perhaps the most notorious case of such col-
laboration came to light in February 2018, when 
Argentine authorities seized approximately 400 
kilograms of cocaine des-
tined for Russia, which 
they discovered housed in 
an annex of the Russian 
embassy. Former Russian 
diplomatic officials, as well 
as Argentine police, were 
among those arrested as 
part of the operation, which 
aimed to move the cocaine 
in diplomatic luggage to 
Moscow.19 The head of the 
criminal network identi-
fied as “Mr. K,” Andrey 
Kovalchuck, was reported to 
have a relationship with the Russian ambassador in 
Argentina.20 He was arrested in Germany in March 
2018.21 Testimony from one of the men arrested in 
the case, Ali Abyanov, indicated that the Russian 
embassy in Uruguay was heavily involved in the 
drug smuggling operation, which Abyanov said has 
been running for years.22 

Propping up Venezuela 
Russia has continued to serve as a staunch supporter 
of the Venezuelan regime, even announcing before 
the completion of vote counting that the May 2018 
presidential elections—widely considered to be 
fraudulent and undemocratic by most of the interna-
tional community—were valid.23 Experts note that 
the Maduro government, alienated from much of 
the regional and international community, views its 
relationship with Russia as symbiotic, as it reaches 
out to autocratic partners for survival.

As oil rich nations that currently have great 
difficulty accessing global financial systems, pri-
marily as the result of effective sanction regimes 
in the West, Russia and Venezuela have grown 
their partnership in recent years. And while other 
nations and multinational companies look to cut 
their losses in Venezuela, Russian oil giant Rosneft 

continues to invest heavily. 
According to recent report-
ing, Rosneft is swapping 
debt for 100 percent control 
of the largest Venezuelan 
gas reserves; furthermore, 
as Russia bails out the 
struggling Venezuelan 
state-owned oil and natural 
gas company, Petróleos de 
Venezuela, S.A. (PDVSA), 
Rosneft’s agreements allow 
them to export 100 percent 
of what they produce. 
According to oil indus-

try expert Francisco Monaldi, Rosneft produces 
around 140,000 barrels per day and is one of the 
three largest oil companies in the country. Russia 
has loaned Venezuela an additional $5 billion and 
as part of these deals, Rosneft received nearly 50 
percent ownership of the U.S. CITGO refinery as 
collateral for further debt refinancing.24  

Additionally, President Maduro received 
Russian assistance in the development of an official 
Venezuelan cryptocurrency—known as the petro—
to avoid the financial constraints of U.S. sanctions.25 
Venzuela followed the late 2017 creation of the petro 
with a January 2018 announcement by Maduro that 
100 million “tokens” would be released in the initial 
sale of the petro for which—given the oil backing 
of the currency—analysts calculated the total value 
to be about $6 billion.26 And yet, while it relies on 
the value of Venezuelan oil, the Venezuelan govern-
ment has indicated that the petro cannot actually be 

There have been several cases 
in Latin America recently 
where the Russian state 

and transnational criminal 
networks have merged  

to the mutual benefit and  
profit of both.
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exchanged for barrels. The petro, designed with the 
help of a Russian cyber expert Fedor Bogorodsky 
(living in Uruguay), was officially offered for pre-
sale beginning in February 2018. Between February 
15th and March 15th, 38 million of 100 million tokens 
were auctioned with financial analysts estimating 
the total sale at $1.3 billion.27  

In response to the petro, in March the United 
States officially banned:

all transactions related to, provision of 
financing for, and other dealings in, by a 
United States person or within the United 
States, any digital currency, digital coin, or 
digital token [issued by the Venezuelan gov-
ernment since January 9].28  

Only one little-known Russian bank, Evrofinance 
Mosnarbank, handles the currency. Evrofinance is 
comprised of a consortium of sanctioned Russian 
banks (50.1 percent) and a sanctioned Venezuelan 
state entity (49.9 percent).29 

Russian Media Influence 
During the past three years, Russia has moved 
aggressively to expand its state media presence in 
Latin America and has, with each passing year, 
grown more sophisticated in the Spanish-language 
services it offers on multi-media platforms. These 
networks have quickly expanded their reach across 
the Hemisphere. A recent report succinctly outlined 
the overall aim of these efforts, which is to encour-
age pro-Russian sentiment throughout the region: 

Moscow uses RT, other official media, social 
networks, and culture to change the percep-
tion that the region, including Argentina, has 
of Russia. Currently its image is of a country 
that is a continuation of the Soviet Union, 
which was the embodiment of hard, milita-
rized power. Looking to the future, Moscow’s 
goal is to promote a more culturally and 

technologically inclusive image, which is seen 
as key to being perceived as a modern, preem-
inent power, not just a strategic one.30 

The two primary vehicles are RT Español and 
Sputnik Mundo, both closely tied to the Russian state 
and both carrying exclusively pro-Russia, and anti-
U.S. messages. Much of the news on the websites of 
both outlets relates to Latin America through the 
lens of Russian “value-added,” including the aid and 
assistance the Putin regime can offer in the region, 
primarily to the nations comprising the Alianza 
Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra América 
(ALBA).31 These Russian state media outlets are 
reproduced and linked back and forth to a large 
network of websites and programming run by the 
Bolivarian Alliance and their proxies across the 
Hemisphere, greatly amplifying the Russian media 
reach in Latin America. 

China’s Long-Term,  
Economics-First Approach 
China’s growing influence in Latin America looms 
large, second only to its influence and commercial 
exchanges with the United States. Primarily, although 
not exclusively economic in nature, China’s activities 
in the region have been extensively documented in 
other academic and policy analysis.32 While China 
has certainly not yet replaced the United States in 
the Western Hemisphere, the gap continues to close 
at a significant pace. The United States has far larger 
foreign direct investment in Latin America than does 
China, although exact comparisons are not possible 
given that most of the Chinese enterprises are tied to 
the state. In addition, according to one analysis, Latin 
America constitutes almost 25 percent of total U.S. 
trade; and its producers export three times more to 
Latin America than to China.”33 

Chinese influence is perhaps best demonstrated 
by official high-level Chinese visits to Latin American 
countries. The PRC’s top three officials dealing with 
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foreign relations—President Xi Jinping, Foreign 
Minister Wang Yi, and Prime Minister Li Keqiang—
made  a combined 29 visits to Latin America between 
2015–18. Moreover, almost half of these visits 
occurred in 2018, indicating an accelerating pace of 
Chinese interest and engagement in the Hemisphere. 
In the last two months of 2018 the presidents of El 
Salvador, Panama, the Dominican Republic, and 
Cuba all visited China as well. There were dozens of 
other visits by senior Chinese officials (the equivalent 
of an assistant secretary or above ) to Latin America 
and Latin American officials to China.34 Thus while 
Russian presence—at least high-level, public visits—
has decreased during the past two years, Chinese 
visits are increasingly common.

As Chinese President Xi said when welcoming 
Argentine President Mauricio Macri to Beijing in May 
2017, “Latin America is the natural extension of the 
21st century Maritime Silk Road.”35 While seeking to 
extend the new Silk Road China, like Russia in recent 
years, has been attempting to replicate programs that 
have long propagated American influence, such as 
military-to-military training programs where the 
United States has long-held sway. Indeed, China now 
offers similar programs, and often outperforms what 
the United States can offer. According to U.S. military 
officials in 2015, China for the first time trained more 
Latin American military officers than the United 
States, and the difference has grown every year since. 
Participants in Chinese military exchanges said that in 
addition to more opportunities in Chinese programs 
than U.S. programs, China offers several other advan-
tages. Participants travel business class, stay in 5-star 
hotels, and often all expenses are paid during their 
time in China. In contrast, the United States generally 
offers economy class travel, non-luxury accommoda-
tions, and non- paid tourism excursions.36 

Another key priority for China is to consolidate 
its position as the sole legitimate Chinese govern-
ment in the Hemisphere. As a result, China has made 
significant efforts to woo Taiwan’s long-time allies in 
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the region to recognize the Beijing government. The 
efforts have yielded results, with Panama switching 
its recognition in June 2017 and becoming the first 
country in Latin America to join China’s much-
touted One Belt One Road (OBOR) initiative.37 The 
Dominican Republic shifted recognition in May 2018 
and El Salvador followed suit in August, leaving only 
nine nations in the Hemisphere—mostly Caribbean 
islands—that still recognize Taiwan.38 

As R. Evan Ellis noted in June 2017, China’s pol-
icy toward Latin America is unique in its opaqueness; 
in contrast to Russia (and the Soviet Union before 
that), China’s discussion of engagement abroad solely 
on the basis of mutually beneficial investment oppor-
tunities belies hidden strategic goals:

In contrast to the Cold War struggle 
between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, the 
PRC does not explicitly seek to impose a 
particular model of governance or eco-
nomic organization on the world. Yet that 
does not mean that China’s engagement 
is benign or without significant adverse 
consequences. With self-interest that is 
understandable but stunning in its global 
implications, the PRC is seeking to leverage 
its growing economic weight and capabil-
ities, through a combination of statecraft, 
trade, loans, investment, and other forms 
of engagement, to structure a world order 
in which global commercial flows, politi-
cal relationships, and institutions support 
expanding China’s wealth and power.39 

China is also moving aggressively to use its 
growing economic clout to shape hemispheric 
events. Last year, for the first time ever, China 
was granted observer status at the Summit of the 
Americas held in Lima, Peru in April. It was also 
the first summit the U.S. President did not attend, 
offering a stark reminder of the shifting regional 
priorities for both nations. As one observer noted, 
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“This is particularly significant at a time when 
China–LAC trade has reached almost historic 
heights—in 2017 it totaled $266 billion—and China 
has become the top trading partner for a number 
of countries in the region, including some of the 
biggest economies, like Brazil, Chile, and Peru, as 
well as smaller ones like Uruguay.”40 In addition, 
according to the Brookings Institution, by 2017 
China had invested almost $250 billion in Latin 
America during the previous decade, making it a 
critical player in the region’s economic outlook.41 As 
the Chinese investments, trade, and training grow, 
according to fiscal year (FY) 2018 budget requests, 
the Trump Administration requested $1.1 billion 
for Latin America and the Caribbean in foreign 
assistance, an estimated $600 million decrease from 
FY 2017 aid numbers.42 This includes both economic 
assistance and a number of security assistance pro-
grams managed by the U.S. State Department.43 

Furthermore, in his discussion of Beijing’s for-
eign policy, Ellis argues that, given how China does 
not ascribe to the key tenants of the liberal world 
order, a world in which Chinese influence is on the 
rise likely represents a threat to “the rights and lib-
erties of the rest of the world,” goals that the United 
States has actively sought to further through its 
foreign policy.44 This pragmatic approach, consistent 
with the pledge of non-interference in the affairs of 
other countries and the desire to gain hemispheric 
leverage, is largely devoid of considerations for issues 
such as environmental degradation, rule of law, 
functioning democratic institutions, and internal 
repression. This helps explain China’s willingness 
to lend massive amounts of money to the Maduro 
regime in Venezuela. The debt stood at $62 billion in 
mid-2017 and grew by at least $5 billion more in early 
2018 despite the deteriorating economic, political 
and human rights situation.45 Much of the debt is to 
be repaid with oil, and the infusions of Chinese cash, 
despite Venezuela falling continually far behind on 
its oil shipments, has been a key factor in keeping 

the Maduro regime from debt default and complete 
collapse. It is worth noting that the price of trying to 
exchange debt for energy security could be very high, 
given that the opposition in Venezuela has promised 
to tear up the contracts with the Chinese. In this sce-
nario, China could end up with all debt and no oil.

Chinese Media: Reinforcing the Long Game 
Like its Russian counterpart, in Latin America the 
Chinese leadership spends a great deal of effort 
and resources on shaping the narrative of China’s 
expanding presence through state-controlled media. 
Unlike the Russians, and increasingly less like the 
United States, the Chinese government hosts annual 
meetings between Latin America media leaders and 
Chinese leaders, usually with expense paid trips to 
Beijing. A recent report noted:

In true digital age fashion, Chinese outlets in 
Latin America have skipped over traditional 
print media in favor of virtual platforms, 
which host content tailored to local audi-
ences. Though slightly less up-to-date than 
their Chinese-language versions, newspapers 
Xinhua and People’s Daily produce daily 
Spanish and Portuguese-language content, as 
does China Radio International (CRI). China 
Central Television (CCTV), meanwhile, 
boasts a 24-hour channel, CGTN Spanish, 
which is available online, free of charge. 
Even the magazine China Today, which 
remains one of the few examples of Chinese 
print media in Latin America, maintains 
not one, but two Spanish-language websites, 
in addition to its two print publications in 
Mexico and Peru. Nearly all of these outlets 
have Spanish-language accounts on social 
media that are banned in China, including 
Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube.46 

Xinhua, the official state-run press agency of China, 
has 21 bureaus in 19 Latin American countries, along 
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with 200 media subscribers (who get the new feed for 
free or at greatly discounted prices) and 200 non-me-
dia subscribers, including government ministries 
across the region. The purpose of the expansion, 
according to Cai Mingzhao, the director of Xinhua, is 
to use the agency’s 50 years’ experience in the region to 
“play a larger role in shaping a China, Latin America 
and Caribbean community of common destiny.”47 

That destiny may ultimately prove not as rosy 
as it currently appears to many in Latin America. A 
recent analysis by the C4ADS research group indi-
cates that in the case of the Indo–Pacific, China’s 
OBOR initiative may provide the perfect cover for 
China’s strategic expansion of the international 
security infrastructure. They argue: 

The BRI [Belt and Road Initiative], China’s 
guiding foreign policy doctrine and one of the 
most ambitious economic initiatives in mod-
ern history, is portrayed by Chinese leaders as 
creating win-win economic development for 
all nations. Yet, some states question whether 
China’s infrastructure investments are driven 
by strategic interests. . . The authors find 
that Chinese analysts unofficially discussing 
port investments routinely prioritize China’s 
national security interests over the objective 
of mutually beneficial economic develop-
ment, contradicting the position of official 
policy documents. Chinese analysts argue 
that the BRI’s Maritime Silk Road component 
can help ensure Beijing’s access to vital sea 
lines of communication. Port investments 
are viewed as vehicles with which China 
can cultivate political influence to constrain 
recipient countries and build dual-use infra-
structure to facilitate Beijing’s long-range 
naval operations.48 

Studies like this one help to show the true nature 
of Chinese investment, and time will only tell how 
this model will also be applied to Latin America. As 

engagement with the region deepens, it is undoubt-
edly possible that China’s economic program gives 
way to a more overt national security agenda, as 
appears to be the case in other areas of the world. 

