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Overview 

• As a presidential candidate, Kirchner went out of his way to avoid the U.S. Embassy in Buenos Aires, 
apparently in a calculated move to distance himself from his chief challenger. 

• With growing immigration and trade flows between them, the imperatives for closer political 
ties between the two countries are significant. 

• Continued economic malaise in Argentina does not serve the interests of the many U.S. corporations 
that have stuck by Argentina during the last few difficult years. 

• This visit is important because it will establish the tone of the relationship for years to come. 

At the invitation of the White House, Argentina’s newly 
elected president, Nestor Kirchner, will be paying a visit to 
President George W. Bush this Wednesday, July 23. This 
is the latest and most notable signal from Washington of 
an interest in engaging and working with the new 
government in Buenos Aires. The hope in Foggy Bottom 
is that this outreach can translate into the kind of 
constructive and comprehensive relationship that President 
Bush has established with Brazil’s new president, Luis 
Inácio Lula da Silva, Kirchner’s regional partner. Whether 
Kirchner has the savvy to exploit the gesture to set a tone 
for the bilateral relationship and establish the general 
parameters of a mutually rewarding policy agenda will be 
evident soon enough.  
The trip is being billed as a getting-to-know-you meeting, 
but it has the potential to be more. Kirchner is a relative 
unknown in Washington. As a presidential candidate, he 
went out of his way to avoid the U.S. Embassy in Buenos 
Aires, apparently in a calculated move to distance himself 
from his chief challenger, the unabashedly pro-U.S., 
former president Carlos Menem.  Understandably, the lack 
of public support for the U.S. war in Iraq in Argentina, as 
elsewhere in Latin America, also made it politically risky 
to reach out to Washington at the time. It should be 

pointed out that even to his fellow Argentines, Kirchner 
still remains something of a mystery. He ran a populist 
campaign, largely devoid of concrete policy proposals 
and won by default, mostly on account of Argentines 
rejecting Menem, and not necessarily supporting him.  
Now that the war is over and Kirchner is firmly in 
charge, however, the time for posturing is over and the 
business of taking stock of where the bilateral 
relationship is and where it can go has arrived.  Let there 
be no misunderstanding, the Bush administration will try 
to determine on Wednesday whether it can do business 
with the new president.  If Kirchner does his part, odds 
are that such a relationship can be established. With 
growing immigration and trade flows between them, the 
imperatives for closer political ties between the two 
countries are significant.  But then again, good relations 
are not a given.  If anything, bilateral relations have 
deteriorated from one that was exceptionally warm and 
fluid during the Menem and De la Rúa administrations to 
one that was perfunctory and testy, at times, during the 
most recent administration of Eduardo Duhalde. It will 
depend on whether the two leaders can appreciate and 
take ownership of the opportunities that good relations 
can avail them.   
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The benefits of good relations are numerous.  For starters, 
Kirchner could use Washington’s help in providing 
sustenance to the country’s nascent economic recovery.  In 
particular, Buenos Aires hopes that it can count on the 
United States to prevail on the IMF to be accommodating 
in its upcoming negotiations with Argentina.  The 
Kirchner administration has made it known that it wants 
any debt payments to be matched at least by new 
disbursals from the multilaterals. “We cannot go back to 
paying the debt at the cost of hunger and the exclusion of 
all Argentines,” Kirchner protested in a recent speech.  
Kirchner’s plea seems to have resonated with IMF 
executive director, Horst Koehler, who visited the country 
recently, although the IMF bureaucracy is reportedly not as 
sympathetic.  
The Bush administration can also assist the economic 
recovery by opening up some U.S. markets unilaterally to 
Argentine products, by unfreezing lines of trade credit that 
have been shut, and by offering aid. Buenos Aires 
particularly wants the United States to lower its trade 
barriers to its agricultural exports and not just stop there, 
but get others, that is, the European Union and Japan, to 
do the same. Kirchner can also benefit from Washington’s 
help in fighting corruption and the alarming rise in 
criminality in the country.  
The Bush administration also has something to gain in 
developing close ties with the new government.  For one, 
continued economic malaise in Argentina does not serve 
the interests of the many U.S. corporations that have stuck 
by Argentina during the last few difficult years; Cargill, 
Lockheed, Honeywell, and Citibank are just some of the 
corporate standouts still trying to hold on.   The economies 
of Uruguay and Paraguay, and to a much lesser extent, 
Brazil—all currently in the balance—will also benefit from 
an economic rebound in Argentina.    
A loyal international ally in the past, Argentina is also a 
good candidate to join the United States in peacekeeping 
in Iraq, but if that does not materialize, it can be an 
indispensable ally in the pursuit of valued regional 
initiatives, such as FTAA, and might even give assistance 
to the fight against terrorism in Colombia.   Diplomatic 
outreach to the region also plays well with the 35-million-
strong Hispanic electorate in the United States, who appear 
to be taking a greater interest in hemispheric matters.  
There is now an estimated 60,000 Argentines living in 
Southern Florida, a politically significant number 
considering the small margin of victory by which Bush 
won that delegate-rich state two years ago. 
In sum, just as Rome was not built in a day, one visit will 
not suffice to get the relationship fully back on track and 
exploit the full range of opportunities available.  
Nonetheless, this visit is important because it will establish 

the tone of the relationship for years to come and, here, 
personal chemistry is key.  In this regard, as the Lula 
case has shown, political orientation is not as relevant as 
the disposition to take on the hard project of economic 
reconstruction in a sober and time-tested manner. If that 
seriousness of purpose is successfully translated, he will 
win over the White House. Then the next challenge for 
Kirchner will be to provide a concrete and politically 
viable target that the United States can support. The 
political will to make grand commitments may not be 
there on the part of Washington—at least not yet—but 
there might be a willingness to support a series of small 
deliverables that collectively may amount to a significant 
step toward attaining political and economic stability in 
this long beleaguered country. This is no easy diplomatic 
maneuver, but it is doable. Thus, welcome to 
Washington, President Kirchner, and best wishes in your 
meeting with President Bush.  The bilateral relationship 
simply cannot afford any missteps and false starts.   
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