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Up close 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

President Obama’s Latin America Trip 

Presidential visits are scheduled months in advance 

and involve a retinue of 400 to 500 people—basically 

the population of a small town. Destinations are 

carefully selected, usually places where the chief 

executive can seal a deal or speak at an important 

event. Thus, the resources and energy expended on 

President Obama’s March 19–23 trip to Brazil, Chile, 

and El Salvador might suggest a significant outcome. 

But the results are mixed. 

 

Brazil got meetings with top U.S. economic advisers 

and business executives on strengthening commercial 

ties. Presidents Obama and Dilma Rousseff agreed to 

a U.S.-Brazil plan on racial and ethnic equality and 

more cooperation on education exchanges as well as 

renewable energy. Chile got a promise for more 

cooperation on trade and exchanges. In El Salvador, 

Obama vowed to strengthen counternarcotics aid and 

advance U.S. immigration reform—actions that could 

have been concluded at the ambassadorial level.  

 

Disappointments include little progress on visa 

waivers for Brazil and Chile, no quick end to U.S. 

agricultural subsidies or a 54 cent-per-gallon ethanol 

tariff—a sticking point on trade with Brazil. 

Furthermore, when Chilean president Sebastian Piñera 

asked Obama to back approval of the U.S.-Colombia 

and Panama free trade accords, Obama demurred, 

revealing a disconnect between his pro-trade rhetoric 

and cautious actions. And, while admitting that drug 

trafficking is a shared problem in the Americas, he did 

not share a vision to defeat it. 
 

Still, the president’s presence was a deliverable. He 

made the trip even though more urgent matters 

suggested cancellation. He is hugely popular in the 

region and his words resonate. His remarks drew 

parallels to current events in the Middle East, praising 

Latin America’s democratic transitions while 

admonishing the ―bankrupt ideologies‖ of autocratic 

regimes, such as Cuba and Venezuela. He also 

extolled the growing leadership of the region’s 

democratic governments in international affairs and 

their adoption of market economics.  

 

For better or worse, Obama’s visit suggested a desire 

to strengthen engagement with Latin America but had 

little concrete to show for it. While such trips are 

helpful, a strategy is better. —Stephen Johnson 

 

In brief 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 Criminal justice reforms challenge Mexico.  

 Cuba releases a notable political prisoner.  

 Haiti holds runoff elections.  

 The United States delays approval of its free trade 

agreement with Colombia.  

 China and Colombia discuss building an 

alternative to the Panama Canal.  

 Dissent and a faltering economy in Venezuela 

could challenge Chavez’s grip.  

 Uruguay and Argentina plan construction for a 

joint re-gasification plant.  

 China pursues energy investments in Argentina. 
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NORTH AMERICA 

Mexico 

The February death of U.S. Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement (ICE) agent Jaime J. Zapata in San Luís 

Potosí highlights Mexico’s ongoing struggle to tame 

border violence. Consistent failures to adequately 

deter perpetrators have heightened frustrations with 

the criminal justice system such that only a third of 

the Mexican public now expresses confidence in it. 

Current efforts to improve public security and the 

administration of justice include the adoption of oral 

public trials, respecting the rights of the accused, 

professional police training, and new tools for 

combating organized crime. So far, only 13 of 32 

Mexican states have begun to advance such reforms.  

 

On the flip side, President Obama has asked Congress 

for $334 million in additional aid to Mexico, 

including $282 million for extending the Bush-era 

Mérida Initiative. But help may not be so forthcoming. 

Of the $1.4 billion authorized under the 2007 Mérida 

Initiative, only $500 million has been delivered. 

So far, no accurate estimates exist for investments in 

training and infrastructure. Then there is the mostly 

invisible effort U.S. authorities have made to stem 

illicit narcotics use north of the Rio Grande, and a 

gunrunning sting set up by the Bureau of Alcohol, 

Tobacco, and Firearms that reportedly transferred 

some 1,700 weapons to Mexican traffickers.  

—Andrés Blanco 

CARIBBEAN 

Cuba’s Oscar Biscet 

This month, the government of Cuba freed 12 political 

prisoners—among them Oscar Elias Biscet, an Afro-

Cuban physician sentenced to 25 years.  He was 

perhaps the most prominent of a group of 52 the 

regime agreed to release last year in a deal brokered 

by the Cuban Catholic Church and Spain.  