Iran in Latin America: A Plan 
of Proximity
Since the triumph of the Iranian Revolution in 1979, 
the Islamic republic has viewed Latin America as 
a fertile field for expansion, both in political and 
religious influence and in building a nuclear arsenal. 
Its first primary theater of expansion was Argentina, 
and included signing a nuclear agreement that, when 
abrogated by Argentina at the request of the United 
States, led to the 1994 Iranian-sponsored attack on 
a Jewish AMIA center in Buenos Aires. The attack 
left 85 people dead and more than 100 wounded.49 
In 2015, on the eve of prosecutor Alberto Nisman’s 
presentation of an indictment against Argentina’s 
then President Cristina Fernández de Kirchner—
on charges of secretly reopening talks with Iran 
regarding a nuclear program—he was murdered 
inside his apartment. There are serious indicators 
that the murderers were directly tied to the Iranian 
state.50 In other countries throughout the region, 
Iran has made use of Latin America’s proximity to 
the United States as a staging ground for attacks. 
For example, public trial records show that Iran, 
operating through Guyana, was behind the 2007 
attempted attack on JFK airport in New York City.51 
Furthermore, the U.S. Government officially blamed 
senior Iranian government officials, operating in 
Mexico of funding a failed 2011 attempt to assassi-
nate the Saudi ambassador in Washington, D.C.52

Iran has relied on the Bolivarian Alliance 
and its staunchest allies to make inroads across 
the region, largely focused on the expansion of its 
diplomatic presence and Shi’a Islamist cultural 
centers within the safe confines of the Bolivarian 
Alliance member countries. By 2015, Iran or its 
proxy Hezbollah controlled some 80 cultural centers 
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across the hemisphere, many of them carrying out 
activities with radical populist groups that share the 
same anti-American agenda. Radical imams such as 
Abdul Karim Paz, Suhail Assad and others traveled 
the region visiting the cultural centers, particularly 
those in San Salvador, El Salvador and Iquique, 
Chile. Oscar Rodriguez, a Salvadoran Islamic con-
vert who changed his name to Mustafa al Salvatori, 
spent nine years studying in Iran and returned 
to the region in 2016 as a representative of Iran in 
Central America.

These cultural activities, however, have recently 
diminished significantly. With the Bolivarian Alliance 
in retreat and Iran under intense internal and interna-
tional pressure because of its involvement in hot wars 
in Syria and Afghanistan, Iran’s standing in the region 
has weakened. As a result, visits by Irananian public 
officials to the region have all but ended.

At its height in 2011, the embrace of the Iranian 
and the Bolivarian revolutions demonstrated striking 
similarities in the language and strategic framework 
used to define themselves. Both revolutions, the 
Iranian and the Bolivarian, used identical words to 
describe their struggle in favor of the “oppressed” 
and against “oppressor states,” and both defined 
the United States as the fulcrum of oppression. Not 
only were the words similar, but the two revolutions 
found a common point of departure for their visions 
of the need to attack the United States, based on 
their individual interpretations of the 1979 Iranian 
revolution. For the Iranians, the revolution was an 
act of Allah striking the infidel the United States; for 
the Bolivarian Alliance, the revolution was a lesson in 
successful asymmetrical warfare. This analysis by the 
Bolivarian leaders led to the adoption of a doctrine 
of asymmetrical warfare, which embraces the use of 
weapons of mass destruction against the United States 
and the belief that both revolutions face a common 
enemy in the United States.53 

As their relationship grew, the Iranians and 
the Bolivarians turned their shared ideology into 

partnership. Desperate for access to the U.S. bank-
ing structure as international sanctions kicked in, in 
2012 the Iranian government successfully negotiated 
with then Ecuadoran President Rafael Correa to 
establish a clandestine banking relationship between 
an Ecuadoran dollarized bank and a consortium 
of sanctioned Iranian financial institutions. The 
plan called for encrypted communications between 
the banking structures in both nations, with the 
decryption key to be held by the Iranian ambassador 
in Quito, Ecuador.54 Given that the highest priority 
of the Iranian government in rebuilding its Latin 
American network was primarily focused on acquir-
ing dual-use technology, access to the Western 
banking system and revenue streams from illicit 
state-to-state activities, it was narrowly focused both 
conceptually and geographically.

When the JCPOA was adopted, the need for 
most of the services acquired from the Bolivarian 
Alliance diminished. Iran once again had access 
to the global banking structure, the acquisition of 
most technology on the open market, and oil sales to 
generate revenue.

This is the most likely explanation for the rapid 
disappearance of the visible activity of the Iranian net-
work in most of Latin America. Once vibrant cultural 
centers, like that in San Salvador, have gone quiet and 
are no longer hosting the large pro-Iranian events that 
once filled their calendars. The recruitment of dozens 
of students from each country in the Hemisphere to 
attend seminars and training in Iran, begun around 
2009, has largely ceased. Visits by senior Iranian offi-
cials to the hemisphere, frequent under then Iranian 
president Ahmadinejad, are now few and far between, 
and almost none of the joint projects announced (a 
bicycle factory in Venezuela, a dairy processing plant in 
Nicaragua, and dozens of others) have come to fruition.

Given the decision of the Trump 
Administration to withdraw from the JCPOA in 
May 2018, it is likely that the Iranian network and 
the networks of its proxies like Hezbollah will again 
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become more active, as some of the same necessities 
for the survival of the Iranian regime will reappear. 
What is unclear is how much support the Iranian 
government can still garner from what is left of the 
Bolivarian Alliance. With Ecuador having with-
drawn its banking support and unlikely to reinstate 
it, Venezuela and Nicaragua in existential crisis and 
El Salvador weakened, there are few allies left to 
come to the rescue. Nevertheless, Iran began build-
ing its clandestine network in the early 1980s and it 
has proved resilient and durable in less fertile terrain 
than currently exists. This suggests that Iran will 
remain active around the margins where necessary 
and in a more active and visible form where possible.

Conclusion 
As Admiral Tidd noted in June, the United States 
“is no longer the only game in town” in Latin 
America, and its adversaries are engaged in “indi-
rect assaults” on U.S. interests to broaden the 
competitive spaces in the hemisphere.55 While 
USSOUTHCOM views threat networks as the 
biggest strategic challenge in its AOR, these threat 
networks are growing with the expanding influ-
ence of the three extra regional actors. 

In a multipolar world, jockeying for a geopolit-
ical edge is not uncommon nor necessarily a threat. 
However, in the case of Latin America, none of the 
primary competitors with the U.S. shares any of its 
fundamental values of fostering democracy and rule 
of law, nor strategic objectives such as drug interdic-
tion, halting migrant flows, or building a mutually 
beneficial regional security structure. In fact, each 
of the three extra-regional actors discussed sees the 
United States as an enemy and views diminishing 
U.S. influence and weakening its standing as stra-
tegic imperatives. In the cases of Russia and Iran, 
friendships with the Bolivarian Alliance are built on 
a foundation of hatred toward the United States and 
the fusion of highly criminalized states with trans-
national organized crime groups, often wielded as 

instruments of statecraft. China’s interests are pri-
marily pragmatic economic and geopolitical strategic 
concerns. While none of the three currently repre-
sent a clear strategic military challenge to the United 
States, all have positioned themselves to be able to 
grow beyond economic and political competition to 
something much more dangerous if left unchecked. 
This is particularly true for Russia, which is quietly 
building cyber and military capacities with the inten-
tion of targeting the United States when possible.

As the Bolivarian Alliance is weakened, the 
United States has yet to successfully put together an 
active coalition to reclaim the space seized by Russia, 
nor has it succeeded in creating a community of 
interest to keep Iran from reactivating its clandes-
tine networks in the hemisphere. Given the current 
economic and budgetary realities in the United 
States, there will be little effort to challenge China’s 
expanding economic reach in the Hemisphere. 

Most countries outside the Bolivarian Alliance 
would prefer to deal with the United States rather 
than its adversaries. Furthermore, most of the 
Bolivarian Alliance nations are in crisis and offer rela-
tively few competitive advantages to the United States’ 
extra-regional adversaries at this time. But U.S. disen-
gagement in the region, coupled with the emergence 
of well-funded alternatives, has given many poten-
tial allies a reason to hedge their bets. The growing 
anti-U.S. narrative, fed by Russian disinformation, 
Chinese state media, and Iranian websites and out-
reach linked to a vast network of cyber allies is also 
taking its toll on how the United States is perceived.

The current trajectory in the Hemisphere can-
not be altered solely with displays of military power 
or occasional threats and sanctions against bad 
actors. A genuine whole-of-government strategic 
approach, including diplomatic, economic, intelli-
gence, and military components, is the only option 
to shrink the operational space of adversaries intent 
on diminishing the influence and effectiveness of 
the United States in Latin America. PRISM
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In August 2010, hundreds of Mexican journalists silently marched in downtown Mexico City in protest of the kidnappings, 
murder and violence against their peers throughout the country. (Knight Foundation) 
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Only Connect: the Survival  
and Spread of Organized Crime 
in Latin America
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Dr. Ivan Briscoe is the Program Director for Latin America and the Caribbean of the International Crisis Group, based in 
Bogota, Colombia. Mr. David Keseberg is a research assistant in the Americas Research Division, Stiftung Wissenschaft 
und Politik, in Berlin, Germany.

Legend has it that Pope John Paul II, during his visit to Guatemala at the height of that country’s civil 
war in 1983, handed down a highly undiplomatic refrain to his official hosts: “you like to kill.” It is a 
conclusion that, decades on from the Cold War era of military dictatorships, left-wing revolutionary 

regimes, and embattled democracies, is still largely valid across Latin America, although for quite different 
reasons. This is the region of the world that is now least affected by armed conflict, yet most exposed to a 
daily dose of largely criminal violence. In 2016, 17 of the 20 countries and 43 of the 50 cities with the world’s 
highest rates of homicide—excluding those affected by armed conflict—were to be found in Latin America.1 
In absolute terms, one in four global homicides occurs in only four countries: Brazil, Mexico, Venezuela, and 
Colombia.2 This lethal yet commonplace violence is most closely associated with those countries saddled with 
the presence of vibrant criminal organizations, groups which are in turn associated in the minds of many 
Latin Americans with the spread of sinister tentacles across poor urban communities, peripheral rural areas, 
prisons, police forces, judges, eminences of the political establishment, and international bankers and lawyers. 
Crime no longer appears as a mere underworld, but has become a source of fear, resentment, popular enter-
tainment and, perhaps most crucially, livelihood and opportunity; it has become a culture.

However, this broad-brush depiction of Latin America as a fertile territory for bloodthirsty cartels does not 
do justice to the complex path that organized crime has taken in the past four to five decades. From the time 
when the first major independent drug trafficking organizations emerged and the Cold War regimes of the 
region, often with their own flourishing illicit enterprises, began to subside, the region’s criminal groups have 
morphed towards ever higher levels of complexity, differentiation, and selectivity in their areas of influence. 
Their presence and the violence they mete out is highly uneven: rates of murder not only vary greatly between 
countries, but also within them.3 The safest region of Mexico, Yucatán, suffered a mere 2 percent of the murders 
recorded in 2017 in the country’s most murderous state, Guerrero, and notched up roughly the same homicide 
rate as Belgium.4 Similarly extreme disparities in murder rates are found in Brazil and Guatemala.

