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China’s Evolving
Strategy

Beijing is now more focused on technology
and military engagement in Latin America.

INCE DONALD TRUMP RETURNED to the White House, the same lament

has circulated throughout Washington and beyond: that the president’s

actions might be pushing Latin America closer to China. Indeed, Trump’s
stated desire to “take back” the Panama Canal, his high tariffs on Brazil and other
countries, and the recent decertification of Colombia’s drug-fighting efforts have
strained relationships with several longtime allies.

Yet concerns about a loss of U.S. influence should fully account for the other
side of the equation: China’s approach to Latin America also seems to be evolv-
ing. After 20 years of offering loans, new ports and other infrastructure projects,
Beijing is pursuing a more selective approach — focused on high-end technolo-
gies and other strategic sectors.

Trade continues to boom. Last year, China-Latin America trade rose 6% to
$518 billion, with soybeans, lithium and copper flowing east and smartphones,
electric vehicles and more flooding back. Yet Latin America’s relative share of in-
frastructure investments under China’s signature Belt and Road Initiative (BR1) is
now falling for the third consecutive year. That reflects a broader shift toward a
more “targeted, strategic approach” to the region, as well as changing economic
priorities within China itself, writes Margaret Myers in this issue’s cover story.

Meanwhile, another front is evolving: military diplomacy. A group of ana-
lysts from the Center for Strategic & International Studies Americas Program
highlight China’s significant rise in engagement with most armed forces in the
region. This military diplomacy aligns with Beijing’s Global Security Initiative,
which offers countries a mix of defense cooperation, technology and non-tra-
ditional security support — from climate change to health.

Most Latin American countries are trying to find a balance. The two largest
economies in the region are moving in opposite directions, with Mexico edging
closer to the U.S. orbit while Brazil takes ever greater distance from it, writes
Brenda Estefan, a professor at iPADE Business School in Mexico City.

With China’s influence growing in Latin America, the U.S. still holds advan-
tages. But unless Washington renews both its economic and security efforts, the
hemisphere could find itself more firmly in Beijing’s orbit through trade ties and
military partnerships.
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Tell us what you think. Please send letters to managing editor José Enrique Arrioja at jarrioja@as-coa.org

¥ AnaTor

AQ contributing editor Brian Winter welcomed Ana Toni, executive director of COP30, in June for a virtual
discussion on the upcoming climate summit in Belém, Brazil. Toni explained how Brazil is preparing for the
landmark event, and answered questions about cooperation between the public and private sectors in the
planning process.

COP30 COVERAGE

Content from AQ’s last special report, on the cor3o climate summit,
earned reprints and coverage around the region:
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As we look toward COP30 in Belém, the
Amazon can be more than a backdrop —
it must become a turning point in global
climate negotiations.

In a powerful, open-access article, Beto
Verissimo and Juliano Assungéo,
leading the Amazonia 2030 initiative,
present a crystal-clear roadmap to
reframe tropical forests — not as passive
victims of deforestation and exploitation,

but as vital assets in the climate solution.

The Amazon, which holds half of the
world’s tropical rainforests, plays a
planetary role in absorbing carbon,
regulating rainfall, and preserving
cultural and ecological diversity. But to
unlock its full potential, we need a shift
in global policies and mindsets — one
that links protection and restoration.

As the authors put it: “We need a new
approach—one that recognizes the two-
way relationship between forests and the
climate.”

How can the Global North and South
work together to create complementary
financial systems that both reward
standing forests and pay for the
restoration of degraded lands? Read the
article at Americas Quarterly: https:/f
Inkd.inf/dzCcN3GP

Para os leitores em Portugués: https://
Inkd.in/dyXQwacH
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A power-generation vessel owned by Turkish corporation
Karadeniz Powership leaves Havana Harbor in August, despite AQ
Cuba'’s deepening electricity crisis. The island nation's power

shortages have led to at least three nationwide blackouts

over the past year, in addition to frequent partial outages. THEBIG
PHOTO BY YAMIL LAGE/AFP/GETTY PICTU RE
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Mexico's President Claudia Sheinbaum and Guatemala's President

AQ Bernardo Arévalo embrace during a meeting in Guatemala in August. They
' discussed railway and electricity integration, border security and other

bilateral issues before signing an agreement with Belize's Prime Minister
THE BIG

Johnny Bricefio to protect 5.7 million hectares of Yucatan Peninsula jungles.
PlCTURE PHOTO BY AYSHA CHUMACERO/AFP/GETTY
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Ana Mercedes Garcia, 63, holds a picture of her son Ricardo Ernesto Martinez, 31, a

construction worker imprisoned in 2022 under President Nayib Bukele's anti-gang state AQ
of exception in El Salvador. Prosecutors had up to two years to present evidence against

alleged gang members, but in August, the National Assembly, controlled by Bukele's party,

reformed the Law Against Organized Crime to extend the deadline to August 2027. THEBIG
PHOTO BY STRINGER/AFP/GETTY P I CTU R E
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A woman raises a flare during a September

march in Santiago, Chile, on the anniversary

of the country's 1973 military coup. The event
commemorated the thousands of victims of
Augusto Pinochet’s I7-year dictatorship.

PHOTO BY CRISTOBAL BASAURE ARAYA/SOPA IMAGES/LIGHTROCKET/GETTY
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AS HEARD ON THE
A AMERICAS QUARTERLY PODCAST

PODCAST Experts and policymakers join AQ's contributing editor Brian Winter to discuss
theissues currently shaping Latin American politics, economics and culture.

“Many in the U.S. private sector see Mexico as key in decoupling
Jfrom China. Despite some production shifting to the U.S., Mexico
remains vital and often more cost-effective, even with tariffs.”

—Ernesto Revilla, managing director and head of
Latin American economics at Citigroup

“Officials in the Brazilian presidential palace and at the Foreign
Affairs Ministry see Trump’s actions as a push for regime change.
They believe this won't stop with Bolsonaro’s trial and will continue
into next year’s election. The government is already preparing,
expecting U.S. retaliation once the verdict of the trial is out, and
further interference to support Bolsonaro’s political heir.

—Patricia Campos Mello, reporter for Folha de S.Paulo

“Whoever wins the Bolivian elections, be it Rodrigo Paz Pereira or
Tuto Quiroga, will shift Bolivia’s international stance, distancing
it from 21st-century socialism. Both strongly oppose the
governments of Venezuela, Nicaragua and Cuba.”

— Raul Pefnaranda, journalist, editor of the news portal Brujula Digital
and former president of the La Paz Association of Journalists

Scan to subscribe Produced and edited by Luiza Franco
on Spotify

Available on Apple, Spotify, YouTube
and other platforms

Q0
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Anna Stewart
Ibarra

The executive director of the Inter-American
Institute for Global Change Research (IAl)
discusses emerging environmental threats.

AQ0425_QandA_LAY07.indd 17

Interviewed by Rich Brown

AQ: Can you describe the 1a1’s work?

ASI: The 1a1 was created in 1992 by countries of the Americas as a mechanism to
generate and share critical scientific information on environmental challenges
like biodiversity loss and climate change that require cooperation and have cross-
border causes and implications. We train and fund multinational research teams and
then work to make sure that governments have this information to inform policies.

AQ: What are some recent concrete successes?

ASI: We’ve helped develop dengue early warning systems in the Caribbean, for exam-
ple. During the Cricket World Cup in Barbados last year, we partnered with the Ca-
ribbean Public Health Agency, the Barcelona Supercomputing Center and the Health
Ministry to implement an early warning tool that’s now being replicated regionally.
It uses climate information to predict dengue outbreaks months ahead of time. We’re
also funding research on climate and health across the region on questions like how
to protect the elderly during heat waves and predict water-borne infectious diseases.

AQ: What issues do you wish got more coverage?

ASI: Climate change is affecting water availability and therefore energy security —
just look at Ecuador. 'm Ecuadorian-American and worked there for many years.
Last year they suffered extended blackouts as drought reduced hydropower. And then
sargassum! Massive blooms of this seaweed are washing up on Caribbean beaches,
hurting local fisheries and tourism. The science and policy on this are still way be-
hind, but there’s so much potential for nature-based solutions that support local
communities, like using sargassum as a biobased construction material.

AQ: Which environmental threats most concern you?

ASI: First, as extreme climate events like floods, droughts, and heat waves become
more frequent, poor communities are hardest hit, creating a spiral of poverty and
deepening inequalities. I'm also very concerned about microplastics and the plastic
pollution crisis. This is an example of where research, innovation and cross-border
policymaking can provide urgently needed solutions.
I T AT T TR
Stewart Ibarra is executive director of 1a1 and an expert on climate and public
health in Latin America and the Caribbean.

THIS INTERVIEW HAS BEEN EDITED FOR CLARITY AND LENGTH

ISSUE 4,2025 - Americas Quarterly |7
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CHINA'S NEW
PLAYBOOKIN
LATIN AMERICA

Beijing's regional strategy is shifting from an
era of large loans and infrastructure initiatives
to more targeted, strategic engagement.

by Margaret Myers
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China's President Xi Jinping and
Brazil's President Luiz Inacio
Lula da Silva met in Beijing for a
China-CELAC summit in May.
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HINA HAS ENTERED a new phase in
its engagement with Latin America.
It is one still characterized by ex-
tensive resource-seeking and mar-
ket-seeking activity, features of the relationship for
more than three decades now. As China invests and
trades in Latin American raw materials, and builds
markets across the region for everything from its toys
and textiles to ultra-high-voltage transmission lines
and cloud services, overall trade continues to rise.

At the same time, the relationship is rapidly evolv-
ing toward a more targeted, strategic approach. For
all the recent attention given to China’s signature
Belt and Road Initiative (BrD) infrastructure projects,
Latin America’s relative share of investments un-
der the plan is falling for the third consecutive year.
The region received a little more than 1% of Beijing’s
global BRI construction spending and 0.4% of out-
bound investment in the first half of 2025. Growth
in Chinese foreign direct investment (¢p1) in the re-
gion is also slowing.

Whether those trends hold remains to be seen.
But the days of Beijing showering the region with
loans and large-scale infrastructure projects may
be over, or at least diminished, replaced by more
deliberate engagement and a focus on specific sec-
tors of Chinese interest, especially at the higher end
of the value chain.

The shift in focus among Chinese companies is be-
ing driven by a variety of factors and is evident across
multiple continents. China’s economic policies are
changing amid Beijing’s efforts to achieve moderate
rates of economic growth, and so are perceptions of
China in Latin America and other parts of the world.
Meanwhile, sweeping shifts in U.S. economic and for-
eign policy under President Donald Trump are ac-
tively recalibrating relations between Washington
and Beijing — with consequences for inter-Ameri-

20 Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 4, 2025

can and China-Latin America ties.

Against this backdrop, this would seem a pivotal
moment to reassess the evolving China-Latin Amer-
icarelationship, one that calls on Latin American gov-
ernments to craft forward-looking policies attuned
to new trends. It may also lead Washington, which
has sought to counter Beijing’s influence in the re-
gion, to think critically about the effectiveness of its
own strategies and the extent to which they align
with current realities.

A new phase
HE CHINA-LATIN AMERICA relationship is
defined as much by continuity as by change.
China’s demand for the region’s natural re-
sources, ranging from extractives to agri-
cultural goods, continues to fuel China-Latin America
trade, which reached $518.47 billion in 2024, up 6%
year-on-year. China was the destination for about a
third of the region’s mineral exports in 2023. The re-
gion supplied approximately 75% of China’s total soy-
bean imports and nearly all (98%) of China’s imports
of lithium carbonate in 2024.

Latin America has also long been a vital market for
Chinese goods. Even as China’s exports to the region
declined 2.4% in 2023, Chinese electric vehicle exports
to Latin America grew 55%, according to China Cus-
toms data, totaling $4.2 billion. Exports from China
to Latin America climbed again — by 13% — between
2023 and 2024, including sizeable sales of high- and
low-tech goods. Mexico, Colombia and other coun-
tries have also continued to import substantial quan-
tities of industrial machinery, telecommunications
equipment and consumer electronics from China,
contributing to steady export growth in those sec-
tors. Moreover, if U.S. tariffs on Chinese goods per-
sist, Chinese exports could increasingly be diverted
to Latin American markets.

PREVIOUS SPREAD: TINGSHU WANG, POOL/GETTY
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Presidents Gabriel Boric of Chile, Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva of Brazil, Xi Jinping of China, and Gustavo Petro of
Colombia attend the China-CELAC summit in May.

Additionally, China’s outreach to Latin America and
other regions has for years been closely linked to its
domestic economic agenda. The BRr1, launched in its
earliest form in 2013 and extended to Latin America in
2018, was as much a tool to address China’s structural
economic challenges, such as excess construction ca-
pacity and steel production, as it was a diplomatic or
foreign policy initiative. Around 2013, as the BRI be-
gan to take shape, and as global commodity prices
fell, China’s engagement with the region concentrated
on large-scale infrastructure projects — frequently
financed by Chinese banks and executed by Chinese
construction companies.

China’s food and energy security priorities, along
with its broader growth agenda, remain central to its
engagement with Latin America. But numerous fac-
tors, including lessons learned by both Chinese and
regional actors, are redefining the contours of the
relationship. These shifts are particularly evident in

FLORENCE LO, POOL/GETTY

AQO0425_MYERS_LAY27.indd 21

Chinese capital flows to the region, as Chinese com-
panies zero in on sectors of strategic importance to

Beijing while increasingly pursuing new, localized av-
enues for deal-making across the region.

The mitigating effects of Chinese
domestic economic policy
HINA’S RECENT PUSH To sustain mod-
erate economic growth — despite head-
winds such as weak domestic demand,
demographic pressures, and high debt —
has reshaped its overseas engagement and, by ex-
tension, the priorities of the Br1. Alongside domestic
stimulus measures, Beijing is seeking greater mar-
ket share in high-end technologies in both developed
and developing markets, including Latin America. At
the same time, Chinese banks and companies are in
many cases adopting a more cautious, risk-sensi-
tive approach to engagement with the region, while

ISSUE 4,2025 - Americas Quarterly 2l
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seeking new avenues for deal-making.

