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About This Report

The 2020 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) directed the Department of Defense
to commission an independent review of the sufficiency of resources available to pursue U.S.
national security objectives in the Western Hemisphere (which, in the context of this report,
refers to Latin America, the Caribbean, and contiguous waterways). Specifically, the legislation
calls for U.S. Northern Command, U.S. Southern Command, the State Department, and the U.S.
Agency for International Development to be included in the analysis. To provide additional
context, the legislation also called for an overview of the activities and investments of China,
Russia, and Iran in the region.
In an era of evolving global security threats and adversaries with increasing international
ambitions, U.S. strategic priorities are undergoing a transition. Resource allocation, the balance
between mission sets, and performance expectations among the combatant commands and other
stakeholder agencies are being reviewed to promote the likelihood of success against both
transnational criminal organizations and strategic military competitors.
The research reported here was completed in September 2021 and underwent security review
with the sponsor and the Defense Office of Prepublication and Security Review before public
release.
In conducting this research, the authors followed Human Subject Protections (HSP) protocols
in accordance with the appropriate statutes and U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) regulations
governing HSP. Both the authors’ and their anonymous sources’ views are solely their own and
do not represent the official policy or position of DoD or the U.S. government.

RAND National Security Research Division
This research was sponsored by the Office of the Secretary of Defense–Western Hemisphere
Affairs (OSD-WHA) and conducted within the International Security and Defense Policy Center
of the RAND National Security Research Division (NSRD), which operates the National
Defense Research Institute (NDRI), a federally funded research and development center
sponsored by the Office of the Secretary of Defense, the Joint Staff, the Unified Combatant
Commands, the Navy, the Marine Corps, the defense agencies, and the defense intelligence
enterprise.
For more information on the RAND International Security and Defense Policy Center, see
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Summary

Issue
Despite being in the United States’ “neighborhood,” Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC)
has typically not been a priority region for U.S. national security objectives. Particularly in the
post–Cold War period, the threats emanating from the region have largely been perceived to be
tied to narcotics and other illicit trafficking. Because of this, the geographic combatant
commands (GCCs) charged with the region—U.S. Northern Command (NORTHCOM) and U.S.
Southern Command (SOUTHCOM)—have typically received fewer resources than their
counterparts. Likewise, in terms of funding allocated toward supporting national security efforts,
the U.S. State Department and U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) tend also to
dedicate lower amounts of resources to the region. This posture may need to be reassessed,
especially in light of the increased activities and investments made in the region by adversaries
in the context of great-power competition.

Approach
To assess the sufficiency of resourcing to U.S. national security efforts in LAC, we first
reviewed a host of strategic guidance documents issued at the national and departmental levels,
as well as by NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM. We also conducted an in-depth review of the
goals and objectives of China, Russia, and Iran in the region and the ways in which each
adversary is pursuing them. We relied on interlocutors at NORTHCOM, SOUTHCOM, the State
Department, and USAID to provide the latest data pertaining to funding and budget requests,
manning, and other relevant depictions of resourcing levels and the processes that help determine
them. The primary source of data for identifying and assessing resourcing needs, however, is the
perspectives of a variety of stakeholders throughout the national security community. In all,
more than 40 civilian and military respondents from the Department of Defense (DoD), State
Department, and USAID based in Washington or affiliated with one of the GCCs participated in
not-for-attribution interviews. Of these, nearly ten were “senior officials” who hold the rank of
general or admiral, or the civilian equivalent. We also interviewed multiple subject-matter
experts familiar with U.S. policy in LAC and/or the activities and objectives of U.S. adversaries
in the region.

Findings
•

U.S. strategic guidance has gaps with regard to the two most prominent threats to U.S.
interests in the Western Hemisphere: transnational criminal organizations (TCOs) and
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great-power competition (GPC). TCOs are becoming more prevalent, both as an
analytical category and as a phenomenon on the ground throughout the hemisphere, but
how they threaten U.S. interests and how efforts against them should be prioritized have
not yet been definitively articulated in national strategy. Furthermore, TCOs tie into GPC
concerns because they provide global adversaries with a conduit for contesting U.S.
national security interests in the region. This point, however, is often ignored in
discussions of GPC strategy and the allocation of resources, despite clear evidence that
identified adversaries, especially China, have increased their investments and activities in
the region.
•

Competition with China is qualitatively and quantitatively different from competition
with Russia and Iran in LAC:
- Moscow and Tehran remain very opportunistic and are highly dependent on political
contingencies for government-to-government engagements (e.g., anti-U.S.
governments assuming power) and on illicit networks/ungoverned spaces.
- Conversely, Beijing is implementing comprehensive, large-scale, and multidomain
(diplomatic, economic, military, cultural) global plans that include LAC as an
increasingly important component. The People’s Republic of China (PRC) engages
and has growing influence with traditional U.S. partners, and its potential
commitments are highly enticing to them.

•

Adversaries engage in information operations and pursue network effects of shared
content across state-operated/owned or state-controlled channels and websites.
Information operations can be conducted with a very low cost and high return on
investment and have a multiplier effect when coordinated with other types of engagement
by adversary governments.

•

The PRC emphasizes relationship-building at all levels, which gains it access and
influence in the short term while also promoting lasting long-term investment. Even
informal building and maintaining of relationships (e.g., via virtual outreach) can develop
expectations of reciprocation in addition to promoting anti-U.S. narratives. It is unclear,
however, how successful language institutes and other cultural initiatives are compared
with media and information operations approaches.

•

Regarding authorities, changes made to Title 10 security cooperation authorities in the
Fiscal Year 2017 National Defense Authorization Act are largely seen as necessary and
appear to have improved interagency coordination efforts. These changes have improved
interagency coordination efforts, and DoD and State representatives are now better
positioned to identify the appropriate authority to utilize to achieve a desired end state
and to align priorities with five-year country plans. However, resource allocation
processes remain very time-consuming and bureaucratic, and authorities do not explicitly
address how to prioritize GPC.

•

Sustaining regular engagement with partner nations is a persistent concern for U.S.
officials in LAC, and there may be opportunities to find ways to increase and routinize
such efforts in the region. Programs for which relatively small budgetary increases or
more stable allocations could have significant effects include exercise programs; the
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Overseas Humanitarian, Disaster Assistance, and Civic Aid (OHDACA) program; and
the International Military Education and Training (IMET) Title 22 account.
•

The size and perhaps the composition of the NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM staffs
appear insufficient to sustain the level of partner-nation engagement necessary to
compete in a GPC context.

Recommendations
•

At the national and department levels, U.S. officials should more comprehensively define
what constitutes a TCO and the ways in which TCOs threaten U.S. interests. This should
include the ways in which they both directly and indirectly enhance the ability of
adversaries to threaten U.S. interests. This assessment should also provide clearer
guidance on how measures to counter TCOs should be prioritized among other threats to
U.S. national security.

•

At the national and departmental levels, guidance should go beyond existing programs to
assign and apportion forces and direct how GPC will be implemented regionally and
operationally. This guidance should be based on analysis of how current missions and
activities contribute to GPC objectives and the likely impact of new or additional
measures. Guidance should also clarify the roles of all GCCs and regional bureaus in
identifying risks and opportunities in their areas of responsibility and in actively
contributing to global GPC strategies and plans.

•

Appropriate representatives from Congress and DoD should collaborate on a
comprehensive review of current authorities that regulate GCC funding for partner-nation
engagement, particularly those tied to security cooperation and humanitarian and related
assistance, in the context of renewed adversarial activities in the competition space. This
should include considering how to make some Title 10 authorities more flexible and
responsive to changing conditions on the ground, seeking ways to better align authorities
with lines of funding, and revising legacy authorities, such as those pertaining to
counternarcotics, if they are leading GCCs to pursue resources to satisfy current priorities
via indirect methods.

•

Stakeholders within DoD should review any updates to personnel requirements at the
GCC level to improve their effectiveness at executing their respective missions in the
context of GPC.

•

Interagency stakeholders should conduct a review of the current IMET program in the
context of GPC. This should include a reassessment of how the absorptive capacity of
partner nations is determined, as well as ways IMET opportunities can be utilized as a
more targeted means of developing a certain capacity with a particular partner.

•

Congress and DoD should consider ways to make annual resourcing levels more
predictable, such as by establishing a baseline amount of funding and access to rotational
forces. This would have the added benefit of alleviating pressure from small staffs who
currently devote significant time to various resource proposal processes.

vii

Contents

About This Report ......................................................................................................................... iii
Summary.......................................................................................................................................... v
Figures and Tables ..........................................................................................................................xi
Chapter 1. Introduction .................................................................................................................... 1
Background ...............................................................................................................................................1
Objective and Scope ..................................................................................................................................1
Methods and Challenges ...........................................................................................................................2
Organization of This Report ......................................................................................................................3

Chapter 2. Western Hemisphere Considerations and U.S. National Security Interests .................. 4
Setting the Stage: Trends, Opportunities, and Threats in Latin America and the Caribbean ...................4
Transnational Criminal Organizations and Corruption .........................................................................4
The Spread of Great-Power Competition to Latin America and the Caribbean ...................................7
An Evolving Crisis—the COVID-19 Pandemic ...................................................................................8
Framing the Mission: Strategic Guidance and Interpretation .................................................................14
Overview of National Guidance and How It Affects Agencies ..........................................................14
Departmental Guidance to SOUTHCOM and NORTHCOM and How it Translates into
Combatant Command Strategies ..................................................................................................14
Departmental Guidance to State and USAID and How it Translates into Bureau-Level Strategy .....18
Conclusion ...............................................................................................................................................19

Chapter 3. Gauging the Threat: U.S. Adversaries in the Western Hemisphere ............................ 21
China in the Western Hemisphere ...........................................................................................................21
Background .........................................................................................................................................22
China’s Goals and Objectives in the Western Hemisphere ................................................................23
China’s Approach: Investments, Programs, and Partnerships in the Western Hemisphere................29
Russia in the Western Hemisphere..........................................................................................................48
Background .........................................................................................................................................49
Russia’s Goals and Objectives in the Western Hemisphere ...............................................................50
Russia’s Approach: Investments, Programs, and Partnerships ...........................................................53
Iran in the Western Hemisphere ..............................................................................................................69
Background .........................................................................................................................................69
Iran’s Goals and Objectives in the Western Hemisphere....................................................................70
Iran’s Approach: Investments, Programs, and Partnerships ...............................................................73
Conclusion ...............................................................................................................................................86
Diplomatic Trends ...............................................................................................................................86
Informational Trends ...........................................................................................................................87
Military Trends....................................................................................................................................87

viii

Economic Trends ................................................................................................................................90

Chapter 4. Resourcing for U.S. National Security Interests in the Western Hemisphere ............. 91
Permanent Staffing at NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM ........................................................................91
Assigned Forces and Temporary Operational Forces .............................................................................94
Operational Forces Provided by the State Partnership Program in Latin America and the
Caribbean ......................................................................................................................................95
Title 10 Authorities That Enable NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM Activities ......................................96
Building Partner Capacity—Section 333 Authority ...........................................................................99
Overseas Humanitarian Assistance, Disaster, and Civic Aid ...........................................................105
Regional Defense Combating Terrorism and Irregular Warfare Fellowship Program .....................107
Counternarcotics Funding .................................................................................................................108
Non–Title 10 Funding Supporting or Complementing SOUTHCOM and NORTHCOM
Strategies.........................................................................................................................................109
Title 22 Funding Authorities Managed by NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM ..................................112
Foreign Military Financing ...............................................................................................................112
Global Peace Operations Initiative....................................................................................................114
International Military Education and Training .................................................................................114
Title 22 Funding Authorities That Complement NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM Activities ........117
International Narcotics Control and Law Enforcement ....................................................................117
Nonproliferation, Anti-Terrorism, Demining, and Related Programs (NADR) ...............................118
Limiting Factors: Country Income Designations and Other Macroeconomic Issues ...........................118
Interagency Coordination and Collaboration ........................................................................................119
Overview of Processes Surrounding Coordinated Mission Sets and Activities ...............................120
Conclusion .............................................................................................................................................122

Chapter 5. Conclusion: Assessing U.S. National Security Resourcing Requirements in
Latin America and the Caribbean .......................................................................................... 124
Search for Strategic Coherence on Key Issues and Threats ..................................................................124
U.S. Resourcing to Latin American and Caribbean Countries Is Comparatively Limited,
but Can Still Be Effective ...............................................................................................................125
Findings .................................................................................................................................................126
Recommendations .................................................................................................................................128

Appendix A. Pertinent Language of Fiscal Year 2020 National Defense Authorization Act,
Section 1265 .......................................................................................................................... 130
Appendix B. Chinese Economic Programs in the Western Hemisphere..................................... 131
Appendix C. Example of SOUTHCOM Enterprise Funding Budget Slide ................................ 145
Appendix D. Other U.S. Agencies with Complementary Programs Supporting National
Security in the Western Hemisphere ..................................................................................... 146
Appendix E. DoD Limitations in Conducting Security Cooperation with Nations Classified
as High Income ...................................................................................................................... 149

ix

Appendix F. Bi-/Multinational Training and Exercise Missions Carried Out by
SOUTHCOM and NORTHCOM .......................................................................................... 151
Appendix G. References for Figures 3.4 and 3.12–3.14 ............................................................. 153
Abbreviations .............................................................................................................................. 164
References ................................................................................................................................... 166

x

Figures and Tables

Figures
Figure 3.1. China’s Strategic Partnerships in Latin America and the Caribbean .......................... 30
Figure 3.2. Cumulative Value of Chinese Investments in Latin America and the Caribbean....... 32
Figure 3.3. Cumulative Value of Chinese Construction Contracts in Latin America and the
Caribbean ............................................................................................................................... 33
Figure 3.4. China’s Belt and Road Initiative in Latin America and the Caribbean....................... 35
Figure 3.5. Chinese Diplomatic Posts in Latin American and Caribbean Countries .................... 38
Figure 3.6. China’s Arms Sales to Latin American and Caribbean Countries Compared with
Other Top Arms Exporters, 2013–2017 ($ millions) ............................................................ 43
Figure 3.7. High-Level Russian Visits to Latin American and Caribbean Countries,
2000–2017 ............................................................................................................................. 55
Figure 3.8. High-Level Russian Visits to Latin America, by Country, 2000–2017 ...................... 56
Figure 3.9. Russian Arms Sales to Latin America as Percentage of Worldwide Russian
Arms Sales, 1992–2017 ......................................................................................................... 62
Figure 3.10. Arms Exports to Latin American and Caribbean Countries, 2000–2017 ................. 63
Figure 3.11. Russian, U.S., and Chinese Total Trade with Latin American and Caribbean
Countries, 2006–2016............................................................................................................ 67
Figure 3.12. Iranian Diplomatic Posts in Latin American and Caribbean Countries .................... 76
Figure 3.13. Total U.S., Chinese, Iranian, and Russian Diplomatic Posts in Latin American
and Caribbean Countries ....................................................................................................... 86
Figure 3.14. U.S., Chinese, Russian, and Iranian Military Engagements in Latin American
and Caribbean Countries ....................................................................................................... 89
Figure 4.1. Section 333 Funding ................................................................................................. 100
Figure 4.2. Overseas Humanitarian Assistance, Disaster, and Civic Aid Funding ..................... 106
Figure 4.3. Section 345 Funding ................................................................................................. 108
Figure 4.4. International Security Assistance Funding ............................................................... 111
Figure 4.5. International Security Assistance Funding Comparison ........................................... 111
Figure 4.6. Total Foreign Military Financing Funding by Geographic Combatant
Command, FY19–22 ........................................................................................................... 114
Figure B.1. Change of Latin American and Caribbean Imports from the United States
and China ............................................................................................................................. 132
Figure B.2. Change of Latin American and Caribbean Exports to the United States
and China ............................................................................................................................. 132
Figure B.3. Chinese Investments in Latin American and Caribbean Countries, 2005–2020 ...... 134

xi

Figure B.4. Chinese investments in South America, 2005–2020 ................................................ 135
Figure B.5. Chinese Construction Contracts in Latin American and Caribbean Countries ........ 138
Figure B.6. Chinese Construction Contracts in South American Countries ............................... 139
Figure B.7. Chinese Belt and Road Initiative Investments, by Region ....................................... 142
Figure C.1. U.S. Southern Command Enterprise Funding Slide, FY21 ...................................... 145