An extraordinarily diverse array of criminal groups and armed factions is now engaged in illicit activ-
ity across the region, each with its own mores and footprints. These range from street gangs or maras in the 
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Northern Triangle of Central America to criminal 
fiefdoms in Brazil, from drug cartels and criminal 
syndicates in Mexico to guerrilla forces and dissi-
dents in Colombia, Mexico, and Paraguay, and from 
militias formed by former members of the secu-
rity forces in Brazil to neo-paramilitary groups in 
Colombia. Whereas peripheral and border territo-
ries across Latin America—themselves shaped by a 
historically limited state presence—have provided 
plenty of opportunities for criminal groups to thrive, 
these organizations have grown and diversified in 
complicity; direct or indirect; overt or tacit; active or 
passive alongside their local communities, security 
forces, and state authorities at multiple different 
levels.5 Strategic trading hubs such as the port cities 
of Tumaco and Buenaventura on Colombia’s Pacific 
Coast or border cities such as Ciudad Juárez in 
Mexico or Ciudad del Este, located in the tri-border 
area of Paraguay, Argentina, and Brazil, have lost 
none of their appeal to organized crime and com-
mercial hustlers. Peripheral areas of major cities, for 
their part, now act as magnets for gangs and extor-
tion rackets. Meanwhile, the deep rural hinterlands 
of Colombia and Venezuela have become hubs for 
multiple forms of illicit trafficking, coveted by com-
peting armed factions often acting in league with 
military and state officials.6 

Aside from the insecurity and violence they 
generate, armed criminal groups exert demonstrable 
political, social, and even electoral influence over cer-
tain circumscribed territories, both rural and urban.7 
At the same time, their sway over national democratic 
politics through the use of channels of high-level 
corruption and influence trafficking remains opaque, 
although numerous scandals corroborating these 
connections have fueled public outrage.8 Electorates 
across Latin America have already taken great offense 
at evidence of these high-level illicit linkages, most 
notably in Guatemala and Mexico, and tend to regard 
the infiltration of criminal actors in political life as a 
large part of the reason for the failure of governments 

to handle resources properly or provide adequately for 
their populations.9

The combination of chronic criminal violence, 
selective territorial control, and supposed national 
political influence together represent an intercon-
nected series of threats, to both public well-being and 
the stability of democracies. More immediately, they 
have prompted across Latin America an assortment 
of public responses that have included traditional 
demands for tougher law enforcement (so-called 
mano dura) but have more recently featured calls to 
prosecute corrupt officials, purge state bodies and 
security forces, or recast entirely the ruling paradigms 
of security policy. Meanwhile, vigilante violence and 
eroding faith in democracy show some of the risks of 
failing to address public anxieties over lawless streets 
and venal practices in high office.

The Reconfiguration of  
Organized Crime 
More than a decade after then-President Felipe 
Calderón declared Mexico’s war on drugs, the coun-
try’s public security crisis has descended into a trough. 
The year 2017 went down as the country’s bloodiest 
since official records began some 20 years ago, with 
29,168 registered homicides. An even greater num-
ber of violent deaths are expected in 2018.10 Instead of 
disrupting command structures, debilitating criminal 
organizations and reducing criminal violence, the cure 
promulgated by Calderón and perpetuated by his suc-
cessor Enrique Peña Nieto has proven worse than the 
disease. The war on drugs, the deployment of troops 
and militarized policing strategies to wage it, and 
the targeting of high-ranking members of organized 
crime groups in effect accelerated an incipient process 
of fragmentation in the criminal underworld towards 
horizontal networks of smaller outfits.

Adapting to Crackdowns 
Major drug cartels that once had the means to con-
trol the entire drug trade between Colombia and 
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the United States have splintered into an inter-con-
nected array of national and regional cartels, local 
mafias, and national and transnational trafficking 
networks (transportistas). At the end of Peña Nieto’s 
sexenio (six-year term), estimates suggest up to 300 
criminal groups could have been operating across 
Mexico. In comparison, during Calderón’s tenure 
only eight major cartels fought for access to and con-
trol over drug trafficking routes to the north.11 

In the course of this fragmentation, criminal 
groups that lost access to or were left in control of 
minor segments of the trafficking routes diversified 
their illicit activities, which in turn fueled turf wars in 
which local communities bore the brunt of intensify-
ing cartel violence.12 Opting primarily for predatory 
or extractive criminal rackets, including (but not 
limited to) extortion, kidnapping, human smuggling, 
and resource theft, particularly illegal siphoning of 
oil (huachicoleo), many of these new criminal groups 
have tended to prey on local communities in order to 
make up for their losses in traditional drug-related 
revenue streams.13 At the same time, narco-traffick-
ing still remains a major source of income and a cause 
of fighting between a few powerful cartels, such as the 
Jalisco New Generation Cartel.

Extortion rackets, paired with extraordinarily 
violent behavior and increased rootedness in local 
communities and institutions, have become the 
means par excellence for numerous criminal groups 
to demonstrate and reinforce social and territorial 
control. As a result, local communities and author-
ities are both co-opted and intimidated. In the 
Northern Triangle of Central America—El Salvador, 
Guatemala, and Honduras—small-scale extortion 
has transformed from what was a “relatively small-
time, hyper-local revenue stream” into the most 
“emblematic crime” of the region, and has become 
inextricably linked to the phenomenon of gang 
violence and to the rise of other illicit activities.14 In 
Honduras “some 79 percent of registered small busi-
nesses . . . and 80 percent of the country’s informal 

traders report they are extorted.”15 In neighboring 
El Salvador, maras extort up to 70 percent of busi-
nesses, in particular transportation companies, in 
municipalities where they are present (estimated to 
be 247 out of 262 municipalities).16 With 692 trans-
portation workers killed in El Salvador between 2011 
and 2016 compared to 93 police officers, until quite 
recently “it has been more dangerous to drive a bus 
than to fight gang crime.”17 

During the past 15 years, governments in the 
Northern Triangle repeatedly opted for mano dura 
(iron fist) policies—Cero Tolerancia in Honduras, 
Plan Mano Dura in El Salvador, and Plan Escoba in 
Guatemala—in a bid to crack down on gang violence. 
But indiscriminate mass arrests of thousands of 
alleged gang members did little to weaken criminal 
structures. On the contrary, the decision to segregate 
imprisoned gang members according to the group to 
which they belonged, triggered a structural reorga-
nization, as a result of which the maras evolved into 
“sophisticated criminal organizations.”18 “Segregation 
allowed the gangs to turn the prisons into their own 
criminal fiefdoms and bases of both internal and 
external operations, facilitating the development of 
a gang hierarchy where power flowed down from 
incarcerated gang leaders.”19 This transformation pro-
cess simultaneously mirrored a shift in the scope and 
nature of illicit activities as maras on the outside set 
up sophisticated extortion schemes to tax local busi-
nesses. Originally a response to the financial needs of 
their incarcerated gang leaders, these rackets enabled 
maras to consolidate and extend their territorial and 
social control in the long term.20 

The transformation into more vertical and 
sophisticated criminal organizations was one of the 
most notable effects of Central America’s crackdown 
on street gangs. But iron fist policies also provoked 
another subtle yet equally pernicious effect that 
served to further reinforce street gangs’ grip on local 
communities. Indiscriminate detention of individu-
als on grounds of suspect behavior and appearance 
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rather than proven criminal activity has tended to 
further alienate both individuals and communities 
from local and state authorities. The result of this 
disaffection with the state is all the more significant 
in the Northern Triangle given that street gangs are, 
first and foremost, a social phenomenon, rooted in 
the socioeconomic exclusion 
of large parts of the popula-
tion and sustained by pride 
in their estrangement from 
mainstream society.21 As 
one expert on street gangs 
pointed out, in the case of El 
Salvador “gangs did not steal 
the territory from the state, 
they simply occupied it when 
it was empty [after the armed 
conflict].”22 Nowadays, 
maras in El Salvador draw 
on a broad estimated social 
support base of 500,000 peo-
ple, equivalent to 8 percent 
of the country’s population. 
Perceived mistreatment by 
El Salvador’s police, in this context, is more likely to 
drive gang growth than weaken the gangs: one young 
man observed to Crisis Group that “If they call me a 
gang member, treat me like a gang member, maybe I 
am one of them.”23 

The Social Roles of Crime 
Security policies that address the threat of criminal 
groups purely through law enforcement fail to take 
sufficient account of the psychosocial roots of these 
organizations, and the multiple social and economic 
roles they have come to play. Adolescents in El Salvador 
turn towards street gangs for multiple reasons, whether 
to gain protection from repressive policing or attain 
a source of identity, pride, and belonging in a context 
marked by scarce economic opportunities and negligi-
ble upward mobility. Meanwhile, firms in Guatemala 

City’s municipal market have turned to street gangs 
for protection from more predatory groups, paying 
extortions on a regular basis.24 Naturally, criminal 
groups are often eager to provide these services to local 
communities, ranging from the provision of security, 
mechanisms of conflict resolution and basic economic 

opportunities, to a sense of 
collective identity.

Colombia provides 
perhaps the most prom-
inent regional example, 
first of the initial success of 
robust and highly mili-
tarized security policies, 
followed by the subsequent 
entrenchment of criminal 
and armed groups’ territo-
rial and social control. In 
2000, the U.S.-backed initia-
tive Plan Colombia started 
assisting and financing the 
Colombian government’s 
strategy to combat drug 
cartels and left-wing insur-

gencies. This campaign undeniably weakened the 
FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia), 
the country’s main insurgent group, and eventually 
nudged the guerrilla towards negotiations with the 
Colombian government and the landmark 2016 
peace accord. Throughout this period, the coun-
try’s appalling levels of homicide fell consistently, 
although credit for this must be shared by activist 
local governments in Colombia’s major cities and by 
judicial and police reforms and modernizations.

Forced eradication of coca crops formed a back-
bone of Plan Colombia, based on the understanding 
that the illicit drug trade drives criminal violence 
and internal armed conflict. However, massive aerial 
and manual eradication provoked disenchantment 
among local communities in peripheral territories, 
where the revenues generated by coca crops helped 
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sustain people’s precarious livelihoods. Under the 
pressure of counter-narcotic offensives, illicit crop 
production shifted towards the most peripheral and 
economically deprived parts of the country—nota-
bly to border or coastal regions such as Nariño, 
Cauca, and Putumayo in the south, or to Norte de 
Santander on the frontier with Venezuela—where 
it became the life-blood of communities that were 
already steeped in illicit activity or had few other 
livelihood options. Criminal groups involved in 
the drug trade—small-scale drug cartels, left-wing 
guerrillas, paramilitary groups and their criminal 
successors, sometimes linked to the armed forces, 
police, or the state—were able to establish close links 
with local communities in need of protection ser-
vices and a market to sell their illegal crops.

This evolution strengthened the legitimacy 
of criminal groups vis-à-vis perceived corruptible, 
weak, or absent state authorities that often lacked 
the means or commitment to enforce the rule of 
law, resolve local disputes, or boost development 
in the country’s sparsely populated periphery. For 
example, in 2014 less than 50 percent of Colombia’s 
municipalities—453 out of 1,122—counted on the 
presence of a public prosecutor’s office.25 Under 
recently elected conservative president Iván Duque, 
whose party led opposition to the peace accord, 
a failure to deliver on core elements of the agree-
ment such as rural reform and voluntary illicit crop 
substitution programs risks generating a further 
backlash in these local communities.26 In a context 
marked by a proliferation and expansion of non-
state armed groups vying to occupy the space left 
behind by the FARC, this approach could drive 
disenchanted communities into the arms of these 
groups, all of them eager to embrace marginalized 
communities’ “orphanhood vis-à-vis the state,” as 
Alma Guillermoprieto has aptly put it.27 

While organized crime’s “transformation into 
a supplier of resources and goods in marginal-
ized social sectors” has earned it a degree of often 

grudging social acceptance in Colombia, parts 
of Central America, and urban Brazil excessively 
coercive security policies have reinforced the mutual 
interdependence between criminal groups and local 
communities.28 This is not to say that local commu-
nities are intrinsically criminal, nor is it to argue 
that criminal groups are genuinely interested in the 
greater welfare of communities in which they oper-
ate. For instance, “one community leader in ELN 
territory in Cauca called the group a ‘necessary evil,’ 
because without them thieves and rapists would 
‘invade’ her town.”29 However, a pronounced shift 
towards criminal rackets operating within clearly 
defined territorial limits, and the failure or inability 
of state authorities to provide basic services, have 
provided criminal groups with opportunities to 
shore up a social support base, and fertile ground to 
undermine, contest, and to a certain degree, erode 
state authority and legitimacy. As a leader of Brazil’s 
Comando Vermelho fittingly put it, “The gangs, no 
matter which, are part of the favelas. We come from 
it and blend into it, are part of the fabric.”30  

Territorial Control and State Linkages 
The shift toward firm control over relatively 
small parcels of territory can be regarded as one 
of the defining features of contemporary orga-
nized crime in Latin America. While the move 
toward territorial control derives in large part 
from the evolution in criminal markets, and the 
rising significance of extortion and other preda-
tory rackets, repeated and prolonged exposure to 
coercive, often militarized security policies have 
obliged criminal groups to develop more com-
plex coping strategies to mitigate the potential 
threat to their operations. For instance, patterns 
of criminal violence in Latin America show how 
extraordinarily selective these groups have become 
in terms of who is being targeted, where, and for 
what purpose. High profile and outspoken mem-
bers of society such as local politicians, journalists, 
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community leaders, and human rights activists 
are on the front line of communities exposed to 
the ambitions of criminal groups. In 2017, at least 
212 human rights defenders were killed in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, equivalent to an 
estimated 68 percent of all registered homicides 
of human rights defenders globally; 156 murders 
or 50 percent of the global death toll, took place in 
Brazil and Colombia.31 In the runup to Mexico’s 
general elections in July, an estimated 80 percent 
of acts of political violence, including homicides, 
assaults, and threats, pointed to the involvement of 
organized crime.32 

The trend toward highly selective use of 
violence is underscored by its uneven geographic 
spread, even within confined areas exposed to high 
levels of homicide. At present, 80 percent of homi-
cides in Latin America’s large- and medium-sized 
cities occur on just 2 percent of streets.33 Not all 
of this concentrated violence can be ascribed to 
menacing shantytowns or deprived urban areas. 
Somewhat surprisingly, Mexico remains one of the 
world’s top ten tourism destinations despite homi-
cides skyrocketing in some 
of its major beach resorts.34 
Indeed, the resort of Los 
Cabos in Baja California 
ranked first and Acapulco, 
in the state of Guerrero, 
third among the world’s 
most homicidal cities with 
more than 300,000 inhabi-
tants not affected by armed 
conflict, with homicide 
rates of 111.33 and 106.63 
respectively.35 Los Cabos 
nevertheless continues to sustain a thriving trade 
in foreign tourism, even as the internecine crim-
inal violence occasionally intrudes onto beaches 
and into hotel lobbies.36 In spite of the tremendous 
violence criminal groups are disposed to deploy, 

they also seek to divert or minimize the attention 
of state authorities and security forces by keep-
ing a low profile or by controlling local media (in 
Mexican argot, they seek to enfriar la plaza).37 
Especially in the Baja California peninsula, where 
vested economic interests are at stake—control 
over drug trafficking routes further north and the 
potential drug trade servicing tourists in beach 
resorts—criminal rivalry for spoils is fierce, but the 
desire to become involved in a prolonged war with 
security forces is scant.

