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WHAT MEXICO CAN
VANDCAMNOT) CONTIO.

A Middle Path
for Mexico

Mexico can cope with uncertainty in
the U.S. by putting its own house in better
order, AQ’s cover story argues.

came down an escalator and launched his presidential campaign with

criticism of their country, Mexico has lived with tremendous uncer-
tainty in its relationship with the United States. While much of the world has
also faced tariffs, sanctions and the threat of military intervention, arguably
no other country is as exposed as Mexico. Given the stakes, some Mexicans
have wondered if their government should pursue a more confrontational
path, as Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney recently has, or move to di-
versify its trading relationships with less overbearing partners.

In this issue’s cover story, Vanessa Rubio-Marquez argues for a steady
middle path. A widely respected former senator and official at Mexico’s fi-
nance and foreign ministries, Rubio-Marquez says Mexico has little choice
for now but to continue its special relationship with the United States. She
cites several decisions by President Claudia Sheinbaum suggesting the Mexi-
can government has also concluded that any significant diversification would
take decades, if it is viable at all.

However, Rubio-Marquez writes, Mexico can take important steps to put
its own house in order — and thus reduce its vulnerability. She points to mea-
sures that would curtail the sizable fiscal deficit, such as more transparent
management and better governance of the state oil company Pemex, whose
financial debt was a staggering $77.5 billion at the end of June and has strug-
gled for years to reverse its declining crude production. A reform of prop-
erty taxes, which generates revenues equivalent to only 0.2% of cpp today,
could push that number closer to 3%.

Along the way, Sheinbaum will need to continue to enforce red lines in
its relationship with Washington, such as a possible unilateral U.S. military
strike on a cartel target in Mexican territory. But if Mexico can tolerate the
uncertainty and frequent insults hurled its way, the country is in a strong po-
sition compared to the rest of the world. As Rubio-Marquez notes, close to
87% of Mexican exports still enter duty-free, and those with tariffs have an
average rate of just 3.4% — compared to 22% for China. That’s one more ar-
gument in favor of continuity, even when it’s difficult to swallow.

F OR THE BETTER PART of a decade, ever since President Donald Trump

ISSUE 4,2026 - Americas Quarterly 3



AQ CONTENTS ¢« VOLUME 20 « ISSUE 4

16

26

30

36

40

46

50

A Path Forward for Mexico

AQ takes a deep dive into the realistic options Mexico still has
to drive growth and retain strategic autonomy amid tensions with the U.S.
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PICTURE

llya Espino de Marotta takes over as head of the Panama Canal
Authority (ACP) in September for the 2026-33 term, becoming
the first woman to hold the position. In anticipation of low
rainfall due to El Nifio, the ACP announced it would reduce

daily transits through the waterway starting that month.
PHOTO BY DANIEL GONZALEZ/ANDALOU/GETTY
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¥ presidential candidate Flavio
‘ Bolsonaro attend the September
| 7 Independence Day parade on
THEBIG Avenida Paulista in Sdo Paulo.
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Caracas regarding an oil agreement granting the U.S.
government majority control of more than 65 billion

barrels of Venezuelan oil reserves.
PHOTO BY | GETTY

U.S. Energy Secretary Chris Wright speaks in September
with Venezuela's acting president, Delcy Rodriguez, in AQ

THE BIG
PICTURE
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Two members of the Peruvian navy participate in an operation
targeting illegal gold mining in Tambopata National Reserve, in
the country's southeast in August. As global demand for gold
surges amid inflation and instability, illegal mining has deforested

an area equivalent to roughly 700 soccer fields within the reserve.

PHOTO BY ANGELA PONCE/BLOOMBERG/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 and economics.

“From what we know today, I think it is very possible to imagine
elections in Venezuela, to see a change in power.  wouldn't

go asfar as to say to whom, but I think we’re closer to a real
election in Venezuela today ... than we have been for decades.”

—Anatoly Kurmanaev, reporter for The New York Times
currently covering Venezuela

“Space activity has really exploded during the last few years, and it’s
expected that that trend continues. We have something like 10,000
satellites right now. Some estimates are that in the next 10 years, we
are looking at 100,000 satellites. So countries in Latin America are
looking for ways to tap into that market and be a provider.”

—Laura Delgado Lépez, senior fellow at the Jack D. Gordon
Institute for Public Policy at Florida International University

“Nowadays, your criminal baron, be he a drug lord or a
smuggling czar or whatever it is, his best weapon is remaining
under the radar. The days of big cartels, highly militarized
organizations, are gone. The military organizations may exist,
but they are now the labor force at the bottom of this pyramid.”

—Jeremy McDermott, co-founder and co-director of InSight Crime

Scan to subscribe Produced and edited by Miranda Mazariegos
on Spotify

Available on Apple, Spotify, YouTube
and other platforms

Q0
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Noam Lupu

A Vanderbilt University political scientist analyzes
trends from the 2026 AmericasBarometer survey, which
provides public opinion data from across the region.

Interviewed by Emilie Sweigart

AQ: The first AmericasBarometer survey was published more than two decades
ago. How does this year’s survey differ from previous editions?

NL: We were able to do a survey in Cuba for the first time. Observers of the region of-
ten leave Cuba out because it’s hard to get information about what’s going on there,
so bringing it into conversation with the rest of the region is important. With chang-
ing U.S. policy toward Cuba, we thought this was an important time to give a voice to
everyday Cubans’ perspectives.

AQ: What was the biggest surprise?

NL: Compared to the last survey three years ago, people across the region are more
positive about their personal circumstances, the economy, security, democracy, and
political institutions. Post-pandemic inflation has receded, and we have seen a lot of
government turnover, so there is optimism about new governments doing things dif-
ferently. It is a real shift: Ever since the end of the commodity boom, we’ve seen de-
clining perceptions of the economy and government corruption and declining trust in
elections and democracy. It’s an uptick from a pretty low baseline, and in general, peo-
ple are still having a hard time and are still not satisfied with their political systems.

AQ: What does the survey indicate about Latin America’s attitudes toward the
United States and China?

NL: In the last three years, perceptions of the U.S. government have become much
more negative across the region. Trust in China went down during the pandemic and
has come back up to pre-pandemic levels, while trust in the U.S. has been declining
since 2021. China is now seen as a more trustworthy partner than the U.S. government.

AQ: What are your most positive and negative takeaways from the survey?

NL: The most positive takeaway is this uptick, but that same result worries me. At
least some people are responding to better economic and security conditions and
translating that into how they feel about democracy. If democracy to folks in the re-
gion is only good when it delivers economic benefits and reduced crime, that’s a thin
basis for commitment to democracy. A very transactional way of thinking about our
political systems doesn’t bode well for the long-term sustainability of democracy.
CEECEEEEEE R E R TR TR LT R T
Lupu is the Gertrude Conaway Vanderbilt Professor of Political Science at Vanderbilt
University and director of the Center for Global Democracy and Lapop Lab

THIS INTERVIEW HAS BEEN EDITED FOR CLARITY AND LENGTH
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~ WHAT MEXICO CAN
(AND CANNOT) CONTROL

w to deal with growing challenges
Washington and at home

U.S. President Donald Trump
and Mexico's President
Claudia Sheinbaum stand

on stage during the draw for
the 2026 FIFA Football World
Cup at the Kennedy Center

in Washington, D.C., in 2025.

JIM WATSON/AFP/GETTY



WHAT MEXICO CAN (AND CANNOT) CONTROL

ONALD TRUMP’S SECOND PRESIDENCY
has seen the unthinkable become real-
ity — not just for Mexico, but the world.
From declaring his intention to annex Greenland or
make Canada the 51st U.S. state, repeatedly saying
the war in Iran is over or announcing plans to turn
Gaza into a Middle Eastern riviera, to the way he
refers to and communicates with his global peers,
generalizes about countries and reduces complex
problems into quick solutions, we are still failing to
understand these actions not as isolated random
ideas, but a whole new way of thinking about the
world. It is not just Trump, not just one man — but
away of doing politics that is gaining traction inside
and outside the United States, including in parts of
Latin America.

That said, arguably no country has been as ex-
posed to this new reality as Mexico. Our relationship
of interdependence with the United States is unique,
captured by numbers many Mexicans can now recite
by heart — the destination of more than 80% of our
exports, nearly $goo billion in bilateral commerce
every year, and the source of more than $60 billion
ayear in remittances, equivalent to 3.4% of our Gpp.
Our integration is not just about dollars, but people -
more than half of Mexicans now say they have a close
relative living in the United States. Given these deep
ties, the recent shift from a system of predictable
rules to one of ad-hoc bargaining conducted country
by country, on terms well beyond trade, has shaken
our nation to its core.

Perhaps inevitably, some in Mexico have asked

whether there is another path. Whether Mexico
should take steps to reduce its dependence on the
United States by pursuing ties with other partners,
or by restructuring its own economy to become more
self-sufficient. Others look at Canada’s more con-
frontational strategy, and wonder if Mexico should
do the same.

The instinct to think big, and try to come up with
a strategic survival plan for coming years, is funda-
mentally correct. But any solutions must account for
the fact that, despite all the noise, Mexico’s trading
position with the United States remains quite strong
relative to other countries. They must consider the
possibility that elements of Trump’s worldview may
outlast the end of his term in 2029, regardless of who
succeeds him. They must factor in domestic chal-
lenges including Mexico’s deteriorating fiscal profile,
and the political realities facing President Claudia
Sheinbaum. In summary, any strategic plan must
clearly recognize what Mexico can — and cannot —
control, mixing a dose of geopolitical realism with
essential steps we can take to put our own house in
greater order.

CLEAR COOPERATION

ACED WITH CONSTANT PRESSURE from the
F Trump administration, Sheinbaum’s govern-
ment has answered not with confrontation —

but with cooperation of an exceptional degree.
Indeed, migrant encounters at the U.S.-Mex-
ico border fell from more than 2 million in 2022 to
237,538 in 2025, the fewest in 55 years. U.S. fentanyl

THE RECENT SHIFT FROM A SYSTEM OF PREDICTABLE
RULES TO ONE OF AD-HOC BARGAINING CONDUCTED
COUNTRY BY COUNTRY, ON TERMS WELL BEYOND
TRADE, HAS SHAKEN OUR NATION TO ITS CORE.

18 Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 4, 2026



In 2025, migrant encounters at the
U.S.-Mexico border fell sharply

2.5M MIGRANT ENCOUNTERS BY U.S. BORDER PATROL
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ENCOUNTERS. TOTALS BEFORE MARCH 2020 INCLUDE APPREHENSIONS ONLY. SOME MIGRANTS ARE ENCOUNTERED MORE THAN ONCE.

SOURCE: U.S. CUSTOMS AND BORDER PROTECTION VIA PEW RESEARCH CENTER (FEBRUARY 2026)

deaths roughly halved over the same span, to about

37,400. It widened intelligence-sharing, joint oper-
ations and training, accepted a larger U.S. security

presence at its embassy, and sent 178 high-value

criminals to the U.S., g2 expelled under its National

Security Law, among them the infamous drug lord

Rafael Caro Quintero. In February the army, acting

on intelligence shared with the U.S., killed Neme-
sio Oseguera, “El Mencho”, head of the Jalisco New
Generation Cartel.

This has been the clearest proof Mexico could give
that it was resolved to preserve the partnership at
almost any cost. Why have President Sheinbaum and
her team adopted such a position? Because no mat-
ter how much they would like to currently de-invest
from the huge concentration with the U.S., diversifi-
cation is a long-term strategy even if pursued fero-
ciously. As you cannot answer a short-term challenge
with a long-term approach, Mexico chose to double
down on cooperation and integration with the U.S.

Additional proof was the incorporation, as of Janu-
ary 2026, of new specific tariffs of between 5-50% on
goods from countries with which we do not have a
free trade agreement, including China, India, South
Korea and Vietnam. This decision appeared explic-
itly designed to address Washington’s concerns about
an increasing Chinese presence in North American
supply chains.

On trade itself, Mexico has negotiated on three
tracks at once.

The first is a 54-point list of non-tariff barriers
delivered by U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio in
September 2025 when he met with President Shein-
baum, who later in the year said they were near res-
olution. The U.S. Trade Representative’s National
Trade Estimate gathers them in a few areas, energy
above all, from revoked permits and the folding of
the independent regulator into the energy ministry
to Pemex’s overdue payments to U.S. firms above
$2.5 billion at the close of 2025, alongside agricul-

ISSUE 4,2026 - Americas Quarterly 19



WHAT MEXICO CAN (AND CANNOT) CONTROL

Mexican and U.S. military and law enforcement personnel take part
in a joint security exercise along the border in August.

ture, pharmaceuticals, telecommunications and in-
tellectual property.

The second is the formal negotiation, four bilateral
rounds since late May 2026, counting a September
round in Washington. Trade deficit and rules of ori-
gin sit at the center, with the Trump administration
pressing for clearer sight of Mexican content and a
fixed share of U.S.-made value in each vehicle, which
Mexico rejects as a break with the treaty, next to the
50% tariffs on steel and aluminum and an “economic
security” drive against Chinese inputs. Mexico’s Sec-
retary of Economy Marcelo Ebrard called the early
talks constructive. There is even the possibility of
a permanent negotiation that will constantly bring
trade and non-trade issues to the table, in order for
the U.S. to make demands on security and national

20 Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 4, 2026

resources (as has already happened with water).