Tables
Table 3.1. Examples of Chinese Arms Sales to Latin American and Caribbean Countries,
2000–2020 ............................................................................................................................. 42
Table 3.2. Examples of Russian Arms Sales to Latin American and Caribbean Countries,
2000–2020 ............................................................................................................................. 64
Table F.1. Bi-/Multinational Training and Exercise Missions Carried Out by SOUTHCOM
and NORTHCOM, FY21–22 .............................................................................................. 151

xii

Chapter 1. Introduction

Background
Section 1265 of the 2020 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) directed the U.S.
Department of Defense (DoD) to commission an independent review of the sufficiency of
resources available to pursue U.S. national security objectives in the Western Hemisphere
(which, in the context of this report, refers to Latin America, the Caribbean, and contiguous
waterways). Specifically, the legislation calls for U.S. Northern Command (NORTHCOM), U.S.
Southern Command (SOUTHCOM), the U.S. State Department, and the U.S. Agency for
International Development (USAID) to be included in the analysis.
In an era of evolving global security threats and adversaries with increasing international
ambitions, U.S. strategic priorities are undergoing a transition, necessitating an analysis of
resources, the balance between mission sets, and performance expectations among the
geographic combatant commands (GCCs) and other stakeholder agencies to ensure that resource
allocations support the continued success against continuing growth of transnational criminal
organizations (TCOs) and international military strategic competition.

Objective and Scope
The objective of this report is to provide insights on the degree to which NORTHCOM,
SOUTHCOM, the State Department, and USAID are appropriately resourced to carry out their
respective national security–related missions in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) and to
provide a comparative overview of how key adversaries are pursuing their own strategic
objectives.1 Factors considered include recent updates to national, DoD, and State strategic
guidance, the interpretation of this guidance at the GCC and bureau levels in their own guidance
documents, the mission sets that each GCC and bureau pursues, and, finally, a categorized
review of the resources each GCC and bureau has at its disposal to pursue its efforts. Notably,
this report does not provide a comprehensive comparison of all combatant commands (CCMDs)
and regional bureaus. Therefore, the findings and recommendations highlighted in this report do
not include suggestions on how or from where perceived shortfalls in resourcing can or should
be made available. Additionally, this report does not provide direct or in-depth analysis of certain
national security concerns to which the efforts of these agencies and entities contribute but that
fall outside of their respective priorities, such as illegal immigration.

1
See Appendix A for pertinent language from Fiscal Year (FY) 2020 NDAA, Section 1265. Within the scope of this
research, the inclusion of NORTHCOM is limited to its area of responsibility south of the U.S. border, specifically
Mexico and the Bahamas and contiguous waterways.
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While this report incorporates the points cited in the congressional requirement, it represents
neither a forensic accounting of the funding provided to each GCC and bureau nor an exhaustive
list of every funding authority potentially available to them. Rather, this report describes (1) the
insights of a wide array of stakeholders intimately familiar with certain aspects of the processes
and procedures that contribute to the resourcing of these departments and entities and (2) the
broad structure of resourcing authorities, be they departmental or legislative.

Methods and Challenges
To adequately assess the extent to which SOUTHCOM and NORTHCOM are sufficiently
resourced, one must first consider the guidance and expectations conveyed from higher echelons,
as well as the mission sets that SOUTHCOM and NORTHCOM conduct. To this end, we
reviewed a host of strategic guidance documents issued at the national and departmental levels
and by SOUTHCOM, NORTHCOM, as well as the Department of State/USAID Joint Regional
Strategy for the Western Hemisphere.2 For the overview of adversary objectives and activities,
we relied on a wide array of open sources, including monographs, U.S. government and think
tank reports, and news articles.3 One data-related challenge is that DoD does not provide
comprehensive GCC-level budget data. Because of this, although budget data pertaining to
NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM were provided by the respective commands, we were limited in
the extent to which we could provide broad context across all GCCs. Thus, many of the figures
in this report display NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM data as a percentage of overall
expenditures (which are presented in DoD budget data). Similar dependencies on GCC-provided
data extend to areas such as staffing and exercises.
The primary source of data for this research, however, is the perspectives of a host of
stakeholders in the Pentagon, at main State, at USAID Headquarters, and affiliated with the
respective GCCs. In all, more than 40 respondents participated in not-for-attribution interviews.
Of these, nearly ten senior officials hold the rank of general, admiral, or a civilian equivalent.
Many of these interlocutors also provided the latest data pertaining to funding and budget
requests, personnel, and other relevant depictions of resourcing levels and the processes that help
determine them. Additionally, we interviewed a handful of subject-matter experts (SMEs)
knowledgeable about U.S. policy in LAC and/or the activities and objectives of China, Russia,
and Iran in the region. Many of the views presented in this report come directly from the
interviewees and do not necessarily represent our own analysis on a particular matter.
2

U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs, and U.S. Agency for International
Development, Bureau for Latin America and the Caribbean, Joint Regional Strategy, January 3, 2019.
3
We also accessed and reviewed numerous classified documents pertaining to U.S. strategic priorities and
objectives, deliberations on resourcing requirements, and the activities of adversaries in the region. After doing so,
we determined that sufficient detail on the first two points could be adequately conveyed in an unclassified report.
On the last point, it was determined that the requirement could also be met in an unclassified report and that
expanding the research in greater detail would require a classified annex.
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Most of the challenges in following this methodology were a result of the complexity of the
U.S. government’s overall resource-management system. A single, large effort designed to
increase a partner’s capabilities or capacity in a specific function is likely to involve both
Defense (Title 10 U.S. Code) and State (Title 22) appropriations, with DoD funds appropriated
to multiple services or joint commands, under multiple authorities. These funds are allocated
through different systems, under different timelines, for activities conducted by personnel from
different services, from active and reserve components, who deploy in the region for different
periods of time. Tracking all the resources allocated to all programs in a region, let alone
assessing their cumulative sufficiency, at times gives the impression of a fool’s errand—but it
remains a critical effort for DoD during this time of strategic transition.
Finally, because of restrictions tied to coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), we were
unable to travel to conduct in-person interviews. As a result, all engagements were done
remotely and suffered from degradation of communication common to all virtual platforms. This
poses no direct tangible challenge to the research, though not being onsite likely diminished
opportunities for RAND personnel to engage spontaneously with personnel omitted from the
initial list of interviewees but whose perspectives could have added value.

Organization of This Report
To determine whether a GCC is sufficiently resourced, one must first gain insight on what
the strategic guidance and expectations are for the command and the activities for which it is
responsible. To ensure cohesion and comprehensiveness, this report follows an “ends, ways,
means” format to build the analysis of the resources provided and the allocation process for
SOUTHCOM and NORTHCOM. In Chapter 2, we examine major environmental factors in the
Western Hemisphere that affect U.S. national security interests, the strategic guidance issued by
the White House, Pentagon, and Department of State relevant to the region, and how each
GCC/bureau interprets this guidance into its own guidance and priorities. In Chapter 3, we
review the objectives of China, Russia, and Iran in the region and the steps each is taking to both
pursue its interests and contest those of the United States. In Chapter 4, we examine the
resourcing available to SOUTHCOM, NORTHCOM, State, and USAID to pursue U.S. national
security interests in LAC and discuss some of the challenges and concerns voiced by
stakeholders. Finally, in Chapter 5 we review the preceding chapters, highlight the main themes,
and provide a list of findings and recommendations for consideration.

3

Chapter 2. Western Hemisphere Considerations and U.S.
National Security Interests

This chapter’s purpose is two-fold: to briefly discuss regional trends that affect U.S. interests
and highlight how strategic guidance at the national and departmental level permeates through
U.S. government policies, programs, and activities. As the principal U.S. geostrategic focus has
changed over recent decades (Europe and Communism during the Cold War, the Middle East
and terrorism post-9/11, and now Asia and great-power competition [GPC]), LAC has remained
a key region of importance for U.S. strategic policy. In addition to its location adjacent to the
continental United States, strong economic, political, and cultural ties with the region establish
the parameters through which U.S. policy maneuvers. Additionally, nonstate actors chiefly drive
threats to the United States and its interests, but activities by internal and external states also
present unique challenges. Furthermore, as threats evolve, so does security strategic guidance.
Therefore, understanding current environmental dynamics affecting U.S. interests and security
strategy to counter threats helps inform the subsequent chapters of this report.

Setting the Stage: Trends, Opportunities, and Threats in Latin America and
the Caribbean
Multiple factors shape recent dynamics in LAC that have implications for DoD in the coming
years. In this section, we summarize the principal issues that influence U.S., regional, and U.S.
adversary policy, highlighting recent trends and establishing how the region intersects with
larger global trends and actors.
Transnational Criminal Organizations and Corruption
One of the clearest takeaways from numerous discussions with U.S. officials regarding
resource issues in the Western Hemisphere is the substantial amount of money, personnel, and
effort afforded to the counternarcotics mission. Yet this represents only one facet of the
comprehensive threat posed by TCOs: Even if the domestic and regional threats stemming from
narcotics were significantly reduced through improved drug policies, TCOs and other networks
that fuel and benefit from the illegal drug trade would still pose significant threats because of
their engagement in weapon trafficking, human smuggling, money laundering, illegal mining,4
and extortion.5 All of this has a broader detrimental impact, as the violence propagated by TCOs
4