Large-scale atrocities such as the Piedras Negras 
and Allende massacres in Coahuila state commit-
ted by the Zetas cartel in response to former Zetas 
operatives’ collaboration with U.S. authorities in 
March and April 2011, and the disappearance of 43 
students in Iguala, Guerrero, in September 2014, have 
seemingly become less frequent. Although extremely 
effective in terms of cowing local communities, major 
atrocities run counter to efforts to establish rigorous 
local control by stirring public indignation at the 
national and international level, or stoking calls for a 
military crackdown on territories infested by crime.38 

Rather than perpetrating 
mass killings or displaying 
excessive levels of violence, 
enforced disappearances 
have instead become one 
of the preferred methods 
of exerting criminal con-
trol in Mexico. From 2007 
to April 2018, more than 
36,000 cases of disappeared 
people have been registered 
at the national level.39 In the 
Mexican state of Veracruz, 

where murder rates prior to 2016 were relatively low 
compared to other regions, 2,750 cases of disappear-
ances have been reported to state prosecutors; civil 
society organizations fear the numbers could reach as 
high as 20,000.40 
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Illustrating the sheer magnitude of enforced dis-
appearance, these numbers hint to a yet more sinister 
feature of contemporary organized crime: the porosity 
of barriers between state, security forces, and crime as 
the latter blends into its host societies. The perpetra-
tion of such large-scale human rights violations would 
certainly not have been possible without multiple links 
between state and non-state agents, which have created 
a permissive environment for state-criminal collusion. 
This phenomenon has been particularly pervasive in 
the case of Mexico as a consequence of its prolonged 
war on drugs, with criminal groups marshaling 
resources to neutralize potential security responses 
before they materialize. And yet, the Mexican case is 
in no way unique. Widespread links between criminal 
non-state and state actors have been evident through-
out the region, especially in Guatemala, Honduras, 
Colombia, Brazil, and Venezuela.

John Sullivan has coined the term “neo-feudal 
zone” to characterize territories not only contested 
by criminal groups but also marked by a high depth 
of criminal penetration, including the maintenance 
of mercenary armies, taxation of economic activ-
ities via entrenched extortion schemes, and the 
extraction of resources, as well as domination over 
local political and community authorities to avert 
potential security responses.41 Far from being a 
one-sided relationship, however, “neo-feudal zones” 
need not subsist solely in the dominion of organized 
crime. State officials have continuously co-opted 
criminal groups to pursue their own economic and 
political interests. And in this respect, the crack-
downs and law enforcement strategies preferred in 
most Latin American countries as the means to fight 
crime have spurred major shifts in the nature of 
illicit networks among criminal groups, the private 
sector, and state agents. State agents have in some 
cases managed to appropriate the contemporary 
dynamics of organized crime for their own pur-
poses, and thereby redefine the scope and nature of 
state-criminal collusion.

Latin America’s Modern Democracies 
More than three decades into the Third Wave of 
Democratization, Latin America at large has con-
solidated the foundations of liberal democracy. 
Strengthened state, judicial, and electoral institu-
tions across the region, though far from perfect, 
have mostly allowed for the peaceful alternation in 
power between opposing political parties, with both 
right and left wing forces competing for mass public 
support. This is a far cry from prolonged periods 
of military dictatorship and authoritarian rule, 
whether in the Cold War or interspersed throughout 
the region’s post–colonial history. 

Subnational Authoritarians 
In the 1990s, new parties began to eclipse their 
disgraced but long dominant forerunners. The frag-
mentation and decay of traditional parties and the 
high tide of alternative political forces from across 
the ideological spectrum have exacerbated the 
dependence of national forces on local party struc-
tures for electoral backing. The nature of relations 
between local-level and national politics, especially 
in times of elections, has enticed scholars to argue 
that formal advancement towards and consolida-
tion of democracy “has been territorially uneven 
and mostly limited to the national level.”42 Referred 
to as “regime juxtaposition,” scholars argue that 
the transition towards democracy at the national 
level does not necessarily go hand-in-hand with the 
abandonment or withering of subnational undemo-
cratic regimes, or “subnational authoritarianism.”43 
Under these local authoritarian enclaves, systemic 
corruption, practices of electoral fraud, restriction of 
civil rights, and targeted violence as means to pursue 
vested political interests belie the creation of formal 
democracies, and prepare the way for the consolida-
tion of “neo-feudal zones.”44 

The transition of Mexico toward a multiparty 
democracy in 2000 after 71 years of hegemonic rule 
by the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) is 
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the example par excellence of this political opening. 
Mexico’s transition has profoundly reshaped the 
relations between federal and state governments, 
transferring considerable powers to the latter and 
earning them the epithet “viceroyalties,” in reference 
to the omnipotent jurisdictions of colonial Spanish 
America.45 In fact, Mexico’s state governors have 
come to embody the very core of what constitute 
subnational undemocratic regimes: 14 former and 
current state governors are being investigated for 
corruption and links to organized crime.46 

The Mexican state of Veracruz is a case in point, 
illustrating the extent to which criminal groups, 
especially the Zetas cartel and its successors, have 
been able to infiltrate and corrupt state authorities, 
and vice versa. According to a Crisis Group report, 
under former governors Fidel Herrera Beltrán and 
Javier Duarte, “Veracruz played host to increasingly 
fluid political and criminal interconnections, accel-
erating its descent into extreme insecurity.”47 An 
illicit network bridging organized crime and state 
agents, including high officials in the police force, 
the state attorney’s office, and the state government, 
enabled the installation of a regime of fear designed 
to loot public resources, prey on civilians and, if 
necessary, eliminate dissenting voices within state 
authorities and beyond. With 23 assassinations and 
8 enforced disappearances since 2011, Veracruz has 
become Mexico’s most dangerous state for journal-
ists to work in.48 The strategy of the Zetas cartel and 
its fragmented successor groups to actively blend 
into and assimilate local and state power structures 
protected them in large part from repressive state 
interventions and judicial prosecution. Collusion 
between organized crime and state authorities at the 
highest level, created a permissive environment in 
which criminal organizations could engage in illicit 
activities while shielded behind a cloak of impunity.

Furthermore, police chiefs, emboldened by 
complicity with organized crime groups, used their 
authority over lower level police officers to establish 

a “regime of terror” within the force designed to 
serve criminal purposes.

One way was to adopt a passive response to 
crime. Officers were explicitly instructed to 
reject citizens’ requests of help and assis-
tance, to arrive late at crime scenes, to not 
report sightings of suspicious vehicles and 
armed individuals or groups, and to stay 
clear of ongoing armed confrontations, 
according to a former police officer. . . Active 
participation in criminal operations, includ-
ing kidnappings-for-ransom and forced 
disappearances, formed another part of 
police operations.49 

This level of criminal influence over the security 
force is increasingly echoed elsewhere in Mexico, 
such as in the states of Michoacán and Guerrero. In 
Coahuila, the Zetas cartel infiltrated the security 
forces to the degree that they could use state prisons 
as a safe haven to escape persecution.

Colombia’s “parapolitics scandal” is another 
case in point, and remains one of Latin America’s 
emblematic cases regarding the scope and nature of 
state-criminal collusion. Subnational undemocratic 
regimes flourished across Colombia in the wake of 
the opening of its political system and decentral-
ization of state power, a process that began with the 
introduction of local elections for mayors in 1986 
and was enshrined in the constitutional reform pro-
cess of 1991. As a perverse result of reforms intended 
to deepen the country’s democracy, local political 
elites frequently engaged in alliances with paramil-
itary groups, and vice versa, to preserve the status 
quo. Following the demobilization of the United 
Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (AUC), the national 
paramilitary umbrella organization, in late 2006, 
revelations emerged regarding what would come to 
be known as the “parapolitics scandal:” an extensive 
web of links between paramilitaries and politi-
cians, ranging from mayors and local politicians 



PRISM 8, NO. 1	 FEATURES  |  123

ORGANIZED CRIME IN LATIN AMERICA

to governors and members of Colombia’s National 
Congress. By April 2016, 102 members of Congress 
and 97 Senators were under investigation, 42 of 
whom had been convicted.50 “[R]eflecting the degree 
of political ambition of different paramilitary fronts, 
economic interests and local conflict dynamics,” 
the depth of criminal penetration of local political 
life as well as the preferred means of exerting power 
over communities—whether through intimidation, 
violence, social and territorial control, or bribery—
differed across the country.51 This recent history of 
criminal co-option of political life continues to reso-
nate deeply within contemporary Colombia.52 

Driven by their hunger for votes in highly 
competitive electoral arenas, the dependence of rel-
atively new, fragile, and weakly structured national 
parties on local party bosses to secure votes has 
reinforced subnational authoritarian regimes. 
Of course, national politics is hardly free of illicit 
influences, particularly as power fragments across 
various parties and interest groups. The complex 
transactions between executive and legislative 
powers, opaque public procurement practices, and 
opportunities to secure future favors through illicit 
financing of election campaigns have provided the 
main avenues for corruption across national polit-
ico-economic elites in the region. Latin America’s 
largest and most resonant corruption scandals in 
recent years, those of Petrobras and Odebrecht 
in Brazil, exemplify how these domestic political 
arrangements and powerful business and govern-
ment cabals fostered corruption rackets, which 
were later redeployed across Latin America’s polit-
ical elites.53 

Local political contexts shaped by cronyism 
and rent-seeking have been at the forefront of the 
interests of organized crime due to the oppor-
tunities to co-opt underpaid local police forces, 
gain public contracts to launder money and 
divert public funds for illicit enrichment, while 
also benefiting from comparatively lower levels 

of institutional oversight and media coverage. 
Tellingly, the entire police force of the municipal-
ity of Ocampo, in the Mexican state of Michoacán, 
was arrested on charges of alleged links to the 
organized crime and its involvement in the assas-
sination of a candidate running for mayor in June 
2018.54 Political opportunism and vested interests 
have created natural incentives for incumbents and 
criminal groups alike to engage in mutually ben-
eficial relationships, and for state authorities and 
national parties to turn a blind eye to their illicit 
and often violent nature.

