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the Americas

ne of the most disquieting features of
O the post-cold war global community

has been the confusion surrounding
discussions of security — national security and
international security. There is confusion on
some of the most basic issues, such as: what
constitutes an external threat; what is the role of
the armed forces; under what circumstances
should security be a question for multilateral
agencies or responses; and, what is the appro-
priate response to threats from non-state actors.

Members of the Latin American Program’s
working group on Creating Community in the
Americas convened in Washington, D.C. on
September 5, 2001, to examine the sources of
insecurity in the hemisphere and how they lead
to conflict, together with the responses to inse-
curity and how they might lead to collective
action or community. The Latin American
Program’s project on Creating Community in
the Americas is an effort to continue work
begun by the project Peace and Security in the
Americas (PSA). PSA originally focused on the
post-Cold War traditional security agenda, but
quickly evolved to include non-traditional
security issues, such as drug trafficking and
environmental degradation.

Creating Community in the Americas focus-
es primarily on four dimensions of security: the
continuing validity of the traditional national
security agenda and the evolving non-tradition-
al agenda; the peace processes in countries beset
by internal conflict and how the transition to a
post-conflict society influences the definition of
security; the circumstances and ways in which
issues of citizen security spill across national
frontiers; and, the mission of the armed forces
and establishment of true civilian control over
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the armed forces and their missions. In all four
dimensions, the role of the United States is an
important part of the analysis. The working
group consists of top scholars, policymakers,
and policy analysts from Latin America,
Europe, and the United States.

CREATING A REGIONAL AND
HEMISPHERIC SECURITY COMMUNITY
Luis Bitencourt, Director of Brazil at the Wilson
Center, began the discussion by suggesting that
the absence of a regional security strategy in
Latin America is one of the region’s greatest
weaknesses. One of the central explanations for
the absence of a comprehensive security strate-
gy is that realities in the various subregions and
nations vary greatly, creating divergent views
over what constitute the top security threats
and, consequently, how they should be
addressed. Bitencourt argued that regional pri-
orities should be determined before countries
begin the arduous task of restructuring and
rebuilding hemispheric institutions.

In his view, due to its size and strategic loca-
tion, Brazil should naturally assume a leadership
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role in this process. That Brazil has not done so — a
controversial issue in Brazil but one shared by the
working group — is because its primary focus has
been to reach internal consensus on divisive issues,
such as poverty alleviation and internal security
matters. Bitencourt suggested that while the U.S.
may now be eager to devise a cooperative hemi-
spheric security strategy, such a strategy is not the
top priority in many Latin American nations, cur-
rently more concerned with domestic issues.
Thomas Guedes da Costa, of the National Defense
University, suggested that the greatest challenge to
creating a security community may, in fact, be con-
ceptual. Overwhelmed by macro issues of hemi-
spheric security, scholars and policymakers focus on
the state as the primary unit of analysis. The state-
centric view, however, fails to take into account the
significance of non-state actors. Guedes da Costa
indicated that perhaps a better unit of analysis is the
subregion. The key to creating community, he said,
is shared commitments, experiences, and expecta-
tions. These commitments and expectations vary
greatly from nation to nation; but, it is within the
subregion that the greatest similarities are found.

At the end of the Cold War, the military assumed
roles traditionally occupied by civilian authorities.
Raul Benitez, Associate National Security Advisor
to the President of Mexico, explained that this was
due to the collapse of civilian institutions through-
out Latin America. Faced with immediate security
threats and inadequate civilian institutions, many
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nations relied increasingly upon the military in key
areas, such as fighting corruption and drug traffick-
ing. As a result, explained Benitez, the role of the
military has focused increasingly on addressing
internal problems, instead of protecting the country
from external threats.

Whatever their mission, Benitez insisted that
Latin American governments need to invest greater
resources to increase the technological capacity of
police and security forces, because most Latin
American nations lack the technological capability
to engage successfully in intelligence-gathering or
to carry out extensive campaigns against drug traf-
ficking and other criminal activities, precisely the
missions they are asked to assume. To illustrate his
point, Benitez offered the following example. The
Mexican military needs radars to track the shipment
of illegal drugs to and from Mexico. The Mexican
government, however, is unwilling to pay for such
radars, so the military turns to the United States for
support. The United States is willing to provide the
radars, but for a price — U.S.-control of the infor-
mation — thus reinforcing the notion of U.S. hege-
mony in the region.

Guedes da Costa explained that throughout most of
Latin America’s history, the acquisition of weapons
has been driven by the desire to protect nations
from external threats, both real and perceived. At a
certain moment, he argued, nations must move
from a threat-based military to a capability-based
military, as Benitez had implied for the Mexican
case. Francisco Rojas, of FLACSO-Chile, agreed, cit-
ing as one of the region’s primary weaknesses an
inadequate level of technology to facilitate inter-
operability in anti-corruption and counter-terror-
ism operations. Rojas said that the absence of coop-
eration will greatly impair the ability of the region
to counter such threats, even if a consensus is
reached regarding hemispheric security priorities.
Rojas also discussed the effects of democratiza-
tion on arms control. He said that transparency in
military spending and weapons acquisition is vital to
fostering confidence between nations. He spoke
specifically about the increased levels of transparen-
cy and confidence between Argentina and Chile,
and praised the pledges made by these two nations
to coordinate military spending in three areas: mod-
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ernization, salaries, and the acquisition of new
weapons. Rojas acknowledged, however, that such
an agreement is sure to elicit varied reactions from
other nations, particularly Peru and Ecuador, that
are concerned about the regional balance of power.

