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AQ THE SPACE RACE COMES TO LATIN AMERICA

THE SPACE RACE
COMESTO
LATIN AMERICA

Latin America
Looks to the Stars

The region has a huge opportunity in the
booming global space industry. What is
necessary to take full advantage?

HEN ELON MUSK’S SPACEX went public in June in a record-set-
Wting $75 billion share offering, it confirmed what investors had been
betting on for years: The space industry is on the verge of a ma-

jor boom. The global space economy could reach $1.8 trillion by 2035, nearly
triple its value in 2023. And Musk, among others, has signaled that much of

the upcoming expansion will occur outside of the U.S.

Increasingly, the search is leading south. As Juan Pablo Toro reports in this
issue’s cover story, several Latin American countries are emerging as pro-
tagonists in the new space economy. Ecuador’s pitch, for example, is in its
name: Sitting just two degrees south of the equator, where the planet spins
fastest and rockets get a free boost toward orbit, Ecuador is courting inves-
tors with the promise of cheaper launches. Plans for spaceports are now on
the table in Brazil, the Dominican Republic, Peru and Uruguay, while Argen-
tina and Brazil already build satellites that help farmers assess crops and
governments respond to disasters.

Space has also become a theater in the U.S.-China rivalry, with Washing-
ton pressing local governments not to host Chinese installations. The region,
for its part, is determined to be more than a battleground. But fragile insti-
tutions, thin budgets and unforgiving technical demands stand between am-
bition and achievement.

Laura Delgado Lépez, a leader on Latin American space issues and fellow
at Florida International University, sharpens the picture. She notes in her
article that no country or company can operate in space alone. The core ob-
jective is not independence but resilience: the capacity to manage risk and
diversify partners. That reframing carries a pointed message for Washing-
ton. U.S. companies increasingly offer exactly what the region wants — not
black-box dependence but “sovereign solutions” that build local capacity. This
presents opportunities for collaboration, if all parties can get the mix right.

Indeed, whether Latin America’s moment among the stars brings genu-
ine growth or just frustrated potential — a pattern the region knows well —
remains to be seen. For now, after centuries of gazing skyward to map gods
and calendars, Latin Americans are once again looking up.

ISSUE 3,2026 - Americas Quarterly 3



AQ CONTENTS « VOLUME 20 + ISSUE 3

16

24

28

32

54

33

44

52

Latin America’s Space Race

The region is both a battleground and an increasingly significant player in the booming global space industry.
AQ breaks down how countries are seeking to capitalize.

Our special report starts on page 16.

~ eaching for the Stars

How the region is pursuing the space
sector’s possibilities

By Juan Pablo Toro

Taking Flight

Four initiatives illustrate the region’s
growing ambitions.

By Emilie Sweigart, Horacio Aizpeolea and
Cyntia Barrera Diaz

A Quest for Space Sovereignty
The U.S. role and why autonomy matters
By Laura Delgado Liopez

Beyond Hardware
How the region can build a workforce
By Jeanette Nuriez

The Final Frontier

Can Latin America take full advantage of
today’s “space fever”?

By Susan Segal

AQ SPOTLIGHTS

The Prison Problem
How Latin America can get it right
By Robert Muggah

Long View

How Latin America responded to the
Cuban missile crisis

By Renata Keller

Overcoming the Productivity Gap
Latin America’s struggle to boost
productivity offers opportunities for both
governments and the private sector.

By Nur Cristiani and José Enrique Arrioja

4  Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 3,2026

56 The Unraveling Liberal Order
Why leaders and voters are drifting
away from democracy’s rules
By Juan Pablo Luna, Andrés Malamud
and Alberto Vergara

DEPARTMENTS
3 From the Editor

5 Contributors
6 Our Readers
3 The Big Picture
1/ Heard on the AQ Podcast

15 AQ Q&A
Thomas Traumann on Brazil’s
October elections

62 One Year Later
How the issue of climate change is
making a quiet comeback
By Carlos Alvarado Quesada

80 Latin America at a Glance

CULTURA

65 Frida and Diego in New York,
displacement in Sdo Paulo, memories
from Cuba’s coast and more

66 Books

70 Film

72 Music

74 Visual Arts

COVE : DONALD PA TYKA (SOU CE IMAGES: GETTY)



AQ' CONTRIBUTORS IN THIS ISSUE

COURTESY OF THE AUTHORS

Juan Pablo Toro

Toro is a senior research fellow at the Chilean think tank AthenaLab,
which he co-founded in 2019, and a professor of journalism at the
Pontificia Universidad Catélica de Chile. He was previously an editor
for the El Mercurio group and The Associated Press.

Laura Delgado Lopez

Delgado Lopez is a senior fellow at Florida International University’s
Jack D. Gordon Institute for Public Policy. She is an expert in Latin
American space ecosystems, and frequently teaches, speaks, and
advises on the region’s evolving role in the global space sector.

Carlos Alvarado Quesada

Alvarado Quesada was president of Costa Rica from 2018 to 2022.
He is now a senior fellow at the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy
at Tufts University.

Jeanette Nunez

Nufiez is the seventh president of Florida International University and
its first alumna president. A former lieutenant governor of Florida
and current chair of Space Florida, she is focused on student success,
expanding research and innovation, and advancing rF1u among the
nation’s top public universities.

Renata Keller

Keller is an associate professor of history at the University of Nevada,
Reno. She is the author of the award-winning book The Fate of the
Americas: The Cuban Missile Crisis and the Hemispheric Cold War
(University of North Carolina Press, 2025).

ISSUE 3,2026 - Americas Quarterly

5



AQ' OUR READERS

Tell us what you think. Please send letters to Brian@as-coa.org

4 f | 111}
Celebrated journalist Richard Lapper (left) speaks with AQ’s Editor-in-Chief Brian Winter in May at
the Americas Society's headquarters in New York City. Lapper discussed his new book Lula! The Man,
The Myth and a Dream of Latin America (Bloomsbury, 2026), a deeply reported biography of Brazilian
President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, who is vying for a fourth term in October'’s general election.

THE GRAY TIDE

AQ articles are regularly republished by media partners across Latin America. Last issue's cover story, on the
region's rapidly aging population and the political effects of this demographic transformation, was republished
in Argentina's La Nacién and Chile's La Tercera.
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Por Laurence Blair/Americas Quarterly 21 ABRIL 2026

Fato: Referencialton Chile . Por JAVIER SALVO/PHOTOSPORT
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THE GRAY TIDE

The author of last issue's cover story, Laurence Blair, was interviewed by outlets such as Bloomberg and CNN
about his reporting for AQ. The article was also shared widely on social media.
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This collective suicide of humanity needs to turn around!

@ Brian Winter € @BrazilBrian - Apr 21

Latin America is now aging faster than ANY region in the
world. Chile has a lower birthrate than even Japan.
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Brazilian Senator and presidential candidate Flavio Bolsonaro attends the “March for
Jesus” in Sdo Paulo in June, as evangelical support remains key to his campaign. His bid AQ
recently lost ground amid several setbacks, including reports that he sought funds from

jailed banker and alleged fraudster Daniel Vorcaro for a film about his father, former
President Jair Bolsonaro. Vorcaro and Flavio Bolsonaro have denied any wrongdoing. THEBIG
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After decades of delays, Bogotd's first metro line holds an
initial test with passengers in May. A Chinese consortium

is building the line, which is designed to ease congestion (-
for the 8 million residents of Colombia’s capital,

considered one of the world’s most traffic-clogged cities.
PHOTO BY SERGIO ACERO/AFP/GETTY
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Cuban President Miguel Diaz-Canel attends a rally in Havana

in May to protest the United States’ indictment of former
President taul Castro. The U.S. charged Castro with murder
and other crimes for his alleged role in the 1996 shooting down

of two civilian aircraft operated by a group of Cuban exiles.
PHOTO BY JOAQUIN HERNANDEZ/XINHUA/GETTY
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AS HEARD ON THE
AMERICAS QUARTERLY PODCAST
PODCAST Experts and policymakers join AQ’s Editor-in-Chief Brian Winter to discuss
the issues currently shaping Latin American politics, economics and culture.

“There’s an idea that the U.S. administration won't take any
military action [against Mexico] because we have these huge
trade interests. But what we've seen, not only with Trump, but also
across the world is that, increasingly, trade is not a guardrail.”

—Brenda Estefan, professor at IPADE Business School
in Mexico City and a columnist at Reforma

“It goes beyond who we get elected. There are deep issues
[in Peru] that need to be tackled: more social cohesion, less
corruption, more transparency, institutions really, really
matter, the judicial system has been very much politicized,
etc. And those are things that are weighing down Peru.”

—Luis Miguel Castilla, senior visiting fellow at the London School of
Economics and former Minister of Economy and Finance of Peru

“In Colombia, instead of having a left-right pendulum, we have
always been in more of a peace negotiation versus outright
confrontation pendulum. Now, the pendulum is swinging
away from peace and much more towards confrontation.”

—Sergio Guzman, director of Colombia Risk Analysis

Scan to subscribe Produced and edited by Miranda Mazariegos
on Spotify

Available on Apple, Spotify, YouTube
and other platforms
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Thomas
Traumann

A veteran political analyst discusses
voting trends ahead of Brazil's
October elections.

Interviewed by Emilie Sweigart

AQ: What are the top issues in this year’s general election?

TT: The most important thing is polarization. The polarization we saw in 2018 grew in
2022, and it is still extremely powerful. You have President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva on
one side, and Flavio Bolsonaro on the other, and both are extremely loved and hated
figures. Public security, corruption, inflation, the relationship with the United States,
and even Lula’s health will also be very important issues.

AQ: How are long-term voting trends playing out in the 2026 race?

TT: Over the last 20 years, more women have been voting, and the electorate has be-
come older and more educated. In Brazil, evangelicals mostly vote for the right, and
Catholics mostly vote for the left. Data on religion became available recently since the
census was delayed due to the covip-19 pandemic. People expected evangelicals would
be more than 30% of the population, but they reached only 27%, with Catholics at 57%.
Many people think that because many evangelical leaders grew so close to politics and
bolsonarismo, this drew some people away.

AQ: Polls show that many Brazilians would prefer another option in the pres-
idential race other than Lula or Flavio. Which factors could swing their vote?
TT: That’s the million-dollar question. If inflation is high, Lula will be punished. If
there’s any threat that U.S. tariffs will cause unemployment in Brazil, that will be bad
for Flavio. Independents will decide in the last few weeks, based on how they are feel-
ing. They are not really looking at the big agendas, but rather at which candidate they
hate the least.

AQ: What are you expecting from the legislative elections?

TT: There have been fewer parties in the lower house over the last 10 years, and the
parties are getting bigger and stronger. After this election, six or seven parties could
have over 80% of the representatives. Two-thirds of the Senate will be elected this year,
and if the right wins the majority, they could have enough votes to impeach Supreme
Court judges. No matter who the president is next year, there will be an institutional
clash between the Senate and the Supreme Court over the impeachment of judges.
T
Traumann is a political and economic analyst at GloboNews and O Globo.

He is a member of Americas Quarterly’s editorial board.
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but a protagonist in the burgeoning space economy. -

BY JUAN PABLO TORO
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UAYAQUIL, ECUADOR —Why would
Ecuador, of all places, be a focus in
Latin America’s new space race?

Well, the answer is in the country’s name.

On a recent afternoon, Robert Aillon and his
colleagues were seated at a table in a chain hotel
restaurant in Guayaquil, Ecuador’s business capi-
tal, radiating enthusiasm for their proposed proj-
ect: a new private spaceport for vertical launches
and horizontal vehicle recovery at one of three po-
tential sites nearby.

Some foreign investors regard Ecuador with cau-
tion at a moment when organized crime groups are
battling for control of the country’s seaports, key
transit hubs for cocaine bound for Europe and Asia.
But for Aillén and his partners, the Guayaquil area
is strategic for a different reason: It sits just two de-
grees south of the imaginary line dividing the world
into two hemispheres.

The planet rotates at its maximum speed at the
equator — 1,040 miles (1,670 kilometers) per hour —
making it more efficient to launch rockets from these
latitudes. Thanks to the rotational boost, less fuel is
needed to reach orbital velocity, which in turn means
rockets can carry more payload at a lower cost.

Compared to many other countries that sit directly
on the equator — a list that includes Congo, Somalia,
Uganda and Indonesia, as well as Colombia and Bra-
zil — Ecuador, with its dollarized economy and busi-
ness-friendly government, looks attractive despite
its security challenges.

“What’s coming is big,” enthused Aill6n, a 50-year-
old Ecuadorian who worked as a banking executive
in his home country and in the United States be-
fore founding his firm Leviathan Space Industries
LLC. “Spaceports are a cornerstone of future com-
petitiveness”

Many agree. A report by the World Economic Fo-
rum and McKinsey & Company projected the global
space economy could reach $1.8 trillion by 2035, up
from $630 billion in 2023. The June initial public of-

18 Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 3, 2026

fering Elon Musk’s SpaceX, which raised a record
$75 billion, ignited even greater interest in the sec-
tor worldwide. Musk has said he will look beyond
the United States for future spaceports, with Latin
America an obvious potential beneficiary.

Space is also increasingly an important theater in
the strategic rivalry between China and the United
States, with both superpowers vying in Latin Amer-
ica for allies and key geography such as the Southern
Cone region, whose clear skies are ideal for track-
ing satellites. Meanwhile, Latin American govern-
ments are determined to be not just a battleground
in a new Cold War, but key protagonists in the space
industry’s growth and governance.

The ambitions are literally out of this world. Musk’s
stated goal is to establish a permanent human pres-
ence beyond Earth, thereby ensuring the long-term
survival of the species. Aillon uses similar language
on his LinkedIn page, calling a private spaceport in
Ecuador a “first step” to interplanetary travel. Plans
for launch facilities have also been floated in Uruguay,
the Dominican Republic and Peru. For those still re-
siding on Earth, Argentina and Brazil are producing
satellites that have practical implications for every-
day people, such as assessing crop quality and help-
ing governments better manage natural disasters.

Yet observers warn of a gold rush mentality in
which some investors may be overestimating the pri-
vate sector’s ability to build a space industry in Latin
America on its own. Governments and companies
must first address numerous challenges including
weak institutions and limited infrastructure, they say.

“Opportunities exist, yes, but they will not mate-
rialize automatically, said Laura Delgado Lépez, a
senior fellow at Florida International University’s
Jack D. Gordon Institute for Public Policy. “We need
to better understand the mechanisms that shape the
space sector”

Indeed, the question facing Latin America’s space
sector today is: What is mere hype, and what is truly
within reach?