Political Violence and Influence 
For more than 70 years, the hegemonic rule of 
Mexicó s PRI forged a system of mutual accommo-
dation between criminal groups and state agents 
at multiple levels, establishing a “state-spon-
sored protection racket” that granted license and 
impunity to illicit organizations in exchange for 
their readiness to observe certain controls over 
their activities.55 Mexico’s transition towards a 
multiparty democracy, while raising the poten-
tial benefits to political parties and candidates 
of colluding with criminal groups, also caused 
the breakdown of established arrangements that 
reached to the heart of the central state. The 
emerging political divisions and rivalries between 
municipal, state, and federal levels within a mul-
tiparty system meant that guarantees of impunity 
traditionally enjoyed by organized crime under 
the system of vertical one-party rule could not 
be vouchsafed. In a bid to recover these benefits, 
criminal groups resorted to violence, intimidation, 
and co-option as leverage in negotiations with 
the new political authorities, above all at the local 
level. As a result, illicit networks now find them-
selves in a constant state of flux, with violence 
spiking during election campaigns as relations 
between criminal groups and state officials or 
political candidates are reshuffled.
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While it is not always clear whether a particular 
case of political violence in Latin America is the work 
of organized crime or of inter- and intra-party feuds, 
targeted violence against politicians has become per-
vasive, especially in Mexico and Brazil. Ranging from 
coercive actions to prevent 
undesirable candidates—
either those affiliated with 
rival groups or others push-
ing for reforms that could 
have potentially adverse 
effects on illicit revenues—
from running for office to 
killings of political contend-
ers, a dominant pattern has 
become the targeting of pol-
iticians, especially from the 
opposition, at the municipal 
level prior to polling day. At 
least 152 political candidates 
and activists were assassi-
nated in Mexico during the 
2018 election campaign.56 
An estimated 80 percent of these murders targeted 
politicians at the municipal level, and 60 percent of 
the victims formed part of the opposition.57 In Brazil, 
homicidal violence against politicians is lower, with 
9 incumbents murdered on average per year since 
2007. But of the 98 political assassinations registered 
over the past decade 28 of them, or 32 percent, were 
in 2017. During the decade all reported victims held 
office at the municipal level: 85 town council mem-
bers, four mayors, and one deputy mayor.58 

Criminal groups’ readiness to resort to violence 
by no means represents the only way they exert influ-
ence over local authorities. The shift towards tighter 
territorial control by illicit groups, against a back-
ground of political fragmentation and weakened party 
structures, has spurred other avenues for collusion. 
Criminal groups’ control over local communities 
is of particular interest to political forces as these 

organizations have the power to stifle opponents’ 
electoral campaigns, or hand over blocks of voters to 
a preferred candidate. In Brazil’s urban peripheries, 
especially in Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, the nature 
of illicit activities effectively shapes “criminalized 

electoral politics” between 
criminal and political actors. 
While criminal groups 
engaging in non-extractive 
illicit activities (e.g. drug 
retail) primarily target politi-
cal rivals, predatory criminal 
groups capitalize on their 
control over local commu-
nities to influence voter 
intentions during elections 
and translate it into political 
power.59 Although the extent 
and degree of this phenom-
enon is hard to quantify, 
militias formed by former 
security force members 
are reckoned to control 45 

percent of Rio de Janeiro’s favelas—an estimated two 
million people—and drug gangs a further 37 percent.60 

Revelations that political leaders of both 
ARENA and FMLN allegedly made payments of 
$350,000 to El Salvador’s major street gangs, MS–13 
and Barrio–18, prior to the 2014 presidential elec-
tions in exchange for votes highlight their potential 
influence over the country’s electoral processes.61 As 
a veteran government official put it:

 Let’s be honest: every single party in this 
country talks to gangs, how they would 
not, since they have to organize rallies in 
their territories?62  

Corruption and Eroding Confidence 
High levels of electoral competitiveness have driven 
up the costs of electoral campaigning across Latin 

While it is not always  
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case of political violence in 
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America. Patchy regulations and lax enforcement of 
election financing across the region have traditionally 
propelled illicit funding, and private companies have 
made extensive use of these channels of influence to 
gain preferential access to public contracts or other 
favors from the state.63 These practices reached an 
extreme in the case of Brazilian construction company 
Odebrecht, accused of paying $788 million in bribes 
across 12 countries, most of them in Latin America. 
Even though the Odebrecht case has not pointed to 
any intimate links between political and business elites 
and violent organized crime, it does, at the very least, 
cast light on a certain proximity and overlap between 
different types of illicit activities. In fact, in Colombia 
the Odebrecht payments have been primarily made to 
politicians that were investigated or allegedly linked to 
the “parapolitics scandal,” as was the case of Senators 
Álvaro Ashton and Musa Besaile.64 

While the judiciary is traditionally intended to 
serve as a check on abuses of power, judicial systems 
across the region have not been spared involvement 
in outrageous corruption cases. In 2017, the highest 
spheres of Colombia’s judicial system were rocked by 
the “Cartel de la Toga” case, which appeared to point 
to the sale of impunity to rich, high-level politicians. 
Accordingly, members of Colombia's Supreme Court 
and now disgraced anti-corruption prosecutor Luis 
Gustavo Moreno set up a sophisticated extortion 
scheme to manipulate ongoing prosecutions in 
exchange for bribes, targeting in particular politi-
cians investigated for corruption charges and linked 
to the “parapolitics scandal.”65 Again, although 
collusive actions between violent criminal organiza-
tions and state or judicial actors do not lie at the core 
of the “Cartel de la Toga” case, as with the Odebrecht 
scandal, parapoliticians seemingly constitute the 
nexus between distinct illicit networks which, at the 
very least, share labyrinthine channels of influence 
and meeting spaces.

The perceived ease with which politicians, the 
judiciary, business elites, and criminal groups have 

been able to share these spaces of encounter within 
democratic systems—engaging in the process in 
all manner of illicit secondary markets in state 
and judicial power—has helped to sow deep public 
disenchantment with democracy. According to the 
2017 regional survey by Latinobarómetro, despite the 
region’s authoritarian past a mere 53 percent of the 
population on average prefer democracy over other 
political systems, and only 30 percent are satisfied 
with democracy. On the contrary, a staggering 79 
percent believe that the system is designed to benefit 
elites rather than the public interest—a figure that has 
risen in recent years. Unsurprisingly, democratically 
elected institutions such as government and congress, 
as well as the judiciary and political parties, make up 
the least trusted institutions within the state, with 25 
percent of Latin Americans or less approving of them. 
Once again, these rates are also falling.66 

Populist Responses and Risks 
Rampant insecurity and pervasive levels of sys-
temic corruption and impunity have provided fertile 
ground for populist attacks on the political establish-
ment by modern caudillos from the left and right. 
Playing on public concerns over insecurity and cor-
ruption, charismatic leaders have evoked the prospect 
of providing quick, comprehensive solutions to these 
maladies, whether through crackdowns on crime, 
eradication of corruption or the prospect of gener-
ating economic miracles. As a result, the complex 
issues that are intimately bound up with the region’s 

President Maduro speaking at a Venezuelan Constituent 
Assembly session on August 10, 2017. (Presidency Press) 
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public security crises, whether as cause or conse-
quence—such as illicit coca cultivation in Colombia, 
socio-economic and ethnic exclusion in Brazil, or 
illegal migration in Central America’s Northern 
Triangle—are frequently simplified and demonized, 
thereby concealing and misrepresenting the problems 
that governments should address as a priority and in a 
holistic fashion. With crime and corruption report-
edly the region's main concerns, it is not surprising 
that the armed forces traditionally fare the best after 
churches in public opinion surveys in Mexico, Central 
America’s Northern Triangle, Colombia, Venezuela, 
and Brazil, even though support for them is waver-
ing as a result of excessive use of violence and human 
rights violations.67 At the same time, exceptions to the 
clamor for iron fist security approaches are becoming 
far more prominent, most notably in the anti-corrup-
tion drive in Guatemala, and in Colombia’s various 
peace processes under former President Juan Manuel 
Santos. Most recently, the newly elected president of 
Mexico Andrés Manuel López Obrador has vowed 
to dismantle the 12-year “war on drugs,” although it 
is still too early to determine the potential political 
consequences of his huge electoral success, given its 
basis in his personal integrity and resolve rather than 
on concrete policy proposals.

Venezuela now constitutes the outstanding 
example of how the concentration of executive 
power and veneration of a messianic leader has only 
served to exacerbate the original condition that the 
public had voted to cure. With pledges to dismantle 
the highly corrupt politico-economic establishment 
that ruled the oil-rich country and quash the ineq-
uity it perpetuated, the populist government, first 
led from 1999 by Hugo Chávez and since 2013 by 
Nicolás Maduro, has progressively weakened liberal 
democratic safeguards and created a factionalized 
authoritarian regime in which crime and corruption 
have become the glue keeping the system alive. “The 
creeping authoritarianism of the latter years of for-
mer President Hugo Chávez’s rule and the first years 

under Maduro has metastasized into full-blown par-
tisan exploitation of state and judicial institutions.”68 

Venezuela’s armed forces have long been 
co-opted by the chavista government through the 
positioning of high-ranking military officers in 
strategic positions in ministries and state companies; 
to a large extent the military have come to form the 
cornerstone of Maduro’s regime. In February 2016, 
Maduro issued a presidential decree to establish 
the Arco Minero, a 100,000 square kilometer area 
for mining south of the Orinoco River in Bolívar 
and Amazonas states. To run mining operations, 
potential private investors are obliged to form a joint 
venture with state-owned companies, such as the 
newly founded, military-controlled Anonymous 
Military Company of Mining.69 However, indepen-
dent reports suggest that, despite frequent clashes 
between the armed forces and criminal groups 
including gangs, paramilitary structures, and 
Colombian guerrillas that all operate in the area, the 
military are colluding with several of these to loot the 
natural resources within the Arco Minero. “Former 
[Bolivar] state governor Liborio Guarulla, who left 
office in 2017, said that in his state, ‘those in control 
[of illegal mining] are the guerrillas, under an unoffi-
cial agreement with the armed forces.’”70 Tellingly, 
following the landslide victory of the ruling United 
Socialist Party of Venezuela (PSUV) in the October 
2017 regional elections, clear evidence of electoral 
fraud surfaced in Bolívar state—for the first time 
ever in any elections during the chavista era.71 

Conclusions 
Deeply entrenched over decades, organized crime 
has married with systemic corruption and high 
levels of impunity to generate multiple forms of 
political and economic capital across the ideological 
spectrum in Latin America. But recent experi-
ence gives some provisional grounds for optimism. 
The end point of popular disaffection with flawed 
democracies and illicit links between criminal 
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groups, political elites, and the private sector need 
not inevitably result in an embrace of authoritari-
anism and/or charismatic caudillos. In Guatemala, 
the UN-backed International Commission against 
Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG) has gained huge 
public support after it filed charges of corruption 
against high-ranking government officials, elected 
representatives, and military officers, including 
former President Otto Pérez Molina and former 
Vice-President Roxana Baldetti, both currently in 
jail.72 The Support Mission Against Corruption 
and Impunity in Honduras (MACCIH) has also 
assumed the tall order of disentangling extensive 
illicit networks in the face of hostile headwinds 
from the Honduran Congress.73 Meanwhile, the 
Colombian peace agreement has formally set the 
stage for the Colombian government and former 
FARC guerrillas to engage in joint endeavors aimed 
at reducing coca production and dismantling orga-
nized crime.74 

In Mexico, López Obrador’s landslide victory 
in July underlined the failure of the country’s war 
on drugs, and, as in Guatemala, the scale of pub-
lic support for a clean-out of state and security 
institutions as well as a more holistic approach to 
the country ś appalling levels of violence. Such an 
approach could include, but should not be limited 
to, the greater professionalization of security forces, 
increased external oversight of police and military, 
greater use of evidence-based community policing, 
improved urban planning to prevent segregation 
and exclusion, progressive and context-specific drug 
legislation, efforts to reform the jail system and reha-
bilitate prisoners, and stricter gun controls. Severing 
the illicit networks that allow criminal groups to 
collude with political forces and state officials across 
the region would also require strengthened judicial 
and prosecution systems, as well as tighter con-
trols on political financing and public procurement 
practices. It should be obvious that none of these 
proposals are remotely easy to achieve. There is 

no simple solution to the corruption and collusion 
generated by electoral competition and fraught exec-
utive–legislative relations aside from greater respect 
for and enforcement of the law in each country’s 
commanding heights. Nor is there any quick and 
non-painful corrective to the region’s inequality, 
the absence of the state from peripheral areas, or 
cross-border illicit trade.

Where disgruntled citizens have led an open 
revolt against corrupt security forces and ram-
pant crime, the results have proved discouraging. 
A handful of towns and cities across Mexico have 
gone to great lengths to effectively secede from the 
national state in an effort to restore law and order. In 
Tancítaro, Michoacán, a public uprising led by mili-
tias pushed out both cartels and the local police. Yet 
despite Tancítaro’s nominal self-rule—the local gov-
ernment fled in the wake of the revolt—the militias 
have come to impose themselves in a way painfully 
reminiscent of the days when drug cartels roamed 
the streets in league with corruptible local police 
and government officials.75 

In short, neither new security policies nor 
public uprisings are assured of success. Opponents 
of every reform endeavor are robust and relentless, 
and a definitive escape from Latin America’s vortex 
of crime, sub-national authoritarianism, corruption, 
and impunity remains elusive. Governments from 
both left and right have reinforced coercive and mil-
itarized security policies even though the evidence 
suggests any short-term operational successes are 
unlikely to be matched by a long-term reduction in 
criminal violence. A set of “extraordinary mea-
sures”introduced by the El Salvadoran government 
in April 2016 to break the maras’ sophisticated 
jail-based command structures—ironically, the 
result of the first set of iron fist policies—aims to 
cut down on communication between incarcerated 
gang members and their peers outside.76 Following 
the decision by Brazil’s federal government to put 
the military in charge of Rio de Janeiro’s police force 
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in February 2018, shootouts between the security 
forces and criminal groups as well as police-related 
killings have been on the rise.77 This drift to coercive 
security policies is now set to intensify. In a country 
shaken by major corruption scandals, and where 
the public darling, former President Lula da Silva, 
has been imprisoned on corruption charges, pop-
ulist right-wing hardliner Jair Bolsonaro exploited 
anti-establishment sentiments to win the presiden-
tial election in late October.78 

Awareness of the counterproductive effects of 
existing security policies, and the way they have 
hit, decapitated, and dismantled criminal organi-
zations without preventing the entrenchment of 
organized crime and its nexus with state and soci-
ety, is on the rise. But the complementary policies 
needed to address these chronic dilemmas have 
not yet been underwritten by a political mobili-
zation strong enough to implement and sustain 
them. Neither governments nor civil society have 
yet grasped how to unpick the roles of crime as a 
livelihood, source of identity, and route to power. 
Reducing this pervasiveness will require tremen-
dous persistence across politics, the judiciary, and 
the security forces, possibly more than fragmented 
democracies allow for, yet certainly more than 
authoritarian leaders care for. PRISM
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Members of the armed forces are not immune to the substance use problems that affect the rest of society. Most of the 
prescription drugs misused by service members are opioid pain medications. (U.S. Air Force photo illustration/ Sean Martin) 
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The New Opium War:  
A National Emergency
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For decades, cocaine was the narcotic of choice in the United States. For decades it drove the so-called 
“war on drugs” against Colombian and Mexican drug cartels, depicted in films like “Clear and Present 
Danger” and more recently in the popular Netflix series “Narcos.” Narcotics consumption in the 

United States, however, has recently shifted from cocaine to opioids like heroin and, increasingly, from plant-
based to synthetic drugs like methamphetamines and fentanyl.

