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On April 14 and 15, President Barack Obama will gather with 
33 other hemispheric leaders at the Sixth Summit of the 
Americas in Cartagena de las Indias, Colombia. The meeting 
is sponsored by the Organization of American States (OAS) 
and offers heads of state and delegations a chance to discuss 
mutual concerns and promote cooperation throughout the 
region. However, expectations should be tempered by a low 
common denominator of agreement on projects, the small 
likelihood that most commitments will be fulfilled, and the 
possibility of contentious intromissions on Cuba, drug 
legalization, and Argentina’s Malvinas/Falkland claims. From 
a U.S. perspective, the Obama administration, facing 
shrinking foreign operations budgets will have little to offer. 
So while the summit may be useful as a discussion forum, its 
impact will be limited. 

Background 

Since the first Summit of the Americas was held in Miami, 
Florida, in 1994, the region’s democratically elected 
governments have gathered every three to four years to 
discuss themes such as democratic institutions, hemispheric 
security, the environment, trade, labor issues, health, justice, 
and rule of law. The most recent summit in Trinidad and 
Tobago in April 2009 bore the theme “Securing Our Citizens’ 
Future by Promoting Human Prosperity, Energy Security, and 
Environmental Sustainability” and focused on setting a new, 
more cooperative tone for hemispheric relations. It also 
marked the creation of the Energy and Climate Partnership of 
the Americas, a group designed to address the 
environmental challenges that the hemisphere faces and 
serve as a body to facilitate a unified approach to climate 
policy and negotiations. 

Critics have long argued that the summits have been overly 
ambitious, introducing hundreds of proposals with vague or 
nonexistent criteria for implementation or monitoring. Few 
early initiatives have been executed, much less fulfilled. Early 
summits have also been criticized for lacking transparency 
and for not allowing much involvement of civil society 
groups. To its credit, OAS created the Summit of the 
Americas Follow-up System (SISCA) to internally track the 

execution of mandates by country and subject area after the 
Fourth Summit in 2005.  

Between summits, representatives also engage in Summit 
Implementation Review Group (SIRG) meetings, ministerial 
meetings, and Joint Summit Working Group (JSWG) meetings 
with the goal of carrying out mandates.1 However, the 
process is still not open to public scrutiny. 

Despite such shortfalls, there have been notable 
accomplishments. The Third Summit led to the creation of 
the Inter-American Democratic Charter (IADC) that seeks to 
promote and defend democracy in the Americas. OAS has 
invoked the IADC twice to condemn violations of democratic 
principle: in 2002 when Venezuela’s military temporarily 
ousted President Hugo Chávez, and in June 2009 after the 
Honduran Supreme Court removed President Manuel Zelaya 
and the military illegally took him out of the country. The 
Nuevo León Declaration, signed at a special summit in 
Monterrey, Mexico, in January 2004, committed the region 
to providing access to antiretroviral treatment for 600,000 
HIV/AIDS patients by 2005. The following year a series of 
bilateral, multilateral, and domestic initiatives exceeded that 
goal by providing treatment to 640,000 patients. 

A summit commitment to reducing remittance costs as a tool 
for development led to regulatory, technological, and 
market-structure reforms that helped reduce transaction 
costs from 15 percent to 5.6 percent between 2000 and 
2006.2 The Fourth Summit’s Mar del Plata Plan of Action 
resulted in greater regional focus on the challenges facing 
Haiti and a renewed effort to limit child labor. The OAS 
Special Mission for Strengthening Democracy in Haiti worked 
to bolster Haiti’s electoral system and voter registration 
processes, with 80 percent of the 4.4 million Haitians over 
the age of 18 registering successfully. A U.S. Department of 
                                                 
1 Organization of American States (OAS) Summits of the Americas 
Secretariat, “Follow-up and Implementation,” http://www.summit-
americas.org/sisca.html. 
2 Peter J. Meyer, Fifth Summit of the Americas, Port of Spain, Trinidad 
and Tobago, April 2009: Background, Agenda, and Expectations, 
Congressional Research Service, Washington, DC, April 9, 2009, 3, 
http://www.hsdl.org/?view&did=37175. 



