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Four years ago, U.S. energy policy in the Americas 

arose from a sense of energy scarcity. Today the situ-

ation has changed. By 2020, the United States could 

overtake Saudi Arabia as the world’s largest oil pro-

ducer.1 And thanks to shale deposits, it could be a net 

natural gas exporter.2 First, greater supplies generally 

mean a decline in prices, benefitting consumers and 

nations that have few energy resources of their own. 

Second, a decline in U.S. fossil fuel imports could also 

shrink dependence on foreign suppliers with hostile 

agendas or that attach political conditions on sales. An-

ticipating this possibility, the United States could adopt 

a Western Hemisphere energy policy that strengthens 

relations with neighbors, extends access to energy to 

broader populations, and lessens dependence on energy 

resources from hostile powers.

In practice, this means that hemispheric energy rela-

tions can be less driven by our own need for oil, and 

more by our desire to encourage good governance and 

rule of law. Energy diplomacy can become a tool for 

deeper development when it comes to providing more 

jobs and citizens with access to energy, a major com-

ponent of greater economic development and social 

inclusion. For now, state-owned enterprises exploit 

fossil fuels in most of Latin America. Some are public-

private partnerships, some permit commercial con-

cessions, others deal mostly with other national state 

oil companies and deliver fuel to domestic consumers 

at subsidized low prices. And in the latter instances, 

marketing is as much political as it is economic.
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1 Matthew Phillips, “Falling U.S. Oil Imports Will Reshape the World Crude Market,” Bloomberg Businessweek, January 16, 
2013, http://www.businessweek.com/articles/2013-01-16/falling-u-dot-s-dot-oil-imports-will-reshape-the-world-crude-market. 
2 U.S. Energy Information Administration, “Annual Energy Outlook 2013 Early Release Overview,” January 2013, p. 1, http://
www.eia.gov/forecasts/aeo/er/pdf/0383er(2013).pdf.
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In principle, U.S. Western Hemisphere energy policies 

should promote responsible market-based access to en-

ergy resources and the adoption of new technologies to 

make fossil and renewable resources go farther. Progress 

has been made in promoting wind and solar energy, and 

more could be done to reduce dependence on fossil fu-

els. However, that will take increased commitment and 

investment throughout the Americas. To advance such 

goals, the United States should at a minimum:

 ■ Promote responsible resource development and 

consumer efficiencies at home, 

 ■ Support Mexico’s energy sector reforms and 

improve bilateral cooperation, 

 ■ Promote investment in renewable resource 

alternatives in the Caribbean and Central America, 

 ■ Cooperate with allies in the Americas through 

bilateral partnerships that will promote access to 

energy and jobs, 

 ■ Build up a multilateral energy forum that includes 

private-sector and civil-society groups in which all 

American states may participate, and 

 ■ Help end energy poverty by fostering competition 

that allows access to clean energy in areas that are 

still underserved.

One of the most important strategic shifts in this hemi-

sphere has been the discovery of vast amounts of fossil 

fuel reserves that have created an “axis of energy secu-

rity” from Canada to Patagonia. The abundant uncon-

ventional oil from Canada’s tar sands, the pre-salt oil 

discovered off the coast of Brazil, and the vast amounts of 

“tight” oil and gas that are now being tapped in the United 

States itself have developed new energy conversations 

in the region. Prominent among them is that growing 

production within the United States has the potential to 

greatly reduce its dependence on imports.

By 2020, Brazil’s new found oil fields will not only help 

supply remaining U.S. needs but more than half of 

those in South America, outpacing Venezuela as South 

America’s largest energy exporter. Colombia is ramping 

production up to nearly 1 million barrels per day as discov-

ery and drilling takes place in territories previously inac-

cessible because of rural conflicts now coming to a close. 

Argentina is seeking foreign investors to help develop its 

considerable shale oil deposits. More recently, the newly 

inaugurated administration of Enrique Peña Nieto in 

Mexico is undertaking reforms to restructure the state oil 

monopoly Pemex to permit some private-sector partner-

ships and investments, as well as enable needed explora-

tion and maintenance to reenergize production.