Heroin use has spread into suburban and rural communities and is growing among most socioeconomic 
classes, age groups, and races. Potent synthetic opioids like fentanyl have become mixed into black-market 
supplies of heroin, cocaine, and methamphetamine and are fueling a high-mortality rate, and compounding 
the crisis.1 Unfortunately, U.S. military veterans, many of whom suffer from chronic pain as a result of their 
service, are twice as likely as the average American to die from a drug overdose involving an opioid.2

This crisis is adversely impacting public health, social welfare, the economy, and the national security of the 
United States. Canada and Mexico are similarly experiencing increased opioid trafficking, use, and addiction. 
This article will describe the evolution of the opioid trade and epidemic, examine current policies that address 
supply and demand reduction in the United States and abroad, and advocate the urgent need for more preven-
tion, treatment, and interdiction efforts through interagency, inter-sectorial, and international collaboration.

Opioid Epidemics are not New  
Ancient Egyptians traded opium, then known as the “joy plant,” an effective painkiller, throughout the 
Mediterranean. It is believed that Arab merchants brought it to China in the 7th century. English merchants, 
led by the British East India Company, from 1772–1850 established extensive opium supply chains to dominate 
sales in Europe and East Asia, creating the world’s first drug cartel.3 When the number of Chinese addicts had 
grown to an estimated 4–12 million by 1838, the Chinese emperor banned opium. This led to the First Opium 
War (1839–42) between the United Kingdom and Qing dynasty. The United Kingdom won and forced the Qing 
Dynasty to allow British merchants to sell Indian-grown opium in China. The opium trade was lucrative, and 
smoking opium had become quite popular during the 19th century in both Asia and Europe.
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In 1868, the United Kingdom enacted the 
Pharmacy Act to help curb addiction and death rates 
by allowing only pharmacists to sell drugs. The Act 
purportedly reduced the death rate caused by opium 
from 6.4 per million population in 1868 to 4.5 in 
1869, but after a decade it had risen to more than 
5 per million, and by the end of the century it was 
back at the 1868 level.4 

In the United States, opium use spread after 
the Civil War with veterans addicted to morphine 
as pain relief for their wounds, and Americans 
consuming opium recreationally in opium dens 
and medicinally to alleviate coughing and even 
diarrhea in children. In 1895, the German drug 
company Bayer introduced a new wonder drug, 
more powerful than Aspirin, which worked 
phenomenally well as a cough suppressant, mar-
keted in the United States under the brand name 
Heroin. Along with cocaine, it was recommended 
as a safe alternative to morphine for addicts try-
ing to shake their dependency, and flooded the 
market in many forms.

By the late 19th century opioid addiction was a 
nationwide crisis, afflicting urban and rural areas 
and across the country’s social classes. The passage 
of the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906 forced man-
ufacturers to disclose the contents of their products, 
so consumers wary of the drug would know if it was 
in their children’s cough syrup. In 1909, Congress 
passed the Opium Exclusion Act, banning its import 
for the purpose of smoking.

In 1911, U.S. President Theodore Roosevelt 
appointed Dr. Hamilton Wright as the nation’s 
first Opium Commissioner. Dr. Wright had led 
an American delegation to the First International 
Opium Commission in Shanghai in 1909 and then 
led another to The Hague in 1912 that produced the 
first global attempt to regulate narcotics. Wright 
continued to press for U.S. legislation, despite the 
objections of drug manufacturers, which resulted 
in the Harrison Narcotics Tax Act of 1914 that taxed 

and tightly regulated the sale and distribution of 
opium and cocaine-based products. 

At the peak of the 19th century addiction crisis 
in 1895, an estimated 300,000 Americans were 
hooked.5 Today the United States has four times as 
many people but perhaps 10 times as many addicts 
and the crisis is far more lethal.

Increased Usage and Increased 
Potency: Dangerous Crossroads 
In 2017, drug overdoses killed an estimated 72,000 
Americans—a record number that reflects a rise of 
about 10 percent over the previous year—according 
to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC). This is a death rate higher than the peak 
yearly death totals from H.I.V., car crashes, or gun 
deaths.6 Analysts attribute the recent increase to two 
major causes: a growing number of Americans are 
using opioids, and drugs are becoming deadlier. 

In the late 1990s, healthcare providers began 
to overprescribe opioid pain relievers after assur-
ances from the pharmaceutical industry—“It’s not 
hypnotic,” and “there’s no danger of acquiring a 
habit,”—that patients would not become addicted.7 
Opioid pain relievers generally are safe when taken for 
a short time and as prescribed by a doctor, but because 
they produce euphoria in addition to pain relief, they 
can be misused (taken in a different way or in a larger 
quantity than prescribed, or taken without a doctor’s 
prescription).8 Regular use—even as prescribed by a 
doctor—can lead to dependence and, when misused, 
opioid pain relievers can lead to addiction, overdose, 
and potentially death. To satisfy intense cravings, users 
began purchasing heroin on the black market. 

Since 2010, heroin availability in the United 
States has increased commensurately with the 
shift by Mexican transnational criminal organi-
zations (TCOs) to heroin and fentanyl trafficking, 
and reduced poppy eradication efforts in Mexico. 
Heroin is small in volume and extremely lucrative; 
much more profitable than marijuana and cocaine. 
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Traffickers can increase their profits and heighten 
the potency (and the “high”) from low-quality her-
oin by “cutting” it—or mixing it—with fentanyl.9 
Due to its potency—30 to 50 times that of heroin—
only very small amounts of fentanyl are added, but 
even a small amount can be lethal. 

Mexico is a significant source and transit 
country for heroin, marijuana, and synthetic drugs 
including methamphetamine and fentanyl destined 
for the United States. In 2015, 93 percent of the 
heroin analyzed entering the United States came 
from Mexico.10 Most opium poppy is cultivated in 
the Mexican states of Sinaloa, Chihuahua, Durango, 
and Guerrero where it can be intermingled with 
other crops and is difficult to detect.

Since poppy has such a short growing cycle—
from seed to harvest in just four months—it is a 
very efficient crop.11 The extracted sap from poppy 
pods is pressed into a brick-shaped form and then 

wrapped in cloth or leaves to be sold to a dealer and 
sent, through the black market, to a heroin-pro-
cessing facility. Many of these facilities are close 
to the original fields, because the raw sap is harder 
to transport and smuggle than the product of the 
next steps, the morphine base. Heroin laboratories 
located close to poppy fields are heavily dependent 
on precursor chemicals coming from China that 
transform the raw opium from poppy pods into the 
highly addictive narcotic.

Heroin is not actually produced in the United 
States, but wholesale quantities of heroin, typically 
a white or brownish powder, are delivered to the 
“mill,” usually a private home or apartment, where 
the traffickers break down the heroin into smaller 
quantities using coffee grinders, blenders, or food 
processors. They add inexpensive adulterants like 
caffeine, diphenhydramine, or quinine and diluents 
such as lactose or mannitol to increase profits. As 

Figure 1: Overdose Death Rates Involving Opioids, by Type, United States, 2000–16.

Source: CDC/NICH, National Vital Statistics System, Mortality. CDC Wonder, Atlanta, GA: U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services, CDC, 2017, available at <https://wonder.cdc.gov>.
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discussed, traffickers can also increase their profits 
and heighten the potency of low-quality heroin by 
mixing in fentanyl. In 2016, all Drug Enforcement 
Administration (DEA) Domestic Field Divisions 
with white powder heroin markets reported the 
presence of heroin supplies laced with fentanyl and/
or fentanyl disguised as heroin.12 

According to the DEA, fentanyl and similar 
compounds are mostly manufactured overseas 
and transported to America through the south-
west border as in the case of heroin, or through 

the mail, with Mexico and China serving as the 
major sources. Based on U.S. Customs and Border 
Protection seizure data, China is the principal 
source country of illicit fentanyl and fentanyl-re-
lated compounds in the United States, including 
both scheduled and non-scheduled substances.13 
Fentanyl analogues and precursor chemicals used 
to make fentanyl are illicitly manufactured in 
Chinese labs and then sold on the dark web and 
shipped in bulk to the United States and Mexico. 
The anonymity and decreased exposure to law 

Comparison of a U.S. penny to a potentially lethal dose of fentanyl. (U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration)
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enforcement interdiction make the use of the 
dark web a preferred method of fentanyl traffick-
ing. Similarly, non-pharmaceutical fentanyl is 
increasingly being manufactured in Mexico and 
transported into the United States via well-estab-
lished Mexican drug trafficking routes. 

Since fentanyl emits no odor, it is particularly 
difficult to detect and interdict.14 According to a 
bipartisan report issued last year by U.S. Senators 
Rob Portman (R–OH) and Tom Carper (D–DE), 
studies found that fentanyl sellers in China find it 
relatively easy to send the drugs through the U.S. 
Postal Service because “the risk of seizure is small 
and delivery is basically guaranteed.”15 In a related 
statement, Senator Portman said that “We know the 
depth to which drug traffickers exploit our mail sys-
tem to ship fentanyl and other synthetic drugs into 
the United States. . . The Federal Government can 
and must act to shore up our defenses against this 
deadly drug and help save lives.”

A National Emergency 
In October 2017, President Donald Trump declared 
the opioid crisis a national Public Health Emergency 
under federal law and directed all executive agen-
cies to use every appropriate emergency authority 
to fight the crisis, to include interdiction, treatment, 
and prevention efforts. In early 2018, President 
Trump authorized $6 billion for opioid crisis pro-
grams in the federal budget, with $3 billion allocated 
for 2018 and $3 billion allocated for 2019. This 
crisis does not discriminate based on gender, race, 
age, economic status, or affect only rural or urban 
populations. All sectors of society—public, private, 
and civic—are affected and must take a more active 
role in countering it through education, prevention, 
treatment, or interdiction efforts.

That Demands a Whole-of-Community Response 
The White House Office of National Drug Control 
Policy (ONDCP) aims to reduce drug use and its 

consequences by leading and coordinating the 
development, implementation, and assessment of 
U.S. drug policy.16 Working with the Departments 
of Health and Human Services (HHS) and Justice 
(DOJ), and other agencies, ONDCP is addressing 
opioid consumption by promoting communi-
ty-based drug prevention efforts, detecting early 
signs of opioid addiction, monitoring prescription 
drug programs, and increasing access to the opi-
oid-overdose-reversing drug naxalone.17 

In June the White House, ONDCP, and other 
partners unveiled a new, multimillion-dollar pub-
lic awareness campaign aimed at curbing opioid 
addiction among young people. The first four 
30-second public service announcements illustrate 
the extreme measures taken by young adults to 
obtain oxycodone (OxyContin®) and hydrocodone 
(Vicodin®)—from smashing their hands or arms, to 
wrecking their cars or even breaking their backs. In 
speaking about the initiative, White House coun-
selor Kellyanne Conway told reporters:

We hope these ads will spark conversation 
to educate teens and young adults to talk to 
their doctors about alternatives to opioids; 
that pain management may not always mean 
extended pain medication use; safe disposal 
practices for leftover, unused prescription; 
and also, to arm them with specific yet very 
simple knowledge about opioids.18 

Other initiatives aimed at curbing drug over-
doses have been rolled out at the national level, 
including expanded access to naxalone, and new 
opioid prescription guidelines limiting the availabil-
ity of prescription painkillers. In October, Congress 
almost unanimously passed and the President 
signed the Support for Patients and Communities 
Act that is considered a big breakthrough that will 
expand access to addiction treatment, enhance law 
enforcement efforts against the flow of illicit drugs, 
and combat the over-prescription of opioids.19 
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And Requires International Collaboration 
ONDCP is also coordinating with the DOJ, 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS), 
Department of State (DOS), and international part-
ners to help disrupt the trafficking of heroin and 
fentanyl, fentanyl analogues, and precursor chem-
icals onto U.S. soil. Drug trafficking continues to 
be the most lucrative illicit activity in the world and 
a destabilizing force that finances and empowers 
terrorists and criminal groups. The United States 
is focusing efforts to reduce drug supplies, like 
heroin and fentanyl, at their source and dismantle 
the TCOs that profit from them, particularly in the 
Western Hemisphere.

The United States is also complementing part-
ner nation efforts to reduce crime and corruption 
in key drug source and transit countries, and their 
efforts to professionalize 
police and other security 
forces through various 
foreign assistance pro-
grams. These programs 
also seek to strengthen the 
rule of law, promote judicial 
reform, improve infor-
mation sharing with our 
law enforcement partners, 
target criminals and corrupt 
leaders and disrupt illicit 
trafficking. The United 
States and Mexico are working hand-in-hand to 
address the opioid crisis by stemming the produc-
tion and flow of heroin and fentanyl into the U.S. 
market. Meanwhile, the United States is cooperat-
ing with Mexico, China, and Canada to address the 
movement of precursor chemicals and synthetic 
opioids like fentanyl.