Craig Faller, “Posture Statement of Admiral Craig S. Faller, Commander, United States Southern Command,
Before the 116th Congress Senate Armed Services Committee,” January 30, 2020.
5
Interview with senior U.S. official, May 19, 2021.
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“threatens citizen security, undermines basic human rights, cripples the rule of law through
corruption, erodes good governance, and hinders economic development.”6 When combined with
a lack of economic opportunities and already weak governance in many parts of LAC, TCOs also
represent a significant factor in LAC citizens’ decisions to emigrate from their home countries.7
One civilian official classified the TCO threat as an “extra-hemispheric asymmetric problem”
because of TCOs’ ability to cause destabilization through involvement in a host of illicit
activities beyond narcotics trafficking, although the latter has historically been the U.S.
government’s primary focus when confronting these organizations.8 Complicating the situation,
containing TCOs operating in LAC often challenges the capacity of regional security forces.
According to one senior official, TCOs often “have a stronger end strength and higher budget
than the security forces they face” and “survive off the corruption that is rampant” in the region.9
TCO activities in LAC also support violent extremist organizations (VEOs) in the region,
including Hezbollah, al Qaeda, Hamas, the Islamic State,10 and other malign actors that seek
direct pathways to the United States.11 One senior official suggested that there is evidence that
TCOs could pose a direct threat to the U.S. homeland in certain circumstances. According to
them, there are some data suggesting that “VEOs are trying to take advantage of TCOs because
they’re so well-organized and embedded. They have essentially become insurgencies in [some]
partner nations.”12 At the same time, U.S. government reports often emphasize that VEO use of
TCO routes into the United States appears to be very rare and is currently more a risk than a
fact.13 In the case of Mexico, the most recent State Department Country Reports on Terrorism
stated, “In 2019, there was no credible evidence indicating international terrorist groups
established bases in Mexico, worked directly with Mexican drug cartels, or sent operatives via
Mexico into the United States,” while still recognizing that the border remains vulnerable.14
Although rarely an existential threat to the United States, TCOs may pose a more serious
threat to America’s LAC partners. As another official noted, “If strong partners and allies is
central to our strategy, we must meet them where they are,”15 implying that the United States
should more explicitly incorporate country-specific concerns and objectives when determining
6
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its engagement plans, many of which include a TCO component. Finally, as SOUTHCOM
commander Admiral Craig Faller stated during Capitol Hill testimony in March 2021, the crime
and instability fostered by TCOs in parts of the region exacerbates the challenges presented by
illegal immigration to the United States.16 Thus, countering TCOs is itself an important
component of homeland defense17 and America’s commitment toward its partners.
SOUTHCOM, well aware of this responsibility, actively combats these threats by sharing
information, supporting LAC partner law enforcement operations, and disrupting TCO
networks.18
However, this mission now takes on an even greater significance within the context of GPC.
When TCOs and gangs pay bribes to LAC officials, corrupt practices are normalized and provide
opportunities for bad-faith actors from China, Russia, and Iran to insert themselves into business
and governance structures at all levels. American representatives, held to U.S. standards and
values, then find it more difficult to compete against those willing to bribe officials. One U.S.
official suggested that the presence of TCOs, weak governance, and the associated corruption is
the primary explanation for the region’s openness to U.S. adversary engagement.19 As “billiondollar industries,” TCOs provide an opportunity for U.S. adversaries to increase their respective
influence via economic competition, influence operations, and other exploitative measures. “That
is the definition of unrestricted warfare,” argued one official.20
Another civilian official contended that the threats posed by TCOs and the increased activity
and access of China, Russia, and Iran are connected in ways that are not fully appreciated.
According to them, “There is a direct linkage to what these organizations [TCOs] are doing in
our backyard and how that affects access and influence by external state actors.”21 Such
instability contributes to weak and vulnerable institutions that can be exploited by these state
actors seeking influence unencumbered by regulations tied to factors like human rights or
representative government. As the official concluded, “Although the bad guys aren’t doing
kinetic operations, they’re doing a lot of things with soft power to manipulate the fragile
democracies.”22 Not only does China benefit from the same conditions as TCOs, such as
corruption, but in some areas it enables these conditions to flourish. For example, in his March
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2021 testimony to Congress, Faller provided evidence accusing China of being the number one
source of money laundering to TCOs in Latin America.23
A senior SOUTHCOM official argued that there is a gap in strategic guidance when it comes
to the threat posed by TCOs. This official pointed out that while the National Security Strategy
(NSS) released in December 2017 made multiple mentions of TCOs and included a section
entitled “Dismantle Transnational Criminal Organizations,” the National Defense Strategy
(NDS) completed the following year mentioned them only twice. “It was a blind spot,” the senior
official said of the discrepancy.24
Instead, in the NDS the TCO threat was amalgamated into a section on empowered nonstate
actors.25 As a result, the issue “got ignored a bit” and it took a couple of years of advocacy on the
part of senior leaders with a focus on Western Hemisphere issues to press for more explicit
recognition. This, in these senior leaders’ estimation, has helped elevate the threat posed by
TCOs as a larger priority in the Pentagon along with China, Russia, and VEOs. These and other
interviewees, however, noted that this could once again change if the strategic guidance currently
being drafted by the Biden administration and stakeholder agencies does not explicitly list TCOs
among priority threats. As one civilian official put it, U.S. strategic recognition and prioritization
of TCOs are akin to a “sine wave” that consistently follows an up and down path.26 However, a
senior SOUTHCOM official noted that the term TCO is now slowly being adopted by other
agencies and stakeholders outside SOUTHCOM.27
The Spread of Great-Power Competition to Latin America and the Caribbean
In the face of enduring challenges posed by TCOs, corruption, and cases of democratic
backsliding, threats emanating from U.S. adversaries’ activities, as understood under the rubric
of GPC, have risen considerably in recent years. In Chapter 3, we discuss the ends, ways, and
means of three U.S. adversaries in the region—China, Russia, and Iran—as well as general
overall trends in much greater detail; in this section, we briefly summarize the three U.S.
adversaries and their activities in the region.
Above all, China’s power and influence in LAC represents the largest growth among the
three U.S. adversaries operating in the region. China has chiefly centered its activity along
commercial channels (e.g., bilateral trade, loans and financing, investments, construction
projects), which often intersect with its political goals (e.g., countering recognition of Taiwan,
support in international forums) and, to a lesser extent, military ambitions (e.g., arms sales,
23
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potential to distract U.S. forces in a conflict in Southeast Asia). Policymakers and analysts
focused on China, Latin America, and their intersection debate whether China’s activities in
LAC represent genuine threats to U.S. national security or U.S. interests and, if so, to what extent
and how. Most agree that China will play an increasingly dominant role in the region in the
coming decades, which could have negative consequences for the United States.
Russian activities and interests in LAC, building off the relations established and maintained
by the Soviet Union, are less wide-reaching and robust than those of China. Principally, Russia
has fewer strategic interests in the region, which partially explains why many consider Russian
activities as opportunistic, with relatively low costs to Moscow. For example, Russian arms
sales, which play a significant role in supporting the Russian military’s financing, have chiefly
commercial ends, with more limited strategic purposes. Yet, Russia’s strategic reach into the
region has not entirely dissipated despite being concentrated in select countries. Most notable are
Russia’s relationships with former Soviet-era allies, such as Cuba and Nicaragua; more recently,
Russia’s relationship with the Maduro regime in Venezuela; and Russia’s opportunistic outreach
to nations such as Bolivia and Ecuador, particularly when ruling governments shift toward leftist
and authoritarian directions. The Russian playbook of partnering with illiberal governments has
only grown in the region (and globally), with Russian economic, political, and military support
to Venezuela serving as the paradigm of what Russia is still capable of pursuing in the region.
As the traditionally least-engaged U.S. adversary in the region, Iran’s few activities in LAC
have seen a decline following the end of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s presidency in 2013.
Principally, Iran has very weak economic, cultural, and religious ties with countries in the region.
That said, analysts have documented Iranian efforts to engage the Shi’a diaspora in the region
and support a limited network of terrorist groups, such as Hezbollah, that are reported to operate
in a number of ungoverned spaces in South America. With the few allies with which Iran
maintains good relations, a significant portion of the bilateral activities attempt to agitate U.S.
policy objectives. For example, Venezuela has been a reliable partner for Iran’s defense industry,
supporting operatives of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps–Qods Force (IRGC-QF) and
intelligence officials, helping to circumvent sanctions, and engaging in other activities counter to
U.S. interests. Iran has also found Bolivia to be a promising commercial and defense partner in
recent years and still seeks to expand its influence in other parts of the region. However, there is
less evidence to suggest that robust state-to-state relationships have formed or are forming
elsewhere.
An Evolving Crisis—the COVID-19 Pandemic
Around the world, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought the worst and most widespread
disaster in this century: The virus has officially killed millions, unofficially killed many more,
and has caused incredible grief and hardship for billions. In LAC, the virus has been particularly
devastating. The region’s social, economic, and political conditions have become a force
multiplier in amplifying the devastation of the pandemic. A high prevalence of health risk
8

factors, large health systems gaps, struggling economies rife with poverty and inequality, and
systemic corruption have made LAC significantly more vulnerable to the negative consequences
of the pandemic relative to other regions. Most importantly, the underlying issues exposed by the
pandemic highlight broader structural issues that the region will face even after the virus is under
control.
From small Caribbean island nations, such as Jamaica28 and Barbados,29 to large continental
countries, such as Brazil,30 Mexico,31 and Colombia,32 the consequences of COVID-19 have
been extremely bad. First and foremost, many people—often those with low income and/or part
of marginalized communities (related to race, migrant status,33 and gender)—have died. LAC is
home to 8 percent of the world’s population but has accounted for 20 percent of recorded cases
and almost 30 percent of recorded deaths.34 In Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, and Panama, COVID-19
was the number one cause of death in 2020.35 It is clear that the amount of human loss is
unequivocally devastating, especially considering that experts at the UN36 and doctors in the
region37 believe that current reporting mechanisms have vastly undercounted the true number of
virus-caused deaths.
Additionally, the pandemic and the resulting disruptions to the economy have been
unprecedented and comparatively more severe. The International Monetary Fund predicts that
the region’s economy will have contracted by 8.1 percent in 2020, which is a significantly worse
outlook in comparison to other emerging market areas around the world.38 The UN Economic
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, which forecasted LAC’s economy to contract
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by 7.7 percent in 2020, notes that the contraction will be the largest in 120 years.39 Most
importantly, these contractions are particularly painful because they will affect people who are
already incredibly vulnerable. According to the UN, the pandemic could push 45 million people
into poverty and significantly contribute to food insecurity.40 In the context of climate changedriven natural disasters, pre-pandemic economic conditions, and other factors, these economic
declines will cut extremely deep.
On average, people in the region face a greater threat from COVID-19 because of high levels
of risk factors for poor health that make the virus more lethal. Statistics gathered by the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) suggest that risk factors for
poor health, including smoking, alcohol consumption, obesity, and access to basic sanitation, are
endemic to the region.41 The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) notes that many
of these conditions, including others not listed here, make adults of any age with these conditions
at “increased risk of severe illness from the virus that causes COVID-19.”42 The high number of
severe cases and deaths are indicative of the widespread presence of these underlying medical
conditions in the region.
Although the region has greatly improved its health care systems compared with a few
decades ago43—Brazil is a great example44—there are still significant gaps that have exacerbated
the consequences of the pandemic. For one, countries in the region spend comparatively less
money on health care than other regions. Out of a study of 17 countries in Latin America, only
Chile spent more than 4 percent of its gross domestic product (GDP) on health care in 2018.45 In
comparison, the United States spent 17.7 percent in 2019;46 the UK spent 10.0 percent in 2018;47
China spent 5.35 percent in 2018;48 and South Africa spent 8.1 percent in 2017.49 However, it is
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not just about the money spent—how it is spent has been equally important. A study by the InterAmerican Development Bank (IDB) found that 22 of 27 LAC countries are in the bottom half of
average efficiency rankings.50 In addition, an OECD report indicated that misallocating health
spending actually has slowed down, and perhaps halted, progress toward better health coverage
in the region.51 Even though health systems are incredibly complex and no one could have
predicted the pandemic, it is unsurprising that many systems in the region have been
overwhelmed by the crisis. Hospitals throughout the region—and the world—have been
challenged to keep up with the surge of patients.52 With the addition of new, more transmissible
variants of the virus, even the most prepared hospitals, such as those in Brazil, have been
overwhelmed.53 Although other countries with comparatively better and more accessible health
care systems, such as the United States, Italy, and Belgium, have equally faced significant
challenges, the relatively weaker and less accessible health care systems in LAC have played an
important factor in inhibiting the public health capability to respond to the pandemic.
Poverty and inequality, which strongly intersect with health outcomes, have understandably
also played a role in making the region more susceptible to the virus. The most important factor
is that it is extremely challenging for many people in LAC to comply with public health
protocols such as social distancing and quarantining. A significant percentage of the population
in the region is engaged in informal employment, which makes working from home challenging
or impossible.54 A street vendor or common laborer cannot work from home, for example. A
May 2021 briefing by the European Parliament reported that over half of all jobs in Latin
America were in the informal economy,55 although many countries in the region have
significantly higher rates, such as Bolivia (85 percent), Honduras (83 percent), Guatemala (79
percent), and El Salvador, Paraguay, and Peru (all close to 70 percent).56 People must choose
between following government protocols and putting food on the table.
Additionally, high levels of urbanization and the nature of urban areas have contributed to
spread of the virus. Almost 80 percent of the region’s population lives in cities, with 21 percent
50
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of the urban population living in slums, informal settlements, or inadequate housing.57 In many
cases, multiple families and/or generations live together, making it even less possible to socially
distance or quarantine. As expected, the recorded numbers of cases and deaths in some of these
underserved communities are shocking. For instance, as of December 2020, more people had
died in the slums (favelas) of Rio de Janeiro than in 121 countries.58 Other areas throughout the
region with high densities of informal housing have equally felt the pain.59
Most controversially, systemic corruption and greed throughout many areas of the region
have directly reduced countries’ abilities to respond to the pandemic. Attempts to measure public
corruption in the region, such as the Americas Society/Council of the Americas’ Capacity to
Combat Corruption Index60 and the Baker Institute’s The State of Corruption in Latin America
Report61 show that corruption has been pervasive in many countries for years, something that
most of the region’s citizens already knew.62 In the context of the pandemic, many people
recognize that corruption has only made efforts to distribute medical equipment and vaccines,
coordinate with local, national, and international organizations, and gather data more difficult.63
It should come as no surprise that police and investigators in Bolivia, Ecuador, Colombia, Brazil,
Peru, and Mexico have opened cases into alleged cases of public corruption related to graft of
funds meant to combat the pandemic.64 Because of the inherent secretive nature of corruption, it
likely that corruption in the context of the pandemic is more pervasive than we currently know.
Going forward, the region will probably only discover years later the degree to which corruption
has diminished the response to the pandemic.
China’s projected 8.1 percent GDP growth for 2022 may leave it postured to weather the
pandemic storm, and Beijing’s market and financial relationships in LAC nations leave it well
positioned to take advantage of the situation. Chinese companies could be welcomed by
financially distressed companies in LAC looking for direct investments, new projects, and everincreasing Chinese economic involvement, further exacerbating the leverage Beijing has over
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LAC governments.65 As one U.S. official noted, even Iran may offer financial support to regional
leaders to help feed people in need under COVID-19 economic stress, particularly those in
Central America and the Caribbean whose loan amounts could exceed their GDPs.66
Additionally, both China and Russia have used medical supplies and the promise of vaccines
to pursue foreign policy objectives.67 Regional governments report numerous complications
when negotiating with the U.S. private sector for access to vaccines, and even those that have
obtained signed contracts have had problems with deliveries, creating difficulties for U.S.
diplomacy throughout the region.68 While the United States provided LAC countries some
ventilators, shipped large amounts of hydroxychloroquine, and prohibited the export of personal
protection equipment, China was initially very active in responding to country specific requests.
Though people in the region believed U.S. vaccines to be more effective, China and Russia made
vaccines more available and affordable to LAC governments.69
The often-discussed “vaccine diplomacy” of U.S adversaries clearly demonstrated the quid
pro quo nature of their actions.70 Still, as Beijing provides poorer nations assistance through
vaccine efforts, it can also link that assistance to the prospect of future investments.71 Most of the
initially vaccinated people in Brazil, the region’s largest market, received the Chinese-developed
CoronaVac shot.72 Russia also claimed that it had received orders for 1.2 billion doses of its
Sputnik V vaccine, securing emergency-use approval in Argentina and Mexico.73 Moscow seeks
to compete with the United States and China for vaccines and has proven willing to invest large
amounts of money to do so,74 especially in an effort to boost Russia’s global standing in the
wake of opposition activist Alexei Navalny’s jail sentence in February 2021.75 Russia proved
quick to fill the vacuum left by the United States76 and received positive press coverage for
helping make vaccines available in parts of the region.77
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Framing the Mission: Strategic Guidance and Interpretation
In the following sections, we provide an overview of U.S. strategic documentation relevant to
the Western Hemisphere, including LAC and SOUTHCOM’s area of responsibility (AOR), from
national- and departmental-level guidance to operational interpretations issued by GCCs and
bureaus.
Overview of National Guidance and How It Affects Agencies
Beginning with the 2017 NSS, and then amplified in the 2018 NDS, the United States began
to prioritize GPC with China and Russia over the counter-VEO activities that had taken
precedence over all others following September 11, 2001. In rapid succession, both
SOUTHCOM and NORTHCOM developed Theater Campaign Plans echoing the change in
priorities. Below, we discuss salient comments made during interviews regarding the subtleties
of translating strategic guidance documents into more operationally relevant strategic guidance
documents. We then present a review of unclassified strategy documents to evaluate the degree
to which the Department of State’s and USAID’s Joint Regional Strategy and NORTHCOM’s
and SOUTHCOM’s Theater Campaign Plans display symmetry with each other and mirror the
guidance of the NDS.
Departmental Guidance to SOUTHCOM and NORTHCOM and How It Translates into
Combatant Command Strategies
The 2018 NDS shifted national security strategy from the 2008 NDS’s focus on counterVEO operations to a prioritization of global power competition (GPC). In response, GCCs
redrafted their respective Theater Campaign Plans. The shift in strategic prioritization is widely
apparent to personnel affiliated with SOUTHCOM. According to one civilian official, there has
been a “paradigm shift” since 2018, with countering China, Russia, Iran, overtaking countering
narcotics and TCOs as the top priority.78 This pivot is also appreciable within NORTHCOM,
discussed later. Nevertheless, the force has been challenged to operationalize the concept of
strategic competition and its end states. A senior SOUTHCOM official discussed the challenges
of striking the right balance and achieving global strategic coherence in articulating a policy for
GPC. With limited personnel at SOUTHCOM, dedicating staff to engage in CCMD coordination
of GPC implementation proved taxing.79 This requirement for personnel to coordinate with the
Pentagon was amplified by separate meetings for coordination between Joint Chiefs of Staff
directorates and the CCMD directorate level. The pressure to engage in all coordination efforts
and exercises left some in SOUTHCOM feeling underresourced and micromanaged. As the
senior official concluded, “It isn’t more micromanagement [that is needed], but more
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coherence,” when it comes to providing guidance on how best all facets of DoD can contribute
effectively to GPC.80 A strategic document that addresses GPC goals and priorities in depth
across all domains is not yet readily available for forces; as a result, many personnel hours are
spent trying to develop and refine strategic documents at each headquarters.
Another senior official said that while some effort has been made to increase coordination
among GCCs, when it comes to GPC, thus far the process has been more superficial than
clarifying. “I don’t think we’re there yet,” the official stated with regard to global GPC
coordination efforts, “The briefs look nice, but the actions don’t follow what the briefs say.”81 A
security priority such as competition can be difficult and nebulous to operationalize if the end
state is not clarified with nuance.
At the same time, some officials expressed concern over coherence of strategic goals. A
senior U.S. official remarked that the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) could do more to
focus on the changing strategic landscape. “Staying up at the policy level and getting the strategy
right is incredibly complex and tough,” stated the official, after arguing that Pentagon
stakeholders display a tendency for micromanagement at operational levels. The job of OSD and
others, the official continued, is “setting the policy and parameters and the tools, getting access
to right pots of money, the right authorities, the right things to help maneuver in the quickest
fashion.” In contrast, “operating on the ground and figuring out, the Chinese are trying to go
here, here, and here, what is our chess move? [We should be] thinking three moves ahead to
block their move.
. . . That should be led by the CCMD because they are in daily contact with the countries and
have an on the ground operation.”82 As will be discussed, this sentiment is indicative of a feeling
at the GCC level that recently established protocols for determining GCC resource levels more
collectively is distracting higher echelons in the Pentagon from sufficiently addressing gaps in
strategic guidance and priorities.
SOUTHCOM priorities are organized into three main lines of effort: strengthening
partnerships, countering threats, and building the team. A cornerstone of this strategy is
maintaining persistent engagement with partner nations and improving their ability to counter
mutual threats and respond to crises in an effective manner. Under strengthening partnerships,
according to a senior U.S. official, the priorities are to tell their stories, gain influence, and
provide support and resources as available. These characteristics reflect the reality of increased
competition from adversaries in the region. According to the senior official, “[We] used to want
to go out, do projects, and put the partner out in front. That has changed. To counter external
threats in this theater, we need them to know that the U.S. is there and want [them to know that]
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the U.S. is the partner of choice.”83 The command makes the most of every opportunity to
engage with partner nations under the guise of “If they are with us, they aren’t with the Chinese.
China is the big thing and it isn’t a secret. [We] have competition with China in the Caribbean
and Southern partners.” In addition to that, the command leverages additional partner building
opportunities through OSD engagements, working with State, and other agencies in theater.84
The Interim National Security Strategy Guidance (INSSG), released in March 2021, has
continuity with the 2018 NDS and maintains the emphasis on long-term strategic competition
with China as a focused effort. Strategic competition efforts within the Western Hemisphere are
focused on maintaining access and influence through partnerships and regional alliances: “The
vital national interests of the United States are inextricably bound to the fortunes of our closest
neighbors in the Americas, we will expand our engagement and partnerships throughout the
Western Hemisphere . . . based on . . . a commitment to economic prosperity, security, human
rights, and dignity.”85 The 2018 NDS has direct implications to SOUTHCOM theater activities:
develop partnerships and regional alliances, and combat TCOs. “Supporting the Interagency
lead, DoD will deepen its relations with regional [Western Hemisphere] countries that contribute
military capabilities to shared regional and global security challenges.”86 These priorities are
reflected and expanded in the U.S. Southern Command Strategy, with particular attention and
depth given to strengthening partnerships. The document mirrors the NDS strategic priorities,
and expounds multiple methods to achieve these ends, from security cooperation to
interoperability through multinational exercises, and finally building professional institutions.
Lastly, the document declares a strong commitment to reinforcing partner efforts to deny TCOs
access and resources.87
Released the same month as the new INSSG, the 2021 NORAD-NORTHCOM (NNC)
Strategy Executive Summary commits to advance and strengthen relationships with Mexico and
the Bahamas. Clearly developed together, with the respective drafters in close coordination, the
NNC Strategy Executive Summary quotes the INSSG’s strategic guidance even though the two
documents were published within weeks of each other. The NNC Strategy Executive Summary
describes NORTHCOM’s missions as (1) defending the homeland, (2) conducting security
cooperation activities with allies and partners, and (3) supporting civil authorities. It also
specifically lists engagement with Mexico and the Bahamas as a priority in the current strategic
context, “In this era of great power competition, robust relationships with our international and
interagency partners, the Services, other CCMDs, industry, the private sector, and academia are
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key to expanding the competitive space and enabling a layered defense of North America across
the competition continuum.”88 The U.S.-Mexico Bilateral Military Cooperation Roundtable and
the U.S.-Bahamas Bilateral Security Cooperation Framework are mentioned by name in support
of this effort to strengthen cooperative defense.
The 2021 NNC Strategy Executive Summary goes on to stress the importance of security
cooperation as a means of confronting diverse mutual threats. “Security cooperation with Mexico
and The Bahamas, while focused on traditional military roles and missions, also enhances their
ability to disrupt, degrade, and defeat TCOs. TCOs create opportunities for exploitation by our
competitors who employ unrestricted warfare.”89
A civilian official stated that in NORTHCOM the three primary missions were traditionally
managed separately, with NORAD focused on homeland defense and NORTHCOM
concentrating on support to civilian authorities, with a small portion of the staff covering security
cooperation activities as a stovepiped activity.90 This has evolved, however, such that these
missions are now more integrated and mutually enforcing and both GPC and counter-TCO
activities are incorporated in a layered defense of the homeland. As referenced previously, the
2017 NSS made multiple mentions of TCOs and included a section entitled “Dismantle
Transnational Criminal Organizations,” whereas the unclassified summary of the 2018 NDS
mentions TCOs twice: as actors on the global stage that threaten the security environment, and in
an avowal to work by, with, and through local partners to counter transnational criminal
activity.91 The slight change in emphasis removed the strategic obligation of the United States to
conduct counter TCO activity directly. The INSSG calls directly for addressing criminal violence
in Central America and funding the effort, and thus closes the discrepancy.
As discussed, the shift in national-level strategic prioritization toward strategic competition is
widely apparent to personnel affiliated with SOUTHCOM. Nevertheless, as discussed below, the
threats posed by TCOs, both to the United States directly and to its regional interests, remain a
key focus of the command and presents a complex problem set that goes beyond narcotics.
Moreover, the presence of TCOs is connected to GPC, because TCOs provide a conduit through
which adversaries can target U.S. interests.
In a strategic competition effort, assisting partner nations to overcome the eroding effects of
TCOs on their governments and democracies is a clear method to retain influence among partner
nations. “TCOs are a national security imperative. They are not an existential threat [to the
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United States], but they are an existential threat to partner nations. If strong partners and allies is
central to our strategy, we must meet them where they are.”92
Strategic competition initiatives within the Western Hemisphere are focused on maintaining
access and influence through partnerships and regional alliances, but some feel that the issue is
not receiving enough attention. According to a senior official, the Pentagon should widen its
aperture when it comes to conceptualizing its competition with China. Regarding the
outcompete-China agenda, this official argued, “We have had to work hard for the Pentagon to
see that [strategic competition] is a global issue and not just an Asia Pacific issue because China
is really aggressive in this hemisphere and making a lot of inroads, which impacts our ability to
do power projection, advance economics, rule of law, etc.”93 By the official’s estimation, there is
an outcompete strategic agenda at DoD that is generally clear, but there is not an outcompeteChina mentality behind its implementation. The senior official explained that the military has not
had to compete in a region like Latin America for a long time and as a result are not set up to
compete for a host of reasons.94
Departmental Guidance to State and USAID and How It Translates into Bureau-Level
Strategy
The Department of State and USAID’s Joint Regional Strategy for the Western Hemisphere
addresses soft power threats head-on. “We catalyze regional efforts to bolster the rule of law and
confront transnational crime through strong diplomatic engagement, supporting local efforts to
professionalize justice, police and security forces.”95 The document prioritizes engagement
efforts to confront and halt transnational crime in partnership with regional allies. This emphasis
does not neglect the malign actions of Russia and China in the meantime: Objective 1.3 of the
document seeks to counter the effects of Russian arms sales and military training exercises in the
region; Objective 2.3 seeks to counter the effects of Chinese predatory economic practices and
foreign development model. Officials in both SOUTHCOM and the Department of State’s
Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs assess the strategic security threats similarly and have
outlined methods to address them. Within strategic documents, there is evidence to deconflict
these efforts to ensure synergy and avoid duplication of efforts. As discussed further below,
SOUTHCOM acknowledges State as the interagency lead for the soft power effort and nests
their security strategy within this framework.
The Departments of State and Defense equally emphasize security in their strategic
documents. Ensuring that these agencies do not duplicate or obviate each other’s efforts is a
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matter of coordination. Referring to TCOs and the threat they pose to U.S. strategic interests, a
civilian official suggested that Congress could play a role in helping to ensure that contesting
them is a priority. In particular, Congress can ensure that the relevant interagency stakeholders
coordinate on the issues and, if necessary, can weigh in on what the appropriate role is for each
stakeholder agency.96 Considering the normal agenda of Congress, however, ensuring that
appropriate liaison positions are staffed and utilized is likely sufficient.