The third track is quieter and more political, pur-
sued through diplomatic and back-channels, with
Mexico offering, for instance, to buy more U.S. goods
and find ways to sell somewhat less and invest more
across the border to help reduce the unresolved and
constantly present trade deficit tension.

FAVORABLE TERMS

HE NET RESULT OF all this: Because of what

I it has conceded, and also due to geography

and the complex interdependence, Mexico

still holds one of the most favorable positions of any
country trading with the United States.

Close to 87% of Mexican exports enter duty-free,
and the effective tariff they meet averages about

CHRISTIAN TORRES/ANADOLU/GETTY



U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio meets with Mexican President Claudia Sheinbaum
at the Palacio Nacional in Mexico City in 2025.

3.4%, against 21.7% for China, 10.9% for Brazil and
9.1% for India. The trade has shifted too, from cars
toward electronics, so that computer equipment
has now passed vehicles as Mexico’s largest single
export north. Much of it is server and data-center
hardware, where Mexico now supplies about a quar-
ter of all U.S. imports of Al-related goods, matching
Taiwan and far outstripping China.

Alongside all of its concessions, Mexico has clear
priorities and red lines: to keep the trade framework
as intact as possible, to maintain tariffs few and low,
and overall, to guard against an outright cancella-
tion of the usmca and a wider wave of tariffs. While
preserving this relative preferential treatment, the
country is avoiding what it considers existential
threats: unilateral interventions by the U.S. on se-

JACQUELYN MARTIN/POOL/AFP/GETTY

curity, meaning a military action on its soil (drones

or different) and in domestic politics, perceived by

the government in growing threats through the can-
cellation of visas, prosecution and requests for ex-
traditions of Morena militants. Trespassing these

hard stops would immediately cancel the enormous

margins of maneuver that President Sheinbaum has

to manage tensions with the U.S., and would oblige

her to take an undesirable hard line with Mexico’s

forever neighbor and main trading partner for the

foreseeable future.

In a setting this uncertain, Mexico has responded
about as rationally as it could, yet the strategy can
still be sharpened. One can only govern what lies
within your control, and that is where most of the
energy should be aimed.

ISSUE 4,2026 - Americas Quarterly 2l



WHAT MEXICO CAN (AND CANNOT) CONTROL

DEGREES OF CONTROL

HERE ARE THREE DIRECTIONS in which Mex-

I ico has some room for maneuver.

The first is geopolitical, and sits largely be-
yond the government’s reach. Since the Middle East
conflict escalated in late February, the prices of oil,
fertilizers and maritime freight have climbed, as the
blockade of the Strait of Hormuz disrupted a fifth of
the world’s oil supply. For Mexico, higher oil prices
are no longer the windfall they once were. The econ-
omy now depends far less on crude exports, which
fell from 1.1 million barrels a day in 2019 to about 0.3
million in 2026, while it still relies heavily on im-
ported fuels. Higher prices thus bring extra reve-
nue to Pemex but also raise the cost of those imports,
and they weigh on the public finances.

Second is the relationship with the United States,
which Mexico cannot control but can manage and
reduce risks as much as possible. The Mexican gov-
ernment has not quarreled with President Trump in
public, denying him the fight he relishes and keep-
ing the temperature down. It has worked every chan-
nel at once, formal and discreet, to reach those who
shape decisions in the United States, from federal of-
ficials to governors and the heads of the firms whose
supply chains run through Mexico. Mexico has coop-
erated as far as it can while holding firm on the red
lines mentioned above.

The space for improving the approach lies mainly
in better coordination of the strategy, the narrative
and the various interlocutors that participate in its
delivery. Coherence and consistency are essential. It
is worth mentioning how this approach is dramati-
cally different to that pursued by Canada, but in or-

der to understand this disparity, one should make
sense of the different political contexts in Mexico and
Canada. President Sheinbaum does not have a na-
tionalistic mandate from voters to openly confront
President Trump similar to that of Prime Minister
Mark Carney, which helps explain why he got the job
in the first place. Points of departure and contexts
are essential to understanding policy responses.

Third and perhaps most importantly, what is un-
der full control of the Mexican government: home-
work.

Indeed, the current uncertainty surrounding Mex-
ico stems not only from geopolitics but from the do-
mestic context, in the form of a greater concentration
of power and weaker institutional checks. A 2024 re-
form eliminated seven autonomous bodies, among
them the Competition Commission (corFecE) and the
Energy Commission (CRE), transferring their func-
tions to government agencies. A judicial reform in-
troduced direct elections across the federal judiciary,
making Mexico the only country in the world to elect
its entire federal judiciary by popular vote, includ-
ing the Supreme Court, reducing their judicial im-
partiality and technical quality. Turnout in the first
election was only about 13% among more than gg
million eligible voters.

For investors, these changes create a great deal of
uncertainty together with constantly changing regu-
lation, unpredictable contract enforcement and sig-
nificant red tape. Mexico attracted a record $40.8
billion of foreign direct investment in 2025, but only
18% was new investment. Federal physical invest-
ment then fell 7.9% in real terms in the first half of

THE CURRENT UNCERTAINTY STEMS NOT ONLY FROM
GEOPOLITICS BUT FROM THE DOMESTIC CONTEXT,
IN THE FORM OF A GREATER CONCENTRATION OF
POWER AND WEAKER INSTITUTIONAL CHECKS.

22 Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 4, 2026



Conferencia d:

MEXICO

Ciudad de México, !

l “Q: I

Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney holds a joint press conference with President Sheinbaum
at the Palacio Nacional in Mexico City in 2025.

2026. The response has been Plan México, a $277 bil-
lion project portfolio that aims to shift investment

from 20.1% in 2020 to above 25% of GDP in 2026 and

28% by 2030; 15 development poles aiming at 300,000

jobs; and a new investment office promising quali-
fying approvals within 30 days.

The point of departure is sensible, but delivery has
been harder. In 2025, the federal government bud-
geted $44.7 billion for physical investment, but ac-
tual spending reached only $40.1 billion (90% of the
budget). For context, the investment portfolio un-
derpinning Plan México implies average annual in-
vestment needs of around $46.2 billion through 2030.
Yet this comes in a context of declining investment;
gross fixed capital formation fell from 23.8% of Gpp
in 2024 to 22.4% in 2025, then another 3.0% year-
on-year in the first quarter of 2026.

LUIS ANTONIO ROJAS/BLOOMBERG/GETTY

THE CREDIBILITY GAP

OOKING AT THE BIGGER picture, other lights
I are flashing yellow: cpp expanded only

0.5% in 2025. After contracting 0.3% quar-
ter-on-quarter in the first quarter of 2026, the econ-
omy rebounded by 1.4% in the second. This recovery
prompted Banco de México to raise its 2026 growth
forecast from 1.1% t0 1.6%, and it now expects growth
of 2.0% in 2027, although the central bank judges the
balance of risks to growth to be tilted to the down-
side. The cpp growth average in the eight years since
Morena took power has been just 0.8%, making fiscal
consolidation harder. Persistent deficits are pushing
the stock of public debt to historic highs, a burden
already visible in a budget where interest payments
have climbed from around 12% of government rev-
enue in 2015 to more than 20% in 2025, the steepest
such increase in the Americas.
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Mexico's public debt is expected to continue climbing
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That credibility gap is already showing up in Mexi-
co’s credit ratings. Since 2018, Mexico lost a combined
six notches across the three major rating agencies
(Moody’s, Fitch and S&P), with Moody’s and Fitch rat-
ing Mexico at the lowest level that still qualifies as
investment grade, and S&P placing it only one notch
above that level. Moody’s downgraded Mexico again
in May 2026, S&P moved its outlook to negative, and
Fitch maintained a stable outlook. Ratings on Mexi-
can issuers could move over the next 12—-24 months
if sovereign creditworthiness deteriorates. In addi-
tion, Pemex is central to the pressure: federal sup-
port reached about $35 billion (1.9% of GpP) in 2025,
while public debt rose from 43.6% in 2018 to 53.2%
in 2025 of cpP, and is forecasted to be 54.7% in 2026.
That dangerously raises the bar on delivery.

So what can be done?

One place to start is regulatory certainty in en-
ergy, where the appetite for investment is enormous.
Greater certainty is a requisite for both existing pro-
duction and new investments, particularly in the
fields of data centers and semiconductor manufac-
turing. The next step is to turn that appetite into in-
vestable projects. Mexico still needs a framework that
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gives private generators enough long-term visibil-
ity to commit capital: predictable tariffs and clean-
energy rules, transparent procurement for new ca-
pacity, and regulatory decisions governed by clear
and impartial procedures.

However, clearer rules will accomplish little if
projects remain trapped in bureaucracy or are not
paid for. Although Pemex’s debt to suppliers fell from
$27.6 billion at the end of 2024 to $22.6 billion in 2025,
it still accounted for $21.4 billion during the first half
of 2026, nearly three times its 2018 level. Projects
need a single and effective chain of accountability
and efficiency from permit to payment. Those ar-
rears point to a deeper problem: Pemex’s operat-
ing model. Financial debt fell from $105.8 billion in
2018 to $79 billion in the first quarter of 2026, but this
came after significant government support. While
the mixed-development framework offers a way for-
ward, allowing Pemex to share investment and risk
with private partners, nothing would be as impact-
ful as a structural overhaul of the business model
through more transparency, improved governance,
dealing with pensionary liabilities, focusing on prof-
itability and thinning its business to focus on com-
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The Dos Bocas oil refinery in Tabasco state is Mexico's largest.

petitive areas.

In the absence of deeper solutions for Pemex, a
more focused and efficient social expenditure, or the
overall improvement of investment climate, the gov-
ernment will need to increase revenues. Some figures
in the president’s party have floated the possibility of
a tax reform, but support for such a sweeping mea-
sure in Congress is uncertain, especially as legisla-
tive elections approach in 2027. An alternative that
would create fiscal space without broad federal tax
increases would be a property tax reform. Property
tax revenue was just $3.6 billion in 2024 — around
0.2% of epp. Through changes such as implement-
ing a national registry of properties, updating val-
uations and assigning minimum rate bands, the
government could probably collect additional rev-
enue of around 2.8% of GDP.

Just as important, the government should call time
on the unsustainable double-digit minimum-wage
increases of recent years. While a certain degree of
catch-up was necessary, purchasing power has al-
ready recovered 154.2% while the general minimum
wage has risen 256.5% between 2018 and 2026. Fu-
ture increases should more closely track inflation

ISABEL MATEOS HINOJOSA/BLOOMBERG/GETTY

and productivity, preserving the gains of recent years
without creating an additional constraint on formal
employment and growth.

Mexico cannot foresee the next shock from the
complex geoeconomic context, nor from unpredict-
able Washington, but it surely can determine how
resilient the economy, and its enabling environ-
ment will be when it eventually arrives. Avoiding self-
inflicted damage is the most important shield against
uncertainty and volatility. It’s time we come to terms
with the fact that we are in the transition to a brave
new world that will indeed be more brave and bold
than principled and cooperative. We need to revise
our mental frameworks and action plans to improve
our antifragility mechanisms, and that begins by re-
ducing our domestic vulnerabilities. There is signif-
icant homework for us to do.
TR
Rubio-Marquez is a professor of practice at the
London School of Economics (LsE) School of Public
Policy and a senior advisor at McLarty Associates.
Previously she was a member of Mexico’s Senate
and a deputy minister in the finance, foreign
affairs and social development ministries.
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The Immense Value
of North America

We cannot forget why we pursued integration
or its many benefits over the past 40-plus years.

by Susan Segal

N AUGUST 1982, WHEN MEXIco announced that it could not pay its debts,
the U.S. government, acting through the New York Federal Reserve and the
U.S. Treasury, raced to both support the country and contain the resulting
damage to the global banking system.

Thus began a long, often arduous process of trying to support Mexico — and
integrate it more with the United States. Throughout the 1980s and early ‘gos the
U.S. supported Mexico in its economic liberalization plan, its debt restructuring,
the creation of the Brady plan for debt relief and Mexico’s eventual return to
financial markets. Throughout, it became ever more clear that real integration
of the three North American economies — the U.S., Canada and Mexico — was
a structural idea which would benefit the economies, politics and security of all
three countries.

So, on January 1, 1994, NAFTA took effect after multiple years of negotiation

FEEEE
Susan Segal is the ceo
of Americas Society/

Council of the Americas

and political debate. Years since saw only one additional major crisis, in
December of 1994, when the Tequila Crisis disrupted the reformist path, and
the peso was devalued as investors lost confidence. The U.S. again came with
leadership, prompting the imF and other lenders to put together a $50 billion
dollar package.

NAFTA (more recently usmca) was a deliberate political calculation and in my
opinion a huge success, integrating supply chains and creating thousands of jobs in
all three countries. The agreement encouraged investment across North America
including most importantly Mexico. Mexico became our largest trading partner.
It combined the favorable demographics of Mexico with the innovation in the
U.S. and Canada. It was by far the most successful trade agreement in the world.

I am, therefore, bewildered as I see continued attempts to take the essence
of the old NaFTA apart. Doing so would offer a path for other countries to take a
leading role in North America. Separating from usmca would make goods more
expensive for North American consumers, particularly in the U.S., and jeopardize
the financial health of many companies — particularly small and medium size
enterprises which are at the heart of the supply chain.

I'laud President Claudia Sheinbaum for her patience and her continued vision
for an integrated and strong North America.
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Microsoft operates
this data center in
Querétaro, Mexico.
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Can Latin
America
Become a
Data Center
Powerhouse?