U.S.–Mexico Cooperation 

The Mexican TCOs have capitalized on Mexico’s 
proximity to the United States and Americans’ 

voracious appetite for illegal drugs, traditionally for 
marijuana and cocaine, and more recently for heroin 
and opioids. They have dominated the drug trade, 
and confronted the Mexican municipal, state, and 
federal governments for decades, and are engaged in 
a new opium war. 

Mexico experienced a record number of homi-
cides in 2017. The Mexican National Institute of 
Statistics and Geography reported that the coun-
try had 31,174 homicides in 2017, an increase of 27 
percent compared with 2016, which saw 24,559 
homicides. These newly released numbers also show 
an increase in Mexico’s homicide rate to 25 homi-
cides per 100,000 inhabitants nationwide, up from 20 
per 100,000 in 2016. Traffickers use violence to settle 
disputes and control routes and territory; threats 
of violence maintain employee discipline and a 

semblance of order with sup-
pliers, creditors, and buyers. 
The violence in Mexico has 
escalated astronomically and 
is now directed toward the 
government, political can-
didates, and the news media 
and not just rival cartels.20 
Public authorities there esti-
mate that 40 percent of the 
country is subject to chronic 
insecurity, with homicidal 
violence, disappearances, 

and population displacement at all-time highs.21 
After a decade of Mexican military deploy-

ment on law enforcement missions and continued 
violence and allegations of human rights abuses, 
there is a vibrant public debate over the appropriate 
role of the military and police in the continued fight 
against TCOs.22 The United States and Mexico have 
one of the most extensive bilateral military and law 
enforcement relationships in the world. Through the 
Merida Initiative initiated in 2008, the United States 
has helped build the capacity of Mexican authorities 

Drug trafficking continues to be 
the most lucrative illicit  

activity in the world and a  
destabilizing force that  
finances and empowers 

terrorists and criminal groups. 
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to more effectively eradicate opium poppy, disrupt 
and prosecute drug production and trafficking, and 
enhance border security.

The Mexican government eradicates both 
opium poppy (from which heroin is derived) and 
cannabis, and it increased its eradication efforts 
of both plant-based drugs in 2016. Despite these 
efforts poppy cultivation in Mexico increased to 
32,000 hectares (ha) in 2016, from 28,000 ha in 
2015, according to the State Department Bureau 
of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement 
Affairs.23 The U.S. Government estimated that 
Mexico’s potential production of heroin in 2016 
totaled 81 metric tons, three times its estimated 
production in 2013. In 2016, Mexican forces seized 
roughly 13 metric tons of cocaine, 26 metric tons 
of methamphetamine, and about 235 kilograms of 
opium gum, while shutting down 136 clandestine 
drug laboratories. 

In 2018, the Trump Administration intensified 
its efforts to help Mexico get a more detailed pic-
ture of its poppy problem and has begun to supply 
Mexican authorities with drones and geolocation 
technology. The Administration is also fund-
ing studies to pinpoint how much poppy is being 
planted and how much heroin is produced from it.24 

To further broaden cooperation, the United 
States and Mexico held the first Cabinet-level 
Strategic Dialogue on Disrupting TCOs in May 2017, 
to define a new approach to addressing the business 
model of TCOs, with emphasis on drug production, 
drug distribution, cross-border movement of cash 
and weapons, drug demand markets, and illicit 
revenue. That month, the United States and Mexico 
also held the first-ever trilateral National Fentanyl 
Conference for forensic chemists from Mexico, the 
United States, and Canada to share best practices 
on the detection, analysis, and handling of fentanyl. 
The United States also engaged with Mexico and 
Canada at the 2017 North American Drug Dialogue 
to produce the first Trilateral Assessment on Opioid 

Trafficking. These ongoing dialogues are advancing 
efforts to disrupt drug trafficking in North America 
and to end impunity for the TCOs profiting from it.

It is unclear if and how the bilateral cooperation 
on poppy eradication, interdiction operations, and 
the fight against the cartels will continue between 
the United States and Mexico under newly elected 
Mexican President Andrés Manuel López Obrador 
(AMLO). He assumed office in December, having 
won the presidential election in July as a leftist pop-
ulist with 53 percent of the vote, pledging to fight 
corruption and end the violence plaguing Mexico. On 
the campaign trail, AMLO repeated catchy slogans 
and rhymes to show his opposition to the militarized 
drug war. These included phrases like “Abrazos no 
balazos” (hugs, not gunshots), “Becarios sí, sicarios 
no,” (scholars yes, killers no), and “No puedes apagar el 
fuego con el fuego” (you cannot fight fire with fire).25 

AMLO is expected to focus more on domes-
tic matters like socio-economic development and 
anti-corruption rather than on counternarcotics 
efforts. There is concern that he will adopt the anti-
U.S. stance that he advocated during his campaign 
and decrease bilateral cooperation on security 
matters.26 AMLO’s new National Plan for Peace and 
Security (2018–24) diverges from previous Mexican 
government policies and from U.S. law enforcement 
and counternarcotics interests. Specifically, the Plan 
aims to reform the Mexican security services by cre-
ating a Mexican National Guard, demilitarizing the 
conflict with the cartels, consider granting amnesty 
to drug traffickers, and legalizing marijuana and 
opium poppy cultivation.27 

U.S.–China Cooperation 

China is one of the world’s top producers and 
exporters of precursor chemicals and synthetic 
drugs like fentanyl. The majority of precursor 
chemical production and export from China is 
intended for legitimate use; however, precursors and 
synthetics are being diverted by TCOs and are also 
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manufactured in large, sophisticated, illegal facto-
ries within China. Chinese criminal organizations 
traffic illicit drugs domestically and to international 
markets, and Chinese authorities have noted the 
presence of international drug trafficking organiza-
tions originating from Africa and Mexico operating 
within the country. China’s role as a major interna-
tional financial center has also fueled an increase in 
illicit drug and precursor chemical-related money 
laundering activities.

The United States is cooperating with China 
to reduce the production and trafficking of illicit 
fentanyl and fentanyl analogues originating from 
China through joint law enforcement operations 
and information-sharing. In 2017, the United 
States and China regularly shared law enforce-
ment information on new and emerging fentanyl 
analogues and illegal manufacturing and traffick-
ing activity. For example, DHS and DOJ officials 
in Hong Kong worked with local customs and law 
enforcement authorities in 2017 to seize an esti-
mated 50 packages containing fentanyl that were 
bound for the United States and Canada.28 The 
Bilateral Drug Intelligence Working Group and the 
Counter Narcotics Working Group, which reports 
to the U.S.–China Joint Liaison Group on Law 
Enforcement, also meet annually to exchange views 
and information on trends in drug abuse and traf-
ficking, discuss pertinent laws, regulations, policies 
and procedures in the respective countries, address 
challenges in precursor chemical control, and find 
mechanisms to cooperate on investigations and 
cases of mutual interest.

The challenges posed by trafficking synthetics 
via the internet and small parcel trafficking patterns 
are formidable and will test the cooperative spirit 
and ingenuity of the law enforcement authorities in 
the United States and China.29 U.S. law enforcement 
continues to make inroads in building working rela-
tionships with provincial public security bureaus, 
with oversight by central authorities.30 In early 

December, on the margins of the G20 Summit in 
Buenos Aires, President Trump met with Chinese 
President Xi Jinping, who agreed to designate fen-
tanyl as a controlled substance, meaning that those 
who sell fentanyl to the United States will be subject 
to China’s maximum penalty under the law—a 
promising development in efforts to reduce the sup-
ply and production of opioids.

U.S.–Canada Cooperation 

Canada is the second largest per capita consumer of 
prescription opioids in the world after the United 
States, according to the International Narcotics 
Control Board. Canadian authorities reported that 
65 percent of all analyzed heroin seizure samples 
tested during the first six months of 2017 contained 
fentanyl or its analogues.31 That year, prosecutors in 
Canada brought manslaughter charges against drug 
traffickers accused of selling fentanyl to hundreds of 
drug users who died as a result of fentanyl overdoses.

Canada is also a supplier of fentanyl, MDMA 
(ecstasy), and marijuana to the United States, so 
U.S. agencies cooperate extensively with Canada to 
enhance regulatory frameworks to prevent access to 
precursor chemicals and lab equipment for crimi-
nal use and stem the flow of illegal drugs across our 
shared border. Integrated teams of Canadian and 
U.S. law enforcement authorities operate in several 
locations along the northern border and the two 
countries also share information and conduct coordi-
nated operations targeting the trafficking of synthetic 
drugs, particularly fentanyl and fentanyl precursors.32 

Conclusion 
Sadly, the current opioid crisis is reminiscent of 
past periods of addiction and overdose deaths in 
the United States. The crisis today, however, is on 
a much larger scale owing to how the American 
appetite for opioids has changed the nature of the 
drug trade in North America, from the consump-
tion of marijuana and cocaine to that of heroin and 
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fentanyl, and that Mexican TCOs have been quick 
to capitalize on this demand signal at the expense of 
record levels of drug-related violence and homicides 
in Mexico. The opioid epidemic is now a health, 
security, social, economic welfare, and national 
security crisis, with some 300 Americans dying 
from heroin overdoses per week—a rate that con-
tributed to the second straight annual decline in U.S. 
life expectancy.

The United States Government is doubling 
down on its prevention, treatment, and supply 
interdiction measures at the national, state, and local 
levels to tackle the opioid epidemic. The public, pri-
vate, and civic sectors must take a more active role 
in raising awareness of drug abuse and addiction to 
reduce the demand for opioids, particularly since 
this opioid epidemic does not discriminate against 
gender, race, age, economic status, or location. As 
a transnational crisis, international cooperation to 
address the supply of illicit opioids is also essen-
tial. This whole-of-society approach is required to 
triumph in the new opium war and overcome this 
latest opioid epidemic in North America. PRISM
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In 2011, the Peruvian drug czar appointed by 
incoming President Ollanta Humala announced 
that U.S.-supported coca eradication was 

suspended in favor of locally-based alternative devel-
opment and targeted efforts to dismantle organized 
crime rings. The American Embassy was not con-
sulted on this decision and it took several days before 
the U.S. Ambassador could get a formal briefing from 
the Peruvian government.1 This would have been 
unthinkable several years earlier.2 More recently, U.S 
Defense Secretary James Mattis, during a tour of four 
South American countries this August, expressed 
serious concern about growing Chinese influence 
in Latin America and issued a warning to partner 
nations about the risk of losing their sovereignty.3 

However, the conditions encountered by 
Secretary Mattis during his trip are a natural result 
of the convergence of factors including the attention 
devoted by the U.S. defense and national security 
enterprise to other parts of the world, the relatively 
diminished level of American soft power due to 
the 2008/2009 financial crisis, and the emergence 
of China as South America’s most important trad-
ing partner. Yanran Xu’s book, China’s Strategic 
Partnerships in Latin America, addresses this third 
factor through an examination of the Chinese 

government’s strategic partnerships and oil diplo-
macy in three South American countries and Mexico.

As a trilingual (English, Spanish and Mandarin 
Chinese) lecturer at the School of International 
Studies at Renmin University of China, Xu provides 
unique insights and sourcing. The book probably 
is best categorized within the field of international 
political economy (IPE) with its use of official 
government statistics and statements as well as a 
detailed secondary literature review. While the 
work understandably departs from some of the 
more suspicious views on China’s presence in Latin 
America put forth by authors such as R. Evan Ellis 
at the U.S. Army War College, it is by no means an 
uncritical examination of China’s policies toward 
the Western Hemisphere.4 

The primary focus of the book is examining 
the impact of China’s “Going Out Policy” (also 
referred to as Going Global Strategy) initiated in 
1999 and consolidated globally and regionally in 
Latin America and the Caribbean during the course 
of the past two decades. Xu does this using the 
case study method, in particular looking at China’s 
investments in and purchases of oil from Argentina, 
Brazil, Mexico and Venezuela. It also places China’s 
engagement in the context of the One China Policy 
taking into consideration that half of the coun-
tries that maintain official diplomatic relations 
with Taiwan are found in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, even if those numbers are dwindling. 
Only as recently as August, the Central American 
republic of El Salvador changed its allegiance from 
Taiwan to mainland China.5 In resource rich South 
America, only Paraguay maintains official diplo-
matic relations with Taiwan.

While not good literature in the novelistic sense, 
Xu walks the reader through a clear and understand-
able research methodology based on the testing of 
four hypotheses paraphrased here. First, if a country 
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is an ally of the United States its economic relations 
with China will be more balanced (realist). Second, if 
a country is economically interdependent with China 
its economic relations will also be balanced (IPE). 
Third, if a country is more economically diversified 
it is more likely to get a balanced deal from China 
(dependency theory). Fourth, if a country is left-lean-
ing it will get a more balanced deal from China 
economically speaking (constructivist).

There is not sufficient space in this review to 
comprehensively summarize the author’s detailed 
findings for each of these hypotheses. Nonetheless, 
it useful to note that a number of the more gen-
eral findings. First, China’s strategic investments 
and oil diplomacy generate important short-term 
economic benefits to governments in power, though 
the commercial relationships that emerge tend to 
undermine local industries making it difficult to 
compete with Chinese imports over the medium 
and long terms. Second, while the Chinese gov-
ernment is happy to be a thorn in the side of U.S. 
hegemony in Latin America it is careful not to cross 
any red lines and acts more cautiously in countries 
geographically closer to the United States. Third, 
Venezuela represents a problem for China but the 
natural resource access and political benefits that 
problem creates in stifling the U.S. political and 
military positions in Latin America outweigh any 
costs incurred to date.