Substantial increases are not confined to fossil fuels. Even 

as new hydroelectric plants are being built in Central and 

South America, generating capacity from wind could 

expand from about 4,000 megawatts to 10,000 megawatts 

in 2020 as turbine farms proliferate in Argentina, Brazil, 

Chile, Colombia, Peru, and Uruguay.3 Solar cells produc-

ing more than 450 megawatts are expected to join grids in 

Latin America in 2013 and grid-tied capacity could reach 

13 gigawatts by 2017.4 Biofuel production, mainly ethanol 

and biodiesel, has grown substantially since 2001, and 

although it has flattened recently, cane and cassava crops 

have the potential to supply more. Production in Central 

and South America doubled from 163,000 barrels per day 

oil equivalent (b/doe) in 2005 to 324,000 b/doe in 2011.5 

At the same time, Central America and the Caribbean’s 

island nations remain highly dependent on outside for-

eign petroleum, as biofuel production and consumption 

accounts for a small fraction of fuel use. Except for Trini-

dad and Tobago, hydrocarbon production is limited in the 

region, providing an opportunity for Venezuela’s govern-

ment and state oil company Petróleos de Venezuela to 

sell petroleum at below-market prices on generous credit 

3 Brian Orion and Eric Swanson, “Latin American Wind Energy Development Proceeds Apace, But Not With-
out Controversy,” Lawyers for Clean Energy, January 9, 2013, http://www.lawyersforcleanenergy.com/content/
latin-american-wind-energy-development-proceeds-apace-not-without-controversy. 
4 “Latin America Report: Mapping the Solar Energy Landscape,” Renewable Energy World.com, January 30, 2013, http://www.renewableen-
ergyworld.com/rea/news/article/2013/01/latin-america-report-illuminating-countries-solar-energy-plans?cmpid=rss. 
5 BP Global, “Biofuels,” http://www.bp.com/sectiongenericarticle800.do?categoryId=9037217&contentId=7068633
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terms. Venezuela has used petropolitics as a tool to reduce 

U.S. political influence in the region and to increase its own.

Despite this reality, U.S. energy policy toward the hemi-

sphere remains short on action. More than five years 

have passed since President George W. Bush’s U.S.-Brazil 

Ethanol Partnership was established, and three years 

have passed since President Obama called for an energy 

partnership (the Energy and Climate Partnership of the 

Americas or ECPA) at his first Summit of the Americas 

meeting in Trinidad and Tobago in 2009. To date, these 

big ideas of creating a more level playing field among 

the countries of the region have been little more than a 

series of pilot projects that have largely failed to take hold 

among the various stakeholders: governments, the pri-

vate sector, and energy advocates.

Even at the recent 2012 Summit of the Americas in Carta-

gena, Colombia, the United States made no attempt to 

address energy security, despite increased demand, more 

dramatic weather conditions that have stressed water 

supplies, and increasing urbanization in the region. 

One reason for the stagnation is resource nationalism 

that tends to scare off mature discussions—evident in 

such countries as Ecuador, Bolivia, and Venezuela. Now it 

is time to expand them to countries with a deep interest in 

energy security. Meanwhile, separate dialogues on energy 

security are taking place in the absence of the United 

States and Canada. In fact, the emergence of new regional 

organizations—the Union of South American Nations 

(Unasur) in 2008 and the Community of Latin American 

and Caribbean States (CELAC) in 2011—has complicated 

regional energy diplomacy.

Unasur’s Energy Council, whose mandate includes sup-

port for the sovereign right of member states to manage 

their own energy resources, is convening consultations on 

electricity supplies and state-run oil and gas companies. 

CELAC has also looked to energy security as a binding 

theme in its meetings on regional cooperation, most 

recently agreeing to set up an energy forum with India. 

While these new entities remain untested, North Ameri-

can technological prowess that could be applied to meet-

ing increasing energy needs is excluded.

The United States should be working to modify these 

trends through programs that involve national leaders 

and multilateral organizations in dialogues on preparing 

for future energy demands through sensible energy prac-

tices. The groundwork for such dialogues already exists 

between Brazil and the United States, where commercial 

industries are collaborating on ethanol and substitutes 

for traditional jet fuel.6 Brazil has also received a conces-

sion to revive the sugar industry in Cuba and may provide 

an important entrée when conditions there permit U.S.-

Cuban energy cooperation.7

One important change during the first Obama term was 

a greater recognition that energy security is as much a 

technical issue as a diplomatic one. The creation of the 

Bureau of Energy Resources at the State Department in 

2011 was an important milestone. Its goals are to man-

age the geopolitics of today’s energy economy, stimulate 

market forces that drive the demand for renewable clean 

energy and energy efficiency technologies, and improve 

energy access and transparency.8 Yet, the bureau has yet 

to define a strategy to guide U.S. diplomatic engagement 

on energy in the region.

Based on consultations with private industry, the new 

Obama team should develop strategic goals toward work-

ing with different energy suppliers in the hemisphere—

Brazil, Canada, Colombia, Mexico, and Venezuela. The 

current ad hoc approach is no substitute for a coherent 

6 Daniel Coelho Barbosa, “Are US, Brazil Ethanol Industries Ready to Dance?” Ethanol Producer Magazine, January 16, 2013, http://www.
ethanolproducer.com/articles/9470/are-us-brazil-ethanol-industries-ready-to-dance.
7 Roas Tania Valdes and Marc Frank, “Cuba opens sugar sector to foreign management,” Reuters, November 7, 2012, http://www.reuters.
com/asseets/print?aid_USBRE8A61T20121107.
8 Carlos Pascual, “Briefing on the New Bureau of Energy Resources within the Department of State,” U.S. Department of State, November 
16, 2011, http://www.state.gov/e/enr/rls/rem/2011/177281.htm.