Conclusion
All documents that we reviewed emphasized strategic military partnerships to disrupt TCO
activities and/or engagement with allies to ensure U.S. access and influence toward strategic
interests in LAC and SOUTHCOM. Strategic documents reviewed spanned from 2008 to 2021,
at the classified and unclassified level, each illustrating a clear mirroring of higher strategic
documents to lower strategic documents, which in turn developed operational and mission
requirements. Despite this, there remain continuity gaps when it comes to both the enduring
challenges posed by TCOs and the evolving threat of adversaries competing against U.S.
interests in the region.
Regarding TCOs, national strategic guidance is generally inconsistent in how it
conceptualizes the threat. The 2017 NSS elevated the prioritization of TCOs and provided a
more comprehensive articulation of the various means through which they can threaten security,
political stability, and economic development. The 2018 NDS, on the other hand, made minimal
mention of TCOs and, when it did, included them among a general list of nonstate threats.
Finally, the 2021 INSSG makes scant reference to violent and criminal nonstate actors, without
providing more detail. In contrast, strategic guidance put out by DoD and State/USAID at the
GCC and bureau level provide clearer articulation of the various ways TCOs can both harm U.S.
interests and provide adversaries with an additional conduit for competition. Bridging the gap
between how national-level guidance perceives the threat from TCOs will likely have a direct
effect on future resourcing decisions.
In terms of GPC, national- and department-level guidance has clearly articulated that China,
Russia, and Iran pose a threat to U.S. interests and are each pursuing competitive measures short
of conflict in their pursuit of conflicting interests. There is also clear messaging that U.S.
agencies and entities should adopt similar measures to counter these efforts. What is still
evolving, however, is how this translates at the operational level. This is particularly the case
regarding regions outside the immediate geographic vicinity of China, Russia, and Iran. As will
be seen, an initial move to reinforce U.S. resources in the immediate “neighborhoods” of these
adversaries has come at the cost of other regions and is incongruous to how they perceive what is
increasingly becoming a global competition, especially in LAC.
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The following chapter will provide an in-depth analysis of how China, Russia, and Iran
perceive LAC in the context of competition and demonstrate ways that each has become more
assertive in the region in recent years.
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Chapter 3. Gauging the Threat: U.S. Adversaries in the Western
Hemisphere

The previous chapter highlighted what is at stake for the United States and its adversaries in
the Western Hemisphere. In this chapter, we examine how those adversaries have been, and
currently are, competing with the United States in the region. Of course, not all objectives and
activities by these countries pose direct threats to U.S. security, so a focus on those that do or
could in the near future are prioritized. China, Russia, and, to a lesser extent, Iran are actively
competing with the United States in America’s backyard, calling core strategic interests in the
region into question.97 This chapter is organized with sections dedicated to each of these three
countries, each covering a short background of the country in LAC, their current and future goals
in the region, and select investments, programs, and partnerships relevant to U.S. interests.