2 
 

 

Labor initiative funneled $38 million dollars into reducing 
child labor in its most hazardous forms and increasing 
education and awareness, helping more than 40,000 young 
children escape or avoid the practice throughout the 
hemisphere.3 

Summit Themes 

The host country chooses themes in consultation with 
member states. For the Cartagena summit, Colombia chose 
“Connecting the Americas: Partners for Prosperity.” Four 
subthemes include the reduction of poverty and inequalities; 
responding to natural disasters; access to and use of 
technologies; and citizen security and transnational 
organized crime. Regional physical integration and 
supportive cooperation are underlying pillars. 

Reduction of poverty and inequality. This is a perennial but 
surprising topic given that most economies throughout the 
hemisphere continued growing despite the 2008–2009 global 
recession and that poverty and inequality figures have 
dropped. The UN Economic Commission for Latin America 
and the Caribbean (ECLAC) estimated that the economies of 
Latin America and the Caribbean grew an average of 4.3 
percent in 2011, with per capita increases of 3.2 percent.4 
Although this represented a decrease from the previous year, 
the average annual GDP growth rate between 2003 and 2010 
was 4.2 percent. Furthermore, the regional poverty rate 
dropped from 48.4 percent in 1990 to 30.4 percent in 2011, 
and the indigence (extreme poverty) rate fell from 22.6 
percent to 12.8 percent.5 According to ECLAC, the Gini 
coefficient (a measure of income inequality) for the region 
has steadily decreased since 2002 because of “a more 
equitable distribution of labor income per person employed” 
and public cash transfers.6 

Despite such positive trends, parts of the hemisphere 
continue to struggle. Poverty affects from a third to two-
thirds of populations in some countries. Latin America and 
the Caribbean is still the world’s most unequal region. Even 
prosperous Uruguay (the region’s least unequal country) lags 
behind the United States, the most unequal high-income 

                                                 
3 Ibid., 4. 
4 Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), 
“Latin America and the Caribbean Will Grow by 3.7% in 2012 Amid 
Global Uncertainty and Volatility,” press release, Santiago, December 
21, 2011, http://www.eclac.org/cgi-bin/getProd.asp?xml=/ 
prensa/noticias/comunicados/9/45479/P45479.xml&xsl=/prensa/tpl-
i/p6f.xsl&base=/prensa/tpl-i/top-bottom.xsl. 
5 ECLAC, “Poverty and Indigence Levels Are the Lowest in 20 Years in 
Latin America,” press release, Santiago, November 29, 2011, 
http://www.eclac.org/cgi-bin/getProd.asp?xml=/prensa/noticias/ 
comunicados/9/45169/P45169.xml&xsl=/prensa/tpl-
i/p6f.xsl&base=/tpl-i/top-bottom.xsl. 
6 The higher a Gini coefficient, the more a country is unequal. ECLAC, 
Social Panorama of Latin America, 2011, Briefing Paper, Santiago, 2011, 
13–15, http://www.eclac.org/publicaciones/xml/5/45175/2011-
819_PSI-Summary-WEB.pdf. 

country on the Gini index.7 The UN Development Programme 
(UNDP) contends that inequality in income, life expectancy, 
education, access to basic services, and other dimensions 
persists because few paths to socioeconomic mobility yet 
exist.8 Generally, roadblocks to social development are 
accompanied by high crime and violence levels, suggesting 
much work remains to be done on this theme. 