PREVIOUS SPREAD: GETTY



THE EQUATORIAL ADVANTAGE

South America's current and proposed spaceports are located in some of the most stable countries along the Equator.
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T°S CERTAINLY NOT ALL speculative: The region
I already has a proven record when it comes to
launch sites.

The Alcantara Launch Center (cLa by its initials
in Portuguese) sits on Brazil’s northeastern coast, in
the state of Maranhao. Created in 1983, the cLa lies
just 2.3 degrees south of the equator in an area with
low air traffic and population density. The site is at-
tractive enough that U.S. officials were elated in 2019
when, after decades of conversations, then-Presi-
dent Jair Bolsonaro signed a so-called technology
safeguards agreement allowing U.S. technology to
be used at the site.

However, even Alcantara has been a story of frus-
trated potential. Following a rocket explosion on a
cLa launch pad in 2003 that killed 21 engineers and
technicians, observers say the center was under-uti-
lized for many years. Most launches are suborbital,
meaning they reach space just briefly, at about 6o

ANAIS GONZALEZ

miles above sea level, allowing for microgravity ex-
periments, atmospheric studies and the growing in-
dustry of space tourism.

Alcantara saw its first commercial launch in De-
cember 2025, with a rocket from the South Korean
firm Innospace that crashed under a minute af-
ter liftoff. Innospace plans to launch from the crLa
again this year.

The other major launch site on the continent lies
about 1,250 miles east — in French Guiana, an over-
seas region of France. Often called Europe’s Spaceport,
the facility began operations in 1968 and is jointly
operated by the European Space Agency (Esa) and
France’s National Centre for Space Studies, launching
both government and commercial rockets.

In recent years, many countries in Latin America
and the Caribbean have used the European facility to
transport their satellites, illustrating the lack of fully
viable alternatives inside the region itself.

ISSUE 3,2026 - Americas Quarterly 19
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The rocket launch tower at Brazil's Alcantara Launch Center in 2018

Still, no one doubts the growth possibilities. The
EsaA projects the number of satellites orbiting the
Earth will soar from about 10,000 today to 100,000 by
2030. Many will be small devices deployed in constel-
lations, like those SpaceX operates in low Earth orbit
over various parts of the world to provide internet
services, a market Amazon is poised to enter as well.

All that growth will require new launch sites, as
well as new players. SpaceX’s 1po was considered a
milestone in what some call “new space” — an era in
which state monopolies are being replaced by private
companies that take large risks, have financial back-
ing, and are oriented toward profits.

But the barriers to entry are high. Aillén, the Le-
viathan Space cEo, cited the example of SaxaVord
Spaceport on the Scottish coast, which with an ini-
tial investment of $57 million is expected to see the
launch of a suborbital rocket this boreal summer. For

20 Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 3,2026

Leviathan’s initiative, Aillon said he was attempting
to raise $8oo million beginning this year. The firm
has already secured its first partner: Florida-based
Blackstar Orbital, which is betting on breaking into
the market for cargo or surveillance space drones.
Not everybody can follow the SpaceX model,
warned Victoria Valdivia, global fellow at the Eu-
ropean Space Policy Institute and fellow at the co-
SPAR-EUROMOONMARS-LUNEX initiative.

“In Latin America there is a tendency to talk about
‘new space’ and the space economy, particularly
among many startups that seem to fill the void in an
area where states have been inefficient;’ said Valdivia,
who is also a PhD student at the Instituto de Estu-
dios Avanzados at Universidad de Santiago de Chile.

“Because their projects are attractive, they receive
a great deal of visibility, but since they are more fo-
cused on business than on regulations, they forget

EVARISTO SA/AFP/GETTY
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that they need an entire organizational framework to
operate;’ Valdivia said. She cited environmental per-
mits, as well as flight and tax considerations, where
Latin American bureaucracies “are not exactly agile”

THE U.S.-CHINA RIVALRY

TILL, THE REGION HAS other natural advantages.

Satellites must be monitored and tracked from
the ground, but only about one-third of the Earth’s
land area lies south of the equator. That places South
American territory at a premium, especially areas
where skies are generally clearest.

Indeed, certain locations are coveted by major
powers looking to maximize their reach — what the
nascent field of “astropolitics” understands as the set
of activities and technologies a state can deploy in
space for purposes of war, development, and prestige.

A recent U.S. congressional committee report
noted that China has built 11 facilities for satellite
communications and radio telescopes in Latin Amer-
ica, including in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, and Ven-
ezuela, sparking concern among U.S. officials over
their dual-use potential, given Beijing’s explicit doc-
trine fusing civil and military operations.

To block new initiatives, the Trump administra-
tion — in an updated application of the Monroe Doc-
trine — is openly pressuring countries not to host new
Chinese space-related installations. In the mountains
of Argentina’s San Juan Province, the cEsco radio
telescope that China was building sits inactive, hav-
ing been sidelined by U.S. pressure.

In Chile’s Atacama Desert, atop the flattened peak
of Cerro Ventarrones, some of the components that
were to form part of an astronomical observatory
remain in place — a project canceled by Chilean au-
thorities citing legal issues, following Washington’s

warnings about the threat it posed to the security of
U.S. space assets.

China’s ambitions remain large. Following in the
footsteps of Musk’s Starlink, Chinese companies are
seeking to build their own satellite constellations to
provide wireless communications services — among
them Guo Wang, managed by the state-owned China
Satellite Network Group, and Qianfan, developed by
Shanghai Spacesail Technologies Co. Ltd.

According to the International Telecommunication
Union’s website, several Chinese satellite operators
filed requests during the final week of 2025 to deploy
more than 200,000 devices in the coming years — an
astronomical figure that runs up against bottlenecks
in the launch sector and has already prompted the
Asian giant to explore the possibility of establishing
an equatorial spaceport in Malaysia. Some analysts
wonder if their next push will be in South America.

CONFRONTING THE OBSTACLES

N THE MEANTIME, companies and government
I officials are working to solve some of the bottle-
necks facing the space industry — and hopefully
seize the moment.

In 2024, Brazil enacted a space activities law that
“would enable more legal security for launch opera-
tors from Brazil” and thus represented “an important
step toward future cra business with other foreign,
private and government launchers,” according to
Bruno Martini, an aerospace scientist at the Brazil-
ian Air Force University (UNIFA). A new state-owned
company, Empresa de Projetos Aeroespaciais do Bra-
sil S.A. (ALADA), also began operations in 2025 with
the goal of strengthening the Brazilian space pro-
gram, including the commercial use of the cLa. Bra-
zil is now working to develop its own rockets.

NO ONE DOUBTS THE GROWTH POSSIBILITIES.
THE NUMBER OF SATELLITES ORBITING EARTH IS PROJECTED
TO SOAR FROM ABOUT 10,000 TODAY TO 100,000 BY 2030.
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THE U.S. GOVERNMENT IS EAGER TO EXPAND LAUNCH
SITES WITHIN THE WESTERN HEMISPHERE AS PART
OF ITS GEOPOLITICAL CHESS MATCH WITH CHINA.

Despite this renewed momentum, lack of fund-
ing remains a challenge. The National Confederation
of Industry noted in a 2025 report that the national
budget of $47 million allocated to the space sec-
tor equated to just 0.002% of Brazil’s GpP in 2023 —
the second-lowest level of investment among Gzo
countries.

Much farther north, in the Dominican Republic,
President Luis Abinader himself announced during
his annual address to Congress in February that his
country would begin construction of a spaceport —
thanks to an agreement with U.S. company Launch
on Demand (Lop Holding) involving an investment

of $600 million. “We are going to launch a satellite
or a rocket into space from Pedernales — just wait
and see,” the president declared. The milestone is
expected to occur in May 2028.

LoD Holding is led by Burton Catledge, a retired
U.S. Air Force colonel who previously commanded
the Air Force’s 45th Operations Group, 45th Space
Wing, supporting numerous rocket launches for in-
dustry giants like SpaceX, Blue Origin, and Moon Ex-
press, and also served at the Pentagon.

In an interview with AQ, Catledge explained that
the site in the Dominican Republic was chosen be-
cause of its relative proximity to the equator (18 de-

Northern Chile's ALMA radio telescope is composed of 66 high-precision antennae.
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grees north), access to open waters, low population

density, favorable high-altitude winds, and availabil -
ity of multiple orbital trajectories. He also pointed to

the construction of a nearby seaport — enabling the

delivery of large space hardware — and the expan-
sion of a neighboring airport for satellite transport,
both being promoted by the government.

“President Abinader said in a meeting: ‘Burton, here
is my phone number. If you have to wait more than
48 hours for anything, call me’ ... From that moment
on, every door opened,’ Catledge said. As recently as
May, 528 acres of state-owned land were acquired for
this purpose, and a Memorandum of Understanding
was signed with the Instituto Tecnoldgico de Santo
Domingo (INTEC) to train engineering and related
students in highly specialized aerospace disciplines,
laying the groundwork for the development of a space
economy in the country.

The project envisions four launch pads — two for
heavy and superheavy rockets, one for medium rock-
ets, and one for small ones — that will operate inde-
pendently. Financing comes from private institutional
investors rather than public funds, Catledge said.

The Launch on Demand cko said the project also
has political backing from the U.S. government, ea-
ger to expand launch sites within the Western Hemi-
sphere as part of its geopolitical chess match with
Beijing. Catledge said he saw a “tangible commitment
from the U.S. that they’re not just saying they’re piv-

”

oting to the Western Hemisphere — they in fact are’

MATTE" S OF NATIONAL INTE® EST

AR FROM THE ENTHUSIASTIC entrepreneurs
F of the private sector, Peru has chosen to travel
the “old space” route to attempt to develop a space-
port — drawing on its experience managing large
infrastructure projects in partnership with foreign
actors, despite its persistent political instability of
recent years.

In November 2024, Peru’s space agency, an entity
under the Ministry of Defense, signed a Memorandum
of Understanding with Nasa, under which coopera-
tion began on joint feasibility studies of launch sites,
technical assistance, and planning for future launches.

The Ministry of Defense’s 2023-2026 Multi-Year
Investment Report on Public-Private Partnerships
estimated the project’s cost at $270 million and said
it would aim to facilitate rocket launches for orbital
as well as suborbital flights: “Those that will trans-
port people to other continents in less time without
completing a full orbit of the Earth”

The spaceport would be located at a Peruvian Air
Force base — either in Chiclayo, Arequipa, or Ta-
lara, with the last of these generating the most dis-
cussion given its location four degrees south of the
equator. Delegations of U.S. space specialists have
visited Peru to discuss the vast array of political,
social, financial, economic and regulatory consid-
erations the country must take into account if the
project is to go forward.

“It is part of a national initiative through which the
country aims to become a connectivity hub, given its
strategic location and policy of openness and global
integration. It is also a way of compensating for
weaknesses in infrastructure,’ explained Clemente
Rodriguez, a researcher at the Center for Strategic
Studies of the Peruvian Army. He noted that Peru re-
cently opened a major Pacific port, expanded its main
airport in Lima, and is considering the construction
of a rail corridor to Brazil.

Even the Peruvian Congress overcame its chronic
divisions to pass by a wide margin, in March, the bill
submitted by former President Dina Boluarte declar-
ing the creation of a spaceport to be a matter of na-
tional interest. Law 32571 authorizes the Ministry of
Defense to lead the technical and legal studies that
will determine the project’s viability.

In past centuries, the peoples who inhabited the
American continent gazed upon the Infinite to find
their gods, devise complex calendars and orient their
pyramids. Today, even though work is still needed to
bring these dreams to fruition, Latin Americans are
once again looking to the stars.

Toro is a senior research fellow at the Chilean
think tank AthenaLab, which he co-founded
in 2019, and a professor of journalism at the
Pontificia Universidad Catélica de Chile
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TAKING FLIGHT

Initiatives from Brazil, Argentina and Mexico show how
the space industry is getting off the ground,
although numerous challenges remain.

——)) Brazil's Landmark Satellite Program

Amazonia-I, the first satellite entirely designed and operated by Brazil,
is part of a mission that includes two future units.

pabilities. Now, the country plans
to put two new units into orbit as
part of a mission to observe and
monitor deforestation in the Am-
azon, natural resources and agri-
cultural areas.

Launched from India in Febru-
ary 2021, Amazonia-1was the first
Earth observation satellite fully
designed and operated by Brazil,
built on lessons learned from the
ongoing China-Brazil Earth Re-
sources Satellites (CBERS) pro-
gram, which began in the 1980s.
Since then, Brazil has engaged in
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by Emilie Sweigart

ITH THE LAUNCH OF the Amazonia-1
satellite five years ago, Brazil displayed
its growing space ca-

Amazodnia-| at a launch
base in India in 202I

technology transfer and exchange with China as well
as developed its own satellite capabilities.

Amazonia-1 is the first to use
Brazil’s Multi-Mission Platform,
a generic satellite bus designed
to be cost-effective and reduce
development time. The platform
will also be used on Amazo6nia-1B,
a satellite expected to launch from
Europe’s Spaceport in French Gui-
ana in 2027. It will be part of Bra-
Zil’s AQUAE mission to monitor
domestic water resources, and a
dual satellite program with Ar-
gentina, sABraA-Mar, to moni-
tor oceans and coastal areas. A
launch date for Amazonia-2, the
Amazonia mission’s final satellite,

INPE/WIKIMEDIA



is yet to be announced.

Despite Amazonia-1’s success, “celebrating one or
two satellites launching is not enough” for the size
of Brazil’s space ambitions, Bruno Martini, an aero-
space scientist at the Brazilian Air Force University
(UNIFA), told AQ.

Funding remains a major obstacle. According to
the National Confederation of Industry (cN1), Bra-
zil’s space sector received $47 million in public fund-

How Satellogicls Tryingto (G

ing in 2023, equivalent to 0.002% of its Gpp and the
second-lowest level of investment in the 20, ahead
only of Mexico.

Brazil has had “great ambitions since the 60s;’
said science journalist Salvador Nogueira. “But if you
don’t have a space policy that invests adequately, we
can’t really go that much forward”

I T T T T T AT TN
Sweigart is an editor at Americas Quarterly

Reshape the Space Race

The company founded in Buenos Aires is pushing
competitors to rethink who owns the sky.

by Horacio Aizpeolea

UENOS AIRES — For more than 15 years, Sat-

ellogic has been working to fulfill its foun-

dational promise: democratizing access to
high-resolution satellite imagery by offering data
at significantly lower costs than traditional com-
petitors.

While legacy rivals limit satellite Earth observa-
tion imagery to wealthy governments and large cor-
porations, Satellogic is betting that lower costs can
become not only a commercial but also a geopolitical
differentiator, via its growing network of satellites
that monitor hundreds of sites worldwide each day.