This shift is evident in a recent decline in China’s
overseas lending to the region and the slowing of its
FDI. Once a defining feature of the China-Latin Amer-
ica relationship, sovereign lending, often in support
of major infrastructure projects, by China’s two main
development finance institutions (pr1s) — the China
Development Bank (cpB) and the Export-Import Bank
of China (Ex-Im Bank) — has slowed dramatically. Be-
tween 2019 and 2023, the region received an average
of just over $1.3 billion annually from these banks,
down sharply from the 2010 peak, when cps alone ex-
tended nearly $25 billion to regional governments. In
2023, according to the Chinese Loans to Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean Database (Inter-American Di-
alogue/Boston University), lending was limited to just
two loans to Brazil, totaling $1.3 billion.

Multiple factors help explain the decline in Chi-
nese DFI lending to Latin America and the Caribbean.
A key driver has been China’s reluctance to extend

new credit to Venezuela, which has accounted for

nearly half (49%) of all Chinese pF1 finance to the re-
gion since 2005. Beijing’s patience with Caracas has

eroded amid sustained security and economic risks

in the country, and neither cps nor Ex-Im Bank has

issued loans to Venezuela for the past nine years.
Lending has also slowed to other major recipients,
such as Brazil and Ecuador.

At the same time, demand for Chinese finance has
diminished in parts of the region. Jamaica, for in-
stance, has received 10 Chinese loans since 2005, but
its successful effort to reduce debt-to-Gpp ratios by
40 percentage points in just five years has lessened
the government’s appetite for new borrowing. Jamai-
ca’s last pr1 loan from China was in 2017.

China’s own domestic priorities further constrain
overseas lending. Beijing has directed state banks
to concentrate more on supporting growth at home,
while companies abroad rely on other sources of fi-
nance for priority smaller-scale projects. New rules

China Development Bank and Ex-Im Bank finance
to Latin America and the Caribbean, 2005-2023
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SOURCE: CHINESE LOANS TO LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN DATABASE, INTER-AMERICAN DIALOGUE
AND BOSTON UNIVERSITY GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY CENTER, 2024.
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introduced in 2023 by the National Financial Regu-
latory Administration (NFrA) — a State Council body

overseeing banking and insurance — impose stricter

risk management standards that are likely to con-
tinue to mitigate China’s external financial activity. In

2025, the NFRA also introduced new market risk man-
agement guidelines for China’s commercial banks, in-
cluding Bank of China and 1cBc, both of which remain

active in Latin America. While not aimed specifically
at overseas lending, the rules, and the signal they
send, are reinforcing a more cautious, risk-averse

approach to cross-border finance.

Alongside declining sovereign loans, China’s Fp1
in Latin America has also slowed. Data from the In-
ter-American Dialogue indicate a downward trend in
Chinese project announcements in recent years, re-
flected in tapering greenfield Fp1 and a sharper de-
cline in mergers and acquisitions (M&a). Growth in
Chinese Mm&a first slowed in 2014 and has steadily
fallen since 2020, based on a five-year moving average.

China greenfield FDIlin LAC
by year, 2003-2022
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New areas of focus
ESPITE A SLOWDOWN IN finance and in-
vestment, Chinese companies remain ac-
tive in Latin America, focusing on smaller,
targeted investments in strategic sectors
such as lithium, high-tech goods, and information
and communication technology (1cT). China is seeking
to manufacture in the region in some cases, includ-
ing electric vehicle factories in Brazil and auto parts
companies across Mexico, all of which rely on imports
of components from China. In other instances, Chi-
nese companies are aiming to be primary suppliers of
wide-ranging technological equipment and services.
Investments in safe cities projects, solar parks, and
transmission projects incorporate Chinese technol-
ogies and standards and facilitate the exportation of
China’s high-tech goods. These and other deals align
closely with Beijing’s priorities for high-quality, inno-
vation-driven growth, driving a shift toward selec-
tive engagement both regionally and globally.

China mergers and acquisitions
in LAC by year, 2003-2022
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China FDI in “new infrastructure” industries in
Latin America and the Caribbean, 2003-2022

VALUE OF “NEW INFRASTRUCTURE” DEALS (AS % OF TOTAL ANNUAL CHINAFDIIN LAC)
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Recent analysis by the Inter-American Dialogue
demonstrates the extent to which China’s investment
in Latin America is focused on so-called “new infra-
structure” (#2£4k), a term evoked most recently by
Premier Li Qiang during the 2025 “two sessions” as
a key component of China’s economic strategy. The
term generally encompasses those industries — tele-
communications, fintech, and energy transition, for
instance — that Beijing considers to be broadly in-
novation-related.

“New infrastructure”
N LATIN AMERICA AND the Caribbean, invest-
ment in “new infrastructure” industries has
grown over time, with 1cT (including Huawei
offerings across the tech stack), renewable en-
ergy technology, and, increasingly, electric vehi-
cles accounting for the bulk of this activity. “New
infrastructure” industries, including electric vehi-
cles manufacturing, such as the battery, car, and
bus manufacturing taking place in Mexico and Bra-
zil; other high-end manufacturing, including med-
ical and machinery manufacturing; icT; renewable
energy investments, such as solar parks in Argen-
tina and Chile and dams across much of the region;
and urban infrastructure, including the still slow-
to-develop Bogot4 metro project, accounted for 58%
(around $3.7 billion) of total annual Chinese rpi1 in the
region in 2022 and over 60% of the total number of
FpI deals announced by Chinese companies that year.
To be sure, talk of large, China-backed infrastruc-
ture projects persists in Latin America. Chinese, Peru-
vian, and Brazilian officials are said to be discussing
the Twin Ocean Railway with renewed interest. Bra-
zil and China signed an agreement to launch a tech-
nical, environmental and economic feasibility study
for the project in 2025. Initially promoted by Chinese
officials in 2014, this project would traverse Peru and
Brazil, navigating complex terrain and likely exten-
sive public opposition. Even the long-defunct Nicara-
gua Canal continues to feature in China-Latin America
discourse. In November 2024, at the xvi1 China-Lac
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Business Summit, Nicaraguan President Daniel Or-
tega sought support from China for a new proposed
canal route. Other big-ticket projects — most prom-
inently the massive Chancay Port in Peru — are con-
sidered notable examples of China’s enduring interest
in large infrastructure development, but they argu-
ably reflect earlier phases of China’s engagement in
the region. Study of Chancay began well ahead of co-
scors 2019 purchase of 60% of the shares from Volcan.
New Chancay Port-adjacent projects are likely to ma-
terialize, however, capitalizing on port-driven growth.

In general, though, China’s focus, whether overseas
or at home, is still on bolstering growth and market
presence in often high-tech industries. This focus is
apparent even in Chinese high-level talks with Latin
America leaders. During Brazilian President Luiz In-
acio Lula da Silva’s visit to China in May 2025, China
announced plans for a new wind, solar, and energy
storage hub from cen Power and a commitment from
Great Wall Motor to invest approximately $1 billion
into Brazilian car manufacturing plants, among other
deals. Tsingshan Holding Group’s plans to invest $233
million in a lithium iron phosphate plant in Chile were
announced during Chilean President Gabriel Boric’s
recent visit to China. And President Xi Jinping’s No-
vember 2023 talks with Peruvian President Dina Bo-
luarte, Uruguay’s Luis Lacalle Pou, and Colombia’s
Gustavo Petro, as well as his April 2023 meeting
with Lula, focused on expanding already extensive
trade relations, while also encouraging cooperation
in mostly innovation-related sectors, including ur-
ban mobility systems in Colombia, pharmaceuticals
in Uruguay, digital economy, energy, and mining in
Peru, and 5¢ in Brazil, among other areas.

At home, China would appear to be doubling down
on this course of action, advancing supply-side pol-
icies for high-tech and high-end manufacturing to
boost China’s economic prospects. These policies per-
sist despite the drawbacks of “involution;” or Chinese
company price competition that compels businesses
to continuously cut prices, which are the subject of
much deliberation in Chinese policy circles. Still cen-
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Workers prepare a sedan at an MG Motor Co. dealership in Mexico City. The company, part of the Chinese state-
owned SAIC Motor, would be affected by the planned import tariffs that Mexico announced in September.

tral to China’s approach is what Xi has called “new
quality productive forces;’ or the pursuit of high-tech,
high-efficiency, and high-quality to bolster economic
growth. Just this year, China’s Government Work Re-
port reiterated the importance of developing “new
quality productive forces;” focusing on high-tech,
high-efficiency, and high-quality growth models, in
pursuit of a “modernized industrial system.”

Local engagement
MID THIS SHIFTING landscape, peo-
ple-to-people connectivity — one of the
Belt and Road Initiative’s stated objec-
tives — is another growing focus for Chi-
na’s planners, whether in support of diplomatic goals
or commercial ventures. In pursuit of local govern-
ment buy-in for municipal (e.g., smart cities) or other
projects, to bypass national-level complications, or
as part of China’s often-decentralized approach to
aid distribution, much of China’s engagement is being
carried out locally, through a tangled web of overlap-
ping interactions and a kaleidoscopic cast of charac-
ters, with government, Party, quasi-governmental,
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and commercial actors all playing prominent roles.

Local level engagement also features in Chi-
na’s efforts to promote “new infrastructure” across
Latin America, and to acquire the lithium and other
tech-related minerals and metals. China’s provin-
cial level investments in Argentine lithium are now
well-established, but in the case of Jujuy, efforts to
access those resources date back to a 2010 mou be-
tween Argentina’s Geological Mining Service (Sege-
mar) and China Geological Service (cGs), promoting
scientific exchange and capacity-building workshops.
In 2015, then-President Cristina Kirchner and Chi-
nese President Xi extended this partnership, for-
malizing joint research and training initiatives. And,
beginning as far back as September 2017, cGs, Sege-
mar, and the National University of Jujuy conducted
geological studies to assess the industrial potential
of Jujuy’s salt flats.

Long-standing local initiatives are underway else-
where, too, to establish markets, facilitate strategic
deal-making, and advance policy coordination, in
addition to other objectives.
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“Uncharted waters”
HE EFFECTS OF THE many trends under-
way in the China-Latin America dynamic —
on the region, on China’s economic
interests, and on the standing of other re-
gional partners — are still unfolding, and will con-
tinue to be shaped by a range of factors, including
ongoing shifts in Chinese economic and foreign pol-
icy, regional responses, and U.S. efforts to counter
Beijing’s engagement.

China’s “new infrastructure” initiatives have been
embraced in many parts of the region, given their
alignment with regional development priorities, par-
ticularly in energy transition, climate adaptation and
digitalization. But whether and to what extent the re-
gion benefits from China’s increasingly targeted en-
gagement will largely depend on regional approaches
to resource governance, technology transfer, and the
development of robust legal and regulatory frame-
works for emerging technologies.

At the same time, China’s policy measures may
take a toll on its relations with parts of the region.
Already, China’s industrial strategy — including ef-
forts to offload excess capacity in Latin America and
other markets — has encountered some resistance
in the region. Steel tariffs by Mexico, Chile and Bra-
zil reflect this dynamic, while Brazil’s January 2024
electric vehicle tariffs signaled concern over surg-
ing imports from China. Pressure on Latin American
manufacturers may very well increase as China seeks
to boost competitiveness in sectors such as medical
equipment and machine tools, where some regional
firms remain active.

Chinese assessments of Latin America’s viability
as a market and partner will also continue to shape
future decision-making. The overseas activities of
Chinese companies are being monitored more closely
as Beijing “braves uncharted economic waters” and
“ventures into dangerous shoals,” as the 2024 3rd Ple-
num “decisions” document puts it. While China re-
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mains committed to engagement across the region

and to cultivating new markets and partnerships,
firms are likely to follow paths of least resistance —
either by focusing on receptive localities in Latin

America or by shifting attention to other regions. As

it stands, Latin America is capturing a decreasing

share of China’s BRI investments, accounting for just
1.14% of construction projects and 0.4% of overall in-
vestment in the first half of 2025.

For all stakeholders — including the U.S., which
remains committed, in theory, to limiting China’s
influence in the region — it will be critical to grasp
both the trajectory of the China-Latin America re-
lationship and the pace of its evolution. At present,
the U.S. risks missing the forest for the trees, so to
speak, by focusing too narrowly on a subset of mostly
national security-related Chinese projects or an out-
dated vision of the Bri1. China’s engagement is dy-
namic — aligned with evolving industrial policy and
economic security objectives — and, if successful,
intended to establish a dominant market position
for China across strategic industries, while nurtur-
ing the sorts of bilateral trade relations that ensure
some degree of political alignment with Beijing. The
U.S. game of whack-a-mole in Latin America — or a
piecemeal, reactive approach to derailing select proj-
ects of concern — is unlikely to meaningfully alter
this trajectory, and is straining U.S.-Latin America
relations. There is a pressing need for a comprehen-
sive, clear-eyed assessment of China’s progress and
priorities — one that resists a static view of China’s
global interests, interrogates the scope and limits of
U.S. competitiveness across domains, and upholds
the centrality of inter-hemispheric partnerships in
advancing shared objectives.

Myers is a senior advisor for the Inter-American
Dialogue and an adjunct researcher at Impactos de
China en América Latina y el Caribe (1icLac) in Chile
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BEIJING'S STEADY
MARCH INTO
LATIN AMERICA'S ARMIES

To counter China’'s increasing military diplomacy in the region,
the U.S. needs to deepen its engagement and reaffirm
its position as the partner of choice.

By Ryan Berg, Christopher Hernandez-Roy, Henry Ziemer and Jessie Hu
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OR YEARS, U.S. OFFICIALS have warned about
China’s growing influence in Latin America and
the Caribbean. But since 2010, that reference has
been elevated to a new category, as leaders from
the Southern Command (souTHCOM) have consistently iden-
tified the competition from Beijing as a “key challenge” in ev-
ery annual report presented to the Armed Services Committees
of the U.S. Congress.

Amid those concerns, the U.S. typically comforted itself by re-
flecting on its lead in one key area: being the “preferred partner”
in defense and security cooperation in the Americas. While in
general terms, this remains the case today, that confidence is
starting to look shaky as China is beginning to surpass the U.S.
in one related field: military diplomacy.

Encompassing international military education and training
(IMET), military diplomacy pivots on visits by high-level mil-
itary leaders to the region, exchanges and dialogues between
military colleges and defense universities, and joint war games,
exercises and exhibitions. A new dataset compiled by the Center
for Strategic & International Studies Americas Program shows
China’s substantial ascent in the area of diplomacy with most
armed forces in the Western Hemisphere. One case illustrates
the trend: In 2020, China had five times as many students from
Latin America and the Caribbean (Lac) enrolled in its military
colleges as the U.S.