China in the Western Hemisphere
“Getting the Pentagon to understand that the fight against China is global rather than regional
has been very tough. It has been easier to get State to understand that than DoD.”
—Senior U.S. official, May 11, 2021
China’s presence in the Western Hemisphere represents the greatest threat to U.S. interests in
the region. According to a senior U.S. official, the Pentagon should widen its aperture when it
comes to conceptualizing its competition with China. Regarding the “Outcompete China”
agenda, a phrase used by Secretary of State Anthony Blinken,98 this official argued, “We have
had to work hard for the Pentagon to see that is a global issue and not just an Asia Pacific issue
because China is really aggressive in this hemisphere and making a lot of inroads, which impacts
our ability to do power projection, advance economics, rule of law, etc.”99 Beijing has dedicated
significant resources to shift hemispheric relations in adverse ways, gain influence over
communities and governments, and support political models that are hostile to U.S. interests
throughout LAC.100 However, perhaps because of its relatively recent growth in the region
and/or the nature of its approach, many of the threats posed by Beijing are often not recognized
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or under reported. The following sections aim to illuminate Chinese activities in America’s
backyard.
Background
Before the 1970s, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) maintained relatively few relations
with LAC, and Cuba was the only regional country not maintaining diplomatic relations with
Taiwan. It wasn’t until China began serious economic reforms and the United States established
diplomatic relations with the PRC in 1979 that LAC-China relationships began growing.101
Particularly in the 1990s, as China’s domestic growth “miracle” demanded significant resources,
the PRC turned to resource-rich countries in the developing world (Middle East, Africa, and
Latin America) to obtain oil and other raw materials. The PRC simultaneously facilitated
Chinese companies’ exports to these regions and construction projects in developing countries.102
Political engagement accompanied the PRC’s economic activities, as China established a
“strategic partnership” with Brazil in 1993, and then similar partnerships with Venezuela (2001),
Mexico (2003), Argentina (2004), Peru (2008), and Chile (2012).103
Chinese trade with Latin America surged from $12 billion in 2000 to $261 billion in 2013,104
helping fuel China’s rapid economic growth.105 Today, China remains second to the United
States in total LAC trade. However, if Mexico, America’s largest trade partner, is excluded,
China surpassed the United States for regional trade in 2018 and 2019 with over $223 billion,
compared with total U.S. regional trade of $198 billion (again, excluding Mexico).106 As a result,
Chinese companies gradually became important partners and suppliers for LAC firms and
operators of the region’s oil fields, mines, ports, telecommunications industry, and electricity
grids.107 Oil from Venezuela, Ecuador, and Mexico fueled China’s expanding fleet of cars,
trucks, and container ships. Chile and Peru provided copper that China used to produce over half
the world’s consumer electronics products. Brazilian iron ore formed the steel in China’s new
cities. Soybeans from Argentina and Brazil fed the livestock that Chinese diets began demanding
with increased standards of living. In response, Chinese institutions invested vast amounts of
money in commodities throughout the region.108 This “China Boom” that Latin America
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experienced also had benefits for much of the region, decreasing inequality in many countries
and helping Latin American economies endure the global financial crisis of 2008–2009.109
Chinese firms rapidly gained the physical, financial, and legal infrastructure to continue
expanding their commercial activities. As economic relationships developed, political and
military relationships between the PRC and regional governments also expanded as the physical
presence of Chinese firms and personnel grew throughout LAC.110 The PRC’s security
engagements in LAC, which expanded the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA) global reach to an
area proximate to the continental United States, also became part of China’s broader global
strategy over the past 20 years.111 China sent military police to the UN peacekeeping mission in
Haiti for eight years, deployed its hospital ship multiple times, conducted port calls and military
exercises with warships, and began security and military training programs.112
As Beijing expanded its involvement in economic and military affairs in the region, some
people in China and LAC countries have benefited from these engagements. However, Chinese
initiatives frequently included predatory practices and produced relationships disadvantageous to
their LAC counterparts, often enabling corruption and authoritarian populism.113 Prior to Xi
Jinping assuming the office of president in 2013, Chinese literature recognized the need to tread
lightly in the region, with concerns that the United States would push back against these types of
consequences. Those concerns waned after 2013, though, and more explicit engagements with
traditional U.S. allies increased. In some cases, China became the only major actor for LAC
countries to engage with, and officials in the region adopted an image of a disinterested America.
In other countries, regional governments began to show a concern for how to balance the ChinaU.S. competition as dependencies on China grew and Beijing continued to aggressively pursue
its national objectives.114
China’s Goals and Objectives in the Western Hemisphere
Beijing’s true strategic objectives in LAC, and whether they directly threaten U.S. interests,
have been a topic of much debate. Some observers find it clear that Beijing’s use of economic,
financial, and security relationships are aimed at undermining U.S. political clout in the region
and gaining international influence at America’s expense. Others argue that the growth of
Chinese-LAC relations has solely economic ends and that the PRC seeks to avoid challenging
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the United States in the region.115 Most agree that the PRC maintains grand ambitions in the
economic realm, including accessing commodities and agricultural goods, opening markets to
Chinese goods and services, and obtaining information regarding technologies.116 Others
maintain that these goals are tied to, or may even at times be in service of, other objectives, such
as developing diplomatic support and China’s image internationally117 and promoting a
“multipolar world” not dominated by the United States that could oppose China’s rise.118
At the very least, most observers agree that China’s activities in LAC are a subset of its
larger global ambitions and domestic needs. Even if principally about economics, Beijing has
adopted political and military campaigns that are, at a minimum, supporting efforts with its own
instrumental objectives.119 Further, even purely economic engagements have extensive political
and security-related implications. For example, as LAC governments’ dependencies on Chinese
companies grow, support for Chinese interests in international bodies such as the UN has also
increased, especially from Caribbean countries. The introduction of the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) in 2013, and its extension to LAC in 2018, supports China’s domestic economic growth as
Beijing seeks to avoid the “middle-income trap.” However, it also promotes Chinese companies
and state-owned enterprises (SOEs) in a variety of industries and improves China’s soft power.120
As Beijing’s political relationships and the revisions to institutional order that facilitate them
expand, China’s global reach, including militarily, has also grown.121
In the remainder of this section, we summarize five categories of Beijing’s most likely
current and future strategic objectives in LAC that consistently appear in the relevant literature
and in discussions with experts. The first two are economic in nature: Chinese imports from and
exports to the region. The third—promoting a “multipolar world”—is geopolitical. Beijing’s
Taiwan policy is particularly significant and is described separately as a fourth goal. A final set
of regional objectives deal with different security and defense related outcomes the PRC seeks.
Importing Natural Resources and Agricultural Products

One of the PRC’s highest-priority objectives in Latin America over the past two decades has
been the importing of natural resources and agricultural products to support China’s continued
economic development. Around 85 percent of Chinese imports from Latin America consist of
oil, minerals, and agricultural products.122 For oil and other sources of energy, China is
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incentivized to diversify where it obtains such resources,123 particularly if it can diversify them
away from a reliance on Middle Eastern countries.124 The importance of this objective is
indicated by China’s focus on those Latin American countries with the greatest oil-producing
capacity, including Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Venezuela, Mexico, and, in more recent years,
Bolivia and Uruguay.125
While oil may be the most strategically important commodity that China obtains from LAC,
access to other minerals needed to support commercial industries, such as steel and electronics,
are also a high priority for the PRC.126 Chinese companies competing in the global economic
system require significant natural resources not in abundance in China but available in LAC.127
Food security is also a component of China’s import objective.128 Brazil, Argentina, China,
and the United States are the largest soy producers in the world. Soy seeds and oils are used
frequently in China for tofu and other staple foods, cooking and flavoring, and increasingly as
feed for China’s growing cattle industry. Chinese demand for soy ballooned with its economic
growth, making soy Latin America’s second-largest export commodity to China during the
“China Boom.”129 Overall, many South American economies are still heavily skewed toward
extractive and agricultural industries.130
Accessing Markets for Chinese Exports

The PRC would like to open additional foreign markets for Chinese exports. In addition to
reducing a reliance on North American and European markets (which were affected by the
financial crisis and may be subject to political uncertainties),131 LAC presents an opportunity for
Chinese companies to compete with U.S. companies. Some observers suggest the PRC has an
ultimate goal of becoming “the world’s predominant economic hegemon” and that the Western
Hemisphere presents it with new markets for government assisted companies in industries such
as telecommunications, technology, and arms.132 This objective is not unique to LAC, of course.
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Chinese relations across the “Global South” are designed to develop trade interdependence and
facilitate Chinese goods, investments, and contractors flowing into newly opened markets.133
Promoting a “Multipolar World” with Less Dependence on Western Governments, Companies,
and Institutions

The PRC’s 2016 policy white paper toward Latin America specifically identifies a
“multipolar world” as an objective to promote, the first time the PRC announced this position
publicly.134 Thus, while debate over whether China is a status quo power or a revisionist power
continues, there is strong reason to view China’s economic objectives as a component of a larger,
geopolitical goal of challenging the U.S. hegemonic position internationally.135 Cementing a
“multipolar world” requires the PRC to promote a positive image of China’s incredibly quick,
and admittedly impressive, economic growth. Further, the PRC seeks to convince the Global
South that cooperation with China (enmeshed with principles of respecting national sovereignty,
noninterference in domestic affairs, and nonconditionality) is preferable to working with Western
governments.136 While not universal, it is clear that where China succeeds in one domain with an
LAC government, say trade with members of the Alianza Bolivariana para los Pueblos de
Nuestra América (translated as the Bolivarian Alternative of the Americas, or ALBA), it may
also find regimes more willing to resist U.S.-backed institutions and policies in the region.137
Chinese officials believe that the U.S.-led West is in terminal decline while China is on a
path to “great rejuvenation.”138 Historically, China has not been viewed as seeking to impose
Confucian democracy or other political values on other governments as long as they are “passing
tribute” and the flow of wealth is in Beijing’s direction. In this sense, Beijing may not be seeking
political domination but rather a form of political subordination that ultimately benefits China.139
One specific area where Beijing seeks to benefit from less U.S. global influence is in support
from countries in international bodies, especially the UN. With 33 individual nation-states, LAC
represents a significant number of votes that could support or counter Chinese foreign policy
objectives.140 Analysis of LAC votes in the UN General Assembly shows that LAC countries
already cast votes in favor of China far more frequently than with the United States. LAC
countries that maintain diplomatic relations with the PRC as opposed to Taiwan and countries
that are smaller in population size are particularly likely to vote with China. However, the data
133
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do not show a strong overall correlation with Chinese economic presence in an LAC country and
that country’s voting record in favor of China.141
Support for Beijing’s Taiwan Policy

One of Beijing’s greatest geopolitical objectives and interests driving its foreign policy
generally is international recognition of the PRC as the “official China,” in which a single China
consists both of mainland China and the island of Taiwan. In 1971, the PRC replaced Taiwan
(the Republic of China) as a permanent member of the UN Security Council and “began an
international diplomatic campaign to delegitimize Taiwan as the official China.”142 A survey of
LAC national support for the PRC’s version of its one-China position over the past two decades
demonstrates how much effort Beijing has placed on this objective and why the Western
Hemisphere is considered so important. In 2005, half (13 of 26) of all countries in the world that
maintained full diplomatic relations with Taiwan were in LAC, with many being smaller nations
in Central America and the Caribbean.143
In 2008, Taiwan and the PRC agreed to suspend efforts to change foreign positions on the
issue as the two governments sought rapprochement and greater integration. However, following
the 2016 Taiwanese election victory of the Democratic People’s Party (DPP) and presidency of
Tsai Ing-wen, that agreement began to break down. Beijing again began chipping away support
for Taiwan regionally and globally, and by 2018 LAC was home to 12 of the 23 nations
recognizing Taiwan as the legitimate government of China.144 By 2019, nine of the 11 states
recognizing Taiwan were in LAC (Belize, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Nicaragua, Paraguay,
Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, and Saint Vincent and the Grenadines). It is expected that
Beijing will continue efforts to diplomatically isolate Taiwan in LAC—which still has the
greatest concentration of states loyal to Taiwan, largely because of Taiwanese financial gifts and
investments by Taiwanese companies.145 Beijing is willing to apply pressure through multiple
tools of power to decrease the number of Taiwan supporting countries to zero.146
Security and Defense Objectives

Although China does not maintain military bases and formal security alliances in LAC, this
absence should not be considered an indicator of Beijing’s defense-related interests or potential
influence in the region.147 According to our review of Chinese defense-related activities,
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discussed in more detail below, Beijing’s military- and security-related objectives in LAC can be
grouped into the following three categories:
1. increased access to arms markets
2. protection of foreign economic infrastructure
3. leverage for potential future conflicts.
Beijing has a wider strategy to increase defense exports into developing markets in Africa,
Southeast Asia, the Middle East, and South America. Of those regions, LAC remains one that
China has not penetrated significantly yet and thus remains a noteworthy opportunity to advance
the PRC’s larger goal.148 Some South American countries seek to revive and develop their
military capabilities (Argentina for example), presenting opportunities for China to expand its
military influence and market share in the region. The importance of this objective is reinforced
by China’s willingness to accept payments in the form of commodities to finance loans that fund
military sales.149 Relatedly, Beijing seeks to build all-around security relationships to increase
the strength of the PLA through military-to-military exchanges, expand capabilities as it learns
from others, and keep its military industrial base active in as many places around the world as
possible.150
In 2013, China launched the BRI, which “reflects the contemporary mercantilist vision of
building and restructuring global infrastructure—including transportation, electricity,
telecommunications, and finance—to facilitate favorable flows of commerce and transfers of
wealth from the global periphery to the Chinese center.” In 2018, the initiative was officially
extended to Latin America which has created an imperative for the PLA and the Chinese state to
engage with LAC countries in an effort to protect the “expanding China-oriented infrastructure”
along with Chinese commercial operations and personnel now in the region.151 Given the
centrality of the resources, markets, and infrastructure vital to the PRC’s top strategic objectives,
their security is equally important to Beijing.
While there remain varied opinions of China’s long-term military intentions,152 Beijing’s last
security-related objective in the hemisphere is to gain leverage in the case of a potential conflict
with the United States. This leverage may come in the form of persuading the governments of
the region to avoid joining coalitions opposing the PRC. It may also include convincing LAC
nations to deny the U.S. use of bases, airfields, ports, airspace, or territorial waters that support
U.S. war plans or even to permit Chinese military use of those areas and facilities instead. The
large number of Chinese companies and personnel operating in LAC could also support covert
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forces in America’s backyard by conducting intelligence, sabotage, and other irregular
operations.153 Chinese covert operations in LAC could disrupt U.S. deployment and sustainment
flows or “create diversionary crises in the region in order to undermine the U.S. political will and
resources to continue the fight against China, or at least oblige the United States to divert assets
from the fight in Asia to protect the U.S. homeland and key allies.”154
Finally, although China does not seem to be intent on growing a significant military foothold
in the Caribbean, Beijing recognizes the strategic importance of the Caribbean and may seek to
deepen relations with Caribbean nations to undermine their relations with the United States.155
From a mirror-imaging view, this could allow Beijing to use the region as a diplomatic
bargaining chip, potentially offering to reduce China’s presence in the Caribbean in exchange for
a U.S. withdrawal from the South China Sea, for example.156
China’s Approach: Investments, Programs, and Partnerships in the Western
Hemisphere
In this section, we examine China’s key economic interests in LAC and the methods it tends
to adopt to pursue them. We also discuss how China, in some instances, couches its efforts as an
alternative to engagement with the United States. This section focuses primarily on this GPC
context of economic competition; additional information on Chinese economic programs in the
Western Hemisphere can be found in Appendix B.
The PRC uses a classification system to label its foreign partners within a diplomatic
hierarchy. These range from “new partner” to “comprehensive strategic partnership of
coordination.” It is not fully clear how these classifications affect Beijing’s foreign policy in
practice in all cases, but they can be useful for approximating the general importance the PRC
places on relationships with different countries. For example, when a relationship title includes
the term comprehensive, it is assumed to be a reference to multilayered economic, technological,
cultural, and political government-to-government and people-to-people cooperation. Strategic
may refer to bilateral relationships that rise above ideological and political systems, and
partnership implies cooperation based on mutual respect, mutual trust, and equality. Seven
countries in LAC are assigned the highest ranking: Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, Mexico,
Peru, and Venezuela.157 Those and the rest of LAC nations’ Chinese partnership classifications
are depicted in Figure 3.1.
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Figure 3.1. China’s Strategic Partnerships in Latin America and the Caribbean

SOURCES: Adapted from Margaret Myers and Ricardo Barrios, “How China Ranks Its Partners in LAC,” The
Dialogue, February 3, 2021; “China, Jamaica Lift Ties to Strategic Partnership,” CGTN, November 5, 2019; Latonya
Linton, “Jamaica and China to Focus on Increasing Trade,” Jamaica Information Service, November 20, 2019.

