Scusa 59 theme: 
“Uncertain future: freedom, security, and responsibility”

Latin America and the Caribbean

As the 21st Century began, knowledgeable observers in North America hoped and expected that South America would strengthen its embrace of free trade, neo-liberal economics, and democratic elections.  While the region has not retreated from democratic elections, these contests have by no means guaranteed that Latin American leaders will always be to Washington’s liking.  In recent years populist presidents like Hugo Chavez of Venezuela, Evo Morales of Bolivia, and to a lesser extent Nestor Kirchner of Argentina and Eduardo Ignacio Lula da Silva of Brazil have prompted Washington to reevaluate its strategic estimates and assumptions regarding the region.
With confidence in the seemingly inevitable globalization of trade, the goal of achieving a Free Trade Area of the Americas was proclaimed at the 1994 Miami Summit of the Americas by 2004.  This deadline has come and gone as the intractable issues of agricultural protectionism, intellectual property rights, and market access for goods and services has torpedoed both the FTAA and the broader Doha Round negotiations of the World Trade Organization.  Little support for reviving FTAA negotiations currently exists.  Once a model of neo-liberal reform and free trade policy, Bolivia under President Evo Morales has renationalized oil and gas assets awarded to multinational corporations by previous administrations.
Expansion of free trade agreements appears to be a distant prospect, but the U.S. continues to be highly dependent on imports of petroleum from the region.  Three of the four largest energy exporters to the U.S. come from this hemisphere: 1.Canada (1.76 m barrels per day), 2. Mexico (1.68m bpd), and 4. Venezuela (1.16m bpd.)
  While the supply of Canadian crude is safe, continued exports of Venezuelan energy are problematic.  China’s ever growing demand for natural resources are making it a very active competitor for Latin America resources, and the diversification of markets for Venezuela’s oil would be a strategic advantage for Hugo Chavez.  Additionally, the continued strengthening of the relationship between Chavez and the leadership of Iran may present great challenges to the United States.

Although the majority of the protests from the Mexican presidential elections have diminished the underlying issue continue that have the potential at any time to disrupt not only Mexican oil imports to the U.S., but could create widespread civil unrest and further contribute to the forces which propel Mexicans to seek employment in the U.S. through illegal entry to this country. 

This movement of people across and around the borders has emerged as one of the top domestic political issues at the beginning of this century.  The presence of an estimated 12 million undocumented people (most from Mexico and Central America) has confronted communities all over the U.S. with the task of providing education, social services, and health care to immigrants.  Once homogeneous small towns in the South and Midwest are now on the frontlines of globalization.  Coupled with the concern about people risking their lives transiting the inhospitable border regions at the mercy of unscrupulous human traffickers is the possibility that drug traffickers and terrorists are exploiting these same routes. 

Trade products which have successfully for over 30 years defied U.S. eradication efforts are illegal drugs.  A recent article by the New York Times reports: “The latest chapter in America's long war on drugs -- a six-year, $4.7 billion effort to slash Colombia's coca crop -- has left the price, quality and availability of cocaine on American streets virtually unchanged.’ 
  The recently reelected president of Colombia Juan Uribe has made great progress in limiting the influence of the FARC in Colombia’s population centers, efforts to eradicate the drugs, however, have been defied as growers and traffickers adjust their tactics to maintain production and supply with devastating consequences for both the U.S. and Colombia.

While politicians have been unable to promote hemispheric trade, drug traffickers operate sophisticated multinational enterprises that move drugs throughout the hemisphere.  Increasingly drug trafficking organizations through bribery, coercion, and intimidation subvert authorities to create unhindered conditions for their trade.  Emboldened drug organizations have at times brought regions along the U.S.-Mexico border to near chaos through blatant assaults against state power. 

Finally the longest standing contentious issue for the US in the region, the fate of Castro’s Cuba, demonstrates mixed indicators of resolution.  Recent health problems have sidelined Fidel, but brother Raul may well emerge as the leader of an institutionalized Communist Party government and preserve the Castro legacy.  Supported by Venezuelan oil wealth and the profits obtained from global tourism, Cuba may defy predictions that the Castro Regime will not survive the passing of Fidel. 
How, if at all, should the United States reassess its fundamental policies toward Latin America? It is commonly argued that democracy in Latin America is weakly institutionalized beyond the convocation of relatively free and fair elections. How can the United States support the development of the rule of law, organized political contestation based on a sound multi-party system, and a vibrant civil society – essential elements of strong democratic governance? What can and should the United States do to promote authentic democratization in Latin America and also in the Caribbean?   It seems likely that populist, anti-American politics will become stronger in the region as economic globalization undermines socio-economic stability. What can the United States do to encourage sound economic development in the region that promotes global integration and also reduces the profound economic gaps that already divide the social classes of Latin America? Should Washington reassess its advocacy of neo-liberalism, or has that economic philosophy on balance demonstrated its worth?
Footnotes
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