Military diplomacy can accrue significant soft and hard power
advantages. In peacetime, it helps build goodwill, capacity and
influence networks within foreign militaries. During conflict, it
can enhance familiarity with preparedness levels, doctrine and
command, or even underpin interoperability between forces. A
cadet who trains abroad often carries that experience into se-
nior leadership, shaping how a country thinks about security,
alliances and even arms purchases.

China has always regarded the importance of military di-

Brazilian navy ships patrol Guanabara Bay ahead
of the BRICS summit in Rio de Janeiro this July.
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plomacy as a critical element in how it engages with
other countries. In LAc, however, these consider-
ations often took a back seat to economic ties. Yet,
China’s ambition to extend military cooperation with
the region emerged in the Foreign Ministry’s 2008 Pol-
icy Paper, and was later reinforced in the country’s
2016 Policy Paper, which stated: “China will actively
carry out military exchanges and cooperation with
Latin American and Caribbean countries ... in such
fields as military training, personnel training and
UN peacekeeping, [and] expand pragmatic coopera-
tion in humanitarian relief, counter-terrorism and
other non-traditional security fields”

The policy papers explain why, a decade ago, China
began a concerted effort to draw closer to Lac in the
defense and security domain. It did so by launch-
ing the China-rac High-Level Defense Forum, un-
der the umbrella of the China-ceLac Forum, which
deliberately excludes the U.S. and Canada. Over the
past 10 years, this initiative has produced white pa-
pers and road maps for the region’s defense and se-
curity cooperation, while the ties have also thrived
under non-traditional paths, such as the start of the
China-vac Military Medicine Forum.

A non-aligned region
N PAST ERAS, SOUTHcOM was at the leading
edge of military-to-military engagements in the
Americas. The institution also advanced part-
nerships through flagship initiatives such as the Na-
tional Guard State Partnership Program, the Theater
Maintenance Partnership Initiative, and the Carib-
bean Basin Security Initiative Technical Assistance

Program. souTHCOM has also developed extensive
international military education and training pro-
grams in the Americas.

Thanks to U.S. assistance, the region boasts a
wealth of multilateral fora and bodies for defense
engagement, such as the Conference of the Defense
Ministers of the Americas, the Western Hemisphere
Institute for Security Cooperation (formerly the School
of the Americas) and the Inter-American Defense
College (1apc). The 1aDc claims it has trained 3,169
students from 2g different countries since its incep-
tion — over 27% of whom have reached general offi-
cer or flag ranks.

While souTHCOM maintains a steady presence and
the Trump administration has signaled a strong in-
terest in the region, U.S. military diplomacy appears
to have declined in recent years. Some of the reasons
are familiar — bureaucratic red tape, extensive re-
porting requirements, and restrictions on the use
of U.S. government funds to support education and
training programs. Flatlining defense budgets that
barely manage to keep up with inflation have also
had an impact.

Starting in 2014, souTHCcOM has seen a noticeable
decrease in the resources needed to support its mis-
sion. In fiscal year 2025, the institution reported over
$z22 million in unfunded “wish list” items. From this
list, roughly one-third is typically allocated to support
military training and exercises with Lac partners —
exactly the type of military diplomacy at which China
has become adept. The unfunded “wish list” is a proxy
for missed strategic opportunities to strengthen de-
fense ties with the region and build partner networks.

A decade ago, China began a concerted effort to draw
closer to LAC in the defense and security domain.
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CHINA'S MILITARY EXCHANGES WITH LAC (2022-2025)

It e 1e

TN 1s

BRAZIL
ARGENTINA 11 ||
PERU IR 11
ECUADOR (gl IHIRENIRRRNNINNRENNNNRNNNNNNNN 8
MEXICO IRENERRRR RN R 8
VENEZUELA s TRNNNRRNRNNNNRNNNRNNRNNNNNNNND 8
cusA = HIHILINRNRRRRNNRNRNDNNNNN) 7
DOMINICAN REPUBLIC I e
NICARAGUA ITINANNNNNNRNNNNNnn 6
URUGUAY E= [HHINININRNINNNRNNNNND 6
CHILE I s
SURINAME === [IRRRNNNNRNNNNNNND 5
ELSALVADOR (ge INNNNNNNNNNNNNI 4
BOLIVIA (o INNNNINNNNNN 3
COLOMBIA g INNNNNNNNNN 3
PANAMA ITIINn 3
COSTA RICA i 2
GUYANA 11]]]]
HONDURAS i1

SOURCE: CSIS AMERICAS PROGRAM

Research by the Center for International Policy,
which publishes the Security Assistance Monitor,
demonstrates how traditional recipient countries in
Lac have seen a decline in 1MET billets. Peru shrank
almost four times from approximately 1,000 train-
ees in the mid-2010s to fewer than 200 in 2019; Ar-
gentina fell from over 500 trainees in the late 2000s
to just over 100 in 2019.

Beijing has adroitly filled these gaps with iIMET
opportunities in China. Typically, Chinese IMET of-
fers greater perks to Lac students, including busi-
ness-class travel, luxury hotels, large allowances and
trips for the entire family. In a differentiation from
U.S. strategy, which tends to invest in senior officers
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and those identified as future senior officers, Beijing
has offered more opportunities for officers at lower
ranks. According to csis’s dataset, between 2022 and
2025, military officers from 19 LAc countries attended
short-term exchange programs, such as the Senior
Commander Course and Latin American Military Offi-
cer Seminar for senior officers hosted by the People’s
Liberation Army (pLA) National Defense University.
Taking advantage of Lac’s desire to remain non-
aligned, China has initiated high-level defense dia-
logues attended by many in the region. Meetings of
the China-rac Defense Forum, for instance, bring
high-level leaders from Beijing into contact with
their equivalents in 24 LAc countries. In total, be-
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TYPES OF MILITARY EXCHANGES (2022-2025)
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tween 2022 and 2025, the period of csis’s dataset,
China has conducted 119 military exchanges with 19
different countries.

Heavyweights
OWEVER, CHINA’S MOST FREQUENT de-
fense cooperation in LAc has been with South
American heavyweights Brazil and Argen-
tina. In Brazil’s case, exchanges span all three mil-
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itary branches — army, air force and navy, and are
likely the result of the Joint Commission for Exchange
and Cooperation, established in 2004 to enable regu-
lar ministerial dialogue and training programs. Bi-
lateral dialogues have also included top-level officials
such as the Commander of the Brazilian Army, Tomas
Paiva, and the Chinese Minister of Defense, Dong Jun.
In June, before tensions arose with the Trump ad-
ministration, Brazil went further, assigning both an
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army general and a navy admiral to serve as de-
fense attachés in Beijing. That level of senior rep-
resentation is rare outside the country’s ties with
the U.S. Brazil’s efforts to position itself in a multi-
polar world have also created rare opportunities for
China-U.S. interaction in the military arena, such
as when both countries participated in Operation
Formosa, hosted by Brazil in 2024.

The military exchanges with Argentina also en-
compass all three branches and are heavily con-
centrated on educational exchanges. The bulk of
the exchanges took place in 2023, a timeframe
that coincided with the strengthening of ties be-
tween then-President Alberto Fernandez and China.
Fernandez also flirted with purchasing Chinese JF-
17 fighter jets for the Argentine Air Force. However,
the election of President Javier Milei may be re-
straining China’s influence, and so far this year, no
military exchanges between the two have taken
place. Still, institutional defense ties between the
two countries remain, and Argentina is also in the
process of signing cooperation frameworks on ac-
ademic exchanges between the National Defense
University of Argentina and the prLa National De-
fense University.

Back to basics

HINA SEES CONSIDERABLE ADVANTAGES

in continuing its inroads in military diplo-

macy, and its efforts are set to deepen in the
coming years with its Global Security Initiative (GsD),
which considerably broadens areas of cooperation
and fuses security, defense and military coopera-
tion through emerging technologies and climate
change and health initiatives.

Given this reality, the U.S. should not underesti-
mate the long-term consequences. Reversing Wash-
ington’s declining influence in military diplomacy
will require concerted effort. Fully funding IMET
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and expanding billets for Lac officers at U.S. defense
colleges will ensure the U.S. continues to educate
and shape the next generation of military leaders
in the region. At the same time, the U.S. should pay
particular attention to China’s efforts to leverage its
military diplomacy into advantages in arms sales,
status of forces agreements, greater rotations and
even basing agreements.

Three of the region’s largest countries — Argen-
tina, Brazil and Colombia — are Major Non-NATO
Allies, providing the U.S. opportunities to deepen
cooperation on arms procurement and encourage
greater interoperability. In the non-traditional ar-
eas of security and defense encompassed by China’s
Gsi, the U.S. could double down on its historic ad-
vantages in humanitarian assistance and disaster
relief efforts, where proximity and familiarity are
natural advantages.

The U.S’s more muscular approach to combat-
ing organized crime and violence in the hemisphere
may also create opportunities for engagement.
Countries like Ecuador have been eager to receive
greater support in their fight against criminal or-
ganizations, while longstanding allies like Colom-
bia face new threats heralded by the proliferation
of cheap commercial drones. The U.S. should lever-
age tools like multinational exercises and joint pa-
trolling missions to empower its allies, weaken the
influence of organized crime, and reaffirm its posi-
tion as the security cooperation partner of choice.

The question is no longer whether China is com-
peting for the hearts of Latin America’s militaries.
It’s whether the U.S. is prepared to compete back.
CEEEEEE TR R R T
Berg is head of the Future of Venezuela
Initiative at CSIS and director of its Americas
Program, where Hernandez-Roy is deputy
director and senior fellow, Ziemer is
associate fellow, and Hu is research intern.
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A CAREFUL
REALIGNMENT

In the battle for influence between Washington
and Beijing, Latin American countries are
often making subtle shifts.

by Brenda Estefan
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EXICO CITY — While most Latin
American countries are still try-
ing to strike some kind of balance
between China or the United States,
the return of Donald Trump has already led to import-
ant, if sometimes subtle, shifts in the biggest geopo-
litical question facing the region.

Indeed, governments are taking different paths de-
pending on their geography, domestic priorities and
interactions so far with the U.S. president. The two
largest economies in Latin America are moving in op-
posite directions, with Mexico edging closer to Wash-
ington’s orbit while Brazil takes ever greater distance
from it.

Mexican President Claudia Sheinbaum’s government
recently sent to Congress a proposal to impose tariffs
of up to 50% on Chinese cars and auto parts, as well
as on steel, textiles and even pharmaceuticals. If ap-
proved, the measure would also affect other Asian ex-
porters such as South Korea and India. Officials argue
the plan is designed to shield domestic industry, but
its timing — coming as Sheinbaum prepares for the
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review of North America’s usmca free-trade pact —
suggests a broader intent. Sheinbaum’s administration

has decided to side with its northern neighbor, know-
ing that, given the high level of economic integration,
it is its safest bet. Beijing, Mexico’s second-largest

supplier of goods and raw materials, has accused the

country of yielding to U.S. pressure.

Brazil, by contrast, has become a case study in
how to defy Trump’s demands. The White House had
thrown its weight behind Jair Bolsonaro, urging that
coup-related charges be dropped. Tariffs and sanc-
tions followed when Brazilian authorities refused, in-
cluding 50% levies on Brazilian exports — among the
steepest Washington has imposed on any country. Yet
far from folding, Brazil’s judiciary pressed ahead, con-
victing Bolsonaro and handing him a 27-year sentence.

For Washington, it was a diplomatic defeat: The U.S.
had deployed some of its sharpest tools, only to watch
Brazil celebrate its Independence Day under the ban-
ner “Brazil for Brazilians” — a slogan that resonated
domestically as a rebuke of foreign meddling — soon
followed by a letter from President Luiz Inacio Lula

HIDALGO CALATAYUD ESPINOZA/PICTURE ALLIANCE/GETTY
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last November and has
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da Silva in The New York Times declaring: “President
Trump, we remain open to negotiating anything that
can bring mutual benefits. But Brazil’s democracy and
sovereignty are not on the table”

The costs of Washington’s campaign are already
visible. Brazil’s exports to the U.S. have slumped,
while sales to China are surging. Since Trump’s tar-
iffs took effect, Brazil’s shipments to Beijing have risen
31%, helping to offset losses elsewhere. Public percep-
tions are shifting, too. A recent survey found that the
share of Brazilians with a favorable image of the U.S.
fell to 44% in August, from 58% in February of last
year, while positive views of China rose over the same
period. What was once America’s largest ally in the
hemisphere is drifting further into Beijing’s embrace.
Trump, however, might be ready to shift his tone. He
and Lula shared a positive interaction at the UN Gen-
eral Assembly that the two leaders could build upon.

The steps of others
AKE COLOMBIA, a long-time close U.S. ally.
In mid-September, I gave a lecture at Uni-
versidad de los Andes on “the new global
disorder and business.” After the event, a
participant confided that he’s worried foreign policy
is being treated as a political football — whether to
align more with Washington or Beijing — rather than
as a state decision. The recent tilt toward China re-
flects more a reactive stance than a deliberate strat-
egy in foreign policy. Earlier this year, the country
joined China’s Belt and Road Initiative — a move the
foreign ministry hailed as “historic” — and the Brics
New Development Bank.

Although the U.S. has been Colombia’s leading im-
porting partner for decades, bilateral trade with Bei-
jing has reached record levels, with China now close
to overtaking Washington as the top source of imports.
These moves should not be read as a definitive shift
toward Beijing, but in the current geopolitical land-
scape, they clearly nudge the Andean nation one step
away from Washington. This might explain why, for
the first time in three decades, Washington has “de-
certified” Colombia’s anti-drug efforts, with Trump
pointing to record coca cultivation and unmet eradica-
tion goals under President Gustavo Petro. Though the
move places Bogota alongside Venezuela and Myan-
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mar, a waiver keeps U.S. aid flowing — leaving Petro
facing both international censure and mounting po-
litical pressure at home.

Yet Colombia is divided. Next year’s presidential
election will determine which vision prevails. For now,
a May rnaTam Pulse poll found that 34.5% of Colom-
bians believe their country should tilt toward China,
barely 2.5 percentage points behind those favoring
alignment with the U.S. — an important shift that has
been fueled by episodes such as the angry exchange of
tweets between Petro and Trump in the early days of
the second Trump administration.