An ongoing boom suggests
major opportunities lie ahead,
but only if the region invests in
education and worker training.

by Andrés Oppenheimer

HEN ARGENTINA’S PRESIDENT JAVIER Milei

told me months ago that his country can

boost economic growth by attracting mas-
sive investments in Al data centers, my first reaction was po-
lite skepticism. As he described it in an interview, Argentina has
unique qualifications to become a regional — if not global — hub
for data centers, the foundational infrastructure of Al.

Milei argued that Argentina has abundant energy, rare earth
minerals, strong human capital, vast territory, and cold climates
ideal for cooling data centers cost-effectively. On top of that, Ar-
gentina could benefit from a growing backlash against data cen-
ters in the U.S. More and more towns and cities are rebelling
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CAN LATIN AMERICA BECOME A DATA CENTER POWERHOUSE?

against planned data centers nearby, worried they
could drain resources and drive up electricity bills.
A Gallup poll published this year found that 71% of
Americans oppose nearby data center construction.
That’s leading Big Tech companies to look abroad.
“Data centers will generate a phenomenal accelera-
tion of economic growth” in Argentina, Milei told me.
A few months after our interview, Milei doubled down
in a Financial Times op-ed, announcing that he had
submitted a bill to establish a new legal framework
for Al that includes “a commitment to keep Al un-
regulated” The proposed legislation even includes a
headline-grabbing provision creating a new business
category: “the non-human corporation;’ for compa-
nies operated by Al agents.

The momentum is real; the Inter-American Devel-
opment Bank reported last year that Latin America is
already experiencing “a significant boom in data cen-
ter investment” And as global demand for data con-
tinues to grow about 20% annually, countries across
the region are emerging as attractive tech hubs.

To be sure, cutting ribbons at new data centers will
make for great photo-ops in the coming years, and
will bring in important revenue. But without robust
public programs to prepare both workforces and lo-
cal businesses, this won’t do much to secure Latin
America’s future.

A regional race

RAZIL, MEXICO, CHILE AND others are
pressing ahead at full steam with ambi-
tious data center plans. Brazilian President
Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva signed an executive order

late last year exempting data centers from federal
import taxes on key equipment like servers and re-
frigeration parts. According to the Finance Ministry,
this framework could draw $377 billion in new in-
vestments over the next decade.

With this push, the Brazilian government is “aim-
ing to position the country as a leading hub for digital
infrastructure in Latin America,” the U.S. Interna-
tional Trade Administration noted in an information
sheet for investors. Brazil’s Getulio Vargas Founda-
tion went even further, publishing a study highlight-
ing that the country “has the structural advantages
to become one of the world’s leading digital infra-
structure hubs?”

In Mexico, President Claudia Sheinbaum cele-
brated a $4.8 billion investment in six data centers
in Querétaro last year, calling it a vital step for the
country’s future. The Mexican Data Center Associa-
tion (MExDC) forecasts that investment in the sec-
tor will reach $82.5 billion between this year and 2031,
positioning Mexico as a “digital” gateway between the
U.S. and Latin America.

“Data centers are the big opportunity for Latin
America; Rodrigo Duran, executive director of the
Chile-based Latin American Artificial Intelligence
Index, told AQ. “There’s a fierce race going on right
now among countries in the region to offer the best
conditions for foreign investment in these facilities”
Rooting for his own country, he cited two more key
factors: “Chile’s northern region already has an en-
ergy surplus that is literally being thrown away. Plus,
Chile already has excellent connectivity, with (direct
fiber-optic submarine data) cables linking it directly
to the United States”

“There's a fierce race going on right now among
countries in the region to offer the best conditions
for foreign investment in these facilities.”

—Rodrigo Durén, executive director of the Chile-based
Latin American Artificial Intelligence Index
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Brazil is the regional leader in data centers

ﬂ MEXICO

PANAMA

COSTARICA E‘*{T

COLOMBIA

PERU n‘

CHILE [

ARGENTINA

NOTE: CHART COVERS
LATIN AMERICAN
COUNTRIES WITH10 OR
MORE DATA CENTERS.

SOURCE: DATA CENTER
MAP (ACCESSED
AUGUST 2026)

Cautious optimism

TILL, WHILE LISTENING TO Latin American

officials and industry leaders, one can’t help

but wonder if they are being naive about their
countries’ chances of becoming major data center
hubs. These facilities cost billions of dollars to build
and maintain. Will the world’s biggest Al companies
risk that kind of capital in a region prone to political
instability, where governments frequently change
the rules of the game?

In 2023, Latin America and the Caribbean received
only about 1.6% of the world’s spending on artifi-
cial intelligence, according to a UN study published
in January. Political and economic uncertainty are
part of the reason.

And even if investors receive written guarantees
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that their assets will be safe from nationalization
or abrupt new terms, can they rely on local power
grids? As some skeptical Latin America watchers
asked me, only half-jokingly: “Do you really think
Silicon Valley’s Al giants will rely on countries where
the power grid collapses in the summer the minute
you turn on the air conditioning?”

What’s more, will the advantages that Latin Amer-
ican leaders tout — huge territories, abundant en-
ergy, and geographic proximity — even matter in a
few years? New technologies will likely reduce server
sizes and make cooling more efficient. If future data
centers require much smaller, less energy-hungry
facilities, the allure of building them south of the bor-
der may quickly disappear.

Despite these hurdles, most industry experts be-
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Without a dramatic education overhaul,
Latin America won't be able to compete.

lieve Brazil, Mexico, Argentina, Chile, and others in
the region can become viable data center hubs. The
region already hosts more than 500 data centers, in-
cluding some massive hyperscale facilities used by
Amazon, Microsoft, Meta, and Google to transmit
their own data. Still, the future is not a straight line:
Some huge facilities remain on the drawing boards.
Last October, OpenAI — the creator of ChatcpT —
and Argentina’s Sur Energy signed a letter of intent
to explore building a $25 billion large-scale data cen-
ter project in Argentina to “bring the first Stargate
project to Latin America?” But so far, construction is
not known to have started, reflecting the complexi-
ties of getting projects of this caliber off the ground.

Eduardo Levy Yeyati, a professor at Torcuato di
Tella University in Buenos Aires and scholar at the
Brookings Institution, wrote in a recent article for
AQ that the region is emerging as a credible destina-
tion for digital infrastructure investment “for rea-
sons that go beyond hype”” But, in an interview, he
cautioned against the idea that data centers will be
an economic silver bullet.

“It’s an extractive industry, much like mining. It
can be profitable and bring in tax dollars, but it won’t
do much for employment;’ Levy Yeyati told me. “It’s
a good thing, but it would be naive to embrace the
idea that we’ll save our countries with data centers.”

Keys for the road ahead

FTER INTERVIEWING DOZENS OF experts

for a forthcoming book on the region’s fu-

ture in the age of AL I concluded that while

Latin American countries should keep pursuing data

centers, they must also prioritize two other criti-
cal areas.

First, they must fix their dismal education systems
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to build a workforce that can compete in the global Al
economy. Right now, the region lags far behind Asia
and other parts of the world in the international pisa
test for 15-year-old students. Meanwhile, according
to the UN, only 22% of adults over 25 in Brazil and
Mexico have tertiary education, compared to nearly
60% in Japan and 55% in South Korea.

Without a dramatic education overhaul, Latin
America won’t be able to compete. It’s already slated
to lose millions of jobs — perhaps more than in other
parts of the world — to automation, as manufac-
turing and services such as call centers are rapidly
replaced by algorithms. If the region’s countries be-
come mere consumers — rather than producers — of
Al technologies, they risk permanent dependence on
foreign tech giants. They will need to produce their
own large Al models, as the Chile-based Latam-GpT
and the Brazil-based Sabi4 are trying to do.

Second, Latin American countries must aggres-
sively help small and medium-sized enterprises
(smEs) adopt Al tools. These businesses account for
more than g5% of the region’s companies and em-
ploy 60% of its formal workforce, a UN report showed
last year.

These small companies lack the funds and skilled
workers needed to reinvent themselves and com-
pete in the Al economy. Latin American governments
and universities should urgently offer advisory ser-
vices and training to these companies, much like the
Fraunhofer institutes in Germany or Japan’s Kohse-
tushi centers.

“While you certainly need data centers in Latin
America, the biggest barrier isn’t infrastructure —
it’s Al adoption by small and medium-sized enter-
prises,” Raul Katz, a Columbia University professor
and co-author of the UN study on sMEs, told me.
“Governments need to create regional technology



The launch ceremony for the Latam-GPT platform was held in February in Santiago,
with former Chilean President Gabriel Boric (center) in attendance.

institutes where small enterprises can learn which
technology tools they need and learn how to adopt
them?”

The rising tide of pro-market leaders across the
region should be a golden opportunity to upgrade ed-
ucation, science and technology. Unfortunately, the
opposite is happening. Many right-of-center lead-
ers are copying President Donald Trump’s playbook,
slashing budgets for public universities and scien-
tific research under the banner of cutting spending
and fighting “wokeness” Trimming bureaucratic fat
and political patronage inherited from disastrous
populist governments is often justified, but starv-

RAUL BRAVO/AFP/GETTY

ing education, science and technology cannot build
modern economies.

The data center boom is creating real opportuni-
ties for Latin America. But to make the best of them,
its countries will need to drastically improve their
education systems and invest heavily in worker
training, especially in small companies.
T
Oppenheimer is an author, international
columnist and anchor of “Oppenheimer Presenta”
on cNN en Espafiol. His forthcoming book on
Latin America’s future in the age of Al is to be
published by Penguin Random House in early 2027.
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How Latin America
Is Climbing
the High-Tech

Value Chain

Early successes in microchips and data centers offer
hope for a promising area of regional growth.

by Nur Cristiani and Rich Brown

IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

JPMorgan

PRIVATE BANK

IME AND AGAIN WE hear the story of Latin America’s strug-

gle to climb the global value chains and diversify beyond

commodity exports. But the region is quietly building an im-

pressive streak of wins in emerging high-tech sectors, and
this evolution could soon amount to a major boom.

Last year, Mexico became the leading exporter of advanced technology
products to the United States, surpassing Taiwan while nearly doubling such
shipments from China. These products — from electronics and microchips
to machinery and military hardware — are critical to industry and national
security alike. Though Taiwan retook the lead in the first semester of this
year, the deeper story is that Mexico’s high-tech exports to the U.S. contin-
ued to surge, growing 47% annually to $98.3 billion, according to the U.S.
Census Bureau. As a result, the U.S. now depends on Mexico for 40% of its
server center imports, which are essential to Al development.
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The U.S. now imports more advanced technology
products from Mexico than China
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The shift reaffirms a trend the United Nations
Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean (ecrac) highlighted last November. “A
geographical reconfiguration of global value chains
is under way,” the institution argued in a seminal
report about “trade in an era of weaponized inter-
dependence”

How is Latin America navigating this change? En-
couraging signs abound. Brazil, the region’s largest
tech and software market, is in the midst of a mas-
sive data center buildout to support its tech eco-
system and facilitate cloud- and Al-based service
exports. Its stock of 218 data centers is the 11th larg-
est worldwide, and that number is expected to grow
dramatically over the coming four years: Experts
forecast that the country’s 8oo megawatts of data
center capacity could expand to 2 gigawatts by 2030.

Even smaller players like Costa Rica and Uruguay
have been punching above their weight in high-tech
supply chains, while others like the Dominican Re-
public and Panama are learning from them as they
aim to replicate their successes.

Meanwhile, global demand for high-tech hard-
ware and services is soaring. Latin America is al-
ready beginning to harness the opportunities
presented by both these trends. The region’s recent
success offers valuable lessons and early clues for
companies and governments on how to capitalize
on this window of opportunity.

Mexico's chip strategy

S THE U.S. SEEKS to nearshore critical mi-
crochip supply chains, it is focused on sup-
porting Mexico’s chip “assembly, testing and
packaging” (aTp) capacity, and Mexico is rapidly
taking up the mantle. Taiwan’s Foxconn is building
what could be the world’s largest assembly facil-
ity for Nvidia GB2oo superchips in Guadalajara, and
across the northern border, other Taiwanese origi-
nal design manufacturers (opms) are also investing
heavily to advance high-tech products.
“Investment by Taiwan enterprises on both sides
of the U.S.-Mexico border is reshaping North Amer-
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™

The Scala Data Centers Tamboré Campus in Barueri, Brazil, is one of the the largest
and most advanced data center complexes in Latin America.

ican supply chains,” Brendan Kelly, a visiting fellow
at the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas, argued in a re-

port earlier this year.

But aTp is the lowest-value step in the microchip
production process, and far more value resides in
design and manufacture. That is why Mexico's cur-
rent industrial policy emphasizes design as well. The
plan focuses on gains not in the most sophisticated
chips, but in those used in most consumer goods,

from cars and toasters to subway doors.

Perhaps counterintuitively, design facilities re-
quire far less capital than atp facilities do. They can
be built for around $200,000, compared to the $2-10
million outlay for an atp facility. The challenge lies
in training a workforce and funding research and
development. To address this, Mexico is building
out Kutsari, a national initiative to boost competi-
tiveness in the chip supply chain. It is working with
universities to train qualified workers and craft-
ing legal reforms to streamline patents, safeguard
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intellectual property, and cut other red tape.