The company, founded
in 2010 in Buenos Aires
and Nasdaq-listed (SATL),
announced in May an $18
million contract to provide
strategic defense monitor-
ing to a new undisclosed
client. The deal was more
than a commercial mile-
stone. For some, it sig-
naled that Latin America’s

SATELLOGIC

A Satellogic satellite captured this image
of Palau Bohayen in Malaysia.

space ambitions have moved beyond symbolism.

“Satellogic is the incarnation of the new space’s
logic,” Lucas Arias Coco, a researcher at the Al & Ro-
botics Group (G1aR) of the National Technological
University in Buenos Aires, told AQ.

The company’s services span precision agricul-
ture, environmental management, and defense.
It also offers turnkey satellite systems to sover-
eign clients, giving smaller nations a faster path to
technological independence in Earth observation.
Satellogic, now headquartered in Davison, North
Carolina, has been expanding its customer base and,
in the first quarter of the
year, signed deals in Aus-
tralia, Malaysia, Albania,
and Portugal, as revenue
grew 80% year over year
to $6.1 million.

“Defense and intelli-
gence organizations are
the primary drivers of de-
mand because they un-
derstand that persistent
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intelligence is becoming a strategic capability,”
Alan Kharsansky, Satellogic’s chief technology offi-
cer, told AQ. “Our view is that the market is evolving
beyond Earth observation. Customers don’t wake
up wanting satellite imagery. They want to under-
stand what’s happening in the places that matter to

them,” he added.

The company plans to launch its AI-driven Mer-
lin constellation in October and have it fully opera-
tional in the first quarter of 2027.

OEEEEEE R R R TR TR
Aizpeolea is a Buenos Aires-based journalist

2 Argentina's Global

Satellite Aspirations

The national space agency, CONAE, has yet to announce
details of two upcoming SAOCOM launches.

by Horacio Aizpeolea

UENOS AIRES — At a

time when fiscal con-
straints and political
volatility often undermine
long-term planning in Latin
America, Argentina’s sao-
coM satellite program stands
out as a rare example of sus-
tained strategic investment.
Developed by the National

risk, and strengthen disaster
preparedness.

“The true value of projects
like saocowm lies not merely
in the satellite itself, but in the
knowledge, experience, and
industrial capabilities they
generate — which can sub-
sequently be applied to new
missions, products, and en-

SAOCOM-IA with its radar
antenna deployed

Space Activities Commis-
sion (cONAE) in the 2000s
during the presidency of Néstor Kirchner, the pro-
gram relied on major contributions from the state-
owned technology firm iNvaP, the nation’s atomic
commission (CNEA), private company VENG, and
Italy’s space agency. Unlike conventional optical
satellites, saocom-1a (launched in 2018) and sao-
coM-1B (2020) are equipped with L-band synthetic
aperture radar (sar) that can collect data through
clouds, smoke, and darkness, providing reliable in-
formation under virtually any weather conditions.

Argentina designed the satellites — as part of an
ambitious $600 million project — primarily to sup-
port its thriving agricultural sector, monitor natural
disasters, and measure soil moisture. The satellites
help improve crop management, assess drought
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terprises,” Gabriel Sanca, a
professor and researcher at
the National University of San Martin (unsam),
told AQ.

Through a partnership with Italy’s space agency,
saocoM also supports the operation of cosmo-
SkyMed, a dual-use (civilian and military) Earth
observation satellite constellation considered one
of the world’s most advanced systems for environ-
mental monitoring and emergency management.

A next-generation saocom-2 constellation is un-
der development, although launch schedules remain
undetermined. Early plans envisioned launches in
2025 and for this year, but more recent international
mission databases suggest deployment could slip
into the latter part of the decade. conaE declined
to comment on details for the upcoming launches.

GOVE NMENT OF A GENTINA



In the meantime, Argentina has also made in-
roads with microsatellites. In April, a shoebox-sized
satellite, known as ATENEA, transmitted its first te-
lemetry data from space as part of NAsA’s Artemis

Il mission, highlighting the sector’s potential and
global aspirations.
TR
Aizpeolea is a Buenos Aires-based journalist

Latin America Has a Space Agency.
Now Comes the Hard Part.

ALCE faces pressing questions about its
political support and future funding.

by Cyntia Barrera Diaz

EXICO CITY — The Latin American and

Caribbean Space Agency (aLcE) held its

first general assembly in Mexico in Febru-
ary, marking the transition of a five-year-old dip-
lomatic ambition into an operational institution. Of
the 18 countries that signed the agency’s founding
convention in 2021, only 11 ratified it. The challenge
ahead is making it matter.

Since its inception, the agency has attracted ex-
pressions of cooperation from the European Space
Agency (Esa) and China’s National Space Adminis-
tration (cNsa). Spain’s and Italy’s space agencies
have followed suit, while South Korea’s Aerospace
Research Institute (xar1) was designated as its per-
manent technical advisor.

But alongside expressions
of international support, the
case for internal concern is
equally real. aALcE has yet to
publicly disclose how much
its member states contrib-
ute or what its operational
budget is, and the institution
needs to align the aspirations
of many national agencies
with limited resources. Mexico, the agency’s loud-
est advocate, slashed its 2026 budget by over a third,
to around $2.6 million, making it one of the world’s
most underfunded such agencies. A constitutional
reform that would give the space sector a robust le-

GOVE NMENT OF MEXICO

The convention establishing ALCE
was signed in Mexico in 202I.

gal framework and attract private investment re-
mains stalled in the Senate.

Besides these concerns, geopolitics cast doubt on
ALcE’s future. Brazil, the region’s most advanced
space power, never joined the agency, a decision
compounded by its temporary withdrawal from
CELAC, the regional body under which aLcE was
established. Argentina, one of the agency’s early
promoters and cofounders, signed the founding con-
vention but never ratified it after the Milei govern-
ment pivoted away from regional multilateralism.

“It is disheartening that, despite sharing a
common language, cultural traits, and a shared
geographical area, we are unable to establish coop-
eration for the common good,’
Valeria Ramos Barba, a con-
sultant on space law and policy
based in Tokyo, told AQ.

Until now, the priorities
ALCE has outlined — environ-
mental monitoring, disaster
risk management, food se-
curity, and digital connectiv-
ity — address real and urgent
regional needs. The question
remains whether the agency will be able to deliver
on its lofty ambitions.

CEEOEE TR
Barrera Diaz is a bilingual editor and
journalist based in Mexico City
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LATIN AMERICA'S
QUEST FOR SPACE
SOVEREIGNTY

The region’s pursuit of autonomy in
the growing space sector is more complex
than it seems. The U.S. can be an
important partner.

by Laura Delgado Lopez

ARLIER THIS YEAR, Brazil’s telecommuni-

cations agency Anatel officially authorized

SpaceSail, a broadband constellation often

described as China’s equivalent to Starlink,
to operate in Brazilian territory. The announcement
didn’t generate many headlines, but it deserves more
attention. Not because it was a statement about
China, but because it was a statement about the re-
gion’s desire for options.

Across Latin America, professionals in the space
industry are consistently advocating for solutions
with sovereignty in mind. Chile’s 2025 National
Space Policy calls for national space capabilities to
“strengthen autonomy and independence” Argenti-
na’s defense doctrine reinforces a desire for indepen-
dent launch access, viewed as a vital component of
national defense and sovereignty. A technical work-
ing group in Brazil is studying options for a sovereign
alternative to the systems that provide position, nav-
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igation and timing (pNT) services. And so on.

The autonomy agenda in Latin America is not in-
herently anti-U.S., nor is it pro-Chinese. It is also
not unique to the region. European leaders have
the same concerns and are attempting to balance
what is nationally developed with what is sourced
via partners or the international market. This is
not only a function of geopolitics but a response to
a sharper awareness of vulnerability and the need
for resilience.

Indeed, these recurring ambitions reflect a gen-
uine concern that, as reliance on space technology
increases, dependence on foreign space systems is a
strategic liability. Autonomy, sometimes alternatively
couched as self-sufficiency or sovereignty, has thus
become a key organizing concept for Latin American
space ambitions. The question is what that means in
a global sector, and whether the U.S. is adequately
positioning itself to be part of the answer.



A rocket carrying satellites blasts off from a commercial spacecraft launch site in China’s Hainan province in 2025.
The satellites are part of China's broadband constellation SpaceSail, recently authorized to operate in Brazil.

THE LIMITS OF GOING IT ALONE

HERE IS A VERSION of autonomy that is as head-

line-grabbing as it is unworkable: fully indepen-
dent, indigenously developed and controlled space
systems that depend on no foreign provider or sys-
tem. This narrative may stroke nationalistic egos,
but it is not realistic. It ignores the gargantuan fi-
nancial, infrastructure and human resources that
would need to be mobilized in the near term and, im-
portantly, maintained in the long term. But it is also
misplaced because of something more fundamental:
the nature of space itself.

Space activities are global and integrated by both
design and physics. The international governance
framework that has guided space activities for de-
cades reflects this reality: orbits, spectrum, and the
operating environment are all shared resources. Sat-
ellite services require ground infrastructure distrib-
uted across the planet. Even full-scale pNT systems

VCG/GETTY

depend on a global geodetic supply chain for a com-
mon understanding of time and space. To be clear,
competition, conflict, and structural asymmetries
are real, but they coexist with an unavoidable need
for coordination. No country operates in space truly
alone. Interdependence is the nature of the domain.

This creates a genuine tension at the heart of the
space autonomy narrative. Reducing vulnerability is
important, but it should not be confused with pur-
suing total technological independence. That is not
only infeasible; it can be counterproductive. In the
region’s fragmented space ecosystems, efforts to
build independent capabilities, without the gover-
nance and institutional frameworks to use them ef-
fectively, may just relocate risk.

Owning a satellite does not mean you control ev-
erything needed to use it. A country can build its own
system to take images of its territory from space
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TODAY, U.S. SPACE ENGAGEMENT IN THE
AME ICAS IS MEANINGFUL BUT DISJOINTED.

and still depend on foreign weather data, additional
commercial imagery, partner analytics, and secure
communications to turn those pictures into action-
able information, such as during a natural disaster.
A cyberattack on a communications link, an unclear
chain of command, or a licensing restriction on how
data can be shared can each render a sovereign as-
set far less useful than it appears. Autonomy that fo-
cuses on one piece of the puzzle can lead to a false
sense of security.

The more useful frame is not independence, but
resilience and the ability to make informed decisions.
Autonomy in space should be perceived as main-
taining the ability to manage risk, select appropri-
ate approaches, and negotiate with partners from a
position of competence, avoiding arrangements that
constrain future options. That is a different goal, and
it leads to different strategies.

WHO GETS TO DEFINE AUTONOMY?

HE SPACESAIL STORY REFLECTS the logic of au-
T tonomy more than any particular affinity for Chi-
nese technology. In the last few years, leaders in the
region watched with concern, perceiving Starlink ac-
cess as unreliable, if not capricious, even as it shaped
military outcomes in Ukraine. Closer to home, Brazil-
ian media speculated openly in 2025 about whether
Washington might weaponize access to gps during
a low point in bilateral ties. While that was never
likely, it reinforced a desire to protect freedom of ac-
tion and invest in the capacity to act independently.
From a Brazilian policy perspective, having a viable
alternative to Starlink, even a Chinese one, expands
the menu of options.

The choices made while building capacity at speed
can have long-term consequences. These choices in-
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volve what partners to work with, standards to adopt,
and technologies to integrate. The 2024 memoran-
dum of understanding between Brazilian telecommu-
nications company Telebras and SpaceSail included
language that referred to a possible Brazilian sub-
sidiary to enable investment, knowledge-sharing
around the “governance and operational mecha-
nisms of space infrastructures;” and potential joint
projects. These additional aspects may increase the
agreement’s value for Brazil, but could also compli-
cate the stated goal of “guarantee[ing] the indepen-
dence and autonomy of the State”

On the practical side, building infrastructure
around Chinese operational standards, procedures,
suppliers, and technology could create constraints
that limit interoperability with other systems, akin
to attempting to plug a U.S. device into an Argen-
tine socket. On the political side, certain choices will
be incompatible with foreign export control rules
or cybersecurity requirements, potentially limiting
Brazil’s room for maneuver elsewhere in its space
ecosystem. This may prevent deeper engagement
on space situational awareness (ssa) with U.S. se-
curity partners and future commercial opportunities.

Another concern is that autonomy narratives of-
ten fail to specify which capabilities are truly critical
and should be prioritized. Countries thus risk pursu-
ing programs without sufficient depth or attention to
vulnerability. This is especially problematic in a sec-
tor that is resource-intensive, technically unforgiv-
ing, and still perceived by the public as a luxury. The
emphasis on launch capability is a useful example. An
operational launch site does not automatically lead to
a functioning space ecosystem, let alone an autono-
mous one. It is one part of an equation that includes
satellite development, mission operations, data pro-



cessing, governance capacity, skilled personnel, and
institutions capable of actually using space informa-
tion. A country that puts too many of its resources
into the launch basket may still depend on others for
the systems it needs to manage agriculture, monitor
illegal fishing or support national security.

The risk, then, is not that Latin American actors
are pursuing autonomy in space. It is that they may
pursue it in ways that curtail the flexibility that au-
tonomy is supposed to deliver.

U.S. PA” TNE™ S IN THE MIX

HIS IS WHERE U.S. entities, both governmental
T and commercial, have a genuine but underem-
phasized opportunity.

The U.S. commercial space industry now offers
regional partners much more than discreet prod-
ucts or services. A growing number of companies
provide “sovereign solutions” — dedicated satellite
capacity, proprietary ground infrastructure, and ad-
vanced information products licensed in ways that
preserve operational independence. Earth observa-
tions company Planet, for example, sells not just data
but satellites and end-to-end architectures. Sling-
shot Aerospace offers a comparable range on the ssa
front, including dedicated sensors for direct access
to tailored orbital data.

This speaks directly to what many Latin Ameri-
can governments want: not black-box offerings that
deepen dependence, but solutions that expand na-
tional capacity and build relationships.

With space such a highly regulated and politically
sensitive sector, however, this opportunity will not
grow on its own. U.S. companies need more active
government support to win against foreign vendors
offering competitive options under less stringent
technology transfer rules. The administration’s 2025
National Security Strategy hints at commercial diplo-
macy. That should translate into facilitating market
access, aligning export frameworks with partnership
goals, and providing backstopping through insur-
ance to mitigate risks. It should also mean adopting a
model of engagement akin to the Comprehensive Di-
alogues on Space held with Japan and France to bring
U.S. industry into bilateral engagement.

Today, U.S. space engagement in the Americas
is meaningful but disjointed. A stronger U.S. offer
would be not just military cooperation, not just sci-
entific data sharing, and not just commercial sales,
but one that aligns these to advance shared priorities.