PopPuLATION MOVEMENTS AS A CAUSE OF
INSECURITY

Regional security is linked to the movements of
populations, suggested Anthony Maingot, Professor
of Sociology at Florida International University.
Rapid shifts in nations’ economies led to what is
referred to as the “dual economy model,” in which
the modern industrial sector attracts workers from
the rural areas. In addition to the movement of peo-
ple from rural to urban areas, many countries, par-
ticularly in the Caribbean, have experienced a sig-
nificant flow of migrant workers from neighboring
countries where there are fewer job opportunities.
The security threat to the “receiving” nations,
according to Maingot, lies in the inability of the
state to provide for the large number of migrants.
Maingot referred to four case-studies linking popu-
lation movements with insecurity in the following
countries: Haitian laborers in the Dominican
Republic; Nicaraguan laborers in Costa Rica;
Haitian immigrants in the Bahamas; and, criminals
recently sent back to Jamaica after serving prison
sentences in the United States.

Maingot said that there are currently between
600,000 and 1,000,000 Haitian immigrants in the
Dominican Republic. Haiti is currently grappling
with an epidemic HIV/AIDS problem, and is per-
ceived by many of its Caribbean neighbors to be a
“lawless” state, in the hands of drug traffickers. The
problems this creates in the Dominican Republic

are two-fold; Dominican health services are unable
to deal with the rising spread of AIDS in the coun-
try; and, security officials are concerned that
Haitian migrants will transform the Dominican
Republic into a new center for drug smuggling. At
the same time, Maingot contended that the
Dominican economy could not function without
Haitian laborers, leaving many policymakers in a
quandary over how to deal with this large group of
people and the challenges they present.

Costa Rican officials face a similar dilemma.
Without Nicaraguan migrant workers, the Costa
Rican coffee industry would suffer. However, Costa
Rican officials are concerned with the threats to
security posed by the migrant population. Similarly,
according to Maingot, Jamaican security is threat-
ened by the U.S. policy of sending Jamaican crimi-
nals back to Jamaica after serving prison sentences in
the U.S. The Jamaican economy is weak, and
unemployment is high. Sending criminals back to
the island only exacerbates the already perilous state
of citizen insecurity in Jamaica.

The discussion then turned to another source of
insecurity related to the movement of people: how
to deal with de-militarized combatants in post-con-
flict situations. RUben Zamora, of FLACSO-EI
Salvador, and a Public Policy Scholar at the
Woodrow Wilson Center, explained that many peo-
ple automatically assume that peace brings security.
In El Salvador, for example, this was not the case. In
fact, Zamora said, aspects of the peace accords actu-
ally heightened citizen insecurity in the Central
American country. Demilitarization only shifted the
sources of insecurity; there are currently fewer cases
of state-sponsored torture and arbitrary arrests, but
theft and crime rates have risen. At the end of the
civil war, fifteen to twenty thousand members of
security forces were rapidly de-militarized, and
according to Zamora, the lack of a social system to
support the ex-combatants left most without work,
which caused a surge in theft and violent crime.
While the situation prior to the peace agreement
was clearly unsustainable, it is important to learn
from the Salvadoran experience that burdening
weak institutions with a sudden flood of unem-
ployed citizens with military training, is unsustain-
able as well.
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The September 11th terrorist attacks just after this
meeting have given subsequent discussions of securi-
ty a new intensity. It is clear that in the aftermath of
the attacks, U.S. priorities have shifted, focusing
tightly on the war on terrorism. What is not yet clear
is what the implications of the war on terrorism will
be for the region. Latin American officials were
among the first to offer their support to the U.S. and
since September have been actively working to rid
their banks of illegal money laundering and to keep
closer tabs on activities within their borders, particu-
larly in areas where citizens are suspected of having
ties to terrorist groups, as in Colombia, where the
U.S. government included the FARC on its list of
international terrorist organizations, and the Triple
Frontier, where there is mounting evidence of activ-
ity by people with close ties to Hezbollah.1

It is ironic that the vehicle chosen to declare
Latin American solidarity with the U.S. after
September 11 was the Inter American Defense
Treaty, or TIAR as it is known in Spanish. Many in
the region had considered the treaty obsolete and
moribund — a painful reminder of everything that
was bad about the Cold War. On his state visit to
Washington, DC just prior to September 11,
Mexican president Vicente Fox had indicated that
Mexico intended to take the lead in formally declar-
ing the treaty null and beginning the process of cre-
ating a more appropriate framework for cooperation
among members of the hemispheric community.
Grasping at the only existing hemispheric institu-

tion that appeared even remotely appropriate to the
occasion, the U.S. called on its friends in the hemi-
sphere to invoke the treaty, much as the Europeans
had invoked the NATO treaty, to indicate that an
attack on one was an attack on all of them.

In the immediate aftermath of the September 11
attacks, it appeared as if the U.S. would adopt a
multilateral approach to the war on terrorism. In
such an approach, the TIAR would be revived, the
OAS would become vital and the members of the
hemispheric community would collaborate with the
U.S. in the UN as well as within the framework of
hemispheric security. The problem is that since
then, the U.S. has come to take such a narrow focus
in its thinking on community and security that it
has appeared to most Latin Americans as if the
hemisphere suddenly had been transported back
into the Cold War. The region today feels irrelevant
in the global scheme of things and shunted aside or
taken for granted by the U.S. The U.S. security
agenda has become tightly focused on terrorism and
drug trafficking, with an occasional reference to
defending democracy (often an attack on Castro and
Cuba) and free trade (although actions such as the
tariff on steel appear to contradict the public dis-
course). Everything else is of secondary concern.
Creating community in the hemisphere has been
left to the nations of Latin America. In the months
ahead, we shall see what they do.

1. The triple frontier is the subject of a forthcoming
policy bulletin in this series.
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