Central America's education example

EW IF ANY COUNTRIES in Latin America have

been more successful than Costa Rica at cul-

tivating cooperation between the public and
private sectors to build a qualified chips workforce.
Known for its medical device sector, which accounts
for about 40% of its exports, the country rolled out
its chips sector strategy in 2024.

The country’s Centers of Excellence (COE) program
works closely with the private sector. Universities of-
fer students cok curricula designed in partnership
with multinational companies, and students earn aTp
certifications and other related skills. Costa Rican
and U.S. companies have committed over $45 mil-
lion in funding to the cok program. Although Intel
Corp. recently announced it would shut down its chip
center in Costa Rica in favor of Vietnam, at least a
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Global data center demand is expected to grow

15% every year, and in Latin America,

Brazil is leading the way.
—ECLAC

dozen other companies still operate in this field. Like
Mexico, Costa Rica also made important reforms to
guarantee intellectual property rights alongside its
education and training initiatives.

The Dominican Republic seems to be learning from
Mexico and Costa Rica, building on its recent success
in overall electronics exports, which rose 50% from
2018 to 2023. Many of those exports are produced in
the country’s more than 8o rrzs, and about 99% of
those go straight to the U.S. The oEcD called its FTz
framework a key strength for its attempts to attract
ATP investment, and the government is investing
assertively in domestic research and development.

The data center boom

ATIN AMERICA’S GAINS IN hardware exports
are encouraging, as are its exports of infor-
mation and communication technology (1cT)
services. The region’s icT services exports nearly
doubled in just four years from 2020 to 2024. Mean-
while, in the most recent available regional report on
the sector, EcLAcC estimates that Al already contrib-
uted $70.7 billion, or 1.1% of the region’s pp, in 2023.

Data centers are a fundamental pillar of digital in-
frastructure and will be key to maintaining progress
across sectors. The region invested over $2 billion in
data centers in 2024 alone, and the data center mar-
ket could double over the next four years.

Global data center demand is expected to grow
15% every year, and in Latin America, Brazil is lead-
ing the way, attracting over 40% of the investment
flowing into the sector. According to Brazil’s finance
ministry, its new incentive framework could draw
$377 billion in new investment over the next decade.
Its renewable energy prowess (over 80% of its elec-

tricity comes from renewables) and water infrastruc-
ture are also major advantages.

Mexico is the region’s runner-up, seeking to con-
nect data center development not only to its own
tech hubs, but also to facilities across the U.S. bor-
der. Querétaro, one of the focal points of the Kutsari
initiative, garnered $4.9 billion in investments for
six data centers last year alone. The country lacks
Brazil’s clean-energy abundance and is taking steps
to mitigate these shortfalls, including the 2025 elec-
tricity law that fast-tracks industrial park power-
generation projects, but progress will take time.

Adding value to the supply chain is within reach,
and the region has already begun to climb. It can
learn a lot from what has paved the way so far. Gov-
ernments invested in research and development, and
coordinated closely with the private sector to build
up workforces ready to tackle the challenges of new
technologies. They passed public policies to protect
intellectual property and cut red tape, and created
tax incentives and free trade zones. They scaled up
renewable energy and created the regulatory frame-
works necessary to pair new power generation with
industrial projects.

Latin America is no stranger to potential — or to
frustrated hopes. But these initiatives show that
across high-tech sectors, concrete and significant
gains are possible. Sustaining and expanding this
trend into other segments of the value chain and
other countries is part of the ongoing test for all
decision-makers involved.
N T AT TR ANIT
Cristiani is the head of LATAM investment
strategy at J.P. Morgan’s Private Bank
Brown is an editor and production manager at AQ
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The Journalist
Daniel Ortega
Couldn’t Silence

Carlos Fernando Chamorro
on Nicaragua’s prospects for
political change and the role
of journalism in exile

by José Enrique Arrioja

Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 4,2026 ELMER JOSUE RIVAS



Carlos Fernando Chamorro
at Madrid's Casa de
Américain September

ISSUE 4,2026 - Americas Quarterly 4l




THE AQ PROFILE

HEN NICARAGUA’S PRESIDENT
Daniel Ortega announced in
July that the country would
no longer hold elections, Carlos Fernando Chamorro
wasn’t surprised. “Why is Ortega making a state-
ment about something that is already happening in
the country?” thought the journalist, a longtime critic
of the 8o-year-old Sandinista leader who has ruled
Nicaragua for almost two decades.

Despite living in exile since 2021, Chamorro, 70, still
begins each day “in” Nicaragua. In May of that year,
government authorities raided the newsroom of the
multimedia outlet he founded, Confidencial, confis-
cated equipment, and forced him to Costa Rica for a
second time. The previous occasion was in December
of 2018, when police officers ransacked the offices of
the news outlet following months of anti-government
protests that started over a controversial pension re-
form but shortly after morphed into a massive move-
ment that sought to dislodge Ortega and his wife and
then-vice president, Rosario Murillo, from power.

Many fear that Ortega’s intentions — preventing
any part of the real opposition from participating
in the elections originally scheduled for November
2027 — may be the nail in the coffin of Nicaragua’s
inexorable democratic collapse. “For me, it’s a big
provocation;” Chamorro told AQ in a recent interview.

Ortega’s announcement has raised eyebrows
across the Western Hemisphere, and 29 countries
endorsed a proposal by the Organization of Ameri-
can States to hold a special meeting of foreign affairs
ministers to address the country’s political situa-
tion on September 17. Brazil opposed the motion, and
Mexico abstained.

During his tenure, Ortega and his now co-presi-
dent Murillo have systematically sought to obliterate

the opposition and curtail political dissent via mass

incarcerations. “These latest developments further
deepen the severe restrictions on fundamental free-
doms, the dismantling of civic space, and the steady

erosion of the rule of law,” UN Human Rights chief
Volker Turk warned days after the announcement.

Isolating the regime

HE RULING SANDINISTA NATIONAL Liber-

ation Front (FsLN) has consolidated a po-

lice state that makes the country part of a
hemispheric dictatorship axis with Cuba and, until
recently, Venezuela. But unlike these countries, Nic-
aragua exhibits fiscal and monetary stability despite
amassive depletion of human talent, targeted inter-
national sanctions, and the erosion of the rule of law.
For this year, the 1MF projects 3.8% GDP growth, the
fifth consecutive year of economic expansion, driven
by continued favorable terms of trade and higher
remittances.

“Nicaragua is not Cuba or Venezuela. It’s not col-
lapsing; you don’t have blackouts. You have a very
sui generis macroeconomic handling, very respon-
sible in some issues, and on the other hand a flagrant
violation of the rule of law and the judicial security;
Chamorro told AQ.

Chamorro was born into one of Nicaragua’s most
consequential political families. His father, Pedro
Joaquin Chamorro Cardenal, edited La Prensa, con-
sidered the country’s only opposition paper, and was
aleading critic of Anastasio Somoza Debayle’s dicta-
torship until 1978, when he was assassinated by three
men who shot him 18 times. His mother, Violeta Bar-
rios de Chamorro, later defeated Ortega in the 1990
election, becoming Nicaragua’s first female president

Ortega and his now co-president Murillo have

systematically sought to obliterate the opposition.

42  Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 4,2026



Police clear Carlos Fernando Chamorro and other journalists from outside a Managua police station in 2018.

and the first elected female president in the Americas.
She passed away last year in Costa Rica. The family
name carries the weight of a national saga: dictator-
ship, revolution, civil war, democratic transition, and
return to authoritarian rule now on the shoulders of
Ortega and Murillo.

While the Trump administration is not paying
Nicaragua the same attention as Venezuela or Cuba,
Chamorro believes the U.S. and the international
community can help shape its future political course.
“Taking into consideration that Nicaragua’s dictator-

INTI OCON/AFP/GETTY

ship is an anomaly in the continent — a family dynas-
tic dictatorship — it should gather more rejection”
from the international fora. Countries in the conti-
nent and beyond can do a lot to “empower the forces
seeking a change in Nicaragua;’ Chamorro argued.

That change may hinge on isolating the Ortega-
Murillo regime. “A rupture of relations by all the Cen-
tral American and Latin American countries will have
an enormous impact — not much on Ortega or Muril-
lo’s mentality — but on the generals controlling the
army and other high-ranking officials”

ISSUE 4,2026 - Americas Quarterly 43



THE AQ PROFILE

However, Chamorro said, neighboring countries
have so far proven most reluctant and fearful to take
such action. “I think it’s very unlikely that the gov-
ernment of Honduras would provoke such a rupture;
Chamorro added, highlighting the economic costs for
both countries.

A second option, floated in recent years without
much traction, could also inflict serious damage on
the regime: excluding Nicaragua from the Domini-
can Republic-Central America Free Trade Agreement
(CAFTA-DR), Which enables the country to export
most of its goods and services to the U.S. and neigh-
boring countries. In this scenario, for example, Nic-
araguan textile makers operating under preferential
conditions would lose competitiveness almost over-
night and would need to relocate elsewhere to re-
main active. The problem with isolating Nicaragua
by taking this approach is that it may create massive
layoffs, and people will be more likely to leave the
country to seek new jobs. “This is something that the
U.S. wants to avoid;” Chamorro said. “You have polit-
ical and economic implications and probably some-
thing in between. It’s not easy. It’s complex, and that
demands real leadership”

Finding a solution to the protracted democratic
erosion in Nicaragua boils down to the intention of
the actors involved, and there lies the big catch, ac-
cording to Chamorro. “I see no leadership, neither in
the U.S. nor in the Americas, to make these types of
decisions;” he said. Still, while Chamorro places great
hope in the international community’s role in solv-
ing Nicaragua’s problems, he places greater weight
on internal factors. “The solution is in Managua,
and that solution needs a regime debilitated from

its roots,” he said, mentioning the need for govern-
ment employees, soldiers, and high-ranking officials
to desert and join the pro-democratic movement.

That’s where information and keeping the public
informed play an important role.

Journalism from exile

ODAY, CHAMORRO AND 19 colleagues work
T from Costa Rica, the U.S. and other countries

in the region, as well as Spain, maintaining a
close but delicate communication with sources inside
the country as the best possible conduit to monitor
and hold the autocratic regime accountable.

“Governments can seize a newsroom and force

journalists across a border, but they cannot so eas-
ily eliminate their ability to investigate and preserve
an independent record of what is happening inside
Nicaragua;’ said Steven Hendrix, a former U.S. diplo-
mat, highlighting the role of Chamorro and the work
of Confidencial.

Founded in 1996 by Chamorro, Confidencial com-
bines investigative reporting with political analysis,
while the television programs “Esta Semana” and

“Esta Noche” brought accountability journalism to a
broader public. The project’s premise was straight-
forward but politically dangerous: no party, presi-
dent or revolutionary myth should be exempt from
scrutiny.

Over nearly three decades, Confidencial became
one of the country’s most recognizable independent
outlets. Its reporting and analysis gave Nicaraguans
a way to understand the consolidation of power un-
der Ortega and Murillo, especially after Ortega re-

Over nearly three decades. Confidencial

became one of the country’s most

recognizable independent outlets.
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Murillo is building her own inner circle

of acolytes and confidants for the next chapter
of the dynastic dictatorship.

turned to the presidency in 2007. As institutions
weakened and public debate narrowed, Chamor-
ro’s newsroom became both a source of informa-
tion and a target. “Carlos Fernando and his team
at Confidencial incisively reported on Nicaragua’s
perils, effectively piercing the regime’s narrative of
exceptionalism, security, and political legitimacy,”’
said Gema Kloppe-Santamaria, a professor of Latin
American history at Georgetown University, a lec-
turer of sociology at University College Cork, and a
former columnist at the news outlet.

“Doing journalism from exile is particularly stren-
uous,” Chamorro said. “It has taken a toll on us as hu-
man beings, personally and as a family, as well as in
terms of the enormous financial difficulties involved
in making an operation like this sustainable” Confi-
dencials last reporters left the country in 2024, and
the lack of boots on the ground requires more time
to verify information and complicates communica-
tion with sources. Those willing to speak and share
information need special protection to keep their
identities confidential and avoid jeopardizing their
safety and their families’ “It took us way more time
to publish investigative stories on corruption, depor-
tations, and the prosecution of the Catholic Church.
Any event demands an additional effort of verifica-
tion,” Chamorro told AQ.

The purge and a flame

66 l F NICARAGUA IS TO overcome its troubled

past and today’s stifling repression, condi-
tions will have to be created to allow people
like Carlos Fernando Chamorro to return home and

to practice journalism free of threats and intimida-
tion,” said Kevin Sullivan, the U.S. ambassador to Nic-
aragua from 2018 to 2023 and current vice president
of the Council of the Americas, one of the organiza-
tions that publishes AQ. Sullivan praised Chamorro as
a “tireless advocate” for the respect of human rights
and the liberation of political prisoners in the country.

While a return to Nicaragua is not on the horizon,
Chamorro and Confidencial continue to expose the
regime’s machinations and moves to stay in power.
One of the most prominent cases covered in recent
years is what Chamorro calls the “Big Purge,” a pro-
cess that has allowed co-president Murillo to remove
several officials, judges, and government operators
close to Ortega. In late August, Alba Luz Ramos was
forced to resign as president of the nation’s supreme
court (csJ), joining nine judges who either left or
opted for retirement since November 2025. For most
analysts, with the purge, Murillo is building her own
inner circle of acolytes and confidants for the next
chapter of the dynastic dictatorship.