1800 k street nw, washington dc 20006 | t. 202.887.0200 | f. 202.775.3199 | www.csis.org  | p. 4

strategy to enhance access to the hemisphere’s producers 

and sellers. Such a strategy should:

 ■ At home, promote responsible development of 

fossil and renewable resources, as well as consumer 

efficiencies—from the completion of safely 

designed oil and gas pipelines to the development 

of energy-saving technologies, 

 ■ Encourage Mexico’s energy sector reforms 

and improve bilateral cooperation especially in 

codeveloping resources in the Gulf of Mexico,

 ■ Support investment in renewable resource 

alternatives located in the Caribbean and Central 

America through such institutions as the Inter-

American Development and World Banks,9 

 ■ Develop and deepen bilateral partnerships with 

friendly neighbors such as Brazil, Colombia, Peru, 

and Mexico. ECPA should be seen as a catalyst for 

greater investments in projects that promote a 

cleaner energy matrix, while also promoting the 

integration of new technologies tailored to the 

needs of specific countries and regions.

 ■ Build upon the success of the U.S.-Brazil Ethanol 

Partnership to create a broader strategic 

dialogue on energy in which the United States is 

a participant. This model has worked well since 

it was first introduced in 2007. Cooperation with 

Brazil on renewable energy should remain a 

cornerstone of our evolving bilateral relationship 

and should be expanded to include projects in the 

Caribbean and Central America.

 ■ Encourage multilateral lenders to connect the goal 

of ending energy poverty to broader antipoverty 

investments. Thirty-one million people in the 

Americas have no access to electricity despite so 

many countries rising to middle-income status. 

The Obama White House in its second term could 

help multilateral development banks to make 

connectivity a priority. At the Cartagena Summit, 

Colombia proposed a Connecting the Americas 

2022 initiative to ensure schools, businesses, 

hospitals, and citizens have electricity at affordable 

prices. Colombia’s leadership deserves U.S. 

support, especially as that nation transitions from 

war to peace.

 ■ With limited resources at the federal level, the 

Departments of State and Energy could help U.S. 

states with Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiatives 

(REGGI) use cap-and-trade agreements to meet 

their carbon offset targets and help neighbors such 

as Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean. 

For example, the city of Los Angeles receives some 

of its electricity from Baja California’s clean wind 

farms so that it can meet statutory clean energy 

requirements. The federal government could 

facilitate other arrangements for transborder 

transmission of clean energy where it is cost 

effective to do so. Even, Haiti would be ripe for 

receiving some REGGI support given its reliance 

on charcoal, which continues to contribute to 

deforestation.10 And, finally

 ■ To support these objectives, the Obama 

administration could appoint a director in the 

National Security Council to oversee programs 

and ensure the effective coordination of all tools 

of government dealing with energy diplomacy, 

investment, and trade.

Latin America is fortunate in being the region with the 

cleanest energy matrix on the planet, mainly due to the 

vast amounts of hydropower that generate electricity for 

9 The Inter-American Development Bank is boosting its profile in the energy sector. It reportedly approved US$736 million in long-term 
financing for “green” renewable energy investments in Latin America and the Caribbean in 2011, with a similar amount projected for 2012. 
An example of one project would be the Reventazón Hydroelectric Project in Costa Rica, a 306-megawatt facility, aided by a $250 million 
loan. By comparison, the bank only lent $663 million toward similar investments between 2000 and 2010. Michael Harris, “Inter-American 
Development Bank Reports Increase in Renewable Investments,” Renewable Energy World.com, March 21, 2012, http://www.renewableen-
ergyworld.com/rea/news/article/2012/03/inter-american-development-bank-reports-increase-in-renewable-investments.
10 For more on carbon offsets, see Johanna Mendelson Forman, “The State of Renewable Energy in Latin America,” Reducing the Carbon 
Footprint in the Americas Task Force, Center for Hemispheric Policy, University of Miami, Miami, FL, September 23, 2011, https://umshare.
miami.edu/web/wda/hemisphericpolicy/Task_Force_Papers/MendelsonForman-CarbonFootprint-FINAL.pdf.
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so many countries. However, that may not be enough to meet 

the needs of growing populations. Canada’s tar sands, Brazil’s 

pre-salt oil fields and viable ethanol industry, Venezuela and 

Colombia’s Orinoco Belt, U.S. natural gas and oil shale deposits, 

wind, solar, and thermal all promise additional energy if they 

can be efficiently tapped. For that to happen, the United States, 

U.S. industry, and U.S. technology need to be vital players as 

the Western Hemisphere axis of energy comes into its own. •
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