 

Biscet founded the Lawton Foundation for Human 

Rights and Democracy in Cuba in 1997, and went on 

to investigate Cuba’s abortion policies and advocate 

peaceful opposition to the island’s communist system. 

He was detained several times leading up to the 2003 

roundup, then sentenced in a closed, summary trial for 

acts against the state. 
 

Known as Cuba’s ―Black Spring,‖ the jailing shed 

light on the island’s corrections system with more 

than 200 prisons and labor camps. At the time, the 

independent Cuban Commission on Human Rights 

and National Reconciliation estimated that these 

facilities held some 100,000 inmates. It is difficult to 

gauge how many were dissidents and, of those, how 

many are left—the regime does not let outside 

observers inspect the system and insists there are no 

political prisoners. 

  

President George W. Bush awarded Biscet the U.S. 

Presidential Medal of Freedom in absentia in 2007. 

Shortly before his March release, Hungary’s prime 

minister along with U.S., Canadian, and European 

parliamentarians nominated him for the Nobel Peace 

Prize. —Stephen Johnson and Andrés Blanco 

 

Haiti Elections 

Haiti’s Provisional Electoral Council conducted a 

largely orderly and tranquil runoff election on Sunday 

March 21 to choose the winner among two 

presidential finalists as well as determine undecided 

contests in the national legislature. Exit polls 

suggested musician Michel ―Sweet Mickey‖ Martelly 

leads former first lady Mirlande Manigat. However, 

preliminary results will not be available before March 

31 and a final tally not before April 16.  

 

A fair election and peaceful transfer of power are first 

steps toward unlocking some $10 billion in pledged 

assistance from international donors. The second is a 

renewed commitment to the development of viable 

public institutions to provide for services and citizen 

safety. The unknown factor is whether the return to 

two controversial former presidents, Jean-Claude 

Duvalier and Jean-Bertrand Aristide will disrupt this 

process. —Johanna Mendelson Forman 

SOUTH AMERICA 

Colombia Commerce 

Despite growing bipartisan support in Congress, the 

Obama administration has yet to send over the United 
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States–Colombian Free Trade Agreement (FTA) 

signed on November 22, 2006. Colombia’s legislature 

has approved the pact and the Constitutional Court has 

affirmed it, leaving final approval to the United States. 

In the background, human rights groups and U.S. 

labor unions cite Colombia’s historical troubles in 

defending certain population segments, encouraging a 

delay on the vote. Meanwhile, FTA advocates point 

out how the Colombian FTA will eliminate tariffs on 

U.S. goods, especially benefitting U.S. agricultural 

products, which face duties as high as 240 percent.  

 

Labor and human rights groups focus their opposition 

on the levels of violence suffered by trade unionists 

over more than two decades. For instance, in 2001, 

the homicide rate for trade unionists was 23 per 

100,000. However, the 2009 homicide rate for 

unionists was five per 100,000, much lower than that 

for the general population, which was 35 per 100,000. 

Current statistics not only suggest general 

improvements in public security but strides for union 

members and activists. As the debate over how much 

progress is sufficient, countries such as Canada, 

Brazil, and Argentina have signed trade agreements 

with Colombia, reducing tariffs and potentially 

crowding out U.S. imports that are taxed at a higher 

rate. —Kennon Peare 

 

Seeking a broad base of foreign partners, Colombian 

President Juan Manuel Santos announced plans with 

China to build a ―dry-canal‖—a rail line that would 

link Colombia’s Caribbean and Pacific coasts. The 

137-mile project, to be funded by the Chinese 

Development Bank, is intended to serve as an 

alternative to the Panama Canal. China has become 

Colombia’s second-largest trade partner after the 

United States.  