With all the elements in place, Chamorro acknowl-
edges that the work of Confidencial and many other
journalists in exile will not bring political change to
Nicaragua. The real turning point in the country’s
history will come from political leaders and society
itself through civil resistance, working in tandem
with help from the international community. “But
journalism keeps the flame of freedom alive. A flame
that allows our audience to navigate an obscure and
uncertain world. And I believe that is our contribu-
tion to that change” &
IR
Arrioja is AQ’s managing editor
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From China Shock
to China Choke

The Asian giant is reshaping the global landscape

with its trade preferences. Latin America

and the world have a great deal at stake.

by Marcos Troyjo

OR A QUARTER OF A CENTURY, the eco-

nomic consequences of China’s rise on

the global stage have been interpreted

through the idea of the China Shock:
the disruptive flow of products the country began
selling to the world as it became the ultimate man-
ufacturing hub.

Today, a different phenomenon is emerging
with equal, if not greater, repercussions for all.
The question is no longer simply how economies ab-
sorb the volume and competitiveness of Chinese ex-
ports, but how they manage their dependence on
strategic products, technologies, and industrial in-
puts that China controls — and may decide to with-
hold. There is also a less-discussed dimension: What
happens when China buys less from the world while
concentrating its purchases among a smaller num-
ber of strategic suppliers? That’s what I call the

“China Choke?”

The China Shock described the impact of China’s
rapid integration into the world economy, especially
after its accession to the World Trade Organization
in 2001. Hundreds of millions of Chinese workers en-
tered the global labor force, multinational companies
shifted production, and consumers gained access
to cheaper goods. China became the factory of the
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world — lowering prices and lifting hundreds of mil-
lions of Chinese citizens out of poverty — while fac-
tories closed across the United States, Europe, and
Latin America as manufacturing migrated to China.

Economists David Autor, David Dorn, and Gordon
Hanson documented how Chinese import competi-
tion produced job losses in exposed regions of the U.S.
In Latin America, the Shock was not the only cause
of the region’s premature deindustrialization, but it
played an important role. In the mid-1980s, Brazil
was one of the Southern Hemisphere’s most import-
ant industrial hubs. Today, manufacturing accounts
for only about 12% of its GDP.

The Shock concerned the disruptive consequences
of the products China sold. The Choke concerns the
strategic power the country derives from controlling
what the world cannot easily obtain elsewhere.

China no longer occupies only the final-assembly
stage. It has built commanding positions in critical
minerals, rare-earth processing, permanent mag-
nets, batteries, solar panels, and countless inter-
mediate goods — bottlenecks it can exploit through
export licensing, delays, or outright prohibitions.
An interruption involving an inexpensive but irre-
placeable component can paralyze an entire pro-
duction system.



From efficiency to resilience

HIS REPRESENTS A PROFOUND shift in the

logic of globalization. During the post-Cold

War era of hyperglobalization, efficiency
was the principal organizing idea: produce wherever
costs were lowest and source inputs wherever they
were cheapest. Geographic concentration of supply
was considered an advantage, not a vulnerability.

That world no longer exists as we once understood
it. Pandemics, wars, sanctions, and geopolitical frag-
mentation have demonstrated that the pursuit of ex-
treme efficiency can create dangerous fragility. The
new objective is not maximum efficiency, but opti-
mal resilience.

This is part of the shift from traditional EsG — en-
vironmental, social, and governance — to what I call
ESG 2.0: economy, security, and geopolitics. Invest-
ment decisions are now evaluated not only on cost
and return, but also through the lenses of national
security and geopolitical exposure. Tariffs, export
controls, subsidies, and industrial policy are once
again instruments of statecraft.

The dynamic runs in both directions. China holds
extraordinary leverage in rare-earth processing
and permanent magnets, which are indispensable
to electric vehicles, wind turbines, electronics, and
weapons systems. It often dominates refining and
processing even when the underlying deposits lie
elsewhere. The U.S. and its allies, meanwhile, re-
tain advantages in advanced semiconductors and
the equipment required to manufacture them. They
have used those advantages to restrict China’s access
to the most sophisticated Al and military-relevant
chips. Beijing has responded by tightening controls
over selected critical minerals.

China can restrict the West’s access to critical in-
puts; the West can try to limit China’s access to some
frontier technologies.

Global interdependence has thus become a field
of mutual vulnerability, in which supply chains can
serve as instruments of coercion rather than merely
as transmission belts for efficiency. This does not
mean globalization is ending. It means globalization
is being reconfigured — through reshoring, near-

shoring, and friendshoring — into shorter or more
diversified chains increasingly organized around
geopolitical affinity. Trust in trading partners has
become unprecedentedly important. We could call
this defining feature of present-day geoeconomics
“trustshoring”

China anticipated this transformation by seeking
central positions across entire ecosystems: raw ma-
terials, processing, manufacturing, infrastructure,
finance, and standards. Its continental scale and the
state’s capacity to coordinate industrial and geopo-
litical objectives distinguish China’s rise from the
earlier ascents of Japan and South Korea.

The limits of leverage

HE CHINA CHOKE SHOULD not be mistaken

for omnipotence. A choke point retains its

value only as long as others lack viable alter-
natives. Every use of export restrictions strengthens
the case for diversification and accelerates invest-
ment in new mines, processing facilities, technolo-
gies, and substitutes.

China also has vulnerabilities of its own: depen-
dence on imported energy and agricultural com-
modities, exposure to foreign markets, demographic
decline, a weakened property sector, and high do-
mestic debt. Export restrictions can hurt Chinese
manufacturers that rely on the same inputs and can
invite retaliation. The Choke, therefore, does not de-
scribe unilateral dominance. It describes a system
of reciprocal dependencies in which every country
seeks control over strategic nodes while reducing its
exposure to nodes controlled by others.

The geological lottery alone will not determine
who benefits from the race for critical minerals. The
key distinction is between possessing natural re-
sources and playing a larger role in the value chains
built on them. A country can export raw concentrate
only to import the refined material at a much higher
price. The real prize lies in processing, technology,
and industrial applications.

Three groups of countries stand to gain. The first
includes resource-rich economies such as Austra-
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lia, Canada, and several Latin American nations. The
second, led by countries such as Japan, South Korea,
and the Netherlands, controls high-value techno-
logical nodes. These countries gain not by replacing
China at scale, but by remaining essential and reli-
able. A third group — including India, Vietnam, In-
donesia, and Mexico — is absorbing manufacturing
investment as companies seek alternatives to exces-
sive concentration in China.

No single country will replace China as the world’s
factory. The more likely outcome is a distributed ar-
chitecture of specialized hubs in which reliability
and trusted delivery command a decisive premium.

The demand-side choke

SECOND, LESS-EXAMINED DIMENSION OF

the China Choke concerns the consequences

of China buying less — or buying differently.
For a quarter century, China was an extraordinary
engine of global demand, absorbing iron ore, oil,
copper, soybeans, and meat and helping fuel one of
history’s largest commodity supercycles. That pat-
tern is unlikely to continue in the same form. China’s
economy is slowing, its population is aging, its prop-
erty sector remains weakened, and its growth model
is placing greater emphasis on advanced manufac-
turing and technological self-reliance.

The Choke can therefore operate through de-
mand as well as supply — not only through what
China withholds from its exports, but through what
it reduces, redirects, or concentrates in its imports.
Countries heavily reliant on Chinese demand face
significant exposure in export revenues, currencies,
investment, and employment.

The more likely outcome is not a collapse in Chi-
nese demand, but growing selectivity: purchases
that are more concentrated among a smaller circle
of suppliers considered reliable, strategic, and po-
litically compatible. What emerges is not deglobal-
ization, but narrower, more politically structured
globalization. China may account for a smaller share
of global import growth while directing a larger
share of its purchases toward Latin America.
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Latin America’s opening—and its catch

ATIN AMERICA SITS SQUARELY within this

transformation. It faces the risks of the China

Choke but is unusually well positioned to
benefit. This opportunity isn’t confined to one coun-
try; it spans several of the region’s economies.

Even as Chinese import growth slows, Beijing will
continue to prioritize supply security in food, energy,
and minerals — areas where reliability may matter
more as aggregate demand cools. Brazil is already
among China’s most important suppliers of soybeans,
iron ore, oil, and animal protein. Chile and Peru are
central to global copper supply, while Chile and Ar-
gentina hold major lithium resources. Argentina also
possesses Vaca Muerta, one of the largest shale for-
mations outside North America. Mexico occupies a
different position: It is less a commodity supplier to
China than a nearshoring beneficiary, able to attract
manufacturing investment through its proximity to
the U.S. These factors give Latin America potential
leverage across minerals, energy, food, and manu-
facturing.

But the opportunity comes with a catch the region
knows well. Latin America has heard versions of this
story before, and converting resource abundance
into industrial capability has repeatedly proved dif-
ficult. Infrastructure bottlenecks, complex tax sys-
tems, regulatory uncertainty, and permitting delays
have blunted previous commodity booms before they
could mature into durable development gains.

Possessing minerals is not the same as controlling
a value chain. Producing food does not confer in-
fluence over logistics, distribution, branding, or fi-
nancing. Generating clean power does not, by itself,
create competitive low-carbon industries.

Whether Latin American countries capture this
moment — or merely rent out their geology once
again — will depend on regulatory predictability,
competitive taxation, modern infrastructure, afford-
able energy, human capital, technological capacity,
and deeper integration with international markets.
These foundations turn raw endowments into dura-
ble strategic leverage.

The right posture is not a binary choice between
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Postal workers monitor humanoid robots on the sorting line at the Guangzhou Mail
Distribution Center in China's Guangdong province in September.

China and the U.S. China will remain an essential

commercial partner, while the U.S. and Europe will

remain critical sources of technology, capital, and in-
vestment. Latin America’s objective should be strate-
gic multi-alignment: engaging multiple poles while

avoiding excessive dependence on any single market,
supplier, technology, or financial channel.

Dependence is not interdependence

HE DISTINCTION BETWEEN THE China Shock
and the China Choke marks a genuine evo-
lution in the world economy. The first was
about prices, factories, and jobs. The second is about
resilience, security, and power — the recognition that
control over global value chains can matter as much
as control over territory or military capabilities.
The lesson is not that countries should retreat
from trade with China, or that interdependence must
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give way to autarky. Dependence and interdepen-
dence are not the same thing: Interdependence dis-
tributes vulnerability; dependence concentrates it.

The China Shock remade globalization by chang-
ing where the world produced. The China Choke is re-
making it once again — by changing what the world
considers secure, what China chooses to buy, and
from whom.

For Latin America, the challenge is greater than
avoiding another missed commodity cycle. It is
to transform this historic realignment into the
foundation of a genuine, region-wide development
strategy.
N T AT TR ANIT
Troyjo is the Robert E. Wilhelm Fellow at
mi1t’s Center for International Studies. He is
a former president of the New Development
Bank and Brazil’s former special secretary
for foreign trade and international affairs.
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Fighting lllicit
Cigarette Trade
in the Americas

The region has an opportunity to shore
up tax revenues, combat organized crime
and protect consumers all at once.

BY CAN KUTERDEM

LLICIT CIGARETTE TRADE IS a growing prob-
lem in the Americas. It deeply harms consum-
ers, governments, businesses, and society at
large, while benefiting only organized crime.
Yet efforts to combat it do not get the attention or re-
sources necessary to reverse this concerning trend.
But all is not lost. History shows us that if coun-
tries apply appropriate focus and employ proven
approaches, they can reduce illicit trade. When ef-
fective regulation and enforcement make it harder
for illicit trade to thrive, countries can protect le-
gitimate commerce, collect more tax revenue, se-
cure their borders, keep communities safer, and help
prevent underage access to restricted products. Ev-
eryone wins, except organized crime.
Therefore, among many other pressing issues,
efforts to tackle illicit trade represent enormous
opportunity for the region.
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Since being appointed as president of Philip Mor-
ris International (pm1) for Latin America and Canada,
I have been studying the realities of illicit cigarette
trade in this region. Looking at recent figures and
trends has given me a clear perspective on how the
challenges posed by illicit trade and the opportuni-
ties of addressing this problem are interconnected.

In April, at an event organized by the Americas So-
ciety/Council of the Americas (as/coa), the results
of kpma’s first study on illicit cigarette consump-
tion in the region were presented. They revealed a
startling and inconvenient truth: Nearly one in three
cigarettes consumed in Latin America and Canada is
illicit. Unfortunately, this represents the highest rate
of illicit cigarette consumption in the world.

According to this report, illicit cigarette trade is
draining public finances: An estimated $8.5 billion in
tax revenue was lost in 2025 alone across the 11 coun-
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operation targeting
| illicit tobacco trade in
| Medellin, Colombia.
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tries studied. It is also endangering communities, as

law enforcement agencies at the local and regional

levels have reported links between growing illicit cig-
arette trade and rising criminal activity.

The report also found that about 77 billion illicit
cigarettes were consumed in 2025 in the 11 countries
examined. Indeed, illicit trade is proving to be more
resilient than the legal market: Illicit cigarette con-
sumption declined far less than total cigarette con-
sumption. People are buying fewer cigarettes, which
is positive, but the decline is smaller on the black mar-
ket since more consumers are moving from legal to
illicit products.

The scale of the problem is striking. Illicit cigarettes
account for 89% of consumption in Panama and 84%
in Ecuador, for example. Brazil, meanwhile, is the re-
gion’s largest illicit cigarette market, with more than
40 billion illicit cigarettes consumed in 2025 alone.