In Argentina, President Javier Milei has sought to
court Washington rhetorically, echoing Trump’s dis-
dain for multilateralism, but economic realities are
pulling in the opposite direction. China remains Ar-
gentina’s largest buyer of soy, beef and other agri-
cultural goods, and Beijing’s currency swaps provide
crucial relief to Buenos Aires’ battered reserves. In a
significant boost to Argentina-China ties, China East-
ern Airlines has started ticket sales for a new Bue-
nos Aires-Shanghai flight via Auckland, set to begin
in December, marking the return of a Chinese carrier
to Argentina after a decade. This route, poised to be
the world’s longest regular commerecial flight, under-
scores deepening economic links.

Complementing this, the Milei administration loos-
ened visa requirements for Chinese citizens holding
U.S. visas, reciprocating China’s visa-free policy for
Argentines, enhancing mobility and signaling prag-
matic cooperation amid geopolitical tensions. Milei’s
balancing act illustrates the limits of ideology when
survival depends on trade flows.

A port and its repercussions
ERU OFFERS another revealing case. The
$3.5 billion Chancay mega-port — located
46 miles north of Lima and inaugurated
last November when Chinese President Xi
Jinping visited the country for the APECc summit —
started formal operations shortly after Trump re-
turned to the White House. The facility, operated by
China’s cosco Shipping, has accelerated its emer-
gence as a direct hub between South America and Asia.
In April, the Port of Guangzhou initiated a direct ser-
vice to Chancay, cutting transit times to roughly 30
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Many Latin American countries rely heavily on trade with China
VALUE OF EXPORTS AND IMPORTS (2024)
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days and logistics costs by about 20%. Although a

Trump ally hinted at the possibility of tariffs on goods

transshipped through the port, such threats have not

deterred Lima from deepening ties with Beijing. For

Peru, the calculus is simple: Chinese capital and in-
frastructure arrive faster and with fewer conditions

than their Western counterparts.

Central America shows a mixed picture: While
Nicaragua unsurprisingly pushes forward with Chi-
nese-backed projects, countries like Guatemala and
El Salvador tilt closer to Washington.

During the years when Washington’s attention was
consumed elsewhere, Latin America slipped down its
list of priorities. Now that the region has moved back
up the agenda, it is under a framework of threats and
tariff blackmail that has eroded goodwill. And Xi is
not wasting the opportunity: He now presents him-
self as Trump’s opposite — predictable, pragmatic,
respectful of sovereignty. In a region highly resis-
tant to outside tutelage, this posture is well received.
This has strengthened Latin America’s inclination to

AQ0425_Estefan_LAY15.indd 37

hedge its geopolitical bets through ambiguity rather
than explicit alignment.

Many in the region understand that an effective
foreign policy requires a delicate balance: safeguard-
ing national interests while navigating great-power
rivalry with strategic subtlety. Where room for ma-
neuver is narrow and the stakes with the U.S. are
vast, governments will tend to align with Wash-
ington. Yet the more Washington relies on coercion,
the quicker public opinion drifts away. On the other
hand, among countries with more options or looser
ties to the U.S., threats are without doubt a singu-
larly poor strategy.

All things considered, Latin America’s ties with
China won’t be easily broken, and they can be more
resilient than many have expected.
T
Estefan is a professor at ipPADE Business School
in Mexico City and a non-resident senior fellow at
the Atlantic Council in Washington. She is also a
columnist at Reforma, Mexico’s leading newspaper.

ISSUE 4,2025 - Americas Quarterly 37

9/29/25 3:42PM



AQ CHINA AND LATIN AMERICA

China’s Inroads
Are Encouraging
Stronger U.S. Ties

With Beijing relevant as ever in Latin America,
Washington is developing a renewed
commitment to the region.

by Susan Segal

HINA’S THRIVING TIES WITH Latin America and the Caribbean still lack
the depth and breadth of the U.S. relationship with the region. Beijing
clearly has a long-term strategic vision, but it is hard to imagine that it
will develop the kind of cultural and social bonds that are essential for long-
term, deep relationships. Moreover, much of China’s progress has stemmed from
the United States’ relative disengagement from the region — a vacuum that is
now beginning to close.

China has become South America’s largest and most significant trading part-
ner, mainly due to its hunger for raw materials like copper, iron ore and lith-
TSI Tt T T It LTIt Tl ium. These resources are exported to China and then resold to Western markets.

Susan Segal is the cEo However, many of the large infrastructure projects China has planned have not
of Americas Society/ yet come to fruition. Considering that Beijing is now more focused on tech, tele-
Council of the Americas coms, critical minerals, vehicles and green energy, these projects may never

fully materialize after all.

In contrast, the U.S. continues to be Latin America’s biggest foreign investor. I
would also say that U.S. and other Western companies remain the preferred eco-
nomic partners in the region. Washington is also recognizing an obvious truth:
Countering China’s growing influence in the region requires resources and com-
mitment. Most investment will come from the private sector, but the govern-
ment must play a catalytic role with some resources if the U.S. wants to compete.

Recent encouraging signs suggest that U.S. economic engagement has in-
creased, and that policymakers better understand the importance of building
public-private partnerships to support regional investment. This is happening
especially quickly when it comes to critical minerals. The U.S. has finally under-
stood that, for our long-term security, we need to mine and refine these miner-
als at home and within our hemisphere.

Imagine the strength of a renewed U.S. commitment to the region — one that
combines economic investment with genuine cultural ties across the Americas.
It’s a winning formula for a hemisphere that is united, prosperous and secure.
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The Politician
Redefining

Climate
Finance

Barbados’ Prime Minister Mia Mottley
has emerged as the leading voice

of small island states in the global
fight against climate change.

by Mie Hoejris Dahl

2 Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 4, 2025



Mia Mottley speaks at
the COP28 UN climate
conference in Dubai in
December 2023.

United Nations
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0GOTA —Four years ago, Mia Mottley,
prime minister of Barbados, walked
onto the stage at the opening of the
World Leaders’ Summit at cop26 in Glasgow and de-
livered the speech that would consolidate her as a
global leader in climate justice and the voice of small
island developing states.

Global warming of two degrees Celsius would
be “a death sentence” for the people of Antigua and
Barbuda, the Maldives, Samoa, Barbados, and other
states on the front lines of climate change, she said in
her speech on November 1, 2021. “When will leaders
lead?” she asked in her contralto voice. “Try harder;’
she demanded.

Since then, she has made a name not only by
spearheading plans to reform global climate ad-
aptation finance, but also by overseeing Barbados’
transition from a constitutional monarchy under the
British crown to a republic.

In the lead-up to the 30th Conference of the Parties,
or cop30, in Brazil in November, much of the world
is looking to her leadership to accelerate the global
fight against climate change. The Trump adminis-
tration seems likely to boycott corzo, and with cli-
mate becoming a back-burner issue in the U.S. and
elsewhere, Mottley is a prominent voice pushing in
the other direction.

Her goal is to rewire global finance so vulnera-
ble states can withstand climate change without
drowning in debt. She has proposed reforms to in-
ternational finance institutions that would enable
cheaper lending, rapid liquidity after climate shocks,

and debt-for-climate swaps to fund resilience. While
she has delivered progress for Barbados, scaling her
ideas into systemic global reforms faces resistance
from powerful lenders and donor fatigue.

Entering the political stage

ORN INTO A POLITICAL family in the cap-
B ital city Bridgetown, Mia Amor Mottley is

the daughter of a former Barbados consul
general in New York and granddaughter of a former
mayor of Bridgetown. Her early life was international
and cosmopolitan: She attended the United Nations
International School in New York and earned her law

degree from the London School of Economics in 1986.

Mottley entered Barbadian politics quickly.
Elected to parliament in 1994 for St. Michael North
East, an electoral district that includes Bridgetown,
she immediately became minister of education,
youth affairs and culture at age 29. Over the years,
she held other senior roles: attorney general, min-
ister of home affairs and minister of economic af-
fairs, before becoming deputy prime minister from
2003 to 2008.

Mottley, 60, is a woman of firsts. In 2001, she
became Barbados’ first female attorney general,
handling cases involving criminal justice, anti-cor-
ruption frameworks, and maritime boundary arbi-
tration. In 2008, she became the first female leader
of the Barbados Labour Party (BLP), a party that in-
ternationally might be read as a social democratic
labor-rooted political party, but in the Barbados

Mottley’s goalis to rewire global finance so

vulnerable states can withstand climate change

without drowning in debt.
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Mottley delivers a speech at a CARICOM conference in February in Bridgetown, Barbados.
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context, is considered center-right. In 2018, she be-
came the country’s first female prime minister after
her party won 73% of the popular vote in a historic
landslide, sweeping all 30 seats in parliament. She
repeated the feat in 2022 with another 30-o victory.
She now leads the world’s newest republic.

“She took over leadership at a time where we had
experienced probably the worst governance for a
decade under former Prime Minister [Freundel Je-
rome] Stuart;’ said Peter Wickham, principal direc-
tor of Caribbean Development Research Services,
which conducts political polls and research through-
out the Caribbean.

National debt was at a record high, and social ser-
vices were crumbling as the government struggled
to repay its debt. Just before the elections, raw sew-
age bubbled up through manholes on the South Coast,
leaving foul odors and brown wastewater. Nation-
ally, “a lot of her success has been related to the fact
that she inherited a very bad situation and turned it
around fairly quickly;” Wickham explained.

During her first term, Mottley restructured na-
tional debt in 2018-2019 and improved the country’s
credit rating by Standard & Poor’s from selective
default when she took office to B- by the end of 2018.
This allowed Barbados to borrow on international
markets again, like in July 2025, when Barbados is-
sued a $500 million bond, and invest in social ser-
vices. “It [the crisis| gave her the opportunity to shine}’
Wickham told AQ.

“She lives on crisis, frankly,” Wickham added. He
argued she has even created her own at times, not-
ing she was not heavily associated with climate is-
sues in the past but saw an opportunity to latch onto
the debate to secure resources for Barbados.

A small nation facing big climate risks

ARBADOS IS A PEAR-SHAPED island, located
B in the North Atlantic Ocean along with 12
other independent Caribbean island states.

Roughly the size of Rhode Island, it is home to almost
300,000 people who see saltwater slowly eroding

46  Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 4, 2025

their land. Without action, the island’s beaches could

lose 20%-50% of their sand volume by the year 2100,
according to Barbados’ Coastal Zone Management

Unit. Barbadians have only 285 cubic meters of fresh

water per person annually — roughly four times less

than the global average — with water scarcity wors-
ened by climate change.

With low-lying geography in the hurricane belt,
Barbados is particularly vulnerable to storms. “When
a hurricane passes, it can wipe out the entire island
because it is so small;” said Colin Murdoch, ambas-
sador and permanent observer of the Organization
of Eastern Caribbean States to the United Nations Of-
fice and other international organizations in Geneva.
Evacuation is nearly impossible. “There is nowhere
to move to,” Murdoch said.

Hurricanes tear apart infrastructure, and Mur-
doch noted that damages can reach 200%-300% of
a small island state’s cpp, which in the case of Bar-
bados was around just $7 billion in 2024. “You’re not
just starting from zero. You're starting from less than
zero,” he said. “And this can happen over and over
again. ... It’s probably the biggest issue that Carib-
bean countries face”

A strong voice

O TACKLE BARBADOS’ MOST pressing issues,

Mottley began looking outward. In her

cop26 speech, she declared, “National solu-
tions to global problems do not work?” Since then,
she has raised the voice of Barbados and other cli-
mate-vulnerable states at major global forums like
the UN General Assembly, World Bank meetings, and
at the World Economic Forum in Davos. She charms
audiences with her gap-toothed smile and weaves in
phrases from Caribbean icons like Rihanna and Bob
Marley, asking world leaders, “Who will get up and
stand up for the rights of our people?”

“She has outstanding leadership in putting Bar-
bados and other small island states on the global
agenda,’ said Ayesha Nicholls, a Barbadian communi-
cations expert. In a region where outsiders often con-
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Mottley speaks at a climate finance event at the World Bank’s headquarters in Washington, D.C. in April 2024.

fuse Barbados with other countries, Nicholls said the
island is now recognized for having a strong leader.
Barbadians are proud of Mottley, and “her speeches
are replayed at home;’ she said.

“The first and hardest thing for small states, which
are often not known, is to get on the radar,” Mur-
doch said. He credits Mottley’s forceful personality
and gift for public speaking with forging diplomatic
alliances and elevating small island states in global
debates. “She has a strong reputation in the re-
gion, a strong following — and she’s very down to
earth and close to the people,” Murdoch told AQ.
Mottley, who declined to be interviewed for this
story, plays a prominent role in the Caribbean com-
munity. From January to June in 2020 and in 2025,
she chaired caricom, the 15-member regional trade
bloc headquartered in Georgetown, Guyana. During
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her first tenure leading caricom, she played a cen-
tral role in coordinating the regional covip-ig cri-
sis response. During her second stint, she used the
platform to position the Caribbean as a unified bloc
on climate finance ahead of cop3o in Brazil.

Since 2022, she has spearheaded the Bridgetown
Initiative, which calls for a reset of the global finan-
cial system to unlock trillions for climate adapta-
tion without saddling fragile economies with new
debt. She presents the world’s climate calculus not
as an abstract moral question but as a balance-sheet
problem.

Last year, Barbados became a testing ground
as Mottley pioneered the world’s first debt-for-
climate-resilience swap. The deal restructured part
of Barbados’ external debt in exchange for commit-
ments to invest in climate adaptation. By work-
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ing with the Inter-American Development Bank and
The Nature Conservancy, Barbados refinanced high-
interest bonds at better terms, freeing up $165 mil-
lion in fiscal savings — money earmarked for invest-
ments in water infrastructure, food security and
environmental protection.

Cutting colonial ties

ARBADOS GAINED INDEPENDENCE IN 1966,

but had been a constitutional monarchy un-

der the British crown until Mottley oversaw
the country’s transition to a republic on November
30, 2021. By making Barbados a republic, Mottley “has
written her name in history books,” Wickham said.

Mottley links the climate crisis to colonialism and
global inequality. She notes that today’s interna-
tional loan system was designed when some vulner-
able nations were still colonies and fails to address
their needs.