AUTONOMY IS NOT ISOLATION

OR THE U.S. To embody the often-used phrase
F“partner of choice” in Latin America, it must do
more than just show up. It requires a deliberate ef-
fort to better connect U.S. civil, commercial and de-
fense activities. This means adopting an integrated
approach to engagement, exchanging information
across agencies, and leveraging official visits, rel-
evant conferences and trade shows for U.S. gov-
ernment and non-government entities to build
relationships with their counterparts. It means in-
tentionally directing diplomatic resources to help U.S.
business compete and succeed.

Being a strong partner means recognizing that
the U.S. advantage is not hardware alone, but also
the training, workflows, standards, best practices,
and project-management excellence that turn space
capabilities into operational value. Done well, this
would move the conversation beyond “choose the
U.S. or else” and position the U.S. space sector to
help regional partners build real capacity: the ca-
pacity to choose.

Autonomy and alignment are not opposites. In
space, where systems are global and threats are
shared, genuine autonomy is built through diversi-
fied, interoperable partnerships, resiliency that en-
ables actors to allocate risk smartly, to know when
to tap into domestic or partner-provided tools, and
when to opt for non-space solutions. The U.S. has
more to offer on that agenda than it is currently de-
livering.
IR
Delgado Lopez is a senior fellow at the Jack D.
Gordon Institute for Public Policy at Florida Inter-
national University. She has more than 15 years
of experience in the U.S. space sector, with a
career spanning industry, the non-profit sector,
and government, most recently serving as policy
advisor in NAsA’s Science Mission Directorate.
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BEYOND HARDWARE:
LATIN AMERICA'S
SPACE WORKFORCE
CHALLENGE

by Jeanette Nuiez

N LATIN AMERICA AND AROUND the world, today’s satellites do so
much more than before. They help monitor illegal deforestation, ex-
pand broadband access to remote communities, improve disaster
response, and strengthen maritime awareness. Governments across
the hemisphere increasingly view space capabilities as essential infra-
structure for economic development, resilience, and national security.

But as space technologies become more integrated into critical sec-
tors, countries are also pursuing something larger than access to orbit:
They are seeking the institutional and technical capacity to participate
meaningfully in the emerging space economy.

That ambition is reshaping international cooperation. Rather than
simply seeking satellites or launch services from external powers, Latin
American countries are pursuing partnerships that strengthen sover-
eign capabilities through workforce development, research collaboration,
technology transfer, and commercial integration. In short, the region in-
creasingly seeks partnership, not dependency.

Broader changes in the global space economy are accelerating this shift.
Falling launch costs, increased availability of technology, expanding low
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Earth orbit satellite networks, and the growing strategic value of geo-
spatial data have lowered barriers to entry. The challenge is no longer
simply acquiring space technology. It is developing the expertise needed
to govern, integrate, and benefit from these systems over the long term.

Across much of the region, shortages of engineers, geospatial ana-
lysts, cybersecurity specialists, and space policy professionals remain
major barriers to building homegrown capabilities.

This is where universities and research institutions become essen-
tial. They train the workforce needed to manage increasingly complex
systems while supporting innovation, entrepreneurship, and policy
development. Just as importantly, universities create durable rela-
tionships that extend beyond traditional government-to-government
engagement. In a sector increasingly shaped by the relationships, ser-
vices and capabilities of private companies, strengthening these knowl-
edge flows is critical.

The demand for a space-ready workforce also presents an opportu-
nity for the United States to distinguish itself. China has expanded its
regional footprint not only by offering infrastructure, but by pairing
satellite cooperation with financing, technical training, and research
partnerships. Russia has pursued its own initiatives, including estab-
lishing a cLoNAss ground station, its equivalent to Gps, in Venezuela.

The U.S. can remain the preferred partner in the hemisphere’s
emerging space sector, but doing so will require a strategy that ex-
tends beyond traditional security cooperation. Washington should
continue to prioritize education, workforce development, research col-
laboration, technology transfer, and public-private partnerships that
strengthen local capacity.

U.S. universities are uniquely positioned to support that effort. We
train the engineers, policymakers, entrepreneurs, scientists, and legal
experts who sustain national space ecosystems, while serving as hubs
for international collaboration.

Universities play a critical role in advancing U.S. interests across the
Western Hemisphere. Institutions such as Florida International Univer-
sity demonstrate how academia can connect governments, industry,
and civil society across borders. In an era of intensifying geopolitical
competition, these institutions strengthen the networks, knowledge
flows, and trusted relationships that support both U.S. national secu-
rity and long-term prosperity.

The future of space cooperation in the Americas will depend not on
who launches the most satellites, but on who helps build the people
and institutions capable of using them effectively. In a region seeking
greater autonomy, the partner that invests in those foundations will be
the partner that endures.

FEOEEE L
Nuiez is president of
Florida International
University and chair of
the board of directors for
Space Florida, the state’s
aerospace finance and
development authority
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Latin America’s
Final Frontier

The booming space sector offers opportunities,
if the region can seize them.

by Susan Segal

ATIN AMERICA HAS LONG been known for its natural resources:
abundant energy supply, minerals, agriculture and more. Until recently
though, few people recognized it had the resources to become relevant
in the space sector, too.

Indeed, strategic locations near the equator, and clear skies especially in
the Southern Cone, make much of the region ideal for satellite launches and
ground observatories and data centers. Ecuador, Argentina, Chile, Brazil, Peru,
and the Dominican Republic are among the countries with big opportunities
in front of them.

It’s not just about geography, of course. Latin America has entrepreneurs such
as Marcos Galperin and Martin Migoya who have created world class companies,
provided hope and seeded an ecosystem that supports and encourages the
creation of other new businesses. That innovative spirit has supported the
creation of companies including Satellogic in Argentina and Visiona Tecnologia
Espacial in Brazil.

There is a certain amount of “space fever” throughout the globe at the
moment, especially in the wake of Elon Musk’s successful stock offering for
SpaceX. The question is whether Latin America can take full advantage.

Over the almost 50 years that I have worked with the region I have witnessed
boom to bust multiple times. The region has seized some opportunities and
missed others. In the case of space, it seems that the private sector cannot
go it alone — governments will need to provide the regulatory framework,
infrastructure and sometimes the capital necessary for success. Policy
continuity across successive governments, even those of differing ideology,
will also be key as always.

If Latin America can succeed this time, it will clearly place them at the center
of a booming and future global industry. So space is the last and possibly the
best frontier for Latin Americal
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THE P OBLEM WITH LATIN AME IC A'S P ISON BOOM

10 DE JANEIRO—Smoke rose over
the prison walls in Tuxpan, Veracruz,
before dawn last August. Inmates

had turned on Grupo Sombra, a Mexican criminal

group accused of squeezing them and their families

for protection money. The fight lasted 12 hours. Seven

inmates died, 11 were injured, and soldiers eventu-
ally retook the building. Tuxpan held 778 people in a

facility built for 735. Crowded, but unremarkable by

regional standards. The riot was not about space. It

was about who ran the prison.

Across Latin America and the Caribbean, prisons
are not simply places where the state confines crimi-
nals. In many countries, they are places where crim-
inal groups govern. Gangs use them to recruit, settle
disputes, broker drug deals, extort families, and
project power from the barrios to the borderlands.
Some of the region’s most consequential criminal
organizations were born in prison. Many still oper-

ate from there.
That reality has taken on new urgency as gov-
ernments across the region increasingly embrace a

model popularized by El Salvador’s President Nayib

Bukele: building larger, more secure prisons and dra-
matically expanding incarceration. From Argentina

and Ecuador to Honduras and Guatemala, leaders

who were elected in part because of rising frustration

over crime are investing billions in new facilities and

promising tougher prison regimes. The assumption

is straightforward: More prison space will translate

into greater public security.

Yet the region’s experience suggests the relation-
ship is not so simple.

Overcrowding is the most visible symptom of
Latin America’s prison crisis. But the underlying dis-
eases include the interaction of excessive pre-trial
detention, weak penal institutions, systemic corrup-
tion, and criminal organizations that have adapted
to confinement. Tough drug laws, longer sentences,
emergency powers, and mano dura politics have
filled prisons faster than states can manage them.
In many cases, governments have expanded incar-
ceration without expanding their capacity to govern
what happens behind prison walls.

Inmates of El Salvador's CECOT mega-prison attend a mass criminal hearing in April.
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As a result, today’s leaders face a major risk: If
their states incarcerate without building out other
capabilities, new prisons may simply become re-
cruitment centers, command hubs, and training
grounds for criminal organizations that make crime
even worse. The question is how they can best avoid
this fate.

Champions in incarceration

HE AMERICAS STAND ouT for high incarcer-

ation, overcrowding, and unusually acute

prison violence. According to the United Na-
tions Office for Drugs and Crime, Central and South
American and Caribbean prison populations ex-
ceeded 400 per 100,000 compared to below 200 per
100,000 in Western Europe, South Asia, and sub-Sa-
haran Africa. Brazil’s 2024 figures capture the scale:
More than 663,000 people were held in a system
built for fewer than 489,000. Meanwhile, countries
in the Americas also reported over 17 prison homi-
cides per 100,000 prisoners, against two in Europe,

the next-highest region.

Today’s prison-building boom stands to send
those numbers even higher. El Salvador’s 40,000-bed
CECOT supermax prison is an emblem of the new pe-
nal politics: both a prison and a signal of state power.
Costa Rica is planning a $35 million facility for over
5,000 inmates. Ecuador has developed high-secu-
rity capacity in Santa Elena and announced plans for
another prison in the Amazon. Argentina’s Santa Fe
province is moving ahead with a supermax prison
near Rosario, and Guatemala has broken ground
on El Triunfo, a 2,000+ bed high-security prison in
Izabal. And in 2024, Honduras announced plans to
build a 20,000-bed megaprison.

There’s no doubt that governments are deter-
mined to show they can retake control. But are they
succeeding?

The political incentives point in the wrong direc-
tion. In societies battered by homicide, robbery, and
extortion, prison populism sells. Political leaders
promise more arrests, harsher regimes, and lon-
ger sentences. Voters often reward them. But when

Incarceration rates in the Americas exceed other regions
NUMBER OF MALE AND FEMALE DETAINEES HELD IN PRISON PER 100,000 POPULATION (2023)
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SOURCE: UNITED NATIONS OFFICE ON DRUGS AND CRIME, PRISON MATTERS 2025 (JULY 2025)
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THE PROBLEM WITH LATIN AMERICA'S PRISON BOOM

governments incarcerate faster than they can clas-
sify or supervise, they produce crime colleges. Petty
offenders, drug users, and people awaiting trial are
forced into close contact with seasoned gang mem-
bers who can offer what the state often does not: food,
credit, protection, legal help, and belonging.

Pre-trial detention accelerates the damage. It
clogs the courts, fills prisons with people not con-
victed yet, and exposes low-risk detainees to crim-
inal organizations. Once inside, the incentives shift
quickly. A person who entered prison as a defendant
leaves with gang debts, gang protection, and gang
obligations. This is why reform is so difficult. Build-
ing new prisons without reducing inflow only cre-
ates more space to fill.

The hardest lesson is that even apparently sensi-
ble prison tactics can backfire. Faced with riots or

scandals, governments often transfer leaders, segre-
gate factions, or move prisoners to distant facilities.
Sometimes this is unavoidable. But blind dispersal
can strengthen the networks it is meant to weaken.

A transferred leader does not arrive as an ordinary
inmate. Consider the case of José Adolfo Macias Villa-
mar, alias “Fito,” the leader of Los Choneros in Ecua-
dor. While serving a 34-year sentence in Guayaquil’s
prison, he sent recorded messages to the authori-
ties, flaunted privileges on social media, and even
appeared in a narco-ballad reportedly filmed inside
the complex. He escaped from the prison in 2024 and
was recaptured a year later.

Brazil’s Primeiro Comando da Capital, or pcc, is
the textbook case. Born in Sdo Paulo’s prisons, it
learned to use incarceration as an infrastructure. It
developed rules, welfare mechanisms, internal re-

Relatives wait to identify the bodies of inmates after a prison riot left 31 dead in Machala, Ecuador, in November.
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When governments incarcerate faster
than they can classify or supervise,

they produce crime colleges.

cords, and a national brand.

El Salvador offers a different warning. For years,
segregating MS-13 and Barrio 18 prisoners reduced
some direct clashes but gave gangs protected terri-
tory in which to consolidate leadership, discipline
members, and coordinate street operations. Presi-
dent Bukele’s mass-incarceration model was a dras-
tic reaction to that earlier failure. It sharply reduced
visible gang control and lethal violence, but at major
rule-of-law cost. By 2026, El Salvador’s prison pop-
ulation had risen to an estimated 118,000 detainees,
more than double official capacity and roughly 1.9%
of the country’s population. Human rights groups
have documented at least 500 deaths in custody.

Ecuador shows what happens when prisons be-
come extensions of transnational drug markets. Its
facilities have been contested by groups linked to
ports, cocaine routes and foreign criminal partners.
Last November, at least 31 inmates were killed at
Machala prison after violence erupted around trans-
fers to a new maximum-security facility. Over 500 in-
mates have died in Ecuadorian prison riots since 2021.

A state-capacity agenda

EPRESSION ALONE IS NOT the answer. In-

telligence is. Governments need to know

who gives orders, who moves money, who
recruits, who controls phones, and who can be safely
separated from whom. That means classifying pris-
oners by risk, role, and influence rather than by
crude gang labels alone.

It also means reducing the recruitment pool. Pre-
trial detention should be reserved for serious flight or
violence risks, not used as a default response to weak
investigations or slow courts. Low-level and non-vi-

olent offenders need credible alternatives to custody.

Ultimately, release must become a managed tran-
sition rather than an abrupt return to the same net-
works. Education, treatment, identity documents,
housing, work, and supervision are not humanitarian
add-ons. Without them, prisoners leave with fewer
options, stronger gang ties, and obligations that fol-
low them home.

There are successful prison models, though none
is easy to replicate. Canada has adopted a more se-
curity-led approach to gangs by identifying affilia-
tions and mapping influence to prevent gang leaders
from enhancing their prestige in prisons. Spain’s
mddulos de respeto, first developed in Le6n, encour-
age prisoners to accept routines, collective respon-
sibility, and work.

There are also regional lessons. Brazil’s ApaAc units
show promise in creating islands of order through
training in life skills, employment, and family con-
tact. Chile has also experimented with targeted re-
integration, including programs that integrate sport,
discipline, therapy, and post-release support. The
Dominican Republic’s new penitentiary manage-
ment seeks to replace militarized custody with civil-
ian prison staff, treatment programs, and a human
rights framework.