COURTESY OF PMI

THE BIGGER PICTURE

NTERPOL PUTS IT PLAINLY: “There is a clear link
between illicit trade and other types of crime,
such as human trafficking, drug trafficking, cor-
ruption, bribery, and money laundering. Illicit trade
damages the global economy and harms public health
worldwide. All regions of the world and all industry
sectors are affected”

This points to a broader shift in criminal economies
across the Americas and around the world. Transna-
tional organized crime networks have diversified their
operations and now leverage their control of strate-
gic routes to smuggle products beyond the reach of
customs authorities.

This diversification and the growing sophistica-
tion of criminal networks is forcing governments to
find new ways to combat organized crime and dis-
rupt its financing. Authorities and security agencies
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across the continent are coordinating their efforts
to address this new era of organized crime, which
further threatens the region’s health, economies,
and security.

Other harms are also becoming increasingly clear.

For example, underage use of nicotine products is
amajor health concern for governments across the
region. It is also a concern for us at pm1: We firmly
believe in preventing underage access to tobacco
and nicotine products, and we have always stated
that our products should never reach minors. This
commitment is central to our business.

Worryingly, a paper published in Preventive
Medicine Reports estimated that nearly one-fifth of
adolescents in Latin America reported using e-ciga-
rettes. The study concluded that “a widespread lack
of knowledge regarding e-cigarette risks, coupled
with limited regulatory oversight, may be contrib-
uting to higher usage rates”

Illicit trade also contributes to this issue. Un-
derage use of nicotine products remains high even
in countries where they are banned. Brazil illus-
trates the problem: Banning e-cigarettes did not
end underage use; instead, it created a growing il-
licit market.

Excessive regulation can fuel illicit trade in vari-
ous ways. Consumer product bans have created il-
licit markets in virtually every case. Overregulation
and taxation, especially when paired with weak en-
forcement, can also push a significant share of the
legal market underground.

Authorities are recognizing that the same weak-
nesses that enable the illicit trade of cigarettes also
open the doors for illicit trade of other nicotine
products. Therefore, across all nicotine products,
addressing the problem requires not prohibition,
but appropriate regulation and strong enforcement
working hand in hand.

The reality is that firm action is necessary, and
the foundation of combatting illicit trade is always
enacting sensible regulations and ensuring a high
level of enforcement. The past is filled with solutions
that were implemented because they sounded good
politically but were not effective because they were
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missing these elements.

Failure to strike a balance can lead to situations
such as Australia’s, where extreme regulation has
contributed to a market in which more than 80%
of nicotine products now come from illicit trade.
Newspapers there are reporting almost daily on the
fights between gangs for control of the black cig-
arette market, producing stories similar to those
on organized crime competing for turf in the ille-
gal drug trade.

A PATH FORWARD
F WE CONFRONT THE problem of illicit trade
head-on, the opportunities become clear. All
sectors can work together to address this
regional challenge through effective regulation,
greater awareness, robust enforcement, and pub-
lic-private cooperation.

This is also an opportunity to evolve our thinking.
The problems of 2026 cannot always be solved with
yesterday’s approaches. pm1 has transformed it-
self, demonstrating measurable progress toward a
smoke-free future. Today, 42% of our revenue comes
from smoke-free products, up from 2.7% 10 years
ago, when we began this transformation.

We are committed to ending cigarette sales in the
future. Yet unresolved illicit trade — fueled by ex-
treme regulation or limited oversight — threatens to
reverse progress in reducing smoking rates among
both adults and minors.

Society has made significant advances in tobacco
control, but yesterday’s tools no longer match the
realities of 2026. In countries where illicit trade is
already widespread, further tax increases or bans
on smoke-free products will not curb underage use,
illicit trade, or smoking.

Public authorities can count on pm1 in their cru-
sade to reduce illicit trade. We share the same goal
in building safer communities.

CEEE R
Kuterdem is the president of the

Latin America & Canada Region for

Philip Morris International (pm1)
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Colombian President Alvaro
Uribe (C) speaks with military
commanders en route to Chocé
" in 2002 after ELN guerrillas
" kidnapped 20 tourists.

President Ivan Duque
participates in a march
against terrorism after;
the ELN bombed a
police academy, killing
22 cadets, in 20I9.
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President Gustavo
Petro (L) meets with
ELN commander
Pablo Beltran
during negotiations
in Bogotain 2023.

THE LONG VIEW

Why
Colombia’s
ELN Guerrillas
Haven't
Made Peace

The country’s largest remaining rebel
group has long silenced moderate voices
within its ranks, posing a challenge to
new President Abelardo De La Espriella.

by Luis Daniel Gonzdlez

FTER NINE YEARS of fighting, ELN commander and co-
founder Ricardo Lara Parada had had enough.
In 1973, he fled the ranks of the Ejército de Liberacién
Nacional rebel group during Operation Anori, a government offensive
that deployed 33,000 troops against roughly 100 guerrilla fighters and
killed a third of them. Later, in the 1980s, Lara accepted an offer of
amnesty from President Belisario Betancur, renounced armed strug-
gle, and become the first ex-guerrilla commander elected to office
as a city councilor in his hometown of Barrancabermeja, Santander.
His peaceful politics seemed to be going well; the party he founded,
the Frente Amplio del Magdalena Medio, was making gains at the local
level. It had broken with the old Liberal-Conservative duopoly, and
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won votes by promising to improve schools, roads
and public services.

But in 1985, Lara was gunned down outside his
home as he returned from a council meeting. Though
he believed a vengeful paramilitary right might claim
his life, his killers were sent by his former comrades
in the ELN.

His last recorded interview, which I discovered in
2017 with my late colleague Marc Chernick and made
public earlier this year, gives an unprecedented view
into the ELN’s DNA. Lara’s words are not the diatribe
of a former commander attempting to justify his past,
but a reckoning, delivered slowly and with remorse.

He describes a high command too violently stri-
dent to argue with, and waves of rash executions he
himself helped to carry out. Lara confessed: “As the
years pass and you learn how things really were, you
realize many comrades should not have been shot”

Ultimately, the LN killed him because he was
building an alternative to armed struggle in the
group’s own backyard. It comes as no surprise to
those who study the group, because throughout its
history, the ELN has used violence to crush dissent
and moderation.

This is a key reason why the ELN has never made
peace, why talks brokered by former President Gus-
tavo Petro broke down, and why it is Colombia’s larg-
est remaining rebel group. It is about 6,000 strong,
with a presence in an estimated 19 departments in
Colombia and at least seven states in Venezuela. As
one of the region’s most powerful criminal organi-
zations, it mounts sophisticated attacks with drones
and car bombs and is a key factor in Colombia’s de-
teriorating security landscape.

Colombia’s new president, Abelardo De La Espri-
ella, inaugurated on August 7, has promised to end to
all peace talks and undertake a major new military
offensive against the ELN. But the ELN’s history also
suggests that De La Espriella may find victory elu-
sive, and that the showdown could be a bloody one.

A crucible of violence

HE ELN WAS BORN in the aftermath of La Vi-
olencia, a conflict between Colombia’s Lib-
eral and Conservative Parties that claimed
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some 200,000 lives from the 1940s to the ‘6os before
the two camps agreed to share power. In 1962, some
60 young Colombians, Lara among them, went to
Havana on university scholarships funded by Fidel
Castro’s new government. Some received military
training and returned determined to rebel under the
leadership of Fabio Vasquez Castafio.

They chose the department of Santander for its
mountains, its oil and its workers’ union. On July 4,
1964, 16 men founded the ELN. Six months later, they
took the town of Simacota, killed four policemen,
emptied a bank, and explained their revolution to the
assembled townspeople. By August they were bomb-
ing pipelines, a practice that continues to this day.

But what the LN did to its own members is more
telling than its manifestos. On the tape, Lara recalls
that the first internal critique came within a year
in the mountains: that a revolution could not be di-
rected from the countryside, that the cities needed
autonomy and a political movement. The high com-
mand rejected the idea as a threat to its authority.

“There really were internal debates, but they were
always lost,” Lara says. “The person was rejected
along with his ideas”

The group executed anyone who criticized Vasquez,
including co-founder Victor Medina Morén in 1968.
Soon after, a militant named Jaime Arenas deserted,
and published the first inside account of the ELN.
Two months later, he was murdered. In 1974, the
group executed three of its urban commanders as
traitors, later conceding that they were innocent.
Lara explains on the tape, “Our mentality was the
same mentality as the Inquisition?”

Resurrections

PERATION ANORI LEFT THE ELN in sham-

bles. What saved it was a Spanish priest and

a geological accident: Manuel Pérez recon-

stituted the group in Arauca just as oil was discov-

ered there, and pipeline extortion funded its recovery.

While they expanded, every government from Betan-

cur’s onward opened negotiations that ultimately
fell apart.

When the group kidnapped 190 people from a

Cali church in 1999, even the hardline government



Top: Ricardo Lara Parada speaks in Barrancabermeja at a rally for the political party he founded after leaving the ELN.

Left: ELN guerrillas direct some of the hostages they abducted from a church near Cali toward a release pointin 1999.
Right: Colombian soldiers aid Maria Teresa Ochoa, one of the hostages taken from the church, following her release.
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of President Alvaro Uribe (2002-10) pursued explor-
atory peace talks. His successor, President Juan Manuel
Santos (2010-18), undertook a national peace process,
but the ELN refused to negotiate alongside the Farc.
Though the Santos government focused most of its
energy on the FARc as the far larger group, separate
talks with the LN eventually produced a ceasefire and
a coherent negotiating agenda. Yet no agreement was
reached. In 2017, former ELN commander Carlos Velan-
dia told me plainly: “Here we both lost the war. And so
did the country. Nobody won.”

After most of the rFaArc demobilized, the ELN ex-
panded into the areas the rarc had controlled. And de-
spite having sworn never to finance itself with drugs,
the LN stepped into the vacuum and did just that. The
administration of Ivan Duque (2018-22) sat down with
the group, but the ELN shattered those negotiations in
2019 with a car bomb that killed 22 police cadets.

When Gustavo Petro came into office in 2022, he
promised to demobilize the ELN through negotiation.
Though much of the public was skeptical, the conditions
seemed right. There was broad international consensus
for a negotiated settlement, and Petro, a former guer-
rilla himself, was Colombia’s first leftist president. If
there were ever a time for the ELN to extract favorable
terms from the state, this appeared to be the moment.

A new normal

Why did the group choose renewed violence

EGOTIATIONS OPENED IN CARACAS, and in when it had perhaps the most favorable negotiat-

2024, the two sides agreed on a model for the ing conditions since its founding in the 1960s? Part

group’s transition to civil society, the furthest of the answer is that the group is doing well. Its

any talks have gotten. But the ELN refused to stop kid- estimated 6,000 members are collecting massive
napping for ransom. And in September 2024, the ELN revenues through participation in — or taxation
assaulted a military base, killing two soldiers, and at- of, if you believe their talking points — the traf-
tacked a Farc dissident group in Catatumbo that was ficking of cocaine and illicit gold, both at record
once its ally, killing scores of people and displacing highs in the country. It is plowing these funds into
50,000. Petro broke off the talks. weapons old and new, including explosive-laden
Critically, when an ELN dissident front broke away to drones, and rivals in strength the Clan del Golfo,
negotiate separately, eventually disarming, the ELN’s Colombia’s largest drug-trafficking organization.
leadership read it as Bogota fragmenting its chain of But the group now faces two new existential
command. Like so many times before, this show of challenges. The first is De La Espriella’s promised
moderation within its ranks hardened rather than soft- offensive that will likely feature reinvigorated mil-
ened its posture. Since, the ELN has continued to tar- itary cooperation with Washington. The second is
get rivals, kidnap civilians and attack Colombia’s police Venezuela, where many of its fighters are based
and military. and government authorities had treated it as a
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paramilitary ally. In the wake of the U.S. capture of Nicolas
Maduro, that safe haven could be in jeopardy.

Even so, if history is any guide, the ELN will probably
survive, and the government may find itself further from a
settlement than ever. The ELN’s decentralized structure —
fronts with their own finances, a command that coordinates
more than it dictates — makes decapitation less effective
than during the Farc years.

There is always the possibility of a surprise: Guerrillas
who swore they would never disarm have done so, and even
Uribe’s hardline government pursued negotiation. But the
ELN’s history, its recent growth, and its failure to disarm un-
der relatively favorable conditions all indicate that any reso-
lution, whether disarmament or destruction, is still far off.
T
Gonzalez is a Colombian-American researcher trained
at Georgetown and Stanford who works with internal
guerrilla archives, interviews and other primary sources

RIGHT: BRAYA234 VIA COMMONSWIKIMEDIA

Left: The remnants of aniillegal
gold mine along the Timbiqui
River in Cauca, Colombia,
continue to mar the landscape
after security forces raided it,
claiming it was run by the ELN
and other armed groups.

Right: Children recruited by
the ELN pose for a photo.
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CHINA'S NEW PLAYBOOK
FOR LATIN AMERICA

A SPECIAL REPORT
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ONE YEAR LATER

China Raises
the Stakes

Beijing is adjusting its priorities
and doubling down on its
playbook for Latin America.

by Margaret Myers

ESPITE ALL THE UPHEAVAL of President Donald

Trump’s “Donroe Doctrine,” the main drivers of the

China-Latin America relationship remain largely in-
tact. A year ago, I wrote in a cover story for Americas Quarterly that
Beijing was mostly focused on acquiring the region’s commodities and
exporting to its markets.