Natural disasters. Setting the stage for this theme is the fact 
that the frequency, intensity, and cost of natural disasters 
are increasing region wide. The 2010 earthquake affecting 
Haiti is one example. Since 1970, disasters have caused more 
than 500,000 deaths and affected more than 232 million 
people in the region. The number of floods and storms, the 
most common natural disasters, more than doubled between 
1991 and 2010 compared to the period 1970 to 1990. The 
frequency and intensity of these disasters is predicted to 
increase because of global climate change. Between 2001 
and 2010, natural disasters cost $446 billion, more than 
double the amount in the 1990s.9 Two of the most 
destructive natural disasters in the history of the Americas, 
the Haiti and Chile earthquakes of 2010, caused a combined 
$38 billion in damages and affected 6.6 million victims.10 
Some 60 percent of natural disasters and 88 percent of the 
costs occurred in North America and South America, but the 
Caribbean has the highest number of disaster-related 
fatalities. 

Expect member states to address vulnerability primarily by 
improving risk management through early warning systems, 
better building codes, assembling emergency supply 
stockpiles, and increasing insurance coverage. OAS calculates 
that for every dollar invested in prevention, four dollars in 
potential economic losses can be saved.11 Despite such 
potential savings and the adoption of the 2005 Hyogo 
Framework for Action (a 10-year UN plan to reduce disaster 
losses signed by 168 states), most governments in the 
Americas have not prioritized disaster prevention and 
mitigation. 

Access and use of technologies. Isolated rural and poor 
communities have few personal computers and limited or no 

                                                 
7 UN Development Programme (UNDP), Human Development Report 
2011: Sustainability and Equity: A Better for All, New York, 2011, 135, 
http://hdr.undp.org/en/media/HDR_2011_EN_Complete.pdf. 
8 UNDP, Regional Human Development Report for Latin America and 
the Caribbean 2010: Acting on the Future: Breaking the 
Intergenerational Transmission of Inequality, New York 2011, 
http://www.idhalc-actuarsobreelfuturo.org/site/ 
descarga.php?archivo=idhalc_engl.pdf. 
9 ECLAC, Natural Disaster Prevention and Response in the Americas and 
Financing Proposals, Santiago, July 2011, 1–4, http://www.summit-
americas.org/SIRG/2011/101111/eclac_en.pdf. 
10 OAS, “Technical Support Document on Disaster Risk Reduction,” 
Washington, DC, October 5, 2011, 1–2, http://www.summit-
americas.org/SIRG/2011/101111/oas_en.pdf. 
11 Ibid., 3. 
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access to information and communication technologies 
(ICTs). Less than 40 percent of rural households with at least 
one teenage student have computer access compared to 
nearly 70 percent in middle to upper class urban households. 
Uruguay was the only country to have reduced the digital 
divide between rural and urban areas during the last 
decade.12 Delivering information technology to isolated 
communities can reduce illiteracy and foster more effective 
education and health services. Secondary school students 
can benefit from distance learning, access to digital libraries, 
and other educational resources. For now, six countries—
Brazil, Colombia, Haiti, Paraguay, Peru, and Uruguay—are 
working with programs like One Laptop per Child (OLPC) to 
distribute laptop computers to elementary school students. 

However, before many member states can benefit from the 
Internet, broadband infrastructure must be strengthened. 
Fixed and mobile broadband penetration in Latin America 
and the Caribbean has increased in the past decade but still 
lags industrial powers. The percentage of fixed broadband 
subscribers in Latin America and the Caribbean in 2009 was 
less than 15 percent and mobile subscribers less than 10 
percent of the total population compared to the 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) country averages of nearly 25 percent and 50 
percent.13 In addition, the average cost of fixed broadband in 
the region is 25 times more than in OECD countries.14 

Citizen security and transnational organized crime. Crime 
fueled by gangs and organized criminal enterprises is 
epidemic in some parts of the hemisphere. From Mexico to 
Argentina, citizens rank public security as their top concern.15 
According to the UN Office on Drugs and Crime, the Americas 
had the second-highest regional homicide rate (15.5 per 
100,000 inhabitants) in 2010.16 Honduras had the world’s 
highest homicide rate (82 per 100,000). Moreover in 2011, 
the top 32 most violent cities in the world were located in 
the Americas.17 In addition to the direct costs incurred by 
countries fighting crime (training and equipping security 
forces and improving prison systems), many face higher 