According to Xu’s framework Brazil, under 
the two governments of the Workers Party met 
the second and third criteria, being economically 
interdependent with China, having the region’s 
most diversified economy and being governed 
by left-leaning governments, all suggesting that 
Brazil’s strategic partnership is more balanced 
than not. She points to the fact that Brazil not only 
exports primary products, but has more devel-
oped technologies of interest such as those related 
to hydro-power and aviation. As Brazil appears 
to have tilted more rightward, at least in the 

near-term, it is not clear how Xu thinks this will 
affect the balance in the strategic partnership.

On the other hand, Venezuela only meets two 
of the element of Xu’s framework, being econom-
ically inter-dependent and being governed by a 
left-leaning government. However, Xu’s analysis 
shows there is more than meets the eye in regards 
to the Bolivarian government’s strategic partner-
ship with China. First, while still engaged in hostile 
bilateral politics, nearly half of all Venezuelan oil 
still goes to the United States. Second, through 
Venezuela’s Petrocaribe alliance, China benefits 
from the oil diplomacy exercised with the numerous 
Caribbean islands through their votes in the United 
Nations General Assembly and the Organization 
of American States even in cases where these island 
nations maintain diplomatic relations with Taiwan. 
Xu points out that for Venezuela the strategic part-
nership is tilted heavily in China’s favor through 
ownership of current and future oil production. 
What is less clear is how much of the evolving 
Venezuelan crisis the Chinese will own.

Xu’s analysis of Argentina was completed 
just as the right of center government of Mauricio 
Marci took power. Her framework analyzes the two 
Kirchner governments’ strategic partnerships with 
China: highly inter-dependent with China in terms 
of soybean and petroleum exports and a left-lean-
ing government.6 Argentina is a relatively diversified 
economy, but not in terms of its exports. Her analysis 
suggest that China has a strong upper hand in the 
relationship, evidenced by the inability of the current 
Macri government to shut down a Chinese satellite 
station set up by the previous government fearing 
retaliation by China withcommodities exports.7 

Finally, Mexico appears to have the most bal-
anced strategic partnership with China due to its 
interdependence with the United States, though the 
China falls well behind the United States and Canada 
as a top trading partner. What China sees in Mexico, 
according to Xu, is geographical proximity to the U.S. 
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market and the ability to use Mexico as an export 
and trading platform to North America. In essence, 
Mexico has a balanced, but small strategic partnership 
with China lacking the interdependence and ideo-
logical affinity though this may change once Manuel 
Lopez Obrador takes power at the end of this year.

China’s Strategic Partnerships in Latin America 
only discusses issues of military cooperation in 
passing. This makes sense in that Chinese military 
cooperation and arm sales to Latin America are 
limited, most notably the case of the satellite facility 
in Argentina. In stark contrast to Russia’s interest in 
Latin America, the arms trade is a relatively minor 
part of China’s economic ties with the region. While 
it has always probably been the case in one way 
or another, geostrategists increasingly look at the 
interaction of military and security concerns with 
the economic, technological, social, and environ-
mental spheres. This raises a number of questions, 
to include how the U.S. Government decision 
in 2017 to withdraw from the Trans–Pacific 
Partnership that economically unites North and 
Latin America with the Asia-Pacific regions will 
affect the American defense and security postures 
in the Western Hemisphere. Ten former U.S. com-
batant commanders in March 2018 expressed their 
concern for this decision in a letter to President 
Trump, which suggests the debate about the rela-
tionship between legitimate domestic economic 
concerns and national security continues.8 Will it be 
possible for the United States to compartmentalize 
economic and security issues globally and within 
Latin America in the face of growing economic and 
political bonds with China? Will China’s develop-
ing defense industry, unattached to criteria on good 
governance and human rights, eventually become 
more attractive to Latin American governments?

China’s gains in Latin America achieved through 
strategic partnerships and oil diplomacy are probably 
an inevitable result of the country’s unprecedented 
economic growth and need for commodities. 
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However, the relative reduction in U.S. influence 
is largely a result of inattention and the lack of a 
coherent strategy for the Western Hemisphere within 
the U.S. official strategic community. Xu’s book, 
unsurprisingly, demonstrates that the Government 
of China takes a longer view on these issues showing 
a willingness to accept short-term difficulties in the 
name of longer-term objectives. PRISM
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David Pion-Berlin and Rafael Martínez 
have collaborated to co-author an import-
ant contribution to the rich literature of 

civil-military relations in Latin America. Both are 
well-known scholars in this specific field: Their 
partnership in this project adds another contri-
bution with an emphasis on what they term “a 
multidimensional approach” to “examining what is 
a complex set of relations between soldiers, politi-
cians, and civilians.” As they acknowledge at the 
outset of the book, the civil-military relations field is 
extensive, and is pursued from a number of angles, 
“perhaps too many.”

Although the study of civil-military relations 
was launched with the late Samuel Huntington’s 
classic The Soldier and the State in 1957, research 
on the theme of Latin America began in earnest in 
the 1980s as the transitions from authoritarian rule 
to democratic governments were underway. Part 
of the civil-military relations challenge stems from 
the basics: What is the question? From the Spanish 
conquest in the 16th century, through the indepen-
dence movements of the 19th century, continuing 
through today, Latin American political history has 
been heavily affected by the strained relationship 
between society and its political system with the 
military. In the post–1980s environment, scholars 

have examined a variety of issues regarding the role 
of the military in democracy, including (among oth-
ers) the structures of military regimes, the role of the 
military in the transition to democracy, civilian con-
trol over the military, institutional reforms (such as 
the creation of and/or reforms of defense ministries), 
security sector reform, and militarization of inter-
nal security. That said, the civil-military relations 
conversation is typically linked to the discussion of 
democratic breakdown, authoritarianism, democra-
tization, and democratic consolidation. It is squarely 
within this discussion—democratization and con-
solidation—that Pion-Berlin and Martínez engage.

Their purpose is to “contemplate what the 
entire complex of civil-military relations looks 
like” in order to lead to military reform “so that it 
compliantly services the democratic state.” In partic-
ular, they seek to examine the “triangular relations 
between solders, politicians, and society.” More on 
this later. To assess civil-military relations, their 
research examines four countries in South America: 
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Uruguay. Pion-Berlin 
and Martínez use these four because of geographi-
cal proximity, a similar low-risk environment, and 
a shared history of diplomatic settlements, treaties, 
and economic consensus. They also note that the 
four countries all experienced military authoritarian 
rule in the 1960s and 1970s, and began their transi-
tions away from those regimes in the 1980s.

Pion-Berlin and Martínez broaden their 
analysis by establishing their “multidimensional” 
framework around six variables: power, law, institu-
tions, knowledge, values, and performance. Further 
structure is provided through the disaggregation of 
these six “dimensions” into 25 components, and an 
additional five sub-components. The book is orga-
nized around chapters that analyze each of these 
dimensions and components sequentially, examin-
ing each country in terms of how it has evolved over 
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time employing that specific lens. Prior to doing so, 
however, the first chapter explains the elements of 
the framework and its relation to the broader politi-
cal system. The second chapter undertakes the task 
of establishing the larger historical environment in 
which each of the four countries developed their 
individual civil-military relationships, and is a very 
useful overview.

Pion-Berlin and Martínez undertake their very 
ambitious task with great attention to detail, and 
the book is filled with excellent historical evidence 
and valuable analysis. Each chapter systematically 
examines the cases of Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and 
Uruguay—in that order—through an assessment of 
progress from “authoritarian to full-fledged demo-
cratic rule” using “ordinal-ranked benchmarks for 
success (none, little, moderate, and substantial).” 
This methodology is innovative and laudable, and 
provides an excellent structure with which to assess 
the evolution of the progress toward more effective 
civilian control, which Pion-Berlin and Martínez 
posit is the process by which to move an authori-
tarian institution into one which is democratically 
abiding. As they argue, the key is to devise “a system 
that assures that this non-democratic entity falls 
in line with the decisions made by its executive 
overseers, whether it wants to or not, and whether 
it agrees with the policies or not.” The challenge, 
of course—as it is with themes that are difficult to 
quantify—is the difficulty of accurately evaluating 
the inherently idiosyncratic nature of the themes; 
the evaluation of whether the progress is none, little, 
moderate, and substantial, however objective the 
intent, remains subjective at the end of the day.

The net result of their extensive analysis is 
that the “average level of progress achieved for all 
the dimensions and countries is 1.9, which means 
slightly less than moderate gains.” They note that 
over 60 percent of all their established dimensions 
are either in a transition or consolidation phase; 
only 36 percent have been fully consolidated (and 

the majority of that consolidation is in Argentina). 
Pion-Berlin and Martínez conclude that it “should 
not be surprising that much more work needs to be 
done in reforming CMR across the four nations.” 
The key findings that I took away from their analysis 
are these: the importance for politicians and their 
appointed civilians to conduct military reform 
through a civil-military relations construct; to step 
in and assume their proper roles with regard to 
strategy development and assessment; and to find 
ways to incentivize their legislatures to play a stron-
ger institutional authorization and oversight role.

Despite a very-well researched and beautifully 
written volume, I continue to have reservations 
with the bias of much of the literature, which this 
volume supports. As a retired military officer, 
and based on decades of interacting with military 
professionals throughout the region, I view the 
literature from a different perspective than many of 
the scholars in the field. The very title of the Pion-
Berlin and Martínez book—Soldiers, Politicians, 
and Civilians—betrays the prevailing bias. The 
continuing presence of the armed forces performing 
internal security functions throughout the region 
is the unintended consequence of democratically 
elected politicians’ (and their appointed subor-
dinates) collective failure to strengthen civilian 
institutions across the board. More fundamentally, 
the low esteem in which politicians and political 
parties (the executive) and the legislative authorities 
are routinely ranked (at the very bottom of regional 
surveys) strongly suggests that most societies have 
failed to develop institutions capable of deliver-
ing effective governance. A large segment of the 
literature tends to stress the military’s role in the 
civil-military relations milieu, implicitly implying 
that the civilians and politicians bear lower levels 
of responsibility; I dissent from that view. Soldiers, 
Politicians, and Civilians is not—in my view—the 
correct order to assess the quality of civil-military 
relations; rather, Civilians, Politicians, and Soldiers, 
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in that order, makes more sense in terms of who 
should be held to account for the state of play. After 
all, both politicians and soldiers were civilian mem-
bers of their societies before embarking on their 
chosen professions, and for that reason the examina-
tion must begin with the society itself.

Pion-Berlin and Martínez are clearly supportive 
of the Soldiers, Politicians, and Civilians perspec-
tive of how the debate should be structured. As 
they note, “What is critical to democratic gover-
nance is the need to reduce the military’s political 
clout,” and “The ultimate goal for a democracy is 
to irreversibly transform the armed forces into an 
administrative instrument of the state.” While it is 
without dispute that a nation’s armed forces should 
indeed be “instruments of the state,” I would argue 
that this is not the “ultimate goal for a democracy.” 
And although I do not minimize the importance of 
ensuring the military has no political clout, this is 
to confuse cause and effect. That is to say, the extent 
to which the military has any degree of clout is the 
net effect of a society’s failure to create structures 
and processes by which the political class effects 
governance; the residual clout is the unintended 
consequence of the absence of strong, effective, and 
honest political leadership. Effective democratic gov-
ernance is a function of many interrelated factors, 
but I would submit that a reduced level of military 
clout is not at the top of the list. Indeed, Pion-Berlin 
and Martínez would appear to acknowledge this to 
some degree: “After all, civil-military transforma-
tions do not occur in isolation; they exist within and 
are shaped by the larger democratic system of which 
they are a part.”

My other concern with the Pion-Berlin and 
Martínez contribution has to do with what I assess 
to be a very ambitious and yet not terribly help-
ful comparison between their choice of cases. The 
model (perhaps with some additional refinement 
from other scholars) could prove to be a useful 
yardstick of sorts with which to generate some 

type of coherent comparative analysis. That said, 
comparing four countries as different as Argentina, 
Brazil, Chile, and Uruguay leaves one with a bit of a 
“So what?” sensation. As Pion-Berlin and Martínez 
themselves acknowledge, “This Latin American 
Southern Cone subregion has provided, in a sense, 
a difficult test for CMR reforms because of the very 
low-threat security environment.” Although they 
make a persuasive case that studying this subregion 
has certain advantages, as one looks at the current 
levels of insecurity across Latin America and the 
roles being played by various countries’ militar-
ies, the case selection (with the exception of Brazil) 
may seem less important than those of Colombia, 
Nicaragua, Venezuela, or Mexico (to name only a 
few). As most regional specialists acknowledge, each 
individual country has its own unique set of chal-
lenges and opportunities.

That said, the net takeaway of the Pion-Berlin 
and Martínez project is a well-researched, thought-
fully constructed, highly informative, and most 
readable contribution to the extensive civil military 
relations literature. Any student or scholar interested 
in the ongoing discussion of the role of the armed 
forces in Latin America should have this volume on 
their bookshelf. PRISM
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