That dynamic still holds, and trade between China and the region
has continued to rise, up 3% between 2024 and 2025. This is partly due
to the choices of the U.S., which has embraced trade policies that have
pushed some of its partners toward other markets.

I also noted that China had reworked parts of its playbook for Latin
America (and much of the rest of the world). In recent years, it has
traded large-scale loans and mega-projects for smaller deals more
directly supportive of its own industrial and export-related interests.

This is part of Beijing’s effort to zero in on narrower strategic pri-
orities. In 2023, about 60% of Chinese Fp1 in Latin America was con-
centrated in what China calls “New Infrastructure” industries: those
it has identified as critical drivers of future growth. They are gener-
ally industries experiencing rapid, tech-driven innovation, including



China's exports to Latin America have surged
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telecommunications, fintech, and energy.

These trends appear to be deepening. China now
has less capacity for overseas lending and invest-
ment, so it’s being more selective. The country’s 15th
Five-Year Plan (2026-2030), issued in March, priori-
tizes export growth and support for national cham-
pions in key sectors.

This is reflected in China’s greenfield investment
(GD) in Latin America. Though it spiked by almost
400% last year, that was due to a single project: a
$39 billion ByteDance-backed data center in Brazil.
Setting aside that outlier, the data shows China’s GI
on a clear downward trend. It has also become more
concentrated. Even after discounting the ByteDance
data center, about 30% of the dollar value of all its
2024 and 2025 GI in the region went to two sectors:
advanced manufacturing and information and com-
munications technology.

Key shifts

EOPOLITICAL COMPETITION IS intensify-

ing, and for Latin America, trade-offs are

becoming harder to avoid. Washington has
grown more suspicious of Chinese economic activ-
ity across the board. That framing is met with skep-
ticism in much of the region, but Beijing is no longer
viewed as the white knight some governments once
believed it to be. Amid increased pushback in the re-
gion, China is acting more assertively to protect its
assets and market access.

Other notable shifts are adding their own pres-
sures. As Beijing works to offload excess industrial ca-
pacity, China’s exports to the region have surged both
in general and in comparison to its imports. Accord-
ing to Chinese Customs data, Latin American imports
from China have outpaced its exports to China since
2021, resulting in a $46 billion trade deficit in 2025.
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As Beijing works to offload excess industrial

capacity. China’s exports to the region

have surged both in general and

in comparison to its imports.

This trend is likely to continue. The 15th Five-
Year Plan aims to enhance the quality and perfor-
mance of China’s foreign trade and diversify into
a wider range of markets — a redirection Latin
America is already absorbing.

The region should expect more of all sorts of ex-
ports in the coming months, from high-end goods
like EVs and industrial machinery to a substantial
volume of low-cost goods moving through e-com-
merce channels. With Chinese firms locked in bru-
tal domestic price wars, the search for buyers has
been relentless, and even Latin America’s small-
est markets are seeing the effects.

Squeezed from both sides

ATIN AMERICAN COUNTRIES ARE taking
L different paths to deal with these pres-

sures. Mexico is among those that have
moved closer to Washington’s line: It has nearly
doubled its filings of anti-dumping cases against
Chinese goods, and it has floated tariffs on more
than a thousand Chinese product lines, including
autos, textiles, and steel.

Brazil has largely gone the other way, deepen-
ing ties with Beijing on soy, beef, and energy even
as it absorbs tariff pressure from the U.S. And
Chile has seemingly split the difference, maintain-
ing duties on Chinese steel, footwear, and apparel
while continuing to court Chinese investment in
public works and renewables.

All of these paths carry costs. China is stand-
ing by its claims, launching counter-investiga-
tions, and warning governments against what it
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calls capitulation to Washington. The U.S. is also
digging in its heels. In some countries, Washing-
ton’s posture has shifted from calibrated scru-
tiny of specific security risks — such as ports,
telecommunications infrastructure, and criti-
cal minerals — to near-blanket suspicion of any-
thing China-led.

The Trump administration is unlikely to change
course. There is an apparent consensus in Wash-
ington that economic and military coercion is
achieving desired effects in the region, regardless
of the long-term costs of that approach.

In Latin America, even those governments seek-
ing alignment with Washington have grown weary
of its pressure tactics. Regional enthusiasm for
closer ties to China has also cooled, whether due
to unresolved debt obligations, diplomatic pay-
offs that haven’t materialized, or underwhelming
returns from Chinese manufacturing investment.

Meanwhile, electorates across the region are
watching closely to see how their leaders navi-
gate the squeeze. For now, U.S. economic policy
and military action are dominating the region’s at-
tention. But China’s economic engagement — and
the structural shifts likely to result from its shift-
ing industrial strategy — will continue to have sig-
nificant effects that should not be overlooked.
TR
Myers is a faculty lecturer at the Johns
Hopkins School of Advanced International
Studies, a senior advisor to the Inter-

American Dialogue, and an adjunct researcher
at the Nucleo Milenio sobre los Impactos de
China en América Latina (1icLAc) in Chile
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Nonfiction

Luis I. Jaccome’s highly analytical review
of regional central banking and the most
significant economic reform of our time

Reviewed by Arturo C. Porzecanski

ROM THE 1960S THROUGH the 1990s, Latin America was the world’s

regional outlier in the frequency and severity of inflationary, cur-

rency, debt, and banking crises. Over the past three decades,
however, and despite some notable exceptions, most Latin American
governments have adopted increasingly responsible, and thus sustain-
able, fiscal and monetary policies, featuring more independent, inflation-
focused central banks that allow exchange rates to be largely market-
determined.

For more than two decades, Luis I. Jaicome has tracked and analyzed
the evolution of central banking in Latin America to distill lessons from
recent institutional advances and policy experience. Several of his more
than 20 published articles have become required reading for those inter-
ested in the topic, and Jacome has also shared his findings through nu-
merous technical assistance missions to central banks around the world
as part of his responsibilities at the International Monetary Fund’s Cen-
tral Banking Division between 1999 and 2017. Now an independent con-
sultant, Jacome has distilled his central banking research and advisory
expertise into a book that offers a highly analytical, historically grounded
review backed by useful tables, charts, and econometric results.

Jacome’s main message is that granting central banks political inde-
pendence while mandating them to decelerate inflation and keep it low
“is arguably the most significant economic reform of our time.”

He makes his case in two ways. First, by recounting the increasingly
deleterious conduct of most Latin American central banks in the after-
math of the end of either the gold standard (mid-1930s) or the U.S. dol-
lar standard (early 1970s). Both these international regimes had imposed
printing-press discipline on Latin American central banks — rigid during
the former and looser restraint during the latter — but once currencies
were allowed to devalue, reflecting deteriorated national priorities and
conditions, most central banks lost their way.



Former Ecuadorian Central Bank President Luis |. JAccome speaks at a press conference in 1998.

As interventionist, demand-boosting, and in-
come-redistributing government policies became
popular in the 1950s and thereafter, central banks
were increasingly mandated or pressured into be-
coming de facto development banks, channeling bank
credit at often concessional interest rates to smoke-
stack industries and other strategic, import-substi-
tuting projects. Worst of all, they were allowed and
sometimes forced to fund the government’s operat-
ing deficits resulting from ambitious spending and
subsidy initiatives aggravated by unprofitable state-
owned enterprises. The resulting excess monetary
growth inevitably would lead to periodic and pain-
ful financial crises.

Second, Jicome presents a sophisticated index of
central bank independence and proper mission fo-

GUILLERMO LEGARIA/AFP/GETTY

cus going back to the founding of each central bank,
and pairs it up with inflation data for each country
to demonstrate that there is a statistically signif-
icant relationship between better central banking
and better inflation performance in econometri-
cally static as well as dynamic terms. The main
finding is that the extent of central bank underwrit-
ing of government deficits best explains the result-
ing inflation.

What I wish the thoroughly researched book had
included is a chapter with memorable accounts of
the challenges of attempting to act as an indepen-
dent central banker in Latin America. Interviews
with bold leaders like Argentina’s Martin Redrado,
Brazil’s Arminio Fraga, Peru’s Julio Velarde, and Ven-
ezuela’s Ruth de Krivoy would have added good color
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to the sometimes tedious historical recounting and
number-crunching.

Jacome has shared his riveting personal story, but
elsewhere, via the Yale Program on Financial Sta-
bility (vPFs) in 2023. Appointed in September 1998
as the first head of a constitutionally independent
Banco Central del Ecuador (BCE), he resigned six
months later. President Jamil Mahuad not only re-
fused to respect the BcE’s autonomy but took coun-
terproductive measures to deal with a developing

banking crisis — measures which ended up plunging
Ecuador into a full-blown financial meltdown. As his
own experience suggests, even when a Latin Amer-
ican central bank’s independence is constitutionally
protected, that does not mean that it will be imper-
vious to political pressures.

TR TR E T
PorzecanskKi is a research fellow at

American University’s Center for Latin

American & Latino Studies

Fiction

Valeria Luiselli's new novel crosses Sicily
and Mexico, memory and imagination,
to dissolve the borders between them.

Reviewed by Daniela Ordofiez Delgado

IND A BOOKSHELF, close your eyes, and ask it a question. To get
an answer, choose any book and land your eyes on the passage
that feels right.
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In Valeria Luiselli’s new novel, Beginning, Middle, End, a recently di-
vorced novelist plays this game with her daughter. With so much to say
about this book, I played the game, too. Ilanded on this passage, a con-
versation between the two of them about the characters in the moth-
er’s new novel:

Is that mother and daughter you and me? Or you and your mother?
Neither. It’s a narrator and a character.

Is it a ghost story?
Beginning No.
> ) . . 9
Middle, End Is it about time travel?
No, it isn’t.
By Valeria Luiselli
| Knopf Three denials that Beginning, Middle, End overturns. It is them; it is
July 2026 a ghost story; and they will travel in time. The novel follows a mother
464 pages

and her 12-year-old daughter across Sicily as they drive to return a
mosaic that Nanna, the girl’s great-grandmother, dug out of a Roman
villa and carried to Mexico in the 1920s. In a narrative that spans four



generations, Luiselli reflects on how a story moves
across places and people.

Geographic borders are one of Luiselli’s longtime
subjects. Her 2019 novel, Lost Children Archive is set
on the U.S.-Mexico border and follows the children
crossing it. Now, in Sicily, a crossing between Africa
and Europe, migrants are waiting “to be either seen
or ignored by asylum officers” The park they walk
in is near the port Nanna left from, headed for Latin
America, along with other Europeans fleeing pov-
erty. “So that’s a contradiction,” says the daughter.

That border isn’t the only one they cross while
trying to reconfigure their family after divorce. The
story moves between countries, generations, mem-
ory, fiction and reality. The first denial — that the
story isn’t about them — comes undone when the
mother realizes her daughter has borrowed mem-
ories from her books. The daughter is certain that
at five, she almost drowned in a swimming pool in
Memphis. It isn’t a memory, though. It’s a scene from
one of her mother’s novels. Imagination and memory
flow together “in such a way that we will not know
how to tell things apart one day”

Forgetting runs in the family, too. Nanna lost her
mind, and the girl’s grandmother is on the same path.
These two women are the book’s ghosts, leading the
story from afar and underscoring female lineages.
The mother, who read that translation could slow
the erosion of the mind, asks the grandmother to
memorize passages from books and translate them —

“a dike, even if temporary, against forgetting” The
grandmother then sends the girl one of those frag-
ments with a mission: find the book it’s from. Play-
ing the bookshelf game, eyes shut, the daughter pulls
down a book and, surprisingly, finds the same one.

“That cannot be a coincidence;’ the daughter says. It’s
asign, which, in this book, is how you talk to ghosts;
how you continue their stories.

More than coincidences or predictions, the book
portrays these moments as consequences. The past
never stays behind. That’s how the last denial — time
traveling — falls. “Someone from the past can show
up in the future;” says the daughter, “because their
soul can travel and become different things.” What
seemed distant keeps collapsing into the same story
because the present is in constant conversation with
the past.

What Beginning, Middle, End never denies is that
a story belongs to whoever picks it up next. It suc-
ceeds in portraying four generations of women, and
how they inherit each other’s unfinished work. “The
soul of our story, mother and daughter, had always
been driven by me, my decisions;’ the mother admits,

“but it’s no longer clear to me whose breath it is that
animates it, our story” An inheritance moving only
downward would be an ending. This one runs both
ways, which is why the book can be only a middle.
TR TR E T
Ordoiiez Delgado is a Colombian writer, literary
translator and editorial assistant at Sundial House

Upcomlng FICTION- NONF-ICTION-
B o ok S Terrestrial In Latin America You Could Be Free
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A Poet (Un poeta)
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Comedy-drama

On the line between comedy and tragedy,
a Colombian film explores the complexities
of the country’s culture industry.

Reviewed by Ena Alvarado

N THE 1970S, A collective of Colombian filmmakers invented the port-

manteau pornomiseria to describe an enormously popular film genre

coming out of Latin America. They were referring to emotionally
manipulative movies about poverty that often gained critical and com-
merecial success in European festivals and North American living rooms.
These films are typically self-righteous in their purported goal to help
raise awareness about and even rectify entrenched social problems, yet
they tend to benefit the people behind the camera more than those rep-
resented on the screen. It’s a kind of cinema that does little but turn hu-
man suffering into a commodity.