                                                 
12 ECLAC, Tecnologías de la Comunicacíon y la Infomacíon (TICS) para la 
Educacíon en Contextos Rurales en América Latina y el Caribe: Cerrando 
Brechas, Santiago, July 2011, 12, http://www.summit-
americas.org/SIRG/2011/120711/cepal_tec_ed_es.pdf. 
13 ECLAC, Banda Ancha para el Desarrollo y la Inclusión, Santiago, July 
2011, 5–6, http://www.summit-americas.org/SIRG/2011/120711/ 
cepal_desarrollo_es.pdf. 
14 Ibid., 6–7. 
15 Corporación Latinobarómetro, Informe 2011, October 28, 2011, 71, 
http://www.latinobarometro.org/latino/LATContenidos.jsp. 
16 UN Office on Drugs and Crime, 2011 Global Study on Homicide: 
Trends, Contexts, Data, http://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-
analysis/statistics/Homicide/Globa_study_on_homicide_2011_web.pdf. 
17 El Consejo Ciudadano para la Seguridad Pública y la Justicia Penal 
A.C., San Pedro Sula (Honduras) la ciudad más violenta del mundo; 
Juárez, la segunda, January 12, 2012, http://www.seguridadjusticiaypaz 
.org.mx/biblioteca/view.download/5/145. 

indirect costs such as depressed economic activity and the 
erosion of governing authority occasioned by corruption. 
Experts have offered a range of recommendations such as 
police and judicial reforms, at-risk youth programs, and 
community-based crime prevention campaigns. While 
reforms must be tailored country by country in order to 
address the specific structural problems and challenges, all 
states must work together to address the transnational 
nature of these threats.18 

To date, a framework for public security cooperation among 
member nations has been established within OAS by the 
Ministers Responsible for Public Security in the Americas 
(MISPA) and includes five pillars: public security 
management; prevention of crime, violence, and insecurity; 
police management; citizen and community participation; 
and international cooperation. At the most recent MISPA 
meeting, held in Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago, in 
January 2012, the ministers prioritized police management, 
specifically to promote more accountable leadership and 
improve working conditions to reduce openings for 
corruption. Training and education programs are also core 
components of improving police management. 

Regional physical integration. Investments in infrastructure 
are keys to regional integration and development. 
Unfortunately, many countries still have significant 
infrastructure deficiencies. For example, 31 million people in 
Latin America lack access to electricity, and while the urban 
electrification rate is very high, over 25 percent of rural 
residents lack electric services.19 Infrastructure projects face 
impediments such as inadequate prioritization, poor quality 
controls, lagging private-sector participation, and conflicting 
government policies. Beyond an overall lack of investment in 
infrastructure—less than 2 percent of GDP in most cases—
the current lack of certain types of infrastructure, such as 
transportation networks, poses an obstacle to further 
development. According to World Bank statistics, Latin 
America has low road density, at only 18 kilometers of roads 
per 100 square kilometers of territory (2004), and only 33 
percent of the region’s roads are paved (2008).20 

