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ARGENTINE-US BILATERAL DIALOGUE, AS WE ENTER 2005.








Emilio J. Cárdenas (*)


It has just been said that “the world in 2005 will in many ways be a tale of two countries. Post-election America and still-booming China will be the places to watch”(1) 

It is true. But the world has many other countries which, like Argentina, will be looking both at the interest rates rise in America and at the results arising from the policies that a somehow overheated China delivers to domestically generate a well managed economic slowdown.


On foreign policy, after President’s Bush re-election, the basic course of American policy will probably be just “more of the same”. The foreign policy priorities will in all likelihood be also the same, i.e. the war on terrorism, Iraq, and the Middle East. 

After a world’s record year for voters in 2004, it is also true that there will be relatively few elections held in 2005. Therefore, probably less urgencies to add to the above short-list of priorities. But Russia may be of concern.

In our own region, the key issue will be whether Latin America can orderly sustain its economic recovery while the world’s scenario turns (hopefully slowly) into a less favorable one. 

This will probably depend on three main issues. First, on whether the booming commodities demand from China and India can be sustained. Second, on whether Latin American countries can maintain not only their present strong exports but also their fiscal discipline, which today allows them to keep inflation under control. Third, on the collateral consequences of the United States Federal Reserve’s ongoing determination to “bring interest rates to a more normal level”. It is just obvious that the speed and magnitude of this particular switch in the US monetary policy may adversely impact countries with large foreign debts, like Argentina.


Latin America is now leaving behind its “lost half decade” of 1998-2002, but -except for the case of Chile- has not yet achieved growth at Asian rates. For this to occur it will be necessary to ease regulations, improve governance on an across the board basis, and modernize most infrastructures. In addition, it will be required to make the region a politically predictable one. Today, in my view, of all countries in the region that must still do all this, President Lula’s Brazil definitely looks to be the better placed one.

A political year. 


In 2005 Chile will have a presidential election. In its second half, both Brazil and México will have to start their respective presidential campaigns for the 2006 presidential contests. 

Central America seems to be shocked by the corruptions scandals that have unfortunately exploded in Costa Rica and by the growing possibility that the controversial “Sandinista”, Daniel Ortega, may again become President of Nicaragua.

In Argentina, President Néstor Kirchner, who was elected to his present presidential position in an absolutely pathological race, will have to confront an important national test. In fact, his first personal one, i.e. a congressional election to be held in October, right before this year’s regional “Summit” that will bring all regional Presidents to Buenos Aires, in November. 

Without major outside opposition, he will be fighting for control of the Peronist national political structures against a strong and well organized Province of Buenos Aires group still lead by former President Eduardo Duhalde. 

This will probably be a long battle, with populist undertones. With the world scenario in all likelihood changing, it will not be easy for Kirchner to stick to his well known redistribution slogans while avoiding strengthening Argentine weak institutions and generating conditions to return to the lost “rule of law” and therefore attract genuine investment. 

Should he, nevertheless, manage to do so, the outlook for democracy and sustained development in Argentina may definitely become sunnier. It will however not be an easy task when free-market and privatization policies are still unpopular and people seem to be tired of the constant political parties “tolerance” of corruption.

Alternatively, the traditional political parties’ environment may, once again, be seriously questioned in Argentina. 

A troubled democratic process. 

Some people believe that “a tide of democracy is sweeping the globe” (2). Maybe so. But such tide, which is certainly evident in places like Georgia and Ukraine, is limited and has definitely not yet arrived to Latin America.

The real danger Latin America confronts is -I believe- of a very different nature. It is the rise of “semi-authoritarianism”.(3) 

After the democratization wave of the 80’s there was, across the world, an unnoticed reverse wave of “semi-authoritarianism”. In other words, of regimes that are neither openly authoritarian nor democratic ones but which, in fact, combine features of both of them. 

These are regimes that formally do have democratic institutions. But also a very limited factual respect for their peoples’ civil and political liberties. They frequently threaten political enemies, including through sophisticated indirect ways, like tax or administrative procedures.

These regimes are definitely not “imperfect” democracies on their way to future more perfect stages. Not at all. 

They are, instead, deliberately built -and maintained- as they are by well embedded political elites. Therefore, they do not and will not improve by the mere passage of time, no matter how long one may be willing to wait. 

They are not going trough any “learning process”, evolution or transition. They are, in fact, an intended end point and have no potential to -on their own- become real democracies. This is so because it is only the political “status-quo” that fits the interests of the respective local political elites. 

In Argentina, as shown by the recent results of Transparency International Report entitled: “Global Corruption Barometer 2004”, which was released on December 9, 2004, people do not seem to be easily fooled by the local political elite. 

Such report shows that of all of their national institutions and sectors Argentines do believe that their political one is definitely the most corrupt one, including its members of Parliament. 

In fact, only Ecuador, in the whole world, projects a worse scenario for politicians. With a possible maximum grade of 5 points (5 points meaning “extremely corrupt”), Argentines solidly believe that their “political class” deserves a very negative 4,6 grade. In the global scenario only Ecuatorians have given them an even more dark grade: a 4,9 one (4).

“Semi-authoritarian” regimes are those that only pay lip service to democracy, while pretending nevertheless that they adhere to it.

Instead, they are openly unwilling to accept time limits to their own mandates; satisfied with low quality institutions which they can easily manipulate, including -unfortunately- the judiciaries themselves and even the press. Clearly, when judges are bound by political connections they are unable or unwilling to decide issues in an impartial manner. In addition, when legislators become mere rubber stamps, all meaningful political discussion disappears. 

Truth is that the central, sole, and main concern of “semi-authoritarians” is just one: how to better and completely control the way power is generated and transposed.

These regimes do frequently surface in a scenario with some of the following main features: countries and societies with weak political institutions and gray democratic traditions; recent authoritarian experiences; ethnic and religious differences; or strong economic disparities. 

Having said all this, one can easily identify them by the “games they play”, which include, “inter-alia”: electoral manipulations; rigging of elections; prevention of all real political competition; careful and early negotiation of the succession processes; constant information flow management, with a multitude of very different carrots and sticks, including but not limited to financial and publicity ones; and, above all, an only superficial respect for republican institutions.

The tools “semi-authoritarians” rely on are well known: fear, intimidation, public insults, and more and more the “use and control” of the streets to generate concerns. Well organized “protest” groups are constantly bussed around cities and territories delivering carefully planned “spontaneous” protest messages to the general public. 

“Semi-authoritarians” definitely do not believe in pluralism, respect, nor tolerance (5).

Change is always possible. But to be able to move forward countries need not to have permanent political majorities and not “one party” systems. In other words, they must be effectively able to -periodically, and if and when they feel necessary- change political allegiances over time depending on the different issues under debate from time to time. 

Unless “semi-authoritarian” regimes are clearly and properly identified, strategies to confront the problems they generate are unfortunately bound to fail.

This is a growing and serious problem. A clear and present danger that must be addressed and discussed in the political dialogue between the various countries in the region. Not only in the one that takes place between countries from the north and countries from the south. At all levels, instead. 

The danger of some countries in the Latin American region falling into “semi-authoritarian” hands of autocratic politicians is certainly big enough to start looking deep into this disturbing issue. 

I must therefore urge all parties to the regional dialogue to do this before it is too late, and too costly. 

When someone is seen as going in the wrong direction, and side-stepping democracy, it is probably better to openly recognize such fact, even if not much can be effectively done to help changing this dangerous course in cases where the political control of the “semi-authoritarians” seems unchallenged, than to adopt a position of connivance and meek acquiescence.

(*) Former-Permanent Representative of Argentina to the United Nations. 
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