She has called on leaders in advanced economies
to act. “If you in the northern worlds don’t want ad-
ditional migrants, and if you want global stability,
and you don’t want the risk of more pandemics, and
you don’t want the risk of more coups, and you don’t
want the risk of more violence and war, well, then
the important thing to do is act proactively;” she said
last year, speaking at an event at the Council on For-
eign Relations (cFRr) in New York.

Looking ahead

HEN SHE TAKES THE stage at copr3o,

people will listen;” said Nicholls. Wick-

ham agreed the summit will be “a big
deal” for the prime minister and said she will use it
to “continue lobbying, raising money and interest” in
climate adaptation for small island states.

But some are skeptical about the upcoming sum-
mit. “I detect fatigue and disappointment with these
international conferences,” Murdoch said. He noted
that climate pledges often go unfulfilled, leading
small states to increasingly turn to bilateral agree-

48 Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 4, 2025

ments or international courts for enforceable rights.

Mottley’s current term as prime minister runs un-
til January 2027 at the latest. With just over a year left
before Barbados is set to hold general elections, Mot-
tley faces pressing domestic challenges. Homicides,
though still few in number, reached a record in 2024,
and the cost of living is among the highest in the Ca-
ribbean, while citizens watch as the sea rises over
their island. On the other hand, Mottley has taken
important steps to steer Barbados out of a debt cri-
sis and press for reforms to the international climate
finance system.

While Mottley has been applauded for her interna-
tional climate leadership and her bold moves to turn
Barbados into a republic, critics say the prime min-
ister is less popular at home, where daily struggles
with crime and the cost of living are a bigger con-
cern than climate adaptation. Concerns also linger
over her concentration of power, since she holds the
powerful finance portfolio in addition to serving as
prime minister.

But the fact is that currently, Barbados has no
elected opposition in parliament. A May 2021 national
poll found that 79% of Barbadians preferred Mottley
as their leader — the highest approval rating for any
sitting prime minister.

While observers have speculated she could be
considered for a major international role — even
UN Secretary-General — Wickham said that seems
less likely after Trump’s return to the U.S. presidency.
Mottley once promised to step down after her current
term, but has since reversed that stance and now ap-
pears likely to run again.

“The problem in the Caribbean is that as a prime
minister, there is not much else you can do after-
wards,” Wickham said.

For now, eyes will be on her performance at corzo
in Brazil to see how she continues shaping global cli-
mate justice leadership.
I
Dahl is an independent journalist covering
politics, economics, environment, crime
and social issues across Latin America
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MEXICO’S HISTORIC
INTEROCEANIC
CORRIDOR

A new project is transforming communities,
livelihoods and landscapes across southern Mexico.
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Tehuantepec Interoceanic Train.
All photos taken in January 2025.
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COATZACOALCOS, MEXICO — For over a century, Mexican plan-
ners have strived to connect the Pacific Ocean to the Caribbean Sea

via railways crossing the Isthmus of Tehuantepec in the country’s

south. The idea, first undertaken by President Porfirio Diaz in 1907,
is finally coming together with renewed proportions and reach.

Today's Tehuantepec Interoceanic Corridor aims to compete with
the Panama Canal, industrialize towns and cities along its path, and
turn southern Mexico into a world-class logistics and manufactur-
ing hub. It centers around three new rail lines; involves two major
port upgrades, industrial initiatives, new gas lines, and highways;
and offers sweeping incentives to attract private companies to four
states: Veracruz, Oaxaca, Chiapas and Tabasco.

Since its start in 2019, the project, known by its Spanish acro-
nym cIIT, has received massive public investment — around $4
billion — from the administrations of President Claudia Shein-
baum and her predecessor, Andrés Manuel Lépez Obrador. It
has also attracted $1 billion in projected private funding. Along-
side the railways, the government plans to create “development
poles;” industrial parks designed to attract private investment in
specific sectors including semiconductors, pharmaceuticals, au-

tomotives and clean energy, among others. Companies including

Mota-Engil México, Grupo Carso and Prolstmo have already been

granted licenses to develop them.

Because the ciiT connects two major ports and its backbone, Line
Z, will move maritime cargo between them, the project is admin-
istered by the Mexican navy, which provides security for railway
operations and industrial park construction. Policymakers have
promised abundant energy and water resources for investors, but
Indigenous communities and environmental advocates are con-
cerned over displacement and water use.

In April, the corridor made its first major delivery. Its 308-
kilometer Line Z transported goo U.S.-bound Hyundai vehicles from
Salina Cruz in Oaxaca to Coatzacoalcos, Veracruz. The operation

took about a week and bested the Panama Canal on time and cost.
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Trains idle at what is set to become the country’s
largest railway complex in Matias Romero, Oaxaca, a
city of under 40,000 people, according to Mexico's
2020 census. When construction is completed, by
the end of 2025, the complex will comprise a range
of facilities, including dispatch and education centers
that will train personnel from across the region.
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“The new Interoceanie Railway follows
the old line builtunder President
Porfirio Diaz in 1907. We had to
rebuild the track, replace the rails
and sleepers, and replace the old
bridges to meet the speed and weight
requirements of the new trains.”

— Vice Admiral Juan Carlos Vera Minjares
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Vice Admiral Juan Carlos
Vera Minjares, the former
director of the CIIT, speaks
in his Mexico City office.
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Lisa Hernandez Jiménez, a
Prolstmo engineer, walks a job
site where the company aims
to attract private investment
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“The Interoceanic Corridor is a great
opportunity for the region. Thousands
of jobs will be created in the industrial
parks along the route, so people
won’t have to emigrate to the U.S.
anymore. Until now, young engineers
from the Isthmus had to go to Mexico
City or Puebla because there were
never enough jobs for them here.

This project could change that.”

—Lisa Hernandez Jiménez, an engineer at Prolstmo

Above: Employees of Prolstmo examine one of the company's models
in Texistepec, Veracruz. Prolstmo is a private company tasked with
advancing five of the 12 “development poles” that aim to attract
manufacturing and other investment along the CIIT.
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Trains are loaded onto a ship in
Coatzacoalcos, Veracruz. The
180-meter ferry is operated by
CG Railway (CGR) and was built
to transport entire railway cars
across the Gulf of Mexico and
toward Mobile, Alabama.
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Residents of the small town of José
Maria Morelos, Oaxaca, stand on a
new bridge built as part of the CIIT.
The town is not along any rail route,
but the bridge is part of the broader
effort to improve infrastructure in
the region that the CIIT traverses.
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“Before the construction of the
Interoceanic Corridor, we were
isolated during the rainy season. Qur
suspension bridge was swept away
by floods last year. The ciiT funded
a new concrete bridge, and thanks to
that, our village is accessible by car
even during the rainy season.”

— Fernando Ponce Torres, town council member, José Maria Morelos
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A ship is loaded with raw sugar
in Coatzacoalcos, Veracruz.
The CIIT's main rail line,

Line Z, will cross the Isthmus
and connect Coatzacoalcos
with Salina Cruz, in Oaxaca.
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“Our house is about 15 meters from the
tracks. and so far, we’ve been allowed

to stay there. The trains don’t run often.,
maybe once or twice a day, so we can’t
complain about the noise. People who were
relocated often got better houses than the
wooden sheds they lived in. Even then, it’s
hard when your home is demolished.”

— Javier Chavez and Elsa Matus

The government is building developments of new housing like this one
in Salina Cruz, Oaxaca, to relocate people displaced by rail construction.
Although the government has built over 4,000 of these houses, some
residents allege irregularities in the process, including 600 families in
Tabasco who were relocated to houses without access to basic services.
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Maria del Carmen Gonzalez
Villanueva rides Line Z from Salina
Cruz to Coatzacoalcos. The other
two lines of the ClIT—Line FA and
Line K—will connect Coatzacoalcos
with Palenque and Oaxaca with
Guatemala, respectively.

Palos is a photographer and farmer
based in Northeast Mexico and the
author of My Perro Rano: Chronicles
of Central America

Ryback is a journalist focused on
Latin America and Africa who was
previously a correspondent in Russia
and Poland for Der Spiegel
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“Ilive in Tijuana and want to visit my
family in Ixtepec. I haven’t traveled
in a train since I was a kid, soIwas a
little nervous. But this is amazing, a
real luxury! There are always traffic
jams and accidents on the roads—

29

you never know when you’ll get there.

— Passenger Maria del Carmen Gonzalez Villanueva
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B A Persistent
FOOD PARADOX . P ar a d OX

Hunger remains a critical challenge
for Latin America, but the region
has seen signs of improvement.

by Luiza Franco

YEAR AGO AQ PUBLISHED a special report exploring a

paradox in Latin America: Although the region pro-

duces and exports more agricultural products than
ever before, it struggles to feed its own people.

A year later, the news remains worrisome, tied as it is to struc-
tural, long-term causes. The food paradox persists, with food inse-
curity currently affecting 25.2% of the population, according to the
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (Fao). That
is higher than a decade ago (in 2015 it was 23.7%), part of a global rise.

However, the situation is getting a little bit better. Food insecurity
levels have been declining gradually since hitting a peak during the
pandemic, and they maintained that downward trend in 2024 (25.2%)
compared to 2023 (26.7%).

Experts say the recent drop is thanks to the economic recovery
in several South American countries, fueled by social safety nets,
post-pandemic recovery moves, and policies aimed at improving ac-
cess to food. Brazil is a good example. Since 2023, Brazil has reactivated
its food security policies, expanding school meals and a food acqui-
sition program, and strengthening family farming. Cash transfers
still matter, but the poorest also saw their earnings increase in 2024.
And after finding itself on the UN’s world hunger map in 2021, follow-
ing shifts in public policy priorities and the impacts of the pandemic,
Brazil is now off that map again.
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Food insecurity affects over 25% of the region’s

population even amid record agricultural production.

Overall, experts say, the reduction is not that im-
pressive. “It’s very strongly linked to challenges that
got resolved after the pandemic was over. So, I think
it’s almost like going back to business as usual;’ said
Rafael Pérez-Escamilla, a professor of public health
at Yale.

“Hunger and lack of food are not the same thing.
The problem lies in access, distribution, and the re-
sources needed to produce or buy food, as well as the
distribution of the food itself]” said José Graziano, a
former director general of the FAo who helped design
Brazil’s “Zero Hunger” program in the early 2000s.
The “food paradox” can also be understood as a log-
ical outcome of the system itself. Global commod-
ity markets and export-oriented agriculture affect
local food availability and affordability, as the push
to export can drive up prices for those same staples
at home.

In the meantime, difficulties in accessing food, es-
pecially healthy food, remain — and people and or-
ganizations across the region are seeking to address
them. In last year’s special report AQ profiled some
of these groups.

In Argentina, where the prevalence of moderate
to severe food insecurity went from 19.2% in 2014
to 33.8% in 2024, Banco de Alimentos de Argentina
continues to deliver on its target. In 2024 they deliv-
ered 21,000 kilos of food to 4,000 organizations that
reached 882,000 people.

In Mexico, The Hunger Project’s program led by
Indigenous and rural women has grown in Chiapas
and Oaxaca, now reaching 469 participants who
are strengthening family gardens, forming savings
groups, and launching small businesses. Women
have begun earning modest but rising incomes while
gaining more control over household spending and

AQO0425_ONEYR_LAY07.indd 69

savings. Challenges remain, from climate change to
reliance on cash transfers, but leadership and auton-
omy are clearly emerging, exemplified by 19-year-old
Luisa Fernanda Ruiz Pérez, who has turned her tex-
tile business into a training platform for others and
was recently invited to showcase her work at a na-
tional crafts fair.

In Oaxaca, local Nco Mbis Bin, which means “seeds
for sowing” in Zapotec, continues to provide training
to promote sustainable agriculture in a state where
one in four are affected by food insecurity. They’ve
organized training on chick incubation; vanilla cul-
tivation; bio-inputs; and planting organic vegetable
gardens following the milpa method, a Mesoamer-
ican planting technique in which a variety of fruits
and vegetables are interspersed in the same plot.
All of this can provide both nutrition and income to
rural households.

“I think of the matter of dealing with hunger as a
film: You have the main characters, which are jobs
and income, and the supporting characters, which
are these smaller programs. You can’t make the film
without the first, but all are important to the script;’
Graziano told AQ.

As the region slowly makes its way out of the depth
of food insecurity, another concern has arisen: obe-
sity rates. The prevalence of adult obesity increased
from 12.1% in 2012 t0 15.8% in 2022. “We have learned
a lot about how to address hunger, but we still don’t
know how to fix the problem of obesity;” Graziano
said.
I T T AT
Franco is an editor and podcast producer at
Americas Quarterly

With reporting by Mark Viales, in Chiapas, Mexico
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The Itui and Itaquai Rivers
flow through the Vale do
Javari Indigenous Territory
in Brazil.
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ALE DO JAVARI INDIGENOUS TERRTIORY,
BRAZIL — The next round of the UN Cli-
mate negotiations will be held in November
in the Amazon, where scientists have accumulated
indisputable evidence that the rainforest is a criti-
cal stabilizer for the global climate. It stores carbon,
produces rainfall, and its unparalleled biodiversity is
still yielding new discoveries. All the while, climatol-
ogists warn that deforestation and planetary warm-
ing are pushing the Amazon toward a tipping point
of irreversible collapse.

As satellite imagery and geospatial data have be-
come more sophisticated, they have made clear that
Indigenous territories, which make up nearly a quar-
ter of the Brazilian Amazon, play an outsized role in
holding back the advance of deforestation.

The wealth of resources in these territories has
placed them squarely in the crosshairs of ranchers,
land speculators, timber thieves, powerful politicians
aligned with agribusiness and the mining industry,
and even missionaries in search of souls to evange-
lize. Even so, viewed from space, Indigenous lands
remain islands of deep green abutted by denuded
scrub, pastureland and monoculture plantations.

All this shows that the decades-long campaign
to protect Indigenous territories in the Amazon has
been critical for both preserving its forests and mit-
igating global climate change.

The Javari Valley

HE VALE DO JAVARI Indigenous Terri-

tory in far western Brazil plays a unique

and pivotal role in this equation. Cov-
ering 33,000 square miles (85,444 square Kki-
lometers) and roughly the size of Portugal, the
Javari Valley reserve has retained a remarkable
99% of its original forest cover, sheltering a daz-
zling abundance of fish and wildlife. Its stream-
laced forests and rugged interior harbor around
6,300 people, including at least 11 and possibly
as many as 16 isolated Indigenous communities,
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The Javari Valley Indigenous Territory in far western Brazil
preserves land near borders with Peru and Colombia.

making the Javari home to the largest concentra-
tion of so-called “uncontacted tribes” in the world.