                                                 
18 Peter Hakim and Kimberly Covington, “Constructing Citizen Security 
in the Americas,” Inter-American Dialogue, Washington, DC, August 
2011, http://www.thedialogue.org/uploads/Inter_American_ 
Institutions/ConstructingCitizenSecurityintheAmericas_Final.pdf; Hugo 
Acero Velásquez, “Citizen security, a challenge for the Americas,” 
FOCAL, Policy Brief, June 2011, http://svc.summit-
americas.org/sites/default/files/FOCAL-Citizen%20security,%20a%20 
challenge%20for%20the%20Americas.pdf; and UNDP, Seguridad 
Ciudadana y Criminalidad Transnacional Organizada, 
http://svc.summit-americas.org/sites/default/files/pnud-
seguridadcciudadana-y-criminalidad-transnacional-organizada.pdf. 
19 International Energy Agency, “Access to Electricity,” 
http://www.iea.org/weo/electricity.asp. 
20 Marianne Fay and Mary Morrison, Infrastructure in Latin America and 
the Caribbean: Recent Developments and Key Challenges: Volume I, 
World Bank, Washington, DC, August 31, 2005, 
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As money is the principal constraint, investors will be in the 
driver’s seat. Multilateral lenders like the Inter-American 
Development Bank favor building infrastructure through 
regional- and national-level projects and by encouraging 
recipients to work from a common vision.21 The United 
Nations, through ECLAC, suggests improving logistics and 
mobility through regional cooperation and public-private 
partnerships, knowledge and technology transfers from the 
most developed countries in the region, establishing 
multidisciplinary teams to carry out monitoring and support 
tasks, and developing political support for development 
projects.22 For its part, the United States can offer technical 
expertise from both public and private sectors in building and 
maintaining the North American power grid and the U.S. 
Interstate Highway System. 

Supportive cooperation. Supportive cooperation is a hazy 
concept aimed at reducing development disparities through 
optimizing assistance networks. The idea is to discuss 
whether North-South frameworks could help strengthen 
collaboration with multilateral institutions to promote 
coordination and avoid duplicating initiatives. In some ways, 
nongovernmental organizations, while helpful in many 
situations, might be kept from becoming autonomous actors 
that operate outside of a coordinating framework. South-
South networks might build on solidarity-based partnerships 
in treating common problems (such as natural disaster 
response, poverty, or human rights issues) while avoiding 
potential pitfalls of North-South political alignments.  

According to a technical paper written on this theme, 
supportive cooperation might include information 
exchanges, the establishment of coordination platforms, and 
material and logistical support. Upper-middle income 
countries including Argentina, Brazil, and Chile have already 
contributed technical assistance and humanitarian aid within 
the region. For example, Brazil and Argentina have 
cooperated on education initiatives to build schools and fight 
illiteracy. Regardless of framework, countries in the Americas 
could work harder at subregional levels to deepen 
collaboration while maintaining region-wide coordination.23 

                                                                                         
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTLAC/Resources/LAC_Infrastruct
ure_complete.pdf; and World Bank, “World dataBank: Transportation 
Statistics,” http://databank.worldbank.org/ddp/home.do. 
21 Inter-American Development Bank, Conectando las Américas para un 
Desarrollo Sostenible con Equidad, Washington, DC, July 2011, 
http://svc.summit-americas.org/sites/default/files/bid-conectando-las-
americas-para-desarrollo-sostenible-equidad-july%2027-2011.pdf. 
22 ECLAC, Hacia Una Estrategia Regional De Políticas Integradas Y 
Sostenibles De Infraestructura, Logística Y Movilidad, Santiago, July 
2011, http://svc.summit-americas.org/sites/default/files/CEPAL%20-
%20Hacia%20una%20estrategia%20regional%20de%20politicas%20int
egradas%20y%20sostenibles%20de%20infraestructura.pdf. 
23 Mónica Hirst and Blanca Antonini, Cooperation and Solidarity in the 
Americas, Technical Support Document for the VI Americas Summit, 
November 2011, http://svc.summit-americas.org/sites/default/files/ 

What Is Not on the Agenda? 

Obviously, these six baskets reflect priorities that cannot 
address every concern. Apart from OAS, some presidents, 
worried over the enormous cost of fighting drug traffickers 
and criminal networks have called for a debate over drug 
policy, with a few “current and formers” recommending drug 
legalization. Cuba’s continued exclusion from the summit as 
a nondemocratic state led to boycott threats by some Cuban-
aligned leaders. Even so, Venezuelan president Hugo Chávez 
urged all Bolivarian Alliance for the Americas presidents to 
attend while continuing to campaign for Cuba’s inclusion. 
Referring to the Cuban issue, Ecuadoran president Rafael 
Correa said he would not attend, leaving a question mark on 
Ecuador’s participation. And Argentina may bring up its 
renewed territorial claim over the Malvinas/Falkland islands. 