Latin America’s prison crisis is a public security
crisis, a human rights crisis, and a crisis of state
capacity. Governments that incarcerate too many
people govern them with little intelligence. The re-
gion does not need softer prisons or harder prisons.
It needs prisons that the state actually runs. Suc-
cessfully.
T
Muggah is a co-founder and research
director of the Igarapé Institute
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THE LONG VIEW

When the
Cuban
Missile Crisis
Shook the
Hemisphere

As nuclear war loomed, ordinary
people throughout Latin America
made their voices heard.

by Renata Keller

Left: An aerial reconnaissance photograph from 1962 shows
a medium-range ballistic missile launch site in Cuba. The discovery of
this and other Soviet missile sites led to the Cuban missile crisis.
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THE LONG VIEW

ROM THE VERY FIRST days of the Cuban

missile crisis, in October 1962, U.S. Pres-

ident John F. Kennedy and his top advi-
sors were discussing potential repercussions in the
rest of Latin America.

Secretary of State Dean Rusk warned the crisis
could threaten political stability throughout the re-
gion. Even at the confrontation’s height, on October
27, ciA Director John McCone emphasized scenes
far beyond Cuba in a briefing to Kennedy and his top
advisors, saying: “There are reports that anti-U.S.
demonstrations have broken out in several Latin
American capitals, including Buenos Aires, Caracas,
and La Paz”

As threats of nuclear war grew, the political fall-
out was causing bloodshed hundreds of miles from
Havana. This violence was a stark reminder that the
crisis was about more than just Cuba or Soviet mis-
siles — and that the longer it dragged on, the greater
its repercussions would become.

From the beginning, Kennedy and his advisors
viewed the crisis through a hemispheric lens. Yet his-
tories of this event tend to forget this, focusing on the
showdown between Kennedy and Nikita Khruschev
and eliding the actions of millions of everyday peo-
ple. Citizens across the region seized active roles, or-
ganizing demonstrations, committing sabotage, and
battling each other in deadly riots. Just as McCone
reported and Rusk warned, Latin Americans were
not willing to sit idly by.

That ordinary people throughout Latin Amer-
ica took action to weigh in on the crisis is an un-
derappreciated part of the story. Today, this level of
engagement can seem hard to imagine, raising ques-
tions about how ready the region is to respond to
provocations from great powers in the modern day.

A tidal wave of action

ple took to the streets. Some demanded peace,

others showed solidarity with Cuba, and still
others supported the U.S. As the crisis went on, dem-
onstrators’ demands became more urgent — and
local authorities’ responses became more violent, es-
pecially in places where political tensions were al-
ready high. The missile crisis lit a match to the dry
kindling of Cold War politics.

Thousands of Costa Rican students marched
through downtown San José to denounce Castro’s
decisions. In Chile, thousands gathered along San-
tiago’s main avenue for a pro-Cuba demonstration
organized by students and workers. Then a senator,
socialist Salvador Allende spoke at the rally, calling
for world peace and criticizing the U.S.

Sometimes, the demonstrations were met with vi-
olent opposition. A large pro-Cuba rally at Uruguay’s
National University on the night of October 2g ended
in a violent clash between security forces and pro-
testers. For more than two hours, 1,000 police of-
ficers assailed 6,000 demonstrators with tear gas,

l N COUNTRY AFTER COUNTRY, thousands of peo-

water cannons, and bayonets. Soldiers with trucks
and tanks and a cavalry platoon on horseback lent a
hand in the fighting, as did paramilitary anti-com-
munist student groups.

The elegant streets of Argentina’s capital, mean-
while, became an urban battleground. Night after
night, police chased protesters through Buenos Aires
and neighboring cities, leaving broken windows and
clouds of tear gas in their wake. Just before mid-
night on October 23, police confronted members of
the Commission of Solidarity with Cuba, who were
placing pro-Castro posters on city walls. When the
police tried to arrest them, the Castro supporters

As threats of nuclear war grew,

the political fallout was causing bloodshed
hundreds of miles from Havana.
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Top: Then-Senator of the Socialist Party of Chile Salvador Allende speaks at a solidarity rally for the Cuban revolution in 1962.

Bottom: Violence related to the political fallout of the Cuban missile crisis broke out across Latin America, including in Bolivia
under President Victor Paz Estenssoro (left) and Venezuela under President Rémulo Betancourt (right).
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THE LONG VIEW

Top: A P2V Neptune

U.S. patrol plane flies answered with gunfire.

over a Soviet freighter . . .

during the Cuban The next evening, saboteurs threw Molotov cocktails at a Pepsi-

missile crisis in 1962. Cola bottling plant, a Ford dealership, a supermarket, a Parker Pen
factory, and a Bonafide coffee shop. On the evening of October 25,

Inset: Front page of the . i

New York Daily News saboteurs shattered windows at the central offices of the news-

on October 23, 1962. papers Clarin and La Nacion, the local 1BM headquarters, and the

Singer office building. They lobbed incendiary bombs over the fence
of a General Motors factory, fired shots at the offices of the public
electric company, and threw Molotov cocktails that damaged equip-
ment of the Parke-Davis and Johnson & Johnson pharmaceutical
companies.

The next afternoon, they targeted the American Club, scorching its
outer walls with incendiary devices. Truckloads of police deployed
on the streets of downtown Buenos Aires, using tear gas and batons
to break up small “lightning” protests. Two police officers who were
chasing a suspect accidentally ran into a crowd of pro-Castro pro-
testers, who beat them until they fired their guns toward the sky to
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When a thousand people gathered for a larger
demonstration on the Avenida de Mayo and started
marching toward the Palace of the Argentine Na-
tional Congress chanting “;Viva Cuba!” and “Muerte
a los yanquis police filled the air with more tear
gas and chased down stone-throwing protesters.
By the end of the night, seven people, both protest-
ers and police officers, had been seriously injured.

In Caracas, the U.S. embassy received anony-
mous phone calls threatening to kill one Ameri-
can in Venezuela for every Cuban who died due to
Yankee aggression. Just before midnight on Oc-
tober 24, a bomb exploded in front of a branch of
the National City Bank. Two days later, three men
armed with machine guns invaded a Goodyear
Tires warehouse, forcing employees to the floor

GETTY; NY DAILY NEWS ARCHIVE/GETTY

and burning stocks of tires. Other saboteurs set off
abomb in the downtown headquarters of Pan Amer-
ican Airways, and the next day a bomb exploded in
front of the U.S. embassy.

Venezuelan opposition groups also targeted their
country’s vital oil industry. Shortly before midnight
on October 27, saboteurs dynamited the installations
of the Standard Oil subsidiary Creole Petroleum Cor-
poration in Lake Maracaibo, almost completely de-
stroying four power substations. Observers at the
U.S. embassy described the attack as “one of the
most successful sabotage acts in Venezuelan history””
A leftist guerrilla group took credit for the bombing,
issuing a statement that their attack on the oil fields
was “in response to the order of military mobilization
decreed by [President Rémulo] Betancourt in support
of the United States” Less than a week later, three oil
and gas pipelines belonging to the Mene Grande, Tex-
aco, and Mobil exploded.

Blurred battle lines

N ARGENTINA AND VENEZUELA, the line be-
tween activism and terrorism blurred, as
groups that were prevented from expressing
their positions peacefully — the Communist Party
was outlawed in Argentina and under threat of ban-
ning in Venezuela — resorted to violence. Both coun-
tries already had significant opposition movements
that were forming guerrilla groups, and the missile
crisis added new tension to the situation.

It was in Bolivia, however, where the wave of vio-
lence crested and crashed. Groups on both extremes
of the ideological spectrum organized demonstra-
tions in La Paz on October 26. Anti-communist stu-
dents were the first to take to the streets. Around
10:30 a.m., some 2,000 high school students marched,
shouting pro-U.S. and anti-Castro slogans and call-
ing on their government to break relations with Cuba.

Then, supporters of the Cuban Revolution took
their turn. Among their march of around 500 work-
ers and students were popular communist miners’
union leaders, and a man newspapers dubbed the
“Killer in Blue}” who carried a rifle that he fired into
the air every few minutes. The march ended in front
of the headquarters of the miners’ federation and
the Central Obrera Boliviana, where up to 3,000 peo-
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Top: Militiamen, fighters for the Castro regime during the Cuban missile crisis,
trained in hiding in Cuba’s Escambray Mountains in 1962.

Bottom: U.S. President John F. Kennedy at the White House during emergency talks
with Secretary of State Dean Rusk and other aides in September 1962.
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A protest in front of the U.S. embassy in Havana in January 2026, following the U.S. operation
to capture Nicolas Maduro, in which 32 Cubans were killed.

ple had gathered to hear speeches from union lead-
ers. As speeches were made, someone in the crowd

set an American flag on fire and raised it high in the

air to shouts of derision and a chorus of Bolivia’s na-
tional anthem. A group of young anti-communists

began advancing from about a block away, hurling

rocks, which were quickly reciprocated. The two

sides clashed in a microcosm of what the missile cri-
sis could become: ideological opponents launching

projectiles indiscriminately.

The confrontation devolved into a chaotic riot. The
U.S. embassy and local conservative papers painted a
dramatic scene of communist demonstrators armed
with machine guns, rifles, revolvers, and dynamite
clashing with carabineros and Catholic school stu-
dents, supposedly outnumbered 10 to one and armed
only with tear gas and stones. El Diario claimed that
the communist groups posted snipers with back-
packs of ammunition in strategic locations, and Pres-
encia printed photos on its front page of the so-called
Killer in Blue crouching on one knee and firing his ri-
fle forward. President Victor Paz Estenssoro finally
ordered the army to occupy La Paz about two hours
after the riot began. By the time order was restored,
five people were dead.

Why did so many Latin Americans put their lives

LEFT: © HULTON-DEUTSCH COLLECTION/CORBIS/GETTY; POPPERFOTO/GETTY;
RIGHT: YAMIL LAGE/AFP/GETTY

on the line during the Cuban missile crisis? Just like

Kennedy and his advisors, people across Latin Amer-
ica knew that what happened in Cuba could affect

the rest of the hemisphere. They believed that great

power intervention would set a dangerous precedent,
and they fought to defend their own sovereignty by

defending that of Cuba.

Today, that attitude seems long forgotten. The U.S.
has become more aggressive in recent months, ab-
ducting Nicolas Maduro, tightening its embargo on
Cuba to an extreme, and undertaking deadly mili-
tary strikes on land and sea in Latin American ter-
ritory. Yet, compared to 1962, there has been little
regional outcry. It seems that Latin America’s sense
of shared destiny has withered, leaving the U.S. with
afreer hand to deal with countries individually. It is
no longer treating the region as an interconnected
whole, as Kennedy had, and in response Latin Amer-
ica appears quiescent. But back in 1962, Bolivian
protesters put it this way: “Today it is Cuba, tomor-
row it will be us”
T
Keller is an associate professor of history
at the University of Nevada, Reno, whose
research focuses on Latin America, the
Cold War, and drugs and security

ISSUE 3,2026 - Americas Quarterly 5l



Overcoming
Latin America’s Stubborn
Productivity Gap

One of the region’s most pressing issues offers an

opportunity to governments and private companies alike.

by Nur Cristiani and José Enrique Arrioja

IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

JPMorgan

PRIVATE BANK

ALL IT LATIN AMERICA’S perennial
challenge: Low productivity.
Measured as output per worker or

per hour, productivity in most of the re-
gion remains a fraction of that in advanced economies
and has hardly improved over the past 75 years. The
result is a development constraint that scholars and
observers use to explain why Latin America and the
Caribbean are currently immersed in a “low growth
trap” that limits wages and political stability alike.

Early last year, the UN Development Program con-
cluded in a report that low productivity is one of the

“biggest obstacles” to regional growth and issued an
urgent message to highlight the relevance of that con-
straint: “The region has struggled to take advantage
of past technological revolutions and risks missing out
on the benefits of digitalization and AI”

Recent data puts this structural challenge into
perspective: Between 1950 and today, the region’s
productivity relative to the U.S. barely moved, and a
Latin American worker produces, on average, about
one-fifth of what a U.S. worker makes, according to

52  Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 3, 2026

the World Bank. While East Asia used productivity
gains to fuel its convergence with advanced econo-
mies, Latin America largely stagnated, and from 2005
to 2019, the region’s average productivity growth was
negative. Growth spurts — such as the commodity
exports boom of the early 2010s — came and went
without translating into sustained efficiency or de-
velopment gains.

To make things worse, in 2017, the region achieved
a “milestone” in the decline of its productivity, in
contrast with growth in average global productiv-
ity. That year, it was the first year in which “the re-
gion’s productivity fell below the global average, since
when it has continued to drop further behind,” ac-
cording to EcLAC.

Often discussed in abstract terms — total fac-
tor productivity, capital accumulation, human cap-
ital — the productivity problem is ubiquitous and
entrenched, and its consequences are visible in ev-
eryday life across the region. Take logistics. A Brazil-
ian agribusiness survey noted in 2024 that it can be
cheaper to ship soybeans from Mato Grosso to China



Latin America's productivity
has fallen behind
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than to move them to Brazil’s own ports. In Mexico,
a country lagging behind the G2o and the oEcD on
growth charts, small manufacturers complain that
unreliable electricity and local extortion cost them
more than labor costs, which explains why produc-
tivity has decreased from 38.2% in 2016 to 32.7% in
2023. In the Caribbean, the tourist industry qui-
etly admits that bureaucratic delays to import basic
equipment can add weeks — and significant costs —
to routine investments. These anecdotes, echoed
across sectors and countries, illustrate how ineffi-
ciency has become normalized.

A growing body of research has identified the per-
sistent culprits, but also the solutions that we ur-
gently need. Low productivity limits the region’s
ability to capitalize on new global opportunities —
including those emerging from today’s rapidly shift-
ing trade environment.

~ emoving distortions

WO RECENT STUDIES offer insight and some
hope about low productivity in the region. In
its 2025 Regional Economic Outlook for the
Western Hemisphere, published last October, the iIMF
mentions “productivity” 113 times across its 59 pages,

labeling it as one of the region’s “structural chal-
lenges” The report argues that “the lackluster pro-
ductivity growth associated with persistent resource
misallocation is among the most binding constraints
in the region, together with sluggish firm-level pro-
ductivity growth?”

To improve productivity, governments need to
implement policies that will enhance the perfor-
mance of private companies, which are the main
drivers of economic growth. “Boosting productivity
calls for eliminating barriers to factor reallocation
and financing frictions that hinder firm expansion,’
the IMF’s economists wrote in the paper. “Removing
policy distortions, such as subsidies and differential
tax treatment, could also strengthen incentives for
firms to grow.” The 1MF research shows three key
problems across the region: lack of competition,
size-based regulatory systems, and lack of access
to financing. Market structures in Latin America
are often characterized by high market concentra-
tion, with incumbents operating as monopolies or as
dominant conglomerates. Less productive firms of
all sizes are often buoyed by subsidies, weak or ab-
sent antitrust enforcement, and other preferential
treatment afforded to incumbents.