The best and most refreshing antithesis to pornomiseria in recent his-
tory must be Colombian director Simén Mesa Soto’s hilarious black com-
edy Un poeta. The film centers on Oscar, a middle-aged poet obsessed
with the work of José Asuncién Silva, a 19th-century poet from Bogota.
Oscar still lives at home with his mother in Medellin, remains estranged
from his only daughter, and can hardly hold a job given his sporadic al-
coholic jaunts. He usually spends his days at Casa de la Poesia, where he
recites poems to near-empty audiences and quarrels with Efrain, a poet
and cultural promoter with more conventional achievements like book
deals and literary awards.

To quell his older sister’s constant gripes about his lack of professional
and financial stability, Oscar accepts a gig as a philosophy teacher at a
local high school. There, he meets Yurlady, a shy teenager who writes
poetry as a hobby. After reading her notebook, Oscar recognizes in Yur-
lady a kindred spirit and a talented artist, setting off on a feverish jour-
ney to get her published.

Herein comes Un poeta’s great wrinkle: Yurlady is poor and Black. She
lives in a packed apartment with her mother, grandmother, uncles, aunts,
siblings, nephews, nieces, and cousins in a lower-class neighborhood.



Ubeimar Rios portrays Oscar in the Colombian film Un poeta.

So when Oscar introduces her to the community at
the Casa de la Poesia, trouble arises. After all, artists
there have certain expectations about how someone
from her background should act and what someone
with her identity should be keen to write about. It
quickly becomes clear that the city’s cultural influ-
encers, most notably Efrain, are interested in Yur-
lady’s work only insofar as it’s marketable. The eas-
iest way to make her poems marketable is for them
to speak of overcoming hardships from a place of
victimhood, but her writing is entirely unconcerned
with such topics. And despite her literary gifts, Yur-
lady wishes to become a manicurist, not a poet.
Against this drama, Un poeta reveals the danger-
ous impulse to project preconceived narratives onto
real human lives. Through his camerawork, Mesa
Soto peels away his characters’ genuine motivations.
His film uses a cinéma vérité documentary style, with
many scenes featuring hand-held camerawork and
non-professional actors. The camera lingers on fa-
cial expressions and reactions that make it impos-

OCULTIMO, JUAN SARMIENTO G /COURTESY OF SUSAN NORGET FILM PROMOTION

sible to hide or camouflage deep feelings, allowing
viewers to appraise characters’ true intentions. This
deadpan realism also fuels the film’s comedic spark.

Ironically, by consciously straying not just from
sensationalism and faux activism, but from a view of
poverty that ignores the richness of human interior-
ity, Un poeta gains formidable political force. It offers
an alternative to stereotyped ideas of Latin Amer-
ica, poking fun at clichés that contribute to perni-
cious views of the region. The men and women who
animate Un poeta are flawed and messy. They resist
falling into neatly demarcated identity-based catego-
ries, like rich and poor. Personhood extends beyond
one’s economic conditions or prospects. Un poeta re-
minds us that the magical realism of Gabriel Garcia
Marquez — whose novels mystify Latin American life,
and whom Oscar incidentally detests — is meant just
for fiction, not reality.

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

Our music columnist pays tribute to Carlos Solari,
an iconic Argentine rock musician.

by Sebastian Zubieta

S I WRITE THIS, it has been just over two months since the pass-

ing of Carlos Solari, “El Indio,” the frontman of the greatest rock

band you have never heard of, unless you are one of his (and my)
45 million compatriots.

From 1978 to 2001, “Patricio Rey y sus Redonditos de Ricota” was an
unstoppable force in Argentine life, as the country returned to democ-
racy and navigated endless economic crises. Through 11 albums and in-
creasingly massive shows, the band, called “Los Redondos” or “Patricio
Rey” for short, created an enduring mythology, part hippie, part carceral,
part hooliganesque, and musically brilliant. Together with guitarist Skay
Beilinson and band manager Poli, El Indio kept Patricio Rey completely
independent from major labels, which allowed them to retain control of
their finances and creativity, an attitude he continued in his post-Redon-
dos years. As a lyricist, he wrote songs that were unapologetically popu-
list, sometimes inscrutably metaphorical, and pro-working class. As he
put it in his autobiographical book Recuerdos que mienten un poco, the al-
legories stopped at the time of taking a stance for the downtrodden: “All
prisoners are political” or “violence is to lie” are as clear as they can be.

I attended most of the “Los Redondos” concerts in Buenos Aires from
1986, when they were small affairs at underground venues, to stadium
shows for tens of thousands in 1994. By 1991, the search for venues that
could accommodate the ever-growing bandas ricoteras took us to un-
usual locations, such as the three shows at the Autopista Center over the
weekend of November 21. Each show had a different setlist, which made
me realize that they could play any of their songs in any order, in ver-
sions that were sometimes subtly different to those in the albums, which
a band can only do if it has full control of its time.

After a series of larger events in 1994, and finding themselves un-
able to guarantee the audience’s safety, they did not play in Buenos Ai-
res for years, opting for almost unannounced, still massive, shows in
mid-size cities across the country and in Montevideo (their only ap-
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Argentine rock icon Carlos Solari, who died in June

pearances outside Argentina). The breakup, after a
concert in Cérdoba in 2001, came over artistic dif-
ferences — their last three albums, leaning heavily
on electronics, were very different from the previ-
ous eight — and disagreements over custody of their
master recordings.

El Indio kept making music, notably with “Los
Fundamentalistas del Aire Acondicionado,” which
performs a mix of Redondos covers and new songs
across the country and released 12 albums until 2025.
Diagnosed with Parkinson’s, he gave his last live con-
cert in 2017 in Olavarria for a crowd of 400,000 (in a
city of 125,000). After that, he continued to join the
band via live video links, pre-recorded videos, and
even holograms, released music videos from his
home studio, published a graphic novel and the bi-
ographical volume, and created digital art.

The accompanying playlist highlights several
unique musical traits that define El Indio’s music
beyond their mythical power. There are long in-
troductions that anticipate whole songs as in “Ya
nadie va a escuchar tu remera, instrumental sec-
tions whose melodies would be sung by the audi-
ence, as in “La bestia pop” and “Ji i ji; which, with its

LUIS ABDALA/AFP/GETTY

, was known for his poetic, community-minded lyrics.

klezmer-sounding guitar interlude, became Los Fun-
damentalistas’ obligatory final piece. There are the

astonishing Middle Eastern melodic and harmonic

turns that can be traced to Beilinson’s Azeri family

background, as in “Nuestro amo juega al esclavo;’ Se-
milla Bucciarelli’s imaginatively melodic basslines, as

in “Aquella solitaria cubana;’ and “Mi genio amor]’ a

longing song that Los Redondos never recorded in a

Fundamentalistas version that features the amazing

energy of tens of thousands of people singing along

(the memory of one performance, in Obras around

1990, still gives me chills).

“Put in some effort (not actually “effort,” but an an-
atomical synecdoche), Redondos/put in some effort
and heart/because this crowd deserves rock ’n’ roll
we would chant during shows. El Indio believed that
everyone has the right to beauty, as much as he de-
served to lead a modestly comfortable life dedicated
to giving people moments of poetry. I hope he is smil-
ing down at us to remind us to keep the flags flying
and that “When the night is darkest/the day draws
closer in our hearts”

LT T
Zubieta is music director at Americas Society
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Museum Exhibition

A trailblazing Cuban performance artist
gets a major exhibition in London.

by Nicol Degli Innocenti

AKE PEOPLE UNAWARE OF who Ana Mendieta is to her

exhibit at Tate Modern in London, and they will think

she is a product of the present. Mendieta’s work is in
tune with today’s sensitivity to themes of ecology and our re-
lationship with the environment, yet she was most active in
the 1970s and early 1980s. The Tate’s expansive retrospective,
featuring over 120 of her creations and running until January
17, 2027, shows how relevant Mendieta’s work remains, and
what a trailblazer she was for the field of performance art.

Born in Havana in 1948, Mendieta was sent to the United

States at the age of 12, one of thousands of unaccompanied
Cuban children exiled as part of Operation Pedro Pan, a joint
cia-Catholic Church initiative to “save” them from commu-
nism. Like so many others, the experience defined her; she
never felt she belonged anywhere.

“Having been torn from my homeland during my adoles-
cence, [ am overwhelmed by the feeling of being cast out from
the womb;’ she wrote in a statement about her work in 1981.

Her art was deeply intertwined with nature, inspired by it
and created in it. Her most famous series is Siluetas, in which
she left imprints — usually of her body — on sand, snow, earth,
trees, or leaves, camouflaged in the landscape. She carved,
molded, and literally played with fire, using gunpowder and
fireworks to scorch her outline onto the earth as an expres-
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A major exhibition showcasing
the work of Ana Mendieta is on
view at Tate Modern in London

through January 17, 2027.
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Untitled, Silueta Series, 1976

sion of belonging. By fusing with nature, she ex-
plored the deep spiritual connection between body
and ground, honoring nature’s power and meditat-
ing on her displacement after exile from Cuba. “I have
no motherland, I feel a need to join with the earth;
she wrote in 1981.

Her work was intentionally ephemeral, designed
to be washed away or decay or dissolve through na-
ture, but it was also filmed and photographed in
her determination to preserve it. Mendieta made
over 100 films in different formats, many of which
have been digitally remastered for the Tate exhibi-
tion. In one of them, she pours blood over her naked
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body and then rolls in white feathers, emerging as a
new creature. In another, her silhouette in the sand,
marked with red paint, is washed away by the waves.
The Tate shows the full multidisciplinary range of her
work, displaying paintings and drawings, sculptures
and installations, performances and films, writings
and photographs.

In 1980, when she returned to Cuba for the first
time, she created her famous series Esculturas Rup-
estres, in which she carved Indigenous goddess fig-
ures into the limestone rock. Using her interest in
cave art and Neolithic sites, she drew a continu-
ous line between the art of the past and the present,



while simultaneously connecting her personal iden-
tity to the island’s roots and tracing a reunion with
her homeland.

Throughout her career, Mendieta pushed the
boundaries of artistic expression in ways so prescient
they feel more relevant than ever, especially in light
of today’s environmental crisis. Her groundbreak-
ing legacy, as the Tate puts it, “changed the course
of contemporary art”

The Tate’s exhibition is the largest yet of Mendieta’s
work in the U.K., a thorough, thoughtful, life-affirm-
ing retrospective closely supervised by Raquel Ce-
cilia Mendieta, her niece and the head of her estate.

SPREAD: © THE ESTATE OF ANA MENDIETA COLLECTION, LLC. LICENSED
BY ARTIST RIGHTS SOCIETY (ARS), NEW YORK / DACS, 2026 / COURTESY
MARIAN GOODMAN GALLERY AND ALISON JACQUES, LONDON

Center: Bird Run, 1974; Right: Untitled, c. 1984

Ana Mendieta died in 1985 at the age of 36. Her
then-husband, sculptor Carl Andre, was charged
with her murder but was later acquitted in a contro-
versial trial. Both the museum and her estate made
a deliberate choice not to mention Mendieta’s death
and not to refer to the controversy surrounding it. It
is a decision that sends a clear message: Her death
does not define her, and, above all, it was not the end.
As the exhibition shows, Mendieta’s art lives on in
triumph.
I T T AT
Degli Innocenti is a London-based
correspondent for I/ Sole 24 Ore
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LATIN AMERICA AT A GLANCE Bloomberg

Foreign direct investment in Latin America and the Caribbean rose 14% in 2025, reaching $188 billion, even
as the value of announced greenfield projects fell by one third compared to 2024. According to UNCTAD,
Brazil and Mexico drove much of the increase, together accounting for roughly two thirds of regional
inflows.
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ECONOMIC INDICATORS (PROJECTED)

2026 Inflation 32.4% 4.6% 3.7% 6.0% 5.1% 2.4% 2.9% 3.8% 3.8% 387.0%

2026
Unemployment 74% 5.6% 8.7% 9.0% 5.3% 3.0% N/A 2.8% 5.4% N/A

rate

2026

Gouvt. deficit 0.1% -8.9% -2.2% -2.5% -3.5% -1.0% -3.0% -4.3% -2.0% N/A
as % of GDP

PROJECTIONS CURRENT AS OF SEPTEMBER 2026
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SOURCES: Foreign direct investment: UN Trade and Development-UNCTAD World Investment Report (July); GDP growth forecasts, inflation
rate, unemployment rate, government deficit as percentage of GDP: Bloomberg (September); Dominican Republic and Ecuador unemployment,
Venezuela inflation: IMF (April). NOTE: Figures rounded to nearest decimal point.

PRESIDENTIAL APPROVAL: Argentina: Encuesta de Satisfaccion Politica y Opinidn - Universidad de San Andrés (September); Brazil: Genial/Quaest
(September); Chile: Plaza Publica Cadem (September); Colombia: Latam Pulse (August); Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Guatemala: CB Global

Data (September); Mexico: El Financiero (August); Peru: Ipsos (September); Venezuela: Latam Pulse (August). NOTE: Figures rounded to nearest
percentage.
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76  Americas Quarterly - ISSUE 4, 2026



PODCAST

A ‘Must-Listen’ for
Latin American Politics

Brian Winter, editor-in-chief of Americas Quarterly,
hosts a conversation on the people and events
shaping Latin American politics.
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