For its part, the United States has less contentious points to 
stress. These include promoting open economies; partnering 
to develop sustainable and renewable energy in the region; 
supporting education exchanges within the hemisphere for 
greater understanding among countries; building capacity for 
citizen security along the lines of Plan Colombia and the 
Central American Regional Security Initiative; and engaging 
with regional and global leaders within the hemisphere 
toward greater economic prosperity and connectivity.24 
Missing is a realistic explanation of U.S. development 
priorities on a reduced budget. Absent too is an approach to 
transnational crime that addresses regional political will to 
reform creaky justice institutions, or how the donor 
community could help apportion the expense of equipping 
security forces with adequate tools. Finally, Cuba’s exclusion 
invites needed reminders on the importance of OAS charter 
principles—democracy and human rights—that were 
neglected during the past two summits. 

Speaking in Washington at an event cosponsored by the 
Americas Society/Council of the Americas and CSIS, Under 
Secretary for Political Affairs Wendy Sherman discussed the 
“increasingly global character” of countries in the region, 
highlighting hemispheric interest in the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (TPP) and the importance of the Americas as part 
of the “greater Pacific community.”25 While these words are 
not at odds with the summit’s principal themes, they do 
suggest that the Americas Summit is not the only forum 
available to hemispheric neighbors, nor is it the only one that 
matters. TPP and other Asian alliances are increasingly calling 

                                                                                         
Monica%20Hirst,%20Blanca%20Antonini%20-%20Cooperation%20 
and%20Solidarity%20in%20the%20Americas.pdf. 
24 John Feeley, “The Cartagena Summit: Agenda, Challenges, and 
Expectations,” Inter-American Dialogue, Washington, DC, March 15, 
2012, http://www.thedialogue.org/page.cfm?pageID=32&pubID=2903. 
25 Wendy Sherman, “U.S. Policy and Engagement in the Americas,” 
remarks to the Council of the Americas and the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies, Washington, DC, February 28, 2012, 
http://www.state.gov/p/us/rm/2012/184853.htm. 
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the hemisphere’s open economies into orbits that celebrate 
trade and competitiveness. 

Bottom Line 

Given the need for consensus, one might ask whether such 
summits squander leaders’ time and countries’ resources. So 
far, the Summit of the Americas process can be said to have 
had uneven results that can be credited to the narrow range 
of acceptable issues brought to the table, opaque 
implementation and monitoring processes, and the 
necessarily watered-down nature of consensus agreements. 
On the other hand, summits offer a unique forum for 
dialogue and mutual understanding among regional leaders. 
And most importantly, they provide one location where a 
broad gathering of leaders can engage in private, honest, 
bilateral discussions on divisive issues. That is truly the 
Americas Summit’s greatest value. 

Beyond seizing dialogue opportunities, it is doubtful that 
President Obama will take away much that is significant from 
the Sixth Summit. He is not the new leader he was at the 
Fifth Summit in 2009, and like his predecessor, he has spent 
most of his foreign affairs momentum on the Middle East, 

not the Western Hemisphere. Plus, he has had to make some 
tough calls in Latin America—most recently deciding to 
suspend Argentina from the U.S. general system of 
preferences for raising its trade barriers. Moreover, the U.S. 
delegation does not, at this writing, have new or grand 
proposals in its portfolio. At worst, Obama may be in for 
some uncomfortable moments. At best, they will be 
forgotten as soon other events occupy the headlines. 

Stephen Johnson is a senior fellow and director of the CSIS 
Americas program. CSIS intern scholars Sebastian Arandia, 
Siremorn Asvapromtada, Michael Lopesciolo, and Christine 
Zaino were contributing authors to this report. 
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