But “uncontacted” is something of a misnomer. All
such communities have had at least glancing contact
with the outside world, and it’s often been deadly.
Like elsewhere in the Amazon, the groups in the Ja-
vari are believed to be the descendants of survivors
of violent clashes with European intruders, includ-
ing slaving raids that convulsed the western Ama-
zon during the rubber boom of the late 19th and early
2oth centuries. The survivors fled into the jungle’s
deepest, most inaccessible redoubts and continue
to shun contact with the outside world. The isolated
groups seem to possess an awareness of the mortal
dangers posed by strangers, either from their fire-
arms or from communicable diseases to which they
have little to no immunological resistance.

In the 1980s, after more than a century of cataclys-
mic encounters for isolated tribes across the Amazon,
field agents within Funar, Brazil’s Indigenous affairs

RIGHT: SCOTT WALLACE
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Jodo Kanamari of the
Kanamari tribe holds a
" laptop displaying a photo of .
himself taken by theauthor
on a 2002 expedition to
determine the well-being of
an “uncontacted” tribe. He
issnpow @ member of a new
Indigenous vigilance unit
| protecting the Javari.
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Syndey Possuelo and members of the Matis tribe orient a 2002 Brazilian government expedition into the Javari.

agency, pushed for a groundbreaking new policy that
bans outsiders from making contact with such com-
munities. That policy aligns with Brazil’s 1988 Con-
stitution, which recognizes the right of Indigenous
peoples to practice their traditional ways of life in
their homelands free from persecution.

In 1996, officials drew up the boundaries of the
Javari Valley Indigenous Territory to protect this
right for the area’s isolated communities. All its ma-
jor waterways originate in a latticework of gulleys
and creeks deep inside the reserve. FUNAI was thus
able to secure the territory from large-scale intru-
sions with the placement of strategically positioned
checkpoints along those rivers.

“When the Javari reserve was demarcated, it was
done [partially| to protect all these waterways,” said
Sydney Possuelo in 2002, when I trekked with him for
nearly three months through the far reaches of the
Javari on a Brazilian government expedition to check
the well-being — but not make contact with — one
such tribe, the seldom-glimpsed fleicheros.
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Possuelo, a legendary explorer and former FUNAI
president, had pushed hard for the agency’s no-
contact policy and founded an elite unit within FUNAI
to protect isolated Indigenous groups. He is inti-
mately familiar with the Javari Valley, having led
expeditions into its depths while helping direct the
uphill fight to enforce its boundaries alongside “con-
tacted” Javari communities.

Transformation

INCE THE EXPEDITION IN 2002, I have seen

the Javari undergo a profound transforma-

tion, particularly in the past 15 years. Lo-
cated in the tri-border region that Brazil shares
with Peru and Colombia, its strategic but remote
location caught the eye of drug traffickers looking
for unpoliced routes to move product east toward
Manaus and Belém and on to markets in Europe and
North America. Meanwhile, non-Indigenous popu-
lations living along the Javari’s frontiers, including

SCOTT WALLACE
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The campaign to protect Indigenous territories in the

Amazon has been critical for both preserving its

forests and mitigating global climate change.

settlers who had been expelled from the territory in
1996, have slipped deeper into destitution after losing
access to the fish, game and timber that supported
their livelihoods.

This state of affairs has given rise to seething re-
sentment among frontier communities near the Ja-
vari and other Indigenous reserves. Their anger has
been stoked by populist politicians like former Presi-
dent Jair Bolsonaro, who has often repeated the man-
tra that “there is too much land for too few Indians”

During his tenure, Bolsonaro severely crippled Fu-
NaI and the environmental protection agency, IBAMA.
He emboldened supporters to take the law into their
own hands, slashed budgets and career staff, and
installed like-minded loyalists in key posts. Defor-
estation rates skyrocketed. Invasions of Indigenous
lands surged. Environmental crime — and organized
crime — flourished across the Amazon, including in-
side the Javari.

Bolsonaro lost his bid for reelection to President
Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva in 2022, and robust policing
of Indigenous lands and protected areas has since re-
sumed to some degree. But the effects of Bolsonaro’s
policies continue to reverberate.

A new Indigenous initiative

HE REPERCUSSIONS CAME INTO sharp focus

for me when I returned in July. Amid con-

cerns over security, I was the only journalist
invited by the Union of Indigenous Peoples of the Ja-
vari Valley, Unijava, to attend the first-ever general
meeting of a 12-strong Indigenous vigilance force
(Equipe de Vigilancia da Unijava, Evu). In six sepa-
rate teams, the force will monitor the major rivers
that serve as the principal infiltration points for a
panoply of intruders: drug traffickers, gold miners,
poachers, even guides from Peru sneaking in Euro-

AQO0425_LONGVIEW_LAY12.indd 75

pean tourists to view exotic “natives” and wildlife.

The meeting was a historic moment. It was the
largest gathering ever held inside the territory of a
multiethnic Indigenous force drawn from “contacted”
communities throughout its far-flung reaches. The
participants came to share experiences and receive
training in everything from satellite communications,
geospatial mapping and drone surveillance to boat
maintenance and first aid.

Not long ago, such work would have been the ex-
clusive domain of federal agents, with limited par-
ticipation from local communities. But the power
vacuum produced by the retreat of FUNAI, 1BAMA,
and other enforcement agencies from the field
spurred Indigenous leaders to find a new way for-
ward.

“We had no choice,” said Beto Marubo, director of
the Union’s international relations, recalling early
discussions that led to creating the homegrown
force to counter a growing influx of outsiders seek-
ing to involve Indigenous communities in their illicit
trades. “If we didn’t act, we’'d have lost our resources.
There wouldn’t have been anything left even to feed
our families”

The two-week meeting took place at a newly built
training center on a bluff overlooking the Quixito
River on the northern flank of the territory. The set-
ting called to mind a kind of rough-hewn logging
camp, with several airy, screened-in buildings set
on five-foot stilts connected by a grid of plank cat-
walks. Amid exuberant shouts and pounding ham-
mers, the teams added flourishes to the training
center between sessions: dining tables and benches
for the refectory, racks for hanging hammocks in
the dormitories, ramps down the embankment to
the boats. The mood was industrious and optimis-
tic, but also subdued.

The 2022 murders of Indigenous rights activist
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Members of the Equipe de Vigilancia da Unijava (EVU) train in first aid at the organization'’s first-ever general meeting in July.
The EVU is a new multiethnic Indigenous vigilance force that monitors intrusions into the Javari Valley reserve.

Bruno Pereira, one of Evu’s founders, and British
journalist Dom Phillips at the hands of poachers with
suspected links to the drug trade were frequently in-
voked in sessions and private conversations. Partic-
ipants were urged to avoid confronting trespassers,
and instead to gather evidence and report it up the
chain of command for authorities to act. “Remem-
ber, we are not a militia;’ Indigenous attorney Eliesio
Marubo, Beto’s brother, told the assembly. The volun-
teers were also warned to refrain from posting im-
ages from the event on social media that could expose
them or their companions to reprisals.

Just about everyone at the meeting owned a
smartphone, and they frequently communicated
with friends and family back in their villages via
Starlink. The availability of instant communication
in the depths of the jungle was remarkable; Star-
link is also present aboard all six of the organiza-
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tion’s patrol boats.

The paradox of using cutting-edge technology to
help preserve ancient, traditional cultures and the
forests that harbor them is not lost on Orlando Pos-
suelo, one of Evu’s founders and the movement’s chief
field advisor. But there’s no turning back the clock on
the changes sweeping the Javari, he told me.

That includes a growing sense of agency among
the Indigenous people themselves. Orlando, Sydney
Possuelo’s son, worked for years as a FUNAI con-
tractor and said the era of paternalism from FuNa1
and other agencies is now a thing of the past. “In a
word, it’s about autonomy ... the decisions will now
be theirs to make”
I
Wallace is an award-winning journalist
and author and an associate professor of
journalism at the University of Connecticut
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The
Entertainment
Juggernaut
Made in Mexico

Corporacion Interamericana de
Entretenimiento (CIE) continues to capitalize
on the rising demand for live events.

by Cyntia Barrera Diaz

EXICO CITY—Few companies in Latin America embody the
glamour and volatility of the entertainment business as viv-
idly as Corporacién Interamericana de Entretenimiento (CIE).

Founded in 1990 as Operadora de Centro de Espectaculos S.A. (0CEsA), the
Mexican company has evolved from a bold bet on concerts and live events into
one of the top four entertainment powerhouses in the world by number of ticket
sales, controlling arenas, convention centers, racetracks, food sales, advertis-
ing, ticketing platforms, and major cultural festivals.

Today, the company has made Mexico a key stop on the touring circuit for Latin
American superstars like Bad Bunny, and since 2015, has positioned the Formula
1 Mexico City Grand Prix as a top destination for racing enthusiasts. The Brit-
ish band Coldplay performed eight shows in 2022 across three Mexican cities,
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Carlos Sainz celebrates
after winning the Formula |
Mexico City Grand Prix last
year. CIE plans to host the
event through 2028.
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prompting a running joke that they could be mov-
ing in permanently. Taylor Swift brought her Eras
Tour to a sold-out Foro Sol in 2023, later writing on
Instagram: “After years of wanting to play in Mex-
ico City, just got to play 4 of the most unforgetta-
ble shows for the most beautiful and generous fans”

Reaching this level of success took ciE years of
experimentation and learning curves with various
entertainment formats in a country where both the
government and society were long wary of large-
scale live events.

Today, the company mainly focuses on Mexico,
whose entertainment and media sectors were la-
beled as “fast-growing” by global consultancy firm
PwC in July. Operating 14 venues in Mexico City, one
in Monterrey, and two in Guadalajara, with a total
capacity exceeding 312,000 visitors, CIE is currently
one of the most prominent players in a competitive
field, with several companies vying to be at the fore-
front to profit from improving conditions. PwC fore-
casts that Mexico’s total entertainment and media
revenue in the advertising and consumer sectors
may reach a compound annual growth rate (CAGR)
of 6.26% over the next five years, totaling $33.5 bil-
lion by 2029. Despite the enticing perspective and
increasing appetite for live events and concerts,
CIE’s revenue was around $226 million last year, a
3.9% decline from 2023.

Where it all began

N THE 1970S AND 1980s, Mexico faced sig-
nificant challenges in hosting live concerts
and other events. When legendary rock band
Queen performed in Monterrey and Puebla, it was
marked by chaos, as unruly crowds hurled shoes
on stage. In 1989, unable to secure a venue in Mex-
ico City, Rod Stewart sang in Querétaro, a two-hour
drive from the capital, drawing more than 50,000
fans eager to pay for international acts. The mas-
sive crowd overwhelmed security, breaking through
barriers in a frenzy to get closer to the stage, forcing
police to deploy tear gas to restore order.
By then, it was clear that Mexico was ready
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to open its stages to larger and more ambitious

live performances. Alejandro Soberén Kuri, cI1E’S

founder, recognized the moment and moved to pro-
fessionalize the country’s live entertainment indus-
try. The company’s first two concerts, held in 1991,
featured Australian rock band inxs at the Palacio

de los Deportes, a venue originally built for the 1968

Olympics with a capacity of over 15,000. cIE secured

permits from a cautious local government, proving

that large-scale, well-managed events could be suc-
cessfully staged in Mexico City.

The following year, U2 performed at the same
location, although under a different promoter. But
cIE soon notched a major milestone: In 1993, the
company booked Paul McCartney, a global super-
star with an enduring cross-generational appeal.

There was just one problem: There was no suit-
able venue for the former Beatle to perform. The
only location capable of accommodating the ex-
pected throngs was Estadio Azteca, the iconic fa-
cility that had hosted two F1ra World Cups. But its
owner, Televisa, then the dominant force in Span-
ish-language broadcasting, refused to lease it.

Taking advice from McCartney’s legendary tour
promoter Barrie Marshall, Sober6n and his team
made a bold decision: to build a stadium themselves.
They raced against the clock to prepare a section of
an auto racing track with metal structures to install
seating. It wasn’t ideal, but it was good enough, and
around 120,000 tickets were sold for McCartney’s
first two shows in Mexico.

Just weeks later, Madonna brought her Girlie
Show tour to the same venue, despite attempts by
conservative groups to censor the performance due
to its sexual and religious content. She had decided
to play in Mexico after hearing from McCartney him-
self about his first gig in Mexico City.

cIE’s rapid rise faced a serious challenge in De-
cember 1994, when the Tequila Crisis triggered a
financial collapse and the peso lost over half its
value almost overnight. The funds earmarked to
pay the Rolling Stones and dozens of other acts
evaporated in days, throwing the company into an
instant crisis.

9/19/25 2:44PM



A performance during the Vive Latino Festival this March at Mexico City's Estadio GNP Seguros, organized by CIE.

The IPO lifesaver

N NEED OF CAPITAL to honor existing commit-
ments and fuel further growth, cik turned to
the stock market. In December 1995, the com-
pany launched its initial public offering in the local
market, breaking through a listing drought in the

wake of one of Mexico’s worst economic crises.

The following 13 years were a period of aggressive
expansion across Mexico and parts of South Amer-
ica. ciE partnered with Disney to bring Broadway
productions such as The Lion King to local audiences,
acquired a stake in Mexico City’s horse racing track
from a Carlos Slim investment vehicle, and bought
amusement parks in both Mexico and the U.S. The
company also managed radio stations in Argentina,
hosted major trade fairs, and operated one of the re-
gion’s largest convention centers, Centro Banamex.

Later on, cik further diversified into gaming, se-
curing licenses to operate sportsbooks and bingo
halls. In a notable move, it even struck a deal with

MEDIOS Y MEDIA/GETTY
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rival Televisa, which in 2002 invested $107 million
for a 40% stake in ocEsa Entretenimiento, cIe’s live
entertainment unit.