Beijing applies several common methods and general principles in its efforts to deepen ties
with LAC countries. Recent years have seen a sharp rise in such activities throughout the region,
a rise that U.S. officials say is a clear signal that the PRC is establishing a solid foundation for a
significant and long-term presence in the Western Hemisphere.158 Undoubtedly, China views
LAC in terms of economic potential, as suggested by several its strategic goals in the region, but
China also employs numerous other tools of state power.159 Some of the PRC’s approaches
appear superficially benign, such as helping LAC governments meet their short-term economic
interests—but doing so often positions the PRC to exploit the relationships it builds.160 The
following section examines some of China’s methods for achieving its strategic objectives in the
region.
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Presenting an Economic Alternative to the United States Through Trade, Loans, Investments,
and the Belt and Road Initiative

Because some of China’s most important strategic objectives in LAC are economic, it is not
surprising that many of its most common approaches to engaging the region center on trade,
loans, and investments. Chinese-LAC economic relations have grown significantly in the 21st
century. China has significantly boosted its trade relations with countries throughout the region,
consistently exporting an increasingly large amount of goods. In addition, China has aggressively
marketed Chinese capital for investment, notably in infrastructure and natural resource–
extraction projects. Although a sizable part of Chinese trade and investment is benign, there are
numerous examples where Chinese firms’ activities have had extreme negative consequences for
the region. With the Chinese economy as the only major economy to have positive growth in
2020, it is reasonable to expect economic engagement with the region to continue.161 In this
section, we briefly describe China’s immense economic growth throughout LAC in recent years.
Appendix B provides a more detailed analysis of Chinese economic activities, comparisons to
U.S. economic activity, Beijing’s key economic partners throughout the region, and examples of
malign economic practices and negative outcomes.
China entered the World Trade Organization in 2001, sparking a surge in Chinese trade with
Latin America, which increased rapidly from $12 billion in 2000 to $261 billion in 2013.162 Total
trade fell slightly in 2015 (to $231.1 billion) and 2016 (to $213.4 billion),163 but is now closer to
$314 billion.164 This represents a 26-fold growth in trade since 2000, the year before President
Hu Jintao became the first Chinese head of state to visit the region and began transforming LACChina relations.165 In addition to trade, China has actively engaged economies in the region
through investments, focusing on infrastructure and natural resource extraction. Most Chinese
foreign direct investment (FDI) in Latin America is within, or in support of, natural resource
sectors, largely in oil and gas, which accounted for around 40 percent of all Chinese investments
in the region between 2005 and 2015.166 Chinese SOEs investing in LAC have advantages over
many Western investors because they face less pressure for short-term profits, have the potential
to invest for the long term, and are willing to remain in countries with complicated economic
management practices.167
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There is extremely strong statistical evidence (statistically significant at 0.1 percent) that the
total annual value of Chinese investment in the region has been steady and relatively uniform
from 2010 to 2020, represented in Figure 3.2.168 Regression analysis suggests that the region
saw, on average, approximately $900 million per year for Chinese investment. Importantly,
about 75 percent of recorded Chinese investments were valued under $1 billion.
Figure 3.2. Cumulative Value of Chinese Investments in Latin America and the Caribbean

SOURCE: RAND analysis of data from American Enterprise Institute, “China Global Investment Tracker,” webpage,
undated.
NOTE: CI = confidence interval.

Although China’s programs in LAC are not as aggressive as its programs in Africa, Beijing
has also found it desirable or necessary to finance infrastructure construction projects in LAC.
China has financed efforts to build roads, railroads, refineries, ports, and other facilities
throughout the region.169 The development of industrial capacity and infrastructure investment
were prominent features of China’s own development strategy and thereby presents LAC
governments with one piece of the PRC’s model of economic development, as well.170
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As with investments, the total annual value of Chinese construction contracts in the region
was steady and relatively uniform from 2010 to 2020, as depicted in Figure 3.3.171 Regression
analysis suggests that the region saw, on average, approximately $475 million per year for
Chinese construction contracts. Importantly, about 90 percent of recorded Chinese construction
contracts were valued under $1 billion.
Figure 3.3. Cumulative Value of Chinese Construction Contracts in Latin America and the
Caribbean

SOURCE: RAND analysis of data from American Enterprise Institute, undated.

One area of Chinese investment and increasing influence in LAC of particular interest is
telecommunications technologies. U.S. officials have warned LAC governments that adopting
Chinese communications technologies would make information sharing and collaboration with
the United States more difficult.172 Still, Chinese companies Huawei and, to a lesser extent, ZTE
have built a substantial presence in LAC. They have constructed “3G and 4G networks for
governments and private telecommunications companies, as well as selling telephones and data
devices” and have successfully integrated “large local staffs with Chinese managers and
technical personnel.”173
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Many Chinese technologies promise the region real benefits that governments find difficult
to turn down. However, the “Smart City” architectures of Huawei, which is alleged to have
strong ties to the PLA, introduce surveillance systems, some of which are integrated with
Chinese-financed infrastructure programs and have been reportedly used to surveil and
undermine opposition politicians in areas where the technologies have been installed.174 Smart
City initiatives also provide “a backdoor for the Chinese government to monitor or intercept
official information” that the United States seeks to share with LAC partners and gives Beijing
“real-time, street-level situational awareness.”175 One senior U.S. official described a case where
the partner nation’s Minister of Defense made a direct request to the United States for assistance
in disassembling and disinvesting in the Huawei Smart City program because of excessive
Chinese monitoring.176
Many of China’s economic and financial methods and approaches to the region will
increasingly be considered in the context of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The BRI is
an ambitious global investment and trade program designed to strengthen Chinese economic
engagement with developing economies while advancing its political and strategic goals. In
2016, no country in the hemisphere was officially part of China’s BRI, but now 19 countries in
the region (more than half) are officially part of programs tied directly to the BRI. In addition to
infrastructure funding, these programs offer billions of dollars in “no strings attached” loans,
donations of military equipment, and other security related engagements,177 as depicted in Figure
3.4.
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Figure 3.4. China’s Belt and Road Initiative in Latin America and the Caribbean

SOURCES: See Appendix G.

Finally, the American concept of “dollar diplomacy” was the idea of providing financial aid
to foreign governments to promote U.S. commercial and political interests that began early in the
20th century under President William Howard Taft. That approach has been said to have been
replaced with “yuan diplomacy.” Even international finance bodies, such as the World Bank and
the IDB, were surpassed by Chinese development banks as early as 2014 in terms of total finance
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provided to Latin American governments,178 making China the top source of development
finance in LAC.179 Yuan diplomacy, along with other methods, has probably helped explain the
increase in Latin American opinion polls that show perceptions that China is becoming
increasing influential across the region and that it has a more positive influence on the region
than the United States.180 For a more in-depth look at Chinese economic and financial activities
in LAC, see Appendix B.
Building and Maintaining Relationships (Guanxi)

Developing social relationships at multiple levels is a central aspect of China’s foreign policy
and approach to diplomacy broadly. Various forums and initiatives are used to cultivate
“personal relationships and networks of mutual dependence; and the manufacturing of obligation
and indebtedness.”181
In Mandarin, the term guanxi means connections or relations, with the term guanxixue
meaning international relations or international connections and relations. Representatives of
the Chinese government use favors, gifts, and banquets to build emotional and ethical bonds with
foreign counterparts. The art of guanxi “places an emphasis on the binding power and emotional
and ethical qualities of the personal relationships.”182 Guanxi is sometimes also used to describe
relationships that include bribery or illicit relationships.183 As with the discussion about TCOs in
the previous chapter, Chinese officials are more likely to encourage and benefit from corruption
in the countries in which they do business, further eroding governance. Further, SOUTHCOM
commander Faller has noted that the PRC recognizes that American strength in the region comes
from its partnerships and alliances, so Beijing “uses its economic and technological clout to
create conditions where partners are forced to choose sides.”184
As previously discussed, for government-to-government relationships the PRC Ministry of
Foreign Affairs ranks countries in terms of importance. Beijing’s most important state-level
relationship is with Brazil; Brazil is LAC’s largest economy, China’s most significant trade
partner, and part of the BRICS grouping.185 The PRC also seeks to strengthen relationships with
any government that has agreed to participate in the BRI, or potentially will. In addition to
economic incentives, Beijing targets LAC countries for government-to-government relations for
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political reasons, such as those that still recognize Taiwan or those that could be pulled away
from traditional relationships with Washington.186 U.S. officials note that China maintains a
close watch on changes to regional governments and is acutely aware of the implications for
potential geopolitical relations—the Chinese leadership is also reportedly very quick to invest in,
make visits to, and generally take advantage of changing political dynamics in LAC capitals.187
Chinese diplomatic presence in the Western Hemisphere has recently grown to rival that of
the United States. The PRC maintains a presence in all LAC countries that do not recognize
Taiwan, including in a few small Caribbean states where the United States has no permanent
presence. In fact, if one excludes the U.S. consulates in Mexico, China has only one less
diplomatic post than the United States in the region. This century, China has established six
embassies (all in small countries that previously recognized Taiwan) and two consulates in the
region, highlighting a push to aggressively broaden engagement with a region traditionally in the
United States’ domain. Although nine LAC countries continue to recognize Taiwan—the most of
any region in the world—which limits Beijing’s engagement, China’s spread of consulates
throughout the region helps augment its diplomatic depth and presence. In the face of the
pandemic and its consequences, it would be unsurprising if some of these nine countries follow
the path of their neighbors and break relations with Taiwan to access Chinese capital and the
Chinese market. This official diplomatic expansion is portrayed in Figure 3.5.
Senior Chinese officials make numerous state-level visits to LAC and frequently invite
national leaders of the region to China. Between 2015 and 2018, the PRC’s top three officials
dealing with foreign relations—President Xi Jinping, Foreign Minister Wang Yi, and Prime
Minister Li Keqiang—made a combined 29 visits to Latin America. Dozens of other senior
officials made public visits, as well.188 According to one expert, Beijing is comfortable
maintaining personal and often informal relationships even at senior levels rather than trying to
institutionalize formal agreements, as long as the partnerships remain strong.189 Beijing pursues
these relationships through a “multi-tiered strategy,” with Chinese ambassadors encouraging
Chinese companies to engage with mayors and governors to secure contracts and develop
relationships at local and regional levels.190
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Figure 3.5. Chinese Diplomatic Posts in Latin American and Caribbean Countries

SOURCES: RAND analysis of data from Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China diplomatic
mission websites, such as those listed at Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Consuls
General,” undated.

A defining characteristic of Chinese foreign policy is the concept of noninterference, which
has been a foundational principle for the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) since the 1950s. The
noninterference principle is articulated as China’s respect for state sovereignty and a promise to
avoid interfering with another country’s internal affairs. In practice, Beijing has not lived up to
38

this promise on multiple occasions, but the rhetoric is powerful and today helps the PRC avoid
foreign governments from critiquing China’s own problematic internal affairs (secessionist
movements in Tibet and Xinjiang, relations with Taiwan, crackdowns in Hong Kong, and
Uyghur human rights issues, for example).191 China tries to present itself as a non-ideological
and nonjudgmental alternative to traditional European and Western powers, which China claims
have hegemonic or imperial motivations not shared by the PRC.192
There is also some evidence to suggest that elements of the PRC also maintain relationships
with, and in some cases support, TCOs in the region. As SOUTHCOM commander Faller has
testified, China is believed to provide precursor chemicals for narcotics producers in Latin
America and to serve as the primary source of money laundering for TCOs in the Western
Hemisphere.193 A senior official reiterated this point and argued that, aside from the funding
stream this allows, there is the added benefit of damaging U.S. objectives. As this official stated,
the Chinese “are helping TCOs because they know it’ll be in the U.S.’s worst interests.”194 While
those claims from senior U.S. officials seem to indict Chinese government officials directly, it is
certainly possible that some Chinese companies and criminal organizations participate in illegal
activities without government direction or backing.
Presenting an Alternative to Multilateral Organizations with U.S. Involvement

Chinese approaches to multilateral engagements in the region mostly center around the
Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC). Launched in 2011, CELAC is a
multinational organization of 32 LAC permanent member countries and is described as an
“intergovernmental mechanism for dialogue and political agreement,” which notably excludes
the United States and Canada. According to its own website, “CELAC is the third largest
economy in the world with a GDP of around $7 trillion dollars and the largest food producer in
the world and third largest producer of electricity.”195 Beijing’s participation in CELAC summits
has been a particularly welcome move for countries such as Venezuela that would like to
advance multilateral arrangements that exclude the United States.196
When CELAC met in Beijing for the first time in 2015, the group agreed to a five-year
cooperation plan covering politics, security, trade, investment, finance, infrastructure, energy,
resources, industry, agriculture, science, and people-to-people exchanges.197 Some of the
promises made by Beijing to CELAC members included providing 6,000 governmental
scholarships, 6,000 training opportunities, and 400 opportunities for on-the-job master’s degree
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programs between 2015 and 2019 and an additional 6,000 government scholarships between
2019 and 2021. China also promised to bring more than 1,000 LAC political leaders and
politicians to China and provide Chinese media training to LAC media professionals.198
However, China-CELAC cooperation has been challenged to deliver other “meaningful
multilateral engagements and projects.”199 CELAC has been China’s primary instrument for
multilateral engagement in the region, but Beijing has also established ties with or pursued
admittance to other regional organizations, including the Organization of American States
(OAS), the Association for Latin American Integration, the Caribbean Development Bank, and
the IDB.200
Security Cooperation and Military Activities

Chinese approaches to presenting an alternative to the United States in LAC include arms
sales, developing defense relationships, and filling other security cooperation and training voids
left open by the United States. The PLA is also said to have interests in education, space, cyber,
and naval ports, which may be “setting the stage for future military expansion and presence, just
as we have seen in Djibouti.”201
Arms Sales, Donations, and Deployments
The presence and sophistication of Chinese defense-industry companies in the region have
expanded over the past decade. These companies now present Chinese military hardware at Latin
American military trade shows, such as FIDAE in Chile, LAAD in Brazil, SITDEF in Peru, and
Exponaval, sponsored by the Chilean navy.202 One method that China employs is to enter into
agreements with oil-producing countries to provide Chinese military hardware in exchange for
oil. In the late 2000s, Ecuador joined Kenya, Morocco, Sudan, and Uganda to sign defense
cooperation pacts with Beijing that traded their oil to meet Ecuadorian military requirements
such as tactical transport aircraft, anti-tank guided weapons, surface-to-air missile systems,
medium utility helicopters, and primary training aircraft. 203 Chinese-based defense companies
such as the NORINCO group have also given military equipment to LAC security forces.204
ALBA nations make up the majority of Chinese arms sales in the region, with Venezuela,
Bolivia, and Ecuador as the largest customers.205 Chinese representatives that maintain strong

198

Sutter, 2021, p. 297.
Ellis, 2018, p. 198.
200
Sutter, 2021, pp. 294–295.
201
Kine, 2021.
202
Ellis, 2020b.
203
Jon Grevatt, “China Extends Loan to Ecuador for Aircraft,” Jane’s Defence Industry, November 26, 2009; Jon
Grevatt, “Ecuador and China Agree Defence Co-Operation,” Jane’s Defence Industry, October 15, 2008.
204
Ellis, 2021.
205
Sutter, 2021, p. 298.
199