Some of these advantages for incumbents may not
even be intentional. Many of the region’s countries
have size-based regulatory systems that treat large
businesses differently than small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMES), with a view to encouraging sMEs.
The downside is that this system causes some of the
most productive sMEs to choose not to scale up.

Meanwhile, even some of the region’s most effi-
cient firms sometimes struggle to access capital. Ac-
cording to the oEcp, Latin America’s credit-to-Gpp
ratios are below emerging-market averages. Con-
sider the case of Micro-, Small-, and Medium-sized
Enterprises (MsMES). They represent 25% of the re-
gion’s cDP and employ 60% of the population, but
“their support to Gpp growth is relatively small due
to their low productivity and inability to raise funds
to scale,” an 1pB study concluded in 2023. The situ-
ation has resulted in a $1.8 trillion financing gap, or
35% of regional pp, the MmsME Finance Forum re-
cently estimated. For international investors, this
gap signals an opportunity.
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OVERCOMING LATIN AMERICA'S PRODUCTIVITY GAP

The productivity paradox

A new horizon ahead

LSO IN OCTOBER, the United Nations’ EcLAc

addressed the region’s low productivity by

providing a sectoral analysis. Among its
many important findings, one stands out: In Latin
America, the lowest-productivity sectors account
for most jobs.

Agriculture, cattle raising, and fisheries are the
sectors with the lowest productivity, followed by
commerce and construction, and they employ the
majority of workers in each country in the hemi-
sphere. In contrast, sectors such as mining, basic
services, and business services account for “only a
tiny fraction of the employment,’ the report said,
which results in labor productivity in Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean being only 29.7% as high as in
the European Union.

To change this dynamic, Latin American gov-
ernments and the private sector can collaborate to
implement the necessary reforms to tackle this chal-
lenge. The 1mF highlights New Zealand, Peru, and
Estonia as examples of successful policy reforms.

New Zealand became a model after its 1980s re-
form efforts increased competition, improved access
to credit, and enhanced labor flexibility. The outcome
was significant and vibrant. Peru passed similar laws
in the 1990s, which led to increased capital and credit
flows, turning the country into an economic success
story during its Golden Decades (1993-2019), a 26-
year stretch of steady growth that often doubled the
pace of its regional peers. Estonia adopted new tech-
nology in the 2000s, embracing digital governance,
making its former-Soviet economy more transpar-
ent, and creating an environment where new compa-
nies in emerging industries could emerge and grow.

The recent success of Poland — now the world’s
20th largest economy — helps show how. A World
Bank study found that most of Poland’s explosive
productivity growth over the last decade came from
improvements within companies, driven by the
adoption of new technologies, managerial practices,
and a focus on innovation.
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ULTINATIONAL CORPORATIONS (MNCSs)

can also play an important role in this

transformation. The Inter-American De-
velopment Bank (1pB) has found that these com-
panies play a special role by bringing advanced
technologies, global market access, and manage-
rial expertise to emerging markets. Costa Rican
firms collaborating with mNcs, for example “saw
employment rise by 26% and productivity improve
by 4%-9% within four years;” the bank recently re-
ported. In other words, smart foreign investment
can sometimes provide its own momentum for pro-
ductivity gains.

There are other signs pointing to hope. The oEcD
recently observed that Latin American countries are
increasingly shifting toward knowledge-intensive
sectors — industries less vulnerable to commodity
price swings and better aligned with global tech-
nology and innovation networks. This trend is oc-
curring across sectors, such as pharma, technology,
and agriculture.

Costa Rica, Uruguay and Guatemala are building
on their strong pharma production, and countries
like Colombia and Brazil have drafted “bioecon-
omy plans” that touch sectors like chemicals, food,
pharma and more. For investors, the growth of
knowledge-driven sectors creates a virtuous cycle
of opportunities in tech education and what that ed-
ucation will produce. Data centers also offer a clear
opportunity for a breakthrough, given the region’s
wealth in hydropower and other renewable energy
sources. At present, the region accounts for about
5% of global data center infrastructure. However,
since 2024, close to 30 new data centers have either
opened or are under construction, according to a
report by 1DB Invest, the investment arm of the 1pB.
Brazil, Mexico, and Chile are leading the expansion,
but Colombia, Peru, and Costa Rica “are also emerg-
ing as attractive tech hubs,” the study found.

The growing global demand for food may also
help the region’s performance. Over the past few de-



High-voltage electricity wires over a sugar cane field near Cali, Colombia

cades, Latin America has been one of the better-per-
forming regions globally in agricultural productivity

growth. Last December, a McKinsey report estimated

that the region’s agri-food sector could generate

about $425 billion in additional annual revenues by

2040, but this would require cumulative investment

of up to $760 billion. “Latin America’s agri-food sec-
tor showcases a powerful combination of production

capacity (crops, meat, fish, and fruits) and process-
ing expertise (crops, meat, fish, fruits, and vegeta-
bles; beverages:; oils and fats; and animal feed) across

the value chain,’ the study concluded.

Finally, an apparent shift toward a world of more
regionally integrated supply chains may also play a
role. Latin American countries, in addition to draw-
ing closer to the U.S. supply chain, have huge growth
possibilities if they can better integrate with each

JOAQUIN SARMIENTO/AFP/GETTY

other; at present, only 15% of its trade occurs within

the region, far below Europe (68%) or Asia (55%), ac-
cording to the 1pB. This means that Latin America

can still realize productivity gains from deeper sup-
ply chain linkages, technology diffusion, and sectoral

specialization.

Latin America’s productivity challenge stems from
deep structural barriers and cannot be solved over-
night. However, proactive governments and entre-
preneurs recognize that the time to act is now, as we
face the prospects of a third lost decade of growth,
as EcLAC’s study warns. As the global economy shifts,
the region has a crucial window of opportunity.
N T AT TR ANIT
Cristiani is the head of Latin America Investment
Strategy at J.P. Morgan’s Private Bank
Arrioja is AQ’s managing editor
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Why the Liberal
Order Is Unraveling
in the Americas

Citizens and leaders are abandoning
the rules of liberal democracy.
We live in the Age of Exit.
What can reverse the trend?

by Juan Pablo Luna, Andrés Malamud,
and Alberto Vergara
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WHY THE LIBERAL ORDER IS UNRAVELING IN THE AMERICAS

ERU HAS HAD NINE presidents in a de-

cade. None were removed by a coup in

the traditional sense; most fell to con-
gressional maneuvers, corruption scandals, and the
relentless pressure of a constitution designed to
make presidents removable. Earlier this year, a re-
cord 35 candidates entered the presidential race, but
after a months-long recount, the first-round results
confirmed that the two leading candidates didn’t
even reach 30% of the vote combined.

Peru’s political landscape mirrors trends else-
where, though not always as extreme. Across Latin
America, elites have sidelined democratic norms,
the rule of law is under assault by various social
and political forces, and if citizens abandoned par-
ties long ago, they have now simply disengaged from
formal politics. Elites and citizens seem to be exit-
ing the democratic consensus, giving way to institu-
tional hollowing out without a classic authoritarian
takeover.

For years, analysts have cited external shocks to
explain the fraying of the Western liberal order: the
rise of China, a revanchist Russia, and the global
surge of illiberal populism. Although these challenges
are real, they are symptoms of a deeper problem:
The central dynamic weakening liberal societies to-
day is disintegration from within.

The economist Albert Hirschman classically ana-
lyzed this dynamic of “exit;” or the decision to leave
rather than fight. His framework, originally de-
signed for firms, now describes our societies. When
citizens conclude that raising their voice or partici-
pating in politics is futile, they stop trying. They vote
for outsiders, work off the books, emigrate, or simply
disengage. Leaders do the same: They abandon dem-
ocratic norms, withdraw from international treaties,
and govern as if institutions were obstacles rather
than foundations.

This creates a vicious cycle in which, as more peo-
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ple disengage, the institutions people rely on weaken
further, making exit an even more rational alterna-
tive for those who remain.

Leaving democracy behind

OR LEADERS SUCH As Gabriel Boric, Andrés

Manuel Lépez Obrador, Nayib Bukele or Javier

Milei, to name only a few, running against the
establishment became a competitive advantage re-
gardless of ideology. Traditional political parties are
crumbling everywhere: In 20 Latin American presi-
dential elections held between 2021 and 2025, 16 were
won by parties fewer than 10 years old. Political par-
ties are the connective tissue between citizens, exec-
utive branches, and legislatures. When they collapse,
three things fray at once: voters lose a reliable cue
for retrospective accountability; presidents lose sta-
ble legislative coalitions; and the orderly machinery
of succession degrades.

The case of Guatemala in 2023 captures all three.
Semilla, a political party barely six years old, won
the presidency under the leadership of Bernardo
Arévalo, but immediately faced legal harassment
from prosecutors aligned with traditional elite net-
works. Without a consolidated party behind it, the
elected government’s path to power depended on ep-
isodic street mobilization.

This is no defense of the old party systems, which
were responsible for regional ills, including extensive
patronage and corruption scandals. Yet, for varying
periods and unevenly across countries, those par-
ties provided a modicum of order and legitimacy that
their successors have not reproduced.

In turn, the politicians who run against the estab-
lishment often treat institutional constraints as the
next thing to discard. President Donald Trump has
claimed he “does not know” whether he must uphold
the U.S. Constitution. Latin America’s left largely re-



Many in the Americas feel their country needs a strong leader
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fused to acknowledge that Peru’s Pedro Castillo at-
tempted a coup in December 2022, and the right
denied that Jair Bolsonaro’s supporters did the same
against President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva.

An Ipsos global survey found that 47% of respon-
dents would support a strongman willing to break
the rules if it meant they achieved results. In Latin
America, 54% said in 2023 they would accept a
non-democratic government if it solved their prob-
lems, up from 45% in 2001.

The exit is not only at the top. According to Inter-
national ipDEA, global voter turnout fell from 65%
in 2008 to 55% in 2023. But it’s more than apathy:
Decades of unaddressed inequality, corruption, and
criminal violence have convinced many that neither
voting nor protesting produces change.

When citizens do mobilize, the results often

deepen frustration. Protests can topple a govern-
ment overnight but rarely succeed in reconstituting

power, legitimacy, or order. Chile’s 2019 estallido and

its aftermath illustrate a society that explicitly de-
manded a new constitution but twice failed to adopt
one. Chileans knew what to reject but were unable

to articulate what they wanted instead.

Exiting the formal market

HEN THE FORMAL ECONOMY fails to
deliver opportunity, people build their
own. According to the International La-
bor Organization, six out of 10 workers and four out
of five enterprises operate informally. And contrary
to decades of predictions, informality is growing in
many countries. The covip-19 pandemic reversed
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years of modest progress in the Global South. Mean-
while, illegal markets have expanded everywhere,
generating the income that the formal economy
could no longer provide for a significant portion of
the world’s population.

Consider what this looks like on the ground. In Ec-
uador, the national homicide rate surged from 5.7 per
100,000 in 2018 to 45.1 in 2023, as criminal organiza-
tions moved into the spaces the state had abandoned,
controlling neighborhoods and informal economies.
The promise of social inclusion through education and
formal jobs rings hollow for youngsters raised in vi-
olent, corrupt, and unequal democracies. As a result,
they’re embracing a kind of vernacular libertarian-
ism built around crypto speculation, synthetic drugs,
platform work, and social media self-branding.

This expansion of informal and illegal markets
renders state policy less effective in shaping peo-
ple’s lives. At the same time, the institutional capture
of politics by organizations that profit from these
economies escalates corruption and makes formal
democracy less meaningful. The spread of illegal
markets and the violence that accompanies them is
visible not just in Latin America, but across the globe,
from Rosario to Malmo, Marseille, and Guayaquil.

Walking away from home

IGRATION IS EXIT IN its most concrete

sense. Although Trump’s border enforce-

ment has slowed migration flows into the
United States, it has not touched the structural forces
that push people out: authoritarian governance,
economic informality, climate stress, and violence.
Migration as an exit persists, albeit now directed to-
ward other destinations.

And it reshapes politics in receiving countries. Ac-
cording to an Ipsos global survey, negative views of
immigration rose 4 percentage points from 2016 to
2021. National defection in one country fuels demo-
cratic defection in another, as xenophobic backlash
empowers anti-immigrant movements across the
West. Chile’s new president, José Antonio Kast, built
his campaign on harsh anti-immigrant rhetoric, and
his success is a case in point.

60 Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 3,2026

Perhaps the most consequential defection has oc-
curred at the international level. Both right and left
have returned to nation-state programs, portray-
ing globalization as a vehicle for exploitation. As Ivan
Krastev and Stephen Holmes argued during Trump’s
first term, his rhetoric erased the U.S. tradition as
a “beacon of liberty,” recasting the country as simply
another self-interested power. The second Trump
administration has deepened this logic, withdraw-
ing from the World Health Organization and the Paris
Agreement (for the second time) and projecting a vi-
sion of international relations stripped of any nor-
mative content.

The pattern extends well beyond Washington.
Brexit was the highest-profile case, but withdrawal
from international commitments has become fash-
ionable everywhere. In South America, domino de-
partures reduced uNASUR from 12 members to five
between 2018 and 2020. This meant less regional co-
operation.

The retreat rests on the fundamental assumption
that international cooperation is naive: There are al-
ways winners and losers, and nations should act ac-
cordingly. Hugo Chavez famously lamented, “While
we leaders go from summit to summit, our peoples
go from abyss to abyss?” Today’s leaders have found
a simpler solution: Skip the summits rather than fix
the abysses.

Rebuilding the case for engagement

ISENGAGEMENT IS THE RATIONAL instinct

when institutions fail to respond. Revers-

ing that dynamic requires rebuilding the
case for engagement, even if it requires new politi-
cal experiments.

As Moisés Naim noted, minilateralism — bringing
together the smallest possible number of countries
needed for impact — has emerged as a pragmatic
alternative. Sometimes, fewer is more. The Argen-
tine-Brazilian nuclear accountability agency aBacc
has become a global model of confidence-building
and technological cooperation, proving that bilat-
eral commitments can succeed where multilateral
ones falter. The U.S. rupture with Canada and Mex-



U.S. President Donald Trump speaks at the Shield of the Americas Summit in March in Doral, Florida.

ico need not be the inevitable fate of neighboring de-
mocracies. This time, the South of the Americas may
be showing the way to the North.