But ciE’s rapid expansion came at a cost. By De-
cember 2009, the company was burdened with debt
and announced a $400 million restructuring plan.
To stabilize its finances, it began divesting non-core
assets and refocused on its primary strength: con-
certs, theater plays and festivals. The streamlined
operation allowed ciE to access new loans in local
currency and repay debt, moves that were well re-
ceived by the market.

The poisoned golden ticket

N 2019, CIE CAUGHT the attention of global en-

tertainment giant Live Nation, which offered to

acquire a 51% stake in ocesa Entretenimiento,
including the 40% previously held by Televisa. The
proposed $400 million deal promised to reshape the
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CIE’s revenues, 2014-2024
$800 REVENUES (MILLIONS USD)

$600

$400

$200

$0

‘14 °15 ’16 '17 ’18 '19 ’20 '21 ’'22 °23 24

NOTES: LIVE NATION ACQUIRED A MAJORITY STAKE IN OCESA IN 2021.
CALCULATIONS BASED ON THE WORLD BANK’S ANNUAL MXN TO USD
EXCHANGE RATE.

SOURCE: CIE

landscape of live events in Latin America.

However, the covip-19 pandemic brought the con-
cert industry to a standstill and put that transaction
on hold. ciE even resorted to building a temporary
hospital inside its convention center in the capital,
bringing partial relief to a collapsed national health
care system in a country that recorded over 600,000
covip-1g deaths, one of the highest tolls during the
pandemic.

Live Nation sought to renegotiate key terms and
delay the cash payment portion of the deal. When
no agreement was reached, the U.S.-based company
terminated the purchase, leading to arbitration pro-
ceedings. The dispute lingered until late 2021, when
all three parties reached a new agreement and Live
Nation ultimately completed the acquisition.

As restrictions were lifted and audiences returned,
ocesa hit the ground running. Major festivals like
Vive Latino and Corona Capital resumed much stron-
ger as global superstars once again filled stadiums
across the region.

And Live Nation came back for more. Earlier this
year, the company bought from cie an additional

82 Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 4,2025
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stake in ocEsa, boosting its ownership to 75% and

cementing its grip in the region. cik declined an in-
terview request with ceo Soberdn, citing a tight

schedule. In a report to investors published in June,
analysts Elizabeth Martinez, Pablo Franco and Heinz

Cederborg, of Mexico City-based credit company HR

Ratings, see a stabilization and annual growth in

c1E’s revenues of 2% between 2025 and 2028, sup-
ported by a “normalization of the special events and

the constant expansion of the Formula 1 Mexico City

Grand Prix related sales”

In the future, ciE is expected to emphasize car
races, aligning the Mexico City Grand Prix with week-
end-long Day of the Dead celebrations throughout
the country’s capital. The event will continue to be
part of the international calendar through 2028. The
company has not publicly shared any other expan-
sion projects with investors.

R R
Barrera Diaz is a bilingual editor and

journalist who has covered corporate and

financial news across the U.S. and Latin

America for Reuters and Bloomberg
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Graciela Ibanez on a new immigration museum in Valparaiso, Chile

The Argentine band Tanghetto mixes traditional tango instruments like
the bandonedn with surprising new additions.
o Books 84
Andrew Downie reviews Small Earthquakes: A Journey Through
Lost British History in South America by Shafik Meghiji
Miranda Mazariegos reviews a new edition of A Certain Lucas by Julio Cortazar
Fil
Ena Alvarado reviews The Virgin of the Quarry Lake
by director Laura Casabé
Musi
Sebastian Zubieta highlights the diversity
of contemporary tango in AQ's Fall Playlist

COURTESY OF TANGHETTO ISSUE 4,2025 + Americas Quarterly 83

AQ0425_CULT_OPEN_LAY10.indd 83 ( 9/29/25 3:36 PM
N/



Cultura

A new book recovers the often
overlooked but fascinating history
of the British presence in South America.

Reviewed by Andrew Downie

NE OF THE FIRST things Shafik Meghji did before setting out

to write Small Earthquakes was to consult with Andrew Gra-

ham-Yooll, an esteemed former editor of the English-language
newspaper Buenos Aires Herald and the author of several superb books
on South America.

In one of his works, the minor classic A State of Fear, Graham-Yooll
writes that the region is “a continent which European writers have failed
to explain and few Latin Americans have succeeded in interpreting”

Meghiji gives it a good shot in this breezy mix of history, travelogue and
nature writing. The book’s subtitle is A Journey Through Lost British His-
tory in South America, and Meghji starts in Buenos Aires before branch-
ing out into Uruguay, Patagonia, the Falklands/Malvinas, Chile and the
Easter Islands, before finishing up in the Atacama Desert.

SMALL
EARTHQUAKES

Small Earthquakes: The histories of those areas have been told many times before, and the

A Journey Through i ) _

Lost British History tales of Spanish conquests, plus, more recently, American meddling, are

in South America well known. But the British influence has long been overlooked, in part
because they bowed out in numbers at the start of the 2oth century, but

By Shafik Meghii also because the British attitude to South America has long veered be-

Hurst Publishers
304 pages

tween patronizing and uninterested.

For a nation still more curious about its old colonies in North Amer-
ica, Australasia and the Indian subcontinent, South America is today, in
Meghji’s words, “a distant place of little relevance”

Meghji tries to explain the largely forgotten British influence in two
ways. He delves into the history books and the stuffy old memoirs to re-
mind readers how the British saw the continent during their time there,
mostly in the 1gth century.

More interestingly, he hits the road to see what remains, taking buses
to skirt urban sand dunes, riding jeeps across barren moonscapes, and
braving icy seas in boats and small craft. Along the way, he meets with
anthropologists, linguists and historians, as well as the relatives of Victo-
rian explorers, Welsh colonizers and Scottish engineers. There are evoc-
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Buenos Aires’ former pumping station, the Palace of the Running Waters, was designed by a British engineering firm.

ative trips to slaughterhouses that employed whole
towns, well-kept cemeteries and not-so-well-kept
museums, and quaint tea rooms with Welsh names
and exceedingly good cakes.

Every page has a juicy detail or anecdote, and
Meghiji strikes a nice balance between the crucial
and the trivial. We learn how the import of guano
fertilizer to the UK inadvertently led to the creation
of London’s sewage system; that the first overseas
branch of the Harrods department store was opened
in Buenos Aires in 1914; and that Oxo stock cubes have
their origins in Uruguay.

But there are also long sections on how the Brits
terrorized Indigenous peoples and aided nations
fighting for their own destiny. After a UK recruitment

PHOTO BY SHAFIK MEGH]JI
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drive by Simén Bolivar, more than 6,000 crossed the
Atlantic to join South American armies and navies
and help them win independence wars. Thomas Co-
chrane, the Scottish politician who founded and com-
manded Chile’s first navy, is so revered there that
Pablo Neruda wrote a collection of poetry about him.
At the time, British banks and insurers managed
much of Latin America’s money, and it was the pound
that helped finance railways, ports and sanitation
infrastructure, some of which still exists today. One
of Meghji’s first visits is to Buenos Aires’ “Palace of
Running Waters,” a French Renaissance-style former
pumping station he rates alongside the Casa Rosada,
the home of Boca Juniors, and the famous Recoleta
Cemetery in terms of memorable landmarks.
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If there’s one drawback, it comes with the subtitle
and the scope. Meghji’s journey is not through South
America but the Southern Cone, so the northern half
of the continent is missing. That’s a shame, because
there is much worth writing about elsewhere, espe-
cially in Brazil.

British money was central to Brazil’s growth in
the second half of the 19th century. Manaus’s glori-
ous old opera house was built with iron from Glasgow
foundries, and the Paranapiacaba railway junction
on the edge of a cliff between Sao Paulo and Santos

is an open-air museum to how British engineering
changed the country. Arguably most important of all,
Charles Miller arrived in Santos with a soccer ball in
1894, giving the world the beautiful game.

With the once bold British stories fading, and
South America looking more and more to the Global
South, it would make another great travel book.
Volume 2, anyone?

R R
Downie is a Scottish foreign correspon-
dent currently writing a biography of Pelé

A Certain Lucas
Julio Cortazar

A Certain Lucas

By Juli Azar

Translated by
| GregoryRabassa
| Di .

144 pages

86 Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 4, 2025

AQ0425_CULT_BOOKS_LAY11.indd 86

Fiction
A Cortazar classicis back
atan opportune time

Reviewed by Miranda Mazariegos

" HAT GOOD IS A WRITER if he can’t destroy literature?”

wrote Julio Cortazar in his seminal work, Hopscotch,

in 1963. Sixteen years later, he came out with a new
novel that showed, above anything else, that very desire to do away
with the rules of literature.

Fragmented, absurd, with troves of playful language, and fol-
lowing an eccentric character’s ramblings, A Certain Lucasis every-
thing one expects of Cortazar and, therefore, nothing one expects
of a novel. His whimsical work, translated by Gregory Rabassa and
long out of print, has been resurfaced by New Directions Publish-
ing in an edition released in October.

Loosely connected to the main character, Lucas, the series of
interlocking fragments covers a constellation of playful writing
characteristic of Cortazar. Lucas, then, is just an excuse for his
creator to delve into his own obsessions: questions about iden-
tity; musings on why “we” write; criticisms of the incessant need
for hyperproduction — the seemingly natural instinct to make of
everything something “useful”; what he calls “amateur” citizens
whose privilege clouds their understanding of lives beyond their

@ 9/19/25 4:28PM



own; inequality; government inefficiency; authori-
tarianism; and lack of autonomy. All of this is told
through inventive, absurd stories: little fish being in-
jected into our bloodstreams, driving beside a dead
copilot, spelling errors turned into lively rats, and
swimming in pools of grits.

It’s perhaps this mix of playfulness with depth that
makes the new edition so necessary. Cortazar’s text is
inherently political, yet not obviously so. It comes as
awelcome reminder — a warning, even — that what
burdens us today also did decades ago.

Take the story “It Could Happen to Us, Believe
Me? In it, Cortadzar makes a taunting critique of the
blurred lines between literature, media, propa-
ganda, and an audience’s vulnerability to censor-
ship. A “big shot” buys an invention that flattens out
printed letters: The device pulls on each letter and
leaves it smooth on the page, a horizontal string of
ink. Intended to censor his opponents by flattening
out their words, he ironically ends up eliminating
all the texts in the world, including his own propa-
ganda. But how could the words of the story be writ-
ten, then? Because they were written by the creator
of the invention and “there’s no rule that doesn’t have
its exception” All systems have their contradictions,
and manipulating them can create a double-edged
sword: agency that leads to freedom or a way in for
those looking to exercise even further control.

The absurd and fantastical work that Cortazar cre-

ates serves to subvert the flatness we’ve grown ac-
customed to. For modern readers, Cortazar is an act
of resistance against simplified narratives and atten-
tion spans taken over by tech addictions. Cortazar
requires patient, attentive readers, ready to be chal-
lenged by this so-called “destruction of literature”
New Directions, an independent publishing house
focused on literature in translation, discovered and
republished a book that is better enjoyed through a
second (even third) read, reminding us of the neces-
sity of patience in reading.

All of that said, that this book was originally pub-
lished a decade into Cortazar’s career says a lot about
its form and function. It’s arguably his most self-
indulgent work. Although most of the fragments
were amusing, sometimes it felt like Cortazar was
playing with the reader to show off, rather than
to engage. This made the novel often hard to get
through and, whereas Bestiary is imaginative and
Hopscotch genuinely reflective, A Certain Lucas of-
ten just felt absurd for the sake of being so.

In all, readers will find in this book Cortazar in all
his splendor: absurdity, magical realism, playful-
ness, an eccentric character, and mazes that turn
you around and surprise even the most attentive of
readers. It’s up to each one of you to decide whether
you have the palate for so much destruction.
TR TR E T
Mazariegos is an editor at Americas Quarterly
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Upcoming
Books

Coragao sem medo
Itamar Vieira Junior

. . Todavia
The latestin economics, 336 pages
history, policy and )
fiction from across Me gusta asi
. Erika Paula Curbelo
the hemisphere Sigilo
160 pages
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Violin: Mediating Musical Style
and Devotional Practice in
2Ist-Century Cuba

Robin D. Moore

Cambridge University Press
246 pages

Extracting the Future: Lithium
in an Era of Energy Transition
Mark Goodale

University of California Press
304 pages
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Drama

An ambitious film misses the mark
in depicting a temperamental teenager
at the turn of the millennium in Argentina.

Reviewed by Ena Alvarado

N THE WEST, depictions of female rage have captivated readers and

moviegoers alike for a very long time —from Euripides’ Medea all the

way to Greta Gerwig’s Barbie. Argentine director Laura Casabé’s re-
cent debut feature, The Virgin of the Quarry Lake, presumably belongs
to this age-old tradition, only to deleterious effect. The film, adapted
from two short stories by literary powerhouse Mariana Enriquez, of-
fers a culturally uninspired and politically disappointing perspective
on women’s bottled-up anger.

Natalia, a moody teenager, lives on the outskirts of Buenos Aires with
her grandmother, Rita, though she spends most of her time outdoors with
her two best friends, Josefina and Mariela. All three girls are infatuated
with their childhood buddy, Diego, with whom they often go swimming.

When Diego starts hanging out with 30-something-year-old Silvia,
Natalia’s entire life begins to crumble. Her hatred of this unexpected ri-
val runs so deep that she asks Rita to get rid of her through a spell. After
that tactic doesn’t work, Natalia proceeds to waste the rest of her vaca-
tion sulking and full of bitterness. Not only does she despise Diego’s new
girlfriend, but she also debases her grandmother — and on occasion, her
two friends — every chance she gets.

wVIRGINS: Casabé seems to imply that Natalia’s volatile emotions are justified be-
°“f“§_'ntm cause of her budding (and thereby uncontrollable) desire. Yet the emer-
— _M gence of a sexual appetite does not give anyone the right to bend another
Th; Virgfn‘o fthe person’s will or, worse, resort to violence, which she later does. The film
Quarry Lake (La portrays Natalia as a victim: She is often gasping for breath or crying.
virgen de la tosquera) But why should viewers sympathize with such a character?
As a backdrop to Natalia’s story, The Virgin of the Quarry Lake is set
- Directed by Laura Casabé during the summer of 2001, a notoriously nightmarish year for Argen-
SEcrefeanlay[ b.y tines. Facing the prospect of a nationwide bank run, the government im-
Distri by Fil posed restrictions on deposits and withdrawals (the so-called corralito),
Argentina, Mexico which ultimately led to millions of people losing their savings. Argenti-
and Spain na’s peso lost two-thirds of its value, unemployment skyrocketed, busi-
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A moody teen’'s summer unravels in jealousy and resentment when her crush starts dating an older woman.

nesses closed, and riots spread across the country.
Natalia’s summer features many suggestions of this
brewing crisis.