40

relationships with anti-U.S. and populist governments and officials find the most opportunities
for PRC-based arms suppliers,206 but such relationships are also subject to shifts in political
orientations in national capitals. For example, Cristina Fernández de Kirchner’s administration
intended to purchase nearly $1 billion in Chinese weapon systems in 2015, but the deal stalled
after a change in Buenos Aires.207 Similarly, a center-left government in Uruguay negotiated for
a $4.2 million warship, but that deal was stopped when a center-right candidate won elections in
2019.208 However, Chinese arms companies have moved beyond engaging only with ideological
allies and are now involved in more independent countries, where they market military vehicles,
heavy equipment, and electronics. Chinese defense-related donations and gifts have expanded
from clothing and small arms to fighter aircraft, radars, armored combat vehicles, and military
ships.209 Examples of major arms sales to LAC countries are provided in Table 3.1.
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Table 3.1. Examples of Chinese Arms Sales to Latin American and Caribbean Countries, 2000–
2020
Country
Argentina
Bahamas
Bolivia

Colombia
Ecuador

Guyana

Jamaica
Mexico
Peru

Trinidad and
Tobago
Uruguay
Venezuela

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Equipment
WZ-551 armored personnel carriers
Tiger armored personnel carriers
Tiger armored personnel carriers
K-8 trainer/combat aircraft
AS365/AS565 Panther helicopters
Red Arrow-8 anti-tank missiles
Y-12 transport aircraft
Military Bridging Equipment
Unspecified Chinese-made military aircraft
Air defense radars
Type-85 twin anti-aircraft guns
HN-5 man-portable surface-to-air missiles
MA-60 transport aircraft
Various military vehicles
Y-12 light transport aircraft
Donated military construction equipment
Donated police vehicles
Donated nonlethal defense gear
Model-56 105mm towed guns
FN-6 portable surface-to-air missiles
QW-11 portable surface-to-air missiles
Type-90 122mm self-propelled multiple rocket
launchers
Various military vehicles
Type-718 offshore patrol vessels
Donated police motorcycles
Donated cars, buses, and other dual-use vehicles
JYL-1 air search radars
K-8 trainer/combat aircraft
Y-8 transport aircraft
PL-5E short-range air-to-air missiles
Red Arrow-73 anti-tank missiles
SM-4 81mm self-propelled mortars
SR-5 self-propelled multiple rocket launchers
Type-07P infantry fighting vehicles
ZBD-05/VN-18 infantry fighting vehicles
VN-4 armored personnel carriers
ZTD-05 light tanks
C-802 anti-ship missiles

SOURCES: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, SIPRI Arms Transfers Database, data generated June
25, 2021; Jon Grevatt, “China Extends Loan to Ecuador for Aircraft,” Jane’s Defence Industry, November 26, 2009;
R. Evan Ellis, “Chinese Security Engagement in Latin America,” Center for Strategic and International Studies,
November 2020b.
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Official Chinese arms sales to the region, while expanding in scale and scope, still ranked
fifth in total arms exports to LAC in the years between 2013 and 2017 (see Figure 3.6), well
behind U.S. and Russian arms sales.210
Figure 3.6. China’s Arms Sales to Latin American and Caribbean Countries Compared with Other
Top Arms Exporters, 2013–2017 ($ millions)

SOURCE: Katherine Koleski and Alec Blivas, China’s Engagement with Latin America and the Caribbean, U.S.-China
Economic and Security Review Commission, October 17, 2018, using data from Stockholm International Peace
Research Institute, “SIPRI Arms Transfers Database,” undated.

Despite the relative imbalance in quantitative value from arms sales between the United
States and China, Beijing’s growing involvement in the sector is closely tied to its economic and
political diplomacy objectives. As state-controlled institutions, Chinese defense companies are
used to “build political influence and goodwill, garner support for China’s objectives in
international forums, and influence decisions about access to natural resources and export
markets.”211
Because of this, the emphasis on guanxi is a key element of the Chinese approach to regional
military engagements. Arms sales and the implied sharing of technologies, training, and
maintenance support help the PLA build and strengthen long-term relationships, as do PLA
professional military education (PME) and training exchanges, discussed more below. These
210

Katherine Koleski and Alec Blivas, China’s Engagement with Latin America and the Caribbean, U.S.-China
Economic and Security Review Commission, October 17, 2018.
211

Koleski and Blivas, 2018.

43

relationships and official visits also create opportunities to collect information on, and potentially
compromise, officials from U.S. partner nations. In LAC countries that cannot afford, or for
other reasons are not likely, to purchase Chinese military equipment, Chinese security-related
donations and gifts create reasons for introducing Chinese defense officials and building
relationships in otherwise pro-U.S. government institutions.212 The donations comprise
equipment worth millions of U.S. dollars to countries every year that is difficult to measure
along the same valuations as official international arms sales. China also benefits from a natural
tendency toward reciprocity that can help keep relationships strong or be called on for favors in
the future. U.S. security assistance in the Caribbean declined between 2009 and 2018, which
created a void that Chinese security assistance and foreign direct investment sought to fill.213 The
United States is also known to suspend or reduce military support because of budgetary
constraints or human rights concerns with partner nations. And whereas U.S. foreign military
sales and foreign military finance systems are not known to be particularly agile in response to
partner needs, Chinese alternatives are increasingly available to LAC governments and are not
burdened with provisions that could be considered “interference” in domestic affairs.214
Although U.S. military technologies, exercises, and other unit-level engagements remain
objectively superior to that of the PLA, Chinese personal leverage over LAC officials and the
potential for regime changes toward populist governments suggest that the United States should
not overestimate its position as the security partner of choice in the region.215 As China has
increasingly developed military relationships with LAC governments, Chinese forces have been
increasingly accepted into the region for deployments and exercises. The following examples
depict the types of deployments and exercises PLA units have made in the region in recent years:
•
•
•
•
•

Haiti: PLA military police deployed to the UN peacekeeping mission in Haiti
(MINUSTAH) from 2004 to 2012216
Peru: Combined earthquake response exercise in 2010217
Caribbean: PLA hospital ship Peace Ark deployed to Caribbean three times (2011, 2015,
and 2018–2019)218
Multinational: Chinese naval flotilla with two guided missile frigates engaged in combat
exercises with Chilean armed forces and navies of Argentina and Brazil, 2013219
Cuba: PLA Navy high-visibility port call to Havana, 2015220
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•
•

Argentina: Joint operations to counter Chinese criminal groups such as Chinese triad Pi
Xiu221
Venezuela: Venezuelan troops participated in China’s “Clear Sky” exercises, 2017;222
PLA personnel participated in Venezuelan military parades.223

Professional Military Education and Official Exchanges
One security-cooperation area where China has been most aggressive has been the extensive
professional military education (PME) and professional exchanges conducted between the PLA
and LAC militaries. Training courses, generally conducted at sites in China, can range from
weeks to over a year. Some courses focus on the operation and maintenance of Chinese military
equipment sold to LAC countries.224 Others introduce foreign students to PLA military thought
regarding operations and leadership,225 and in other cases senior LAC officials are educated on
Chinese military doctrine.226
The PRC also sends its own personnel to some LAC nations for training in select schools,
such as the Lanceros special warfare school in Colombia, the Brazilian Jungle Warfare School in
Manaus, and the Brazilian Peacekeeping Operations Joint Training Center.227 However, China’s
military PME outreach and professional exchanges reach every LAC country that officially
recognizes Beijing.228 As a few examples, Peruvian military officers attend China’s National
Defense University and Chinese army and navy command schools.229 Ecuador and Chile
regularly send military officials to China for PME courses.230 And Caribbean Community
(CARICOM) countries send officers to China to learn Chinese language and culture and to
attend command and staff courses. It is unclear how much practical benefit LAC officials receive
from Chinese training, or how appropriate PLA doctrine is for liberal democracies for that
matter. However, from Beijing’s perspective, this outreach is not primarily about education and
regional security but rather cultivating relationships.231
Because of its investments in PME programs and expansion of Spanish-language capabilities,
China now provides much better military training than in the past, and China is a much more
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advanced competitor in this space than is commonly recognized. LAC governments are often
open to accepting any “free” training, and officials that receive perks, such as traveling with their
families, have proven to be enthusiastic students.232 Beijing also pays for students to travel in
business class, stay in five-star hotels, and have other expenses paid for them while in China—
none of which are generally offered through U.S. programs. By 2015, “China for the first time
trained more Latin American military officers than the United States, and the difference has
grown every year since.”233 At a January 2020 congressional hearing, Faller noted that China
was sending five times more LAC students to its war college than the United States and that the
war college course on offer in China was in actuality a copy of U.S. doctrine translated into
Spanish. During that hearing, it was also suggested that in El Salvador, China offered 50 PME
exchange opportunities compared to one U.S. International Military Education and Training
(IMET) slot for the country.234
According to U.S. officials, these low-cost PME exchange programs have outsized impacts
that will have significant effects in future years. One official recalled a South American general
officer who had attended multiple U.S. IMET programs throughout their career, served as a
partner within SOUTHCOM, and now provides a direct channel for the United States in their
home country. Alternatively, a different member of a Caribbean nation’s military who
participated in a Chinese PME program had returned home with a noticeably changed and
negative attitude toward the United States, one the U.S. official thought likely to remain with that
officer as they progress further through the ranks. The cost of such long-term benefits from these
types of programs, the official concluded, is “peanuts” in comparison to other DoD managed
programs and justifies increased IMET opportunities.235
In addition to peeling away traditional American allies through training and PME
relationships, those partners that U.S. forces still do engage with may now have direct
connections to the Chinese government through their professional programs. This adds a degree
of operational security risk regarding U.S. practices and technologies that could more easily
reach the PLA.236
Despite the advances China has made in military cooperation and defense-related
relationships, Beijing has thus far not expressed interest in establishing permanent military
facilities in LAC. The PLA has also generally avoided exercises in the region that would be
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overly provocative to the United States.237 However, many of the infrastructure projects Chinese
companies and investors are involved in have obvious dual-use capabilities, particularly
seaports.238 Further, in the case of a conflict, LAC governments dependent on Beijing could be
pressured to deny support to U.S. forces and provide military access to PLA units that could also
benefit from the well-developed commercial logistics infrastructure and networks.239
One potential exception in seeking permanent facilities is in Argentina, where Beijing
recognizes South America’s “strategic location for space activity.”240 An agreement with the
Argentine government was negotiated to build a Chinese satellite-tracking station in Argentina’s
Patagonian region.241 The station is managed by China Satellite Launch and Tracking Control
General (CLTC), which reports to the PLA’s Strategic Support Force. Beijing’s official position
is that the site is intended only for peaceful space activities,242 but experts say it could have
military uses as well.243 Further, China’s State Administration for Science, Technology, and
Industry for National Defense (SASTIND) has a long-standing space relationship with Brazil
through the China-Brazil Earth Resources Satellite (CBERS) program. During consecutive FiveYear Plans, China announced that it was seeking to expand such space cooperation not only with
Brazil but also with other international partners, including Russia, France, Ukraine, Venezuela,
Pakistan, Bolivia, Belarus, and the European Union.244
Information Domain and Soft Power

As will be shown in the case of Russia, Beijing invests significantly in shaping the narrative
of China’s regional presence and global standing in LAC. A 2018 Asia Dialogue article stated:
In true digital age fashion, Chinese outlets in Latin America have skipped over
traditional print media in favor of virtual platforms, which host content tailored
to local audiences. Though slightly less up-to-date than their Chinese-language
versions, newspapers Xinhua and People’s Daily produce daily Spanish and
Portuguese-language content, as does China Radio International (CRI). China
Central Television (CCTV), meanwhile, boasts a 24-hour channel, CGTN
Spanish, which is available online, free of charge. Even the magazine China
Today, which remains one of the few examples of Chinese print media in Latin
America, maintains not one, but two Spanish-language websites, in addition to its
two print publications in Mexico and Peru. Nearly all of these outlets have
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Spanish-language accounts on social media that are banned in China, including
Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube.245

Xinhua maintains 21 bureaus across 19 LAC countries servicing 200 media subscribers and
200 non-media subscribers, such as regional government ministries. Xinhua’s director said that
the organization is intended to “play a larger role in shaping a China, Latin America and
Caribbean community of common destiny.”246 Analysis of Xinhua content, however, shows a
propensity to color Chinese initiatives in disingenuous terms. For example, Chinese analysts
prioritize the BRI’s benefits to China’s national security interests, access to vital sea lines of
communication, dual-use infrastructure for Chinese naval operations, and increasing Beijing’s
political influence globally. State-ran media outlets in LAC, on the other hand, paint a picture of
the BRI initiative being a win-win economic opportunity for countries in the region.247 As one
U.S. official stated, China uses the media space primarily to improve its overall image and garner
political and commercial support.248
China also maintains more than 53 Confucius Institutes in the region that provide
government-approved education on Chinese language and culture. The institutes also sponsor
LAC students who travel to China under official educational exchanges and cultural
engagements.249 Eleven Confucius Classrooms in the region reportedly serve more than 50,000
students and host cultural activities that have involved more than 8 million people. As with its
media outreach, Beijing uses these institutions to control the discourse about China and
downplay reports of corrupt business and government-to-government practices.250 Chinese
“friendship societies” also maintain unofficial relationships with political actors throughout LAC
countries where official diplomatic relationships have not yet been fostered.251 According to one
Latin American studies expert, an inordinate amount of these regional leaders receive training
and education in China and partially owe their political positions to the practices they learn in
China.252

Russia in the Western Hemisphere
As with China, Russian activities in LAC represent part of a larger global competition that
cannot be viewed through a single hemispheric lens. Moscow’s policies for the Western
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Hemisphere are often shaped by its perceptions of threats and aggression from the United States
and Europe in former Soviet territories instead of a deliberate, long-term strategy for the region.
Still, this approach includes numerous challenges to U.S. interests, particularly as relations
between Russia and the West decline. Additionally, Moscow remains highly opportunistic.
Despite having far less to offer the governments and communities of the region, Russia will act
as a spoiler of U.S. initiatives and will readily fill gaps as they emerge.
Background
From Moscow’s perspective, Russia lost considerable standing and influence in LAC during
the 1990s. When Vladimir Putin came to power at the turn of the century, Russia adopted the
Primakov Doctrine,253 which redirected some of Russia’s foreign policy farther abroad, including
back to the Western Hemisphere.254 Since the end of the Cold War, Russian involvement in the
Western Hemisphere has still represented a fraction of Russia’s other ambitions in its near
abroad and other parts of the world, albeit with two significant exceptions in 2008 and 2014,
discussed below.255 In general, Russia’s engagements with LAC in recent decades can be thought
of as belonging to one of three broad categories:
•
•
•

direct responses to antagonism with the United States in other parts of the world
opportunism that takes advantage of voids left by U.S. disinterest and disengagement
partnering with likeminded antiliberal governments.