Political scientists have often argued for demo-
cratic reform, but they have done so timidly, within
the box, seeking marginal adjustments. The fixation
on measuring “backsliding” from an assumed dem-
ocratic endpoint is itself a trap; it assumes a teleol-
ogy that history does not support. Democracy has
always been an experiment, one that flourished first
in small places and weakly centralized states. Iron-
ically, the most experimental political system now-
adays is China’s, combining subnational autonomy,
policy tinkering, and career promotion based on suc-
cessful innovation.

Relegitimizing democracy will require balancing
gradualism with boldness, central planning with re-
gional experimentation, and less demand on citizens’
attention with institutions that reward participation.

ROBERTO SCHMIDT/GETTY

Better societies are built through engagement, not
alienation. Many people in the Americas and around
the globe have lost hope that engagement works.
What we need is to make engagement worthwhile
through institutional experimentation, the appeal to
a future our youngsters envision as worth living — in
their own terms — and a democratic politics that de-
livers more than the promise of the next election.

Luna is a professor of political science and
Diamond Brown Chair in Democratic Studies
at McGill University, and a researcher at

the UC School of Government (Chile).
Malamud is a senior research fellow

at the Institute of Social Sciences

of the University of Lisbon.

Vergara is a political scientist and professor
in the Universidad del Pacifico’s Department
of Social Sciences (Lima, Peru).
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Climate Has
Disappeared
from the Agenda.
Or Has It?

The issue is more persistent than it seems,
emerging in other topics like crime
and mining, writes a former president.

by Carlos Alvarado Quesada

HERE IS A PARADOX unfolding across Latin America and

the Caribbean. Climate change appears to occupy a smaller

share of political debate than many expected a decade ago,
often overshadowed by concerns such as crime, inflation and eco-
nomic hardship.

Yet at the same time, climate and environmental pressures are in-
creasingly shaping those very challenges. The question, therefore, is
not simply whether we are talking more or less about climate change.
It is whether climate change is increasingly becoming embedded in the
issues that dominate public and political attention.

Hard data suggest that public concern about climate change re-
mains strong across Latin America. A Lancet study using Google search
trends found that climate-related engagement has increased signifi-
cantly over time in both Spanish- and Portuguese-language searches.
A 2023 European Investment Bank survey of more than 10,000 people
across Latin America and the Caribbean (L.ac) found that 91% of re-
spondents throughout the region believed climate change affects their
daily lives, and 88% support stronger government action to promote



A firefighter works to extinguish a forest fire in Argentina’s Chubut province in February 2026.

climate-friendly behavior.

However, while the public awareness and con-
cern in Lac seem to remain remarkably high, sur-
veys such as Latinobarémetro and the oecp Trust
Survey show that it seldom ranks among the most
pressing political priorities. Instead, immediate con-
cerns such as crime, inflation, employment, corrup-
tion, and economic hardship continue to dominate
public attention.

But what strikes me as most significant is not how
much we talk about climate change, but how we talk
about it. Across the region, climate and environ-
mental issues are increasingly moving beyond the
confines of environmental policy and becoming in-
tertwined with questions of security, economic de-
velopment, public health and quality of life.

We see it in the Panama Canal, where water scar-
city in the basin has turned an environmental chal-

TOMAS CUESTA/AFP/GETTY

lenge into an economic one for Panama, the region,
and global trade. We see it in countries like Brazil,
Costa Rica, Ecuador and Peru, where illegal mining
sits at the intersection of organized crime, forest de-
struction, public health risks, and limited economic
opportunities, frequently linked to broader criminal
economies involving human trafficking, arms traf-
ficking, money laundering and illicit gold markets.
We see it in the difficult choices facing fossil fuel-
exporting countries such as Colombia, Brazil, Ecuador,
Guyana, Trinidad and Tobago, and Venezuela. As the
global energy transition advances, these economies
must prepare for a future of declining demand for oil
and gas or risk falling export revenues, fiscal pres-
sures, stranded assets, and employment disruptions.
We see it in the growing impacts of extreme heat,
wildfires, floods and droughts, which are disrupting
livelihoods, affecting public health, straining infra-
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structure, and, in some cases, contributing to migra-
tion. Across the Caribbean, sea-level rise threatens
critical infrastructure concentrated along vulnera-
ble coastlines, increasing both economic and social
risks. At that point, it matters little whether a gov-
ernment or a mayor is on the left or the right; com-
munities expect leadership and effective solutions.

It is one of the lessons I draw from the launch of
Costa Rica’s National Decarbonization Plan in 2019,
during my presidency. The plan was the first long-
term decarbonization strategy presented by a coun-
try following the adoption of the Paris Agreement
in 2015. Independent research conducted in 2020
by the rRanD Corporation, the Inter-American De-
velopment Bank (1aDB), and the University of Costa
Rica estimated that its implementation could gener-
ate approximately $41 billion in net benefits for the
country by 2050.

It projects reshaping virtually every dimension
of national development, from transportation, air
quality, and public health to climate finance, agri-
cultural productivity, energy systems, and the long-
term competitiveness of key sectors such as tourism.

Yet, if I had the chance to do it again, I would place
less emphasis on the decarbonization narrative and
would highlight more intentionally how putting peo-
ple at the center of the plan improves various dimen-
sions of their livelihoods.

In other words, climate change should be dis-
cussed less as a standalone topic, and increasingly
as an interconnected force shaping many of the chal-
lenges that dominate public and political attention.

This shift is also occurring in a geopolitical con-
text in which security and defense have re-emerged
as dominant priorities. From the United States to
Europe, the Middle East, and Asia, governments are
confronting choices about how to strengthen na-
tional security while maintaining ambitious climate
commitments.

As a senior European official from the donor com-
munity told me not long ago in Berlin, the challenge
today is to strengthen military preparedness while
maintaining ambitious climate action. Reconciling
both priorities is proving to be one of the defining
policy dilemmas of our time.

But recent evidence from the region’s principal
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multilateral development institutions suggests that
climate finance in Latin America and the Caribbean
has continued to grow substantially. The 1aADB in-
creased climate finance from $7.5 billion in 2023 to
$8.2 billion in 2024 and aims to reach $11.3 billion an-
nually by 2030; caF committed $40 billion over five
years for climate action, biodiversity, and the en-
ergy transition while reporting record approvals of
$18.7 billion in 2025.

It remains insufficient and falls well short of
closing the financing gap required to meet the re-
gion’s climate and development needs. Neverthe-
less, it points to an encouraging trend: While climate
change may have lost some visibility as a standalone
political issue, institutions increasingly recognize its
economic and social impacts, as well as the growing
imperative of investing in resilience.

Perhaps the lesson is that climate change was
never a separate agenda. It is woven into the prosper-
ity of our economies, the security of our communities,
the health of our families, and the opportunities avail -
able to future generations. We may discuss it through
different lenses, but we experience it through the
conditions that shape everyday life. Climate change
does not compete with these concerns; it increasingly
helps define them.

As David Bohm, the physicist and thinker whom
I deeply admired, observed in the 1980s: “We are
the Earth because all our substance comes from the
Earth and goes back. It’s wrong to say it’s an environ-
ment, (or) to say it’s just surrounding us.’

That’s a perspective shared by many Indigenous
peoples across the Americas. And in a sense, the
same may be true of climate change as well. It is not
merely an environmental issue competing for space
on the public agenda. It is an expression of our rela-
tionship with the natural and human systems upon
which all dimensions of life depend. The sooner we
integrate that reality, the better equipped we will be
to build a more resilient, prosperous, and sustain-
able future.
I
Alvarado Quesada was president of
Costa Rica from 2018 to 2022. He is now a
senior fellow at the Fletcher School of Law
and Diplomacy at Tufts University.
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The hidden history of Sao Paulo's
Japanese neighborhood

Reviewed by Brian Winter

Liberdade is something of an oasis.

With its charming red suzuranté street lanterns, shops sell-
ing manga comics, and a bevy of sushi restaurants, the neighbor-
hood on the edge of Sao Paulo’s old downtown has long attracted
Brazilian and foreign visitors alike. A well-curated museum tells
the story of the 200,000 Japanese immigrants who arrived in Bra-
zil beginning in the 19oos, many of them toiling on coffee fazen-
das to work off the debts from their journey before moving to the
city. Today, Sao Paulo has the world’s largest Japanese-descended
population of any city outside Japan.

A great story, one most paulistas know by heart.

But not the actual origin story of Liberdade.

As Andrew G. Britt writes in his new book I'll Samba Someplace
Else, Liberdade had another identity well before the arrival of the
Japanese — as a home to freed slaves. This story remains largely
unknown among Brazilians, even though the neighborhood’s true
origin is, after all, (probably) contained in its name.

Liberdade was for decades a center of Black culture in a city
that long thought of itself as whiter than the rest of Brazil. The
neighborhood was the site of the headquarters of the Black Bra-
zilian Front, founded in 1931 and widely considered the first orga-
nization of its kind to fight for better education and equal rights.
Sao Paulo’s first samba school had its origins there. Liberdade’s
tiny, dilapidated Chapel of the Afflicted, built in 1779, is still to-
day a pilgrimage site for people, many of them Afro-Brazilian,
who leave their wishes on the church doors in the hope they will
come true.

How could this history be so often ignored? As Britt, an assistant
professor at the University of Texas, documents extensively, the
city had a custom of paving over, literally, its Black past. Liberdade

I N A CITY THAT IS Not exactly famous for its tourist attractions,



The Tanabata Matsuri street festival celebrating Japanese culture draws crowds
to Sdo Paulo’s Liberdade neighborhood in 2024.

and other historically Black neighborhoods including
Bexiga and Saracura were targeted for destruction
when 2oth-century planners wanted to build high-
ways and otherwise modernize the city.

That is a story with parallels in many U.S. cities,
but it had an extra twist given Sio Paulo’s carefully
curated identity as a city of immigrants from Eu-
rope, the Middle East, and Asia. In the 1930s, when
Sao Paulo state adopted a flag with white and black
stripes and a red inset, which its designer meant to
symbolize the country’s “three races;’ the historian
in charge of Sao Paulo’s state history museum lashed
out, saying “it attributes to the paulista population a
dose of African blood that is entirely false”

Today, there is a growing consciousness of the
real history — in Sdo Paulo, and Brazil as a whole.
In the 2022 census, 43% of city residents identified
themselves as Black or mixed race, up from 30% in

FAGA ALMEIDA/UCG/UNIVERSAL IMAGES GROUP/GETTY

2000. This, advocates say, was the result not of ma-
jor demographic change, but a growing racial con-
sciousness, aided by both Brazilian factors (rising
university enrollment, especially among Black and
working class students) and global ones (the mur-
der of George Floyd).

Liberdade itself has only recently begun to reflect
this evolution. Today, the neighborhood’s central
plaza is home to a statue of Deolinda Madre, founder
of Liberdade’s samba school. It is now one of 12 mon-
uments honoring Black people out of a total of 366 in
the city, according to several counts. The plaza it-
self was also renamed in 2023 by Sao Paulo’s mayor.
Its new title? Praga da Liberdade Africa-Japao.
LR EE R R TR
Winter is the editor-in-chief of Americas
Quarterly and the author of Sdo Paulo: The Ugliest
City You'll Ever Love, to be published in November.
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Fiction

In Dahlia de la Cerda’s new story collection,
Greek mythology and Mexican corridos collide
to capture what it means to be a woman living
through Mexico's security crisis.

Reviewed by Daniela Ordoiiez Delgado

REEK TRAGEDIES MEMORIALIZE HEROES. Mexico’s cor-

ridos the outlaws. In Dahlia de la Cerda’s latest book,

Medea Sang Me a Corrido, characters see them as two
sides of the same coin.

In this linked collection of stories, Mexican writer and activ-
ist De la Cerda embraces literary appropriation. By transposing
Greek tragedy into the worlds of fictional Aztlan and San Mi-
guelito, De la Cerda highlights the universality of the Mexican
experience, narco-violence included. Through six linked short
stories guided by the mythical Medea — the Greek sorceress and
princess of Colchis — she narrates how people survive when the
institutions around them have collapsed, and guides us through
the lives of women searching for missing children, teenagers
who believed fake promises of success, and the networks that
rule where the state has failed.

Each story reveals another layer of Aztlan’s complicated re-
ality. Paulina searches for her boyfriend while deciding whether
to continue a pregnancy. Antonia fights to protect a desperately
wanted baby because being a mother is her form of rebellion.
Jordan is recruited into organized crime from a young age. Reina
searches through unmarked graves for her son’s body, while Perla
is trapped in a relationship with a drug lord who enjoys corridos
that brag about arsenals of weapons he doesn’t know how to use.

Each tale is individual and unique, but they also accumulate
into a collective portrait of systemic failure amid Mexico’s secu-
rity crisis and cartel violence. “The government cut off one head
thinking it would kill the monster, but the monster grew twenty
stupid, crude, violent heads in its place;” explains one character,
Antonia, about the situation in her town.

In the final story, Medea finally speaks for herself. She shows
up at people’s doorsteps driving a tuned-up Jetta with vertical-
opening doors, cornrows on her head and snake tattoos on her
arms. Through the book, she becomes a witness to the war and
a companion for women moving the infrastructures of care they
built in lieu of institutional support. In that space, Medea even



gets to enjoy herself: She drinks Kittychelas at fes-
tivals, gets her perreo on, learns corridos by heart,
and sings them with strangers at night.

The corridos — narrative Mexican ballads and
folk songs — promise a form of immortality. Fight,
die young, and they’ll sing your name forever. In the
book, they become a part of these characters’ lives,
always in the background, blasting from car speak-
ers, parties, town festivals, and the house radio.
Jordan was 17 when he first fell for their narrative.
“Troy is my favorite movie,” he says, “That shit blew
my mind — like, imagine being a legend!” When he
was later recruited into the narco-trade, his girl-
friend waited for him to come home.

Medea chose to come Aztlan deliberately. Al-
though her grandfather, the Sun God, warned her
it was dangerous even for the gods — a land of war,
bloodshed, and no hope — she went anyway, mostly
to purge the guilt of killing her children after Ja-
son’s betrayal. Greek tragedies would’ve made her
flat, but De la Cerda gives Medea a present instead:
a chance to be imperfect, to repent. Medea becomes
capable of both harm and care. In Aztlan, she finds
horror worse than anything she witnessed in Greece,
but she also finds resistance, sorority, and women
who won’t let the war have the final word. That’s
what makes her stay. As she says, “a redemption that
embraces all the shit and turns it into resistance”

De la Cerda, cofounder of feminist collective
Morras Help Morras, was raised in working-class

Aguascalientes and rural Jalisco, which she de-
scribes as deeply conservative communities en-
meshed with organized crime. She brings that
background into the collection, where contradic-
tions within motherhood, love, safety, fear, and
womanhood coexist.