Toward the start of the film, she witnesses one
of her grandmother’s neighbors beating a homeless
man. Later on, she sees a woman perusing through
that same homeless man’s abandoned shopping cart,
before a car hits and Kkills her on the spot. All the
while, Natalia’s grandmother temporarily adopts
Kechu, a young Indigenous boy from a poor back-
ground, only to abandon him when his mother dies.
These incidents, although extraneous to the main
plot, are nevertheless visually arresting (usually due
to the presence of blood), and they obviously imply
something rotten about Argentine society in that
historical moment.

More importantly, there are repeated indications
that Natalia might be uniquely attuned to these
wrongdoings. She is the only one who observes the
woman being killed, for instance. Even so, her re-

COURTESY OF FILMAX
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sponses always land somewhere between indiffer-
ence and spite, targeted toward her society at large.
She clearly finds fault in the adults around her, but
she fails to take action by herself. If Natalia symbol-
izes youth, then the future of Argentina depicted in
Casabé’s film is a politically arid one.

When Medea cries that, for women who “have
been wrongly treated in the field of sex, / there is no
other cast of mind more deadly, none,’ the lines res-
onate with readers because she has actually faced
an injury at the hands of her husband, and she is
willing to risk everything to get even with him. The
supposed offenses suffered by Natalia are imagined
rather than real. She hides under the cover of fe-
male rage, which only means something when it
stands for more than a trendy conceit. Natalia is no
Medea.

LR LT
Alvarado is a writer and former
assistant editor at The Atlantic
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AQ's Fall Playlist

A trip through contemporary
tango's many facets

by Sebastian Zubieta

Y NOW, EVERYONE IS FAMILIAR with the story of how tango orig-
inated in Buenos Aires’ brothels during the late 1gth and early
2oth centuries, gaining increasing international popularity.
Since then, generations of artists have continued to leave their mark on
the genre, and in this issue of AQ, we explore the current tango scene

through music by artists working in Argentina and beyond. Our play-
INFAME list has everything: unusual instruments, jazzy tango? Got it. Tango-
bachata? Yes! Tango closer to chamber music? Yes, we have that, and

whimsical singers, too.

ELLLL LG The Latin Grammy-nominated electrotango band Tanghetto was

founded by Max Masri and recently released a live album celebrating

the 20th anniversary of a career that has taken them to stages world-
wide. Their music incorporates instruments beyond the original tango

sounds, including percussion and electronics, creating a distinctive style

that is evident in “Tango 7 (Argentinxs).” The piece weaves the phrasing

of tango melodies and the traditional sounds of the bandoneon and vio-
lins in an unusual time signature. Tango, like much of Western popular

music, typically proceeds in a recurring binary pattern, meaning that
noticeable musical events occur periodically every two, four, or eight

beats. An odd-numbered time signature of seven beats (as the title of
this piece implies) is far less common, giving the composition a slightly

unsettled feel. Our tango ear is so accustomed to binary time that our

offset expectations make the piece propulsive and evocative.

Tango 7 (Argentinxs) Speaking of unusual instruments in tango, the trumpet in Sexteto
i i Fantasma creates a jazzy sound reminiscent of European cabaret mu-

Orillas del universo X . K . . .

by Sexteto Fantasma sic of the interwar period. I searched for previous instances of the in-

El choclo strument being used and found that, despite the coexistence of jazz and

Targo tango musicians in the lively mid-century Buenos Aires nightclub scene,
| by Nahuel Santos crossover was very limited. That is a shame, because the trumpet blends

Los libros de la really well with the bandoneon.

buena memoria . R i
i The Sexteto’s “Orillas del universo” features a flexible vocal duet be-
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Dancers spin at a performance by the portefio band Tanghetto.

tween the group’s own Rodrigo Perelsztein and guest
singer Cucuza Castiello over an intricate and detailed
instrumental accompaniment as they joyfully sing
existential and contemporary lyrics.

Revisiting a very famous standard, in any style, is
always a gamble, which pays off for Carolina Wino-
grad in her passionate version of one of the most
famous tangos of all time, “El choclo” The band is ex-
pertly varied and responsive to her singing, which is
then free to ebb and flow around their base.

Nahuel Santos ventures tango into unexpected
territory with his latest release, Targo. The album
features traditional orchestral sounds, otherworldly
vocal arrangements, and bachata, as in “Boquitas
pintadas” This song transitions into a tango-bach-
ata fusion after a deceptively traditional start, with
bongos, guiros, and guitar arpeggios blending sur-
prisingly well with the sound of bandoneon and pi-
ano in a relentless song of heartbreak (in that sense,
the two styles are not that far apart).

The playlist continues with Adam Tully, a New
Yorker who has lived in Buenos Aires for over a de-

LISTEN TO OUR PLAYLIST NOW!
OPEN SPOTIFY & SCAN THIS CODE:

COU" TESY OF TANGHETTO
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cade, dedicating himself to tango; a socially engaged
milonga by trans singer Susy Shock; a decidedly
pop track by Polish tango ensemble Bandonegro;
and more.

Tango continues to be a multifaceted genre, and
there are as many ways of doing it as there are art-
ists: Some will reimagine the classics, some will fo-
cus on characteristic instruments, with a special
place for the bandoneon, some will emphasize the
evanescent nature of the music, while others will
highlight its origins as dance. Naturally, all the ap-
proaches will be right and speak of its continued
relevance.

The bonus track is Luis Alberto Spinetta’s 1976 “Los
libros de la buena memoria;” which features Juan
Carlos Mosalini in a bandoneon solo that brings tango
into the world of the most radical rock songwriter
of the time. The song was a very welcome fusion at
a time when successive authoritarian governments
strove to officialize tango and demonize rock.

Zubieta is music director at Americas Society
& il
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Museum Review

A new museum celebrates
Chile’s 19th-century immigrants.

by Graciela Ibanez

N THE 19QTH CENTURY Valparaiso went through a remarkable trans-

formation. With the beginning of Chile’s independence movement

and the declaration of free trade for the port of Valparaiso in 1811,
thousands of immigrants —mainly British, German, Italian, Spanish,
French and Arab— began arriving. This influx fueled growth, and
with it, Chile’s first bank, public library, private school, observatory,
stock exchange, and a hub of technological progress.

In celebration of the city’s rich immigrant history, a new museum
brings to life the journey that Europeans and Arabs made across the
ocean and toward Valparaiso. The opening coincides with a period
when the arrival of thousands of immigrants in Chile over the past de-
cade has generated internal tensions, changing the course of the na-
tion’s politics and once more the social fabric. Between 2018 and 2023,
the foreign-born population increased by 47% to 1.9 million.

The Destino Valparaiso — Museo del Inmigrante opened in August in
a building that dates back to 1869 and sits atop one of the city’s many
hills. The Dib family, of Lebanese and Syrian descent, purchased the
building in 2016 and undertook a renovation.

“This museum is a tribute to the people who crossed the world and
arrived in precarious conditions in Valparaiso,” Eduardo Dib, leader and
founder of the project, told AQ. The 1865 census shows that the port city
had about 70,000 inhabitants, of whom about 5,000 were foreigners.

Through an audio guide and first-person storytelling, the
1,800-square-meter museum recreates the lives of those who trav-
eled by sea and over the Andes Mountains to arrive at Valparaiso.
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Areproduction of a
late I9th century Italian
home in Valparaiso
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Left: Eduardo Dib, the founder of the museum. Dib'’s family is of Lebanese and Syrian descent.
Right: The building where the museum is housed dates back to 1869 and used to be a German school.

Each migrant community has its own room. There
are antique tennis rackets and golf clubs from the
British, who introduced sports like tennis, foot-
ball and golf to Chile. The exhibit also explores the
founding of British schools and the city’s only An-
glican church — built before religious freedom was
granted in Chile, when Catholicism was the only le-
gal faith. By 1931, Valparaiso was known as the most
British city in South America, earning it the nick-
name “Liverpool of the Pacific”

The Germans became the second most powerful
community after the British. We learn about their
history in banking, the introduction of classical mu-
sic in Chile, and their work establishing pharmacies.

Sewing machines and shoe trees reveal the influ-
ence the French had on fashion and culture. In 1830,
France established Valparaiso as its main supply
port on the Pacific coast, favoring the settlement of
French citizens. French priests of the Congregation
of the Sacred Hearts introduced private education
to Chile with the school they founded in Valparaiso
in 1837.

By the end of the 1gth century, Italians had become
the largest immigrant community, and the museum
highlights their significant influence on food. Pesto,
Pasqualina pie, and focaccia, popular dishes then and
now, are the heritage of the immigrants from Liguria.
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Arab colonies, we learn, made their journey escap-
ing the Ottoman Empire, and they worked mostly in
the textile industry. Today Chile is home to the larg-
est Palestinian community outside the Middle East.
The Spanish room describes how Asturians founded
hardware stores and Basques and Galicians estab-
lished bakeries.

Immigrants helped turn Valparaiso into a cosmo-
politan city where English was widely spoken. “Com-
ing here is like seeing all the stories of Valparaiso
you heard as a kid;’ said Juan Yuz, dean at Federico
Santa Maria Technical University. Visitors from the
Greater Valparaiso area can reconnect with their
past through photos, food and objects. “Some even
leave in tears after finding ancestors in the photo-
graphs;’ said Dib.

Now, however, Valparaiso is far from its glorious
past. Chile’s centralization in Santiago, the capital
city, wiped out the innovation, commerce, fashion,
business and finance that once made the port such
a vibrant hub. Remembering and cherishing that
past is the museum’s goal. “We want it to become
a place where the past connects with the present;
said Dib.
I T T T TN
Ibanez is a Chilean journalist covering the politics,
economics and cultures of Latin America
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Top: An emporio, the type of business Italians founded in Valparaiso.

Bottom left: The French room, which is focused on fashion.
Bottom right: The museum also has information on smaller immigrant communities, such as the Greeks.
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In 2024, LAC’s informal employment rate was 47.6%, below the global average of 57.8%. According to the
International Labor Organization, informal employment accounted for 48%-70% of the net increase in
employment last year in most of the region outside of Argentina, Brazil and Mexico.

=N S NN
w W W -
DOMINICAN

ARGENTINA BRAZIL CHILE COLOMBIA  REPUBLIC ECUADOR  GUATEMALA MEXICO PERU VENEZUELA
INFORMAL EMPLOYMENT
Informal
eTployment 51.6% 36.5% 27.5% 56.1% 54.7% 68.6% 83.2% 55.5% 72.1% N/A
rate
Percentage point
difference from +4.0 -1L1 -20.1 +8.5 +7.1 +21.0 +35.6 +7.9 +24.5 N/A

LAC average

Percentage point
difference from -6.2 -21.3 -30.3 -7 -3 +10.8 +25.4 -2.3 +14.3 N/A

global average

DATA FROM 2024 EXCEPT FOR GUATEMALA (2023) AND MEXICO (2025). VALUES ROUNDED TO NEAREST DECIMAL POINT..
GDP GROWTH (PROJECTED)
4.5% 2.2% 2.4% 2.5% 3.2% 3.0% 3.6% 0.5% 3.0% -4.0%

3.0% 1.6% 2.2% 2.8% 4.0% 2.1% 3.5% 1.3% 2.9% -5.5%

2027 2.9% 2.0% 2.3% 2.9% 4.5% 2.4% 3.5% 2.0% 2.9% N/A

PROJECTIONS CURRENT AS OF SEPTEMBER 2025

ECONOMIC INDICATORS (PROJECTED)

2025 Inflation 41.5% 5.1% 4.3% 5.0% 3.8% 1.3% 2.9% 3.9% 1.8% 180.0%

plopls)
Unemployment 72% 6.1% 8.4% 9.1% 5.3% 4.0% N/A 2.8% 6.0% N/A

rate

2025
G]?(\_;tbgeﬁcit as % 0.2% -8.3% -2.0% -7.3% -3.0% -3.0% -2.7% -4.2% -2.8% N/A
O

PROJECTIONS CURRENT AS OF SEPTEMBER 2025

PRESIDENTIALAPPROVAL RATINGS

President ' - & o
residen .

Javier Luiz Indcio  Gabriel Gustavo Luis Daniel Bernardo = Claudia Dina Nicolas
Milei Lulada Boric Petro Abinader | Noboa Arévalo Sheinbaum | Boluarte Maduro
Silva
Approval 42% 46% 31% 37% 57% 41% 31% 4% 3% N/A

SOURCES: GDP growth forecasts, inflation rate, unemployment rate, government deficit as percentage of GDP: Bloomberg (September);
Dominican Republic unemployment, Ecuador unemployment, Venezuela GDP growth and inflation: IMF (April). Informal employment rate:
International Labor Organization NOTE: Figures rounded to nearest decimal point.

PRESIDENTIAL APPROVAL: Argentina: Encuesta de Satisfaccién Politica y Opinidn - Universidad de San Andrés (July); Brazil: Genial/
Quaest (September); Chile, Plaza Publica Cadem (September); Colombia, Invamer (August); Dominican Republic: TResearch International
(August); Ecuador: Cedatos (August); Guatemala: CID Gallup (September); Mexico: El Financiero (August); Peru, Instituto de Estudios
Peruanos (July). NOTE: Figures rounded to nearest percentage.

PHOTOS: CANCILLEY{A AYGENTINA VIA COMMONSWIKIMEDIA; CASA YOSADA VIA COMMONSWIKIMEDIA; GETTY; SEBASTIAN BAYY OS/NUYPHOTO/GETTY; FLICKY;
ASAMBLEA NACIONAL DEL ECUADOY FYOM QUITO, ECUADOY VIA COMMONSWIKIMEDIA; GOBIEYNO DE GUATEMALA VIA COMMONSWIKIMEDIA;
YODYIGO JAYDON VIA COMMONS.WIKIMEDIA; WOYLD INTELLECTUAL PYOPEYTY OYGANIZATION VIA COMMONS.WIKIMEDIA; GABY OYAA/BLOOMBEY G/GETTY
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