The idea of an alternative to the Panama Canal is not 

new—Costa Rica, El Salvador, Mexico, and 

Nicaragua have all contemplated similar projects, 

each variously impacted by financial, logistical, and 

environmental concerns. While President Santos 

insists that ―this is a real proposal‖ to distinguish it 

from its predecessors, the railway faces hurdles, such 

as mountainous terrain. Estimates indicate that 

shipping goods across the ―dry canal‖ could prove up 

to five times as expensive as moving a container 

through the existing canal. Moreover, a Panama Canal 

expansion set to be completed in 2014 will 

accommodate larger vessels and double the canal’s 

annual capacity to 600 million tons of cargo. The 

Colombian ―canal‖ would have an estimated annual 

capacity of 40 million tons. 

No agreements have been signed or feasibility studies 

completed. If the “dry canal” project should make 

economic sense, it will be because China needs coal 

to sustain its booming steel industry and Colombia is 

the world’s fifth-largest producer. Such a dramatic 

project would allow China to showcase its presence in 

a region traditionally dominated by U.S. and 

European partners. For Colombia, the rail line could 

attract investment to an area plagued by illegal armed 

groups and drug traffickers.  —Caitlin Watson 

Venezuela 

In early February, Venezuelan university students 

staged a hunger strike outside the Organization of 

American States headquarters in Caracas to urge the 

release of government officials arrested for criticizing 

the regime. The protest ended after 23 days when 

authorities agreed to review cases, provide medical 

attention, and release some of the detainees. So far, in 

the first three months of this year, the human rights 

group Provea has reportedly counted 35 hunger strikes 

as compared to 105 during all of 2010.  Meanwhile, a 

struggling economy could fuel further dissatisfaction. 

In another hunger strike, other students have partially 

sewn their lips together to protest declining funding 

for some of Venezuela’s public universities.  Jorge 

Botti, president of Venezuela’s Economic 

Commission, predicts a 0.5 percent drop in growth 

this year if the government maintains its current statist 

economic policies.  

 

Conventional wisdom argues that neither protests nor 

a faltering economy pose an immediate threat to 

President Chávez. According to the Venezuelan 

Institute for Data Analysis, just over a third of the 

public backs him. That coupled with revenue from 

99.4 billion barrels of proven oil reserves, ensures 

that, at least in the near term, he should have the 

resources to maintain his grip. However, upheavals in 

North Africa and the Middle East also suggest the 

possibility that, if the economy worsens and tempers 
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flare, the Venezuelan people could someday move 

against their leader. —Jennifer Brody 

Energy Update 

Amid growing South American demand for liquefied 

natural gas (LNG), Uruguay and Argentina signed an 

agreement on February 25 to begin work on a re-

gasification plant to meet the two countries’ LNG 

needs. The facility is slated to be built in Uruguay, 12 

miles from Montevideo near the mouth of the Arroyo 

Solis Grande river. The two countries plan to split the 

estimated cost of US$17.4 million. The 10 million 

cubic meters of natural gas per day expected to flow 

from the plant upon its opening in 2013 reportedly 

should extend both countries’ gas extraction capability 

by about 15 years.  

 

February 21, 2011, Argentina announced new import 

barriers that appeared to sharply reduce the flow of 

trade between the two countries. In contrast, the joint 

re-gasification plant project is a success for 

Uruguayan president José Mújica in his first year of 

office and could be a step toward more Argentine-

Uruguayan collaboration during his term.  

—Patricia Kehoe 

 

 

China’s recent acquisition of an Exxon Mobil unit in 

Argentina underlines the government’s strategy to 

pursue energy resources in Latin America. In 2010 the 

Chinese government invested $65 billion in energy 

projects in the region. In 2009, some 17 percent of 

Beijing’s foreign direct investment went to energy, 

mining, agriculture, and infrastructure projects in the 

region. Elsewhere in the Americas, China is investing 

in Canadian natural gas and Texas oil shale.  

 

As China’s footprint in the hemisphere increases, it 

may need to tread more lightly as its state companies 

have been criticized for not hiring locally and the 

government has been accused of undervaluing its 

currency to promote export sales. Brazil’s investment 

model for Africa seems more responsible. It makes an 

effort to hire locally and encourages partner nations 

to connect their economies to the global marketplace, 

as well as develop programs that promote social 

mobility. Brazilian president Dilma Rousseff plans to 

travel to Beijing in April to address her country’s 

trade imbalance with China.  —Hilary Collins 
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