In Medea Sang Me a Corrido, translators Julia
Sanches and Heather Cleary worked in tandem to
navigate the book’s oral rhythms and code-switch-
ing, which range from street slang to deep philo-
sophical reflections and mythmaking all at once.
Their collaboration mirrors the book’s own insis-
tence on sorority: Two women working together to
carry these stories across languages is something
Medea herself would have blessed.

Overall, the book insists on free will over fate: One
character cites Jean-Paul Sartre to say, “We aren’t
what they made of us, but rather what we make of
what they made of us” Medea, the tragic story of a
scorned woman betrayed by her husband, was first
written by Euripides. These Mexican women are
written by violence that the state either perpetuates
or fails to stop. De la Cerda gives all of them agency:
the ability to turn themselves into something beyond
what circumstances tried to force them to be.
i
Ordoiiez Delgado is a Colombian writer, literary
translator and editorial assistant at Sundial
House. Her translation of 69 38 78, by Juan Carlos
Méndez Guédez, is forthcoming in October.
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Documentary

A Cuban filmmaker returns home to find
the town he grew up in is slowly disappearing,
even if its artists continue to hold on.

Reviewed by Ena Alvarado

HEN CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS AND his crew glimpsed Cuba

for the first time in October 1492, the lush terrain they likely

saw included a stretch of land known today as Gibara. This
small town is the subject of Cuban filmmaker Armando Capd’s latest
documentary, The Land of the Whale.

Cap6 grew up in Gibara but left as a young man for Havana to pursue
filmmaking. Many years later, he returned home armed with a camera
and a sound recorder, assuming the role of an encyclopedic historian
and hoping to record every possible anecdote about his fading town.
Simple shots of Gibara’s modest buildings interlock with conversations
between Capé and three of his former teachers, all in advanced age: An-
tonio Lemus Nicolau, a pianist; Tony Ortega Piferrer, a taxidermist; and
Luis Catala, a master of watercolors. Obsessed with preserving the past,
they bring to life precious stories, not just about Gibara, but about Cuba’s
cultural history and what’s been lost.

Antonio reminisces about José Rey de la Torre, one of Cuba’s most cel-
ebrated classical guitarists of the last century, while Tony gives Cap6
a detailed breakdown of the moment in 1978 when an enormous dead
humpback whale was found by the locals and collectively cut for its meat.
Tony was a part of the team responsible for preserving the whale’s bones,
exposing gibarenios refusal to forget any piece of their town’s story and,
in a way, mirroring Capd’s desire to document it before it’s too late.

For all their color, as these tales pile up, they come to feel bland and
provincial, turning the film into a book report on Gibara. It’s a kind of
nostalgia that leaves little room for renewal. A possible saving grace
emerges during a visit to Luis’ personal studio, when the old artist stum-
bles upon one of his very first watercolor works and tearily admits: “In all
sincerity, I can’t do this now?” The tender scene ends with Luis’ recogni-
tion that he’d love to go back to when he was younger, because he would
have preferred “not to have seen this” By “this;,” he means the town’s



The director of The Land of the Whale, Armando Capé, walks along the shore of Gibara, Cuba.

neglect and impending death. Gibara used to live off
fishing and tourism, two industries that have since
declined and emptied the town’s streets, consign-
ing its elderly people to solitude. What were once
beautiful landmarks are now dilapidated structures.
Silence reigns.

In this sense, Luis’ remarks highlight the film’s
most interesting question about the human cost of
being left behind, even if they fail to wake the film
from its slumber. They also catalyze Capd’s reflec-
tions, spurring him to wonder whether craftworks
may be uniquely immune to loss. Can a whale’s bones,
a piano recording, or a watercolor far outlast a town
and its inhabitants? Perhaps. Yet, in Capd’s film, re-
membering Gibara seems relegated to the adven-
tures of chance, much like a whale washing up on
the shore.

COURTESY OF ICARUS FILMS

If the documentary already revealed a run-down
society when it was filmed six years ago, we can
only imagine what it must be enduring now. Cuba’s
economy has all but collapsed, and Cubans are liv-
ing through the worst humanitarian crisis in the is-
land’s recent history.

Cap6 shot the film in 2020, but he edited it about
three years later, realizing that he had inadvertently
“recorded a farewell ” The film is an elegy not just to
Gibara’s memories and people but also to Cuba’s cul-
tural tradition. Amid political and economic turmoil,
Capd bets that art will live on, even when no one is
there to savor it.
N T AT TR ANIT
Alvarado is a writer and former
assistant editor at The Atlantic
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AQ's Summer Playlist

This issue's playlist focuses on a genre that
thrived in Latin America's colonial courts,
Jesuit missions and revolutions.

by Sebastian Zubieta

N THE AMERICAS, OPERA has been thriving since at least 1701, when

Tomads de Torrejon y Velasco premiered La ptirpura de la rosa, in Lima,

an opera still performed around the world. The piece, with libretto
by Pedro Calderén de la Barca, was commissioned to celebrate the 18th
birthday of King Philip V and his first year on the Spanish throne. A de-
cade later, Manuel de Sumaya, the most important Baroque composer
born in New Spain, premiered La parténope in Mexico City. Both follow
that era’s predilection for pseudo-mythological and pastoral settings and
were the first operas written in the Western Hemisphere.

Not far from Lima, but worlds apart from the Spanish colonial cities,
the religious opera San Ignacio was composed in the 1720s in the Jesuit
missions of Chiquitos, in the Bolivian lowlands, almost certainly by Je-
suits Domenico Zipoli and Martin Schmid, possibly alongside local com-
posers. It was performed across the missions and probably in cities as
well, and later entered the population’s folk music repertoire after the
expulsion of the Jesuits.

Opera, with its combination of music, poetry, narrative, stagecraft and
dance, has never been cheap to produce, so a solid base of patronage and
a willing public are necessary for its existence (except in the missional
context). We know that the genre and its Spanish variety, zarzuela, were
extremely popular in many of the large Viceroyal cities throughout the
1700s, but, as with Sumaya’s opera, the scores of most locally composed
works were lost, so we don’t know exactly what local opera sounded like.

French opera had remarkable popularity in the second half of the
1700s in Saint-Domingue and the other Caribbean colonies, starting in
Cap-Haitien (then Cap-Francais), where a theater company was founded
in the 1770s. The Comédie du Cap, which was the center of the city’s so-
cial life, presented hundreds of operas in its 1,500-seat theater until it
was destroyed in 1793 during the early battles of the Haitian Revolution.
While Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Le devin du village was a Caribbean fa-



The Teatro Amazonas is an opera house located in the heart of Manaus, Brazil.

vorite, equally popular was its Creole parody, featur-
ing Afro-Haitian elements such as popular dances
in place of French court dances or lyrics in Kreyol.
The stage activity continued through the revolution
and the reign of Henry I, but mounting political in-
stability limited further development for decades,
and very few items from the theaters’ musical ar-
chives survive.

Italian opera began to arrive in theaters along the
Atlantic shore, from Recife to Buenos Aires, in the
early 1g9th century, brought by traveling companies,
many of which would settle in the American cities
and create the musical ecosystem that propelled mu-
sical life in the newly independent countries. In 1823,
Gioachino Rossini’s Il barbiere di Siviglia was the first
complete opera performed in Buenos Aires, where
the genre continues to flourish to this day, anchored
by the world-famous Teatro Colén.

The first half-century of independence was a tur-
bulent time for most young Latin American repub-
lics, but as the new nations stabilized, the fervor for
opera continued to grow. Creole composers started
to professionalize, with many starting their training
in institutions founded by earlier musical entrepre-
neurs and continuing their studies in Italy, Germany
or France. Some of their works tell stories set in the
Americas, such as romances between Indigenous
and European characters or heroic tales from vari-

PAULO FRIDMAN/SYGMA/GETTY

ous independence wars, while the music is squarely
in the European style.

The first American composer to achieve recog-
nition in Europe was the Brazilian Antonio Carlos
Gomes with Il Guarany, a smashing success in Mi-
lan’s La Scala in 1870. Set near Rio in the 1560s, it
tells of the love affair between a Guarani prince and
the daughter of a Portuguese nobleman. The score,
bearing no resemblance to any form of local Brazilian
music, is full of beautiful melodies and masterfully
written for the orchestra. The practice of including
local musical elements, glimpsed in Haiti in the 1790s,
did not become widespread among New World com-
posers until the 2oth century.

The waves of European immigrants in the 18o0s
fueled the construction of great metropolitan opera
houses like Teatro Coléon, Teatro Degollado in Guada-
lajara, the Municipal in Santiago, and the Amazonas
in Manaus, as well as dozens of smaller theaters scat-
tered across the continent. The creation of operas in
the region surged in the last century and continued
into the 21st, but that is a story for a future column.

Our playlist includes examples of some of the
works mentioned, plus a jewel of an exoticist opera
by the most French of Venezuelan composers, Rey-
naldo Hahn (1874-1957).

EEEENE R T TR
Zubieta is music director at Americas Society
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A collaboration between The Met Opera and MoMA in New

York City brings Frida and Diego back to life.

by Miranda Mazariegos

|




Isabel Leonard as Frida and Carlos Alvarez
as Diego in Gabriela Lena Frank's
El dltimo suefo de Frida y Diego.
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Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo in Mexico in 1946.

El gltimo sueiio ET ON DAY OF the Dead in 1957, the new Metropolitan Op-
de Frida y Diego era production of El altimo sueiio de Frida y Diego, with a
score by Gabriela Lena Frank and a libretto by Nilo Cruz,

Ran from May 15 . - .
to June 5 at The is a play on the Orpheus myth. Instead of the living descending to
| Metropolitan Opera reclaim their dead, it’s Frida Kahlo who rises from Mictlan, the

Aztec underworld, to retrieve Diego Rivera from the living. Tor-
tured with grief after Frida’s death, Diego summons her from the

Frida and Diego: underworld. For Frida, though, the world was nothing but agony.
The Last Dream Isabel Leonard brings Frida to life through her mezzo-
soprano, which fills the theater with anguish, a representation of

On view through the ent t of pain that followed Frida f h of her lif
September 12 at The e entrapment of pain that followed Frida for much of her life.
| Museum of Modern Art The tumultuous relationship with Diego Rivera is also palpable

throughout the piece, as Frida decides whether it’s worth com-
ing back for him or not. Diego is played by Carlos Alvarez, whose
baritone commands the imposing authority befitting Rivera
without losing the emotional weight brought about by grieving
his wife’s death. The score includes traditional Mexican instru-
ments — marimba and mariachi trumpets, for example — without
over-imposing them, creating music that feels visceral and mys-
tical. The eerie pangs fit well not only with the backdrop of Day of
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Center: Gabriella Reyes plays Catrina in Gabriela Lena Frank's El ultimo suefio de Frida y Diego.
Right: Isabel Leonard as Frida

the Dead, but also with the main tension throughout
the story: whether Frida will give in and come back
for Diego. Eventually, she says, “Mi arte me invita a
regresar.” Her art invites her back. And so, she trav-
els from Mictlan back to Mexico City, pursuing the
promise of a life without pain and the possibility to
return to painting.

Although elegance was struck carefully with the
music, I can’t say the same of the storyline, which
felt tenuous and slow at its best and utterly confus-
ing at its worst. Almost all the subplots or supporting
roles — a character dressed in drag as Greta Garbo
coming back from the underworld, Frida singing
about poverty in Mexico, and Diego refusing to eat
fruit because he’d gain weight — felt arbitrary and
cartoonish, disconnected from the opera’s otherwise
careful cultural architecture.

To judge it merely on its narrative fortunes, how-
ever, would be to do it injustice. Its most striking
element is indeed the set design, created by Jon Bau-

MARTY SOHL / MET OPERA

sor, which brings a whole new world to life. At mo-
ments colorful and lively, inspired by the Day of the

Dead decorations, and at other points dark, unearthly

and surreal, the set elevates what could have been

another retelling of an overdone story into some-
thing inventive. The real world contains papel pic-
ado, marigolds, and a chorus of laborers; and in the

underworld, jagged tree roots evoke Frida’s bro-
ken back, and from their cracks a chorus of dancers

dressed as muscle skeletons emerges in sync with the

music. Vibrant and magical, but also eerie and pal-
pable, the chorus of dancers accompanies the char-
acters throughout the entire show, reminding us of
the constant presence of death, the way it steps on

our toes even when we don’t see it. This set doesn’t
quite work logically — both worlds bleed into one an-
other and bodies spill from one to the next without
any clear structure — but it’s precisely that porous-
ness that gives it the intriguing mix between a Greek
myth and a magical Latin American story.
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Installation view of Frida and Diego: The Last Dream at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York.

Part of the artistry of the set design is that it re-
calls Frida and Diego’s artworks, some of which are
on view in New York City’s MoMA until September.
This collaboration with MoMA extends Bausor’s world
beyond the stage — blue curtains, the bare tree, the
mural’s scaffolding, even the ominous red lighting —
and recreates the surreal feeling for those unable
to see the full production on stage. Surrounding it
is a selection of iconic works from the couple: Fri-
da’s Fulang-Chang and I (1937) and Self Portrait with
Cropped Hair (1940), and Diego’s Agrarian Leader
Zapata (1931).

In real life, Diego’s final dream was for his ashes
to be mixed with Frida’s upon his death. Because his
wish was denied by his family, The Met gives him
this world in which spending eternity with Frida was
possible. Yet, the title of the opera implies that the
dream was shared. Given their history, though, that
seems unlikely. What did Frida really dream of? In

78 Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 3, 2026

her last journal entry, she wrote: “Espero alegre la
salida ... y espero no volver jamds..” (L hope the exit is
joyful ... and I hope never to return). Her last words
suggest another dream entirely, one of freedom — of
leaving this world that gave her so much pain.

At its heart, The Met’s opera production is a love
story, between the artists, of course, but also about
Frida’s devotion to her art. Frida and Diego, the art
world’s most beloved couple, might be overproduced,
their art commercialized to the point of fatigue. But
to reimagine their stories in different settings, dif-
ferent disciplines and expressions, is to allow their
art to live on. Perhaps, then, that’s how The Met
gives Frida her dream as well: a life where her art
outlasts her pain.

R R
Mazariegos is a Guatemalan journalist

based in New York. She is an editor and

podcast producer at Americas Quarterly.

JONATHAN DORADO © THE MUSEUM OF MODERN ART, NEW YORK
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Top: Fulang-Chang and | (1937, assembled after 1939), Frida Kahlo
Bottom left: Self-portrait with Short Hair (1940), Frida Kahlo. Bottom right: Agrarian Leader Zapata (I193I) Diego Rivera
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