An example of the first category occurred after Russian forces invaded the Republic of
Georgia and supported the breakaway republics of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in 2008. The
United States deployed naval forces to the Black Sea in response. Russia reacted to the U.S.
naval deployment with a series of actions in America’s own hemisphere: Nuclear-capable Tu160 bombers deployed to Venezuela and conducted flights around the Caribbean, four Russian
naval ships conducted exercises with the Venezuelan navy with port calls in Cuba and
Nicaragua, and President Dmitry Medvedev participated in ALBA’s leadership summit.
Following U.S. criticism of Russia’s actions in Ukraine in 2014, another surge of Russian
activity in LAC was observed.256 Russia has historical links to the region dating back to the Cold
253
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War, but Russia’s interest in the region today derives more from the breakdown in cooperation
between Russia and the West and the growing role of China there; Moscow ultimately wants to
demonstrate that Russia competes on the global stage with world powers, including in America’s
backyard.257
With regard to the second category, U.S. foreign policy is focused elsewhere in the world,
including wars in the Middle East and Afghanistan and its pivot toward Asia, and many
observers believe that America’s “benign neglect” and deprioritization of LAC left a political
vacuum in the region. While not engaging at the same scale economically as China or the United
States, Russia has found several ways to inject itself to fill parts of that vacuum. Finally, a
number of LAC governments have been ideologically welcoming of Russia’s engagement in the
region.258 Cuba and Nicaragua, former Soviet-era allies, have led this club, although Venezuela
and, to a lesser degree, Bolivia and Ecuador have also provided opportunities for greater Russian
engagement in recent years. Recent Russian goals and activities still broadly fall in these three
categories but have also taken on different forms.
Russia’s Goals and Objectives in the Western Hemisphere
Compared with Chinese activities in the region, Moscow has a limited set of objectives
largely focused on specific countries and economic sectors, primarily arms sales.259 However,
officials have noticed an increase of Russian activities in the region in recent years. Particularly
as Moscow has perceived greater U.S. activity around Russian interests elsewhere, this increased
activity suggests a greater emphasis being placed on their goals in the region.260 In this section,
we describe five national objectives Moscow has in LAC.
Gain International Support for Russian Interests

Moscow views LAC countries as opportunities to weaken U.S. influence in international,
multilateral forums like the UN and bolster support for Russian initiatives. LAC governments
have not joined U.S.-led sanctions against Russian individuals,261 and when sanctions followed
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2014, Moscow was able to rely on Latin America as a food
supplier, in defiance of U.S. and European sanctions.262 As relations with the West have waned,
Russia has a need for political allies where it can find them. “Russia needs friends, not only in
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trade but also at the UN, and it is looking for them wherever it can,” according to Diana
Negroponte, a Cold War specialist at the Wilson Center.263 For example, when the Argentine
government of Cristina Fernández de Kirchner had legal disputes with “holdout” hedge funds,
Putin provided his support. In return, Argentina abstained in a UN vote over Russia’s annexation
of Crimea.264 The Kremlin would like to maintain LAC support on the international stage when
other Western governments try to hold it accountable for aggressive and criminal activities
globally.
Promote Russia’s National Image at Home and in the Region

Russia’s success in wielding influence through the information domain provides Moscow
with a relatively inexpensive technique to shape opinions both domestically and in the Western
hemisphere. Russia seeks to undermine democratic institutions in general,265 and in doing so
presents its own population with evidence that Western approaches to democracy are ineffective.
Undermining democratic values internationally also has potential gains for Russian leaders back
home as President Vladimir Putin, and previously Medvedev, benefit from the Russian state and
political system apparently returning to a position of strength on the world stage.266 As Russian
state-run media has expanded aggressively in LAC in recent years, one report suggested that the
overall aim of those efforts is also to encourage pro-Russian sentiment throughout the region.
Moscow seeks to shift the image of Russia as a continuation of the Soviet Union to one as a
modern, technologically advanced, preeminent power.267 Achieving great-power status is
Moscow’s ultimate goal, and it sees opportunities to advance that objective in parts of LAC.268
Undermine Democracy and the United States to Achieve a “Post-West World Order”

In addition to promoting its national image, Moscow’s media pursuits suggest an ideological
objective in LAC. The Kremlin seeks to undermine democracy throughout the region in ways
that can provide legitimacy for its own authoritarian practices back in Russia. Populist and
undemocratic politicians in LAC generally exhibit favorable views of Russia, and Moscow has
proved willing to enable them when possible. Putin would like to see his form of
authoritarianism spread and provide an alternative to the liberal democratic order supported by
the United States and Europe. Since many LAC countries are part of the Cold War–era Non-
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Aligned Movement, the Kremlin views them as potential swing states on international policy
issues.269
Obtain Military Access and Strategic Posture

One of Russia’s principle military objectives in LAC is to “develop and maintain access to
critical military and infrastructure systems.”270 The region’s proximity to the United States
creates opportunities for Moscow to threaten the U.S. homeland in the case of a conflict between
the two powers in other parts of the world, thus pulling resources away from any U.S. military
efforts to counter Russia in Europe, for example.271 If Venezuela, Cuba, Nicaragua, Ecuador, or
other LAC countries agree to host Russian military forces, Russian nuclear capable platforms, in
addition to irregular forces, can be maintained in America’s backyard.272 Further, Cuba’s close
proximity to the United States allows Russia to collect intelligence on its American adversary.273
Overall, the Kremlin views LAC’s geographic proximity to the United States as America’s “near
abroad.” Thus, Moscow seeks the capability to reciprocate any U.S. activities that Russia views
as provocative in its own near abroad.274
Develop Economic Activity and Avoid Sanctions

Russia’s economic activity in LAC is far smaller than that of the United States and China.
Russian exports to global markets primarily consist of arms, energy, and metals, and LAC still
represents a small fraction of their total exports.275 Russia gains foreign currency from electricity
infrastructure projects276 and space services and sells limited amounts of vehicles and other
goods to Cuba and a few other countries.277 On the other side of the ledger, after sanctions
prevented imports from traditional trading partners in Europe and the United States, Russia
turned to LAC countries to boost food supplies, particularly from Argentina and Brazil.278 Thus,
boosting Russian resiliency in the face of future economic challenges is another goal for Moscow
in the region.
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Russia’s Approach: Investments, Programs, and Partnerships
Since Putin assumed power in 2000, Russia has intensified its presence in LAC. However,
when compared with other parts of the world, the region still doesn’t represent a significant
priority for Moscow.279 Still, Russia has sought to partner with like-minded governments,
particularly those with leftist and undemocratic ideologies, and has found low-cost, efficient
techniques for pursuing its interests in America’s backyard.280 In general, Moscow considers the
Western Hemisphere to be organized into different groups of countries that shape how Russia
engages in the region:281
1. former Soviet-era allies, such as Cuba and Nicaragua
2. the broader group of states willing to assume the political risk of working with Russia
against U.S. influence in the region, such as Venezuela, and to a lesser degree, Bolivia
and Ecuador
3. states neither opposed to the United States nor Russia, but in which Russia has a strategic
commercial interest.
Russia’s most important political partners in the region are those of the first group (Cuba and
Nicaragua) and, more recently, Venezuela’s Maduro regime,282 which has become heavily reliant
on Moscow for survival. But the Kremlin remains highly opportunistic and has sought to deepen
ties with any national governments that have come to power with authoritarian or anti-U.S.
sentiments (effectively any country that joins Group 2 following a change in national leadership).
Russia also seeks to exacerbate and take advantage of any tensions created by regional or U.S.
policies283 and exploit polarizations within and between countries.284 In this section, we review
how Russia engages in the region, primarily with countries in the first two groups identified
above, along several lines of effort simultaneously and as efficiently as possible. All of this done
with the instrumental objective of displacing U.S. influence wherever opportunities exist.285
Regional Diplomacy Favoring Anti-US Governments

Politically, Russia benefits from three factors that support its diplomatic outreach in the
Western Hemisphere: (1) the absence of historical conflicts between Russia and the countries of
the region, (2) the historical ties created during the Cold War, and (3) the pragmatic approach
that both Moscow and many LAC governments adopt toward their bilateral relationships.286
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Unlike in the Cold War, though, Russia no longer relies on the ideology of socialism to develop
and expand its partnerships in the region. Instead, it now heavily relies on anti-U.S. sentiments in
the governments of its Cold War allies Cuba and Nicaragua, and more recently Venezuela, for its
diplomatic presence in LAC and to message that Moscow is willing to challenge Washington.287
The relationships Russia maintains with the authoritarian and anti-U.S. governments of those
three countries provide Moscow with a relatively low-cost ability to play the role of “spoiler” in
discrediting and frustrating U.S. foreign policy objectives.288
Those select diplomatic links in the region remain very important to Moscow, particularly
when exercising its influence in the UN. That said, many other LAC countries have a relatively
pro-Russian stance,289 or, at a minimum, affirm foreign policy independence from the United
States. Using the Gerasimov Doctrine as a framework for managing Russian strategy and tactics,
Russia’s approach seeks to both expand and deepen its regional ties beyond its traditional allies.
The ALBA bloc provides an opportunity for Russia to engage with other countries that also share
a strong anti-U.S. ideology and/or have had deeply criminalized governments that could be
exploited such as Bolivia, El Salvador, and Suriname.290 One of the tools Moscow uses to keep
its relationships strong and promote its image of a great power are high-level diplomatic visits to
the region, arguably more than Russia’s strategic interests would otherwise suggest.291 As
portrayed in Figure 3.7, Moscow conducted 43 of these visits to the region between 2000 and
2017.
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Figure 3.7. High-Level Russian Visits to Latin American and Caribbean Countries, 2000–2017

SOURCES: Adapted from Jean Carlos Baez Rosario and Richard Miles, “Virtual Russian Influence in Latin America,”
Center for Strategic and International Studies, May 9, 2018; Kremlin data and press reports.

These frequent high-level government visits to the region indicate Moscow’s desire to
strengthen its diplomatic foothold in LAC. A comparison of engagements between 2015 to 2017
shows that Russian and Latin American senior government officials (the equivalent of an
assistant secretary or above) met more often than those of United States and Latin American
senior officials.292 However, over half of Russia’s high-level visits during that time period were
still to Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua,293 as shown in Figure 3.8.
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Figure 3.8. High-Level Russian Visits to Latin America, by Country, 2000–2017

SOURCES: Adapted from Rosario and Miles, 2018; Kremlin data and press reports.

During that same 2015–2017 period, Latin American officials from about 20 countries made
44 high-level visits to Russia.294 Mirroring Russian high-level visits, the majority of all LAC
visits to Russia from 2008 to 2017 were conducted by just five countries: Venezuela, Cuba,
Nicaragua, Brazil, and Argentina.295
Russia’s bilateral relationship with Venezuela is largely politically motivated as Venezuela
ranks 29th in terms of Russian international trade. Whereas the United States has threatened the
Maduro regime with military intervention and squeezed it with financial sanctions, Russia has
stepped in to serve as Caracas’s political and financial lifeline.296 In 2017, Moscow refinanced
$3.15 billion of loans to Venezuela, deferring most payments until after 2023, for which Russia
gained preferential access to Venezuela’s large oil reserves.297 Many of Russia’s official
government visits to Venezuela have been augmented by the very influential CEO of Rosneft,
Russia’s state-run oil company, who also shares close personal relationships with Venezuela’s
elites.298 Rosneft has been vital to the ability of Petróleos de Venezuela (PDVSA), Venezuela’s
state-owned oil company, to sustain operations and collaborate in a number of joint ventures that
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have placed Russia in a good position to maintain a presence in Venezuela in the event of
Maduro losing power in the future.299
Diplomatic relations between Russia and Nicaragua date back to the Cold War and the rule
of Nicaragua’s Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) from 1979 to 1990. When Daniel
Ortega of the FSLN returned to power in 2007, the relationship was renewed and Nicaragua
recognized the dissident republics of Abkhazia and South Ossetia following the 2008 Georgian
War.300 When President Ortega announced in 2013 a plan to build an interoceanic canal through
Nicaragua rivaling the Panama Canal, to be financed by a Chinese billionaire, Russia was also to
play a role. The tripartite agreement between Nicaragua, China, and Russia assigned Russia the
role of guarding the construction site and patrolling Nicaragua’s coastlines with “warships and
aircraft.”301 The plan was later called “a propaganda game, a media show to continue generating
false hopes of future prosperity among Nicaraguans” and a “means to launder money.”302 The
project failed to ever make much, if any, headway. Still, Moscow maintains a special relationship
with Nicaragua, one that would be even more important in LAC if the continual deterioration of
Venezuela were to call the reliability of the Maduro regime into question.303
Cuba is Russia’s other Cold War partner with which Moscow has been enthusiastic to
rejuvenate relations. Cuba has been the destination of multiple high-level Russian visits,
including those by both Presidents Medvedev and Putin, often accompanied with bilateral
agreements being reached on a range of issues. In recent years, Moscow has written off $30
billion of Havana’s debt, financed much of Cuba’s military modernization, and invested in a
railway system and their energy sector. Rosneft has helped compensate for the drop in
Venezuelan oil with its own shipments to the island.304 In addition to financing, technology, and
development aid, Russia is a significant ally for Cuba within international organizations.305
In return, Cuba’s strategic location makes it an appealing site for collecting intelligence on
the United States. Additionally, a GLONASS facility to track satellites and communications has
also been established in Cuba.306 Russian companies have also built power-generation facilities
and manufacture vehicles on the island.307 Cuba’s closest ally, Venezuela, is in disarray and
cannot provide the support it once did at a time in which Cuba is experiencing economic strain
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and growth stagnation.308 For Moscow, Cuba represents an opportunity to advance nearly all of
its LAC-related objectives discussed above.
The 13-year presidency of Evo Morales in Bolivia provided Russia with another ALBA
country to engage and develop a political relationship. The 2008 civil unrest in Bolivia led to
accusations of Washington supporting groups opposed to Morales and both countries expelling
their respective ambassadors, which exacerbated Morales’s anti-U.S. stance. This provided
Moscow an opportunity to develop stronger ties with the like-minded government in La Paz.309
In 2009, Morales became the first Bolivian president to visit Russia, and political favors
followed. For example, when Russia opposed U.S.-backed UN resolutions condemning chemical
weapon use in Syria in 2017 and 2018, Bolivia followed suit. The two countries have also agreed
to joint initiatives in the energy industry.310 Morales’s resignation in 2019 offered a potential
shift in Bolivian foreign policy. However, since the election of Morales’s protégé, Luis Acre, in
2020, both Russian and Bolivian media have spoken of restoring and strengthening relations
between the two countries in multiple areas, including greater military cooperation.311
In El Salvador, the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN) party held the
presidency for ten years between 2009 and 2019. Russia was able to lean on the former Soviet
Union’s support for the FMLN’s guerilla army during El Salvador’s civil war (1979–1992) to
develop another reliable bilateral partnership.312 With the rise to power of populist President
Nayib Bukele in 2019, Russia may find San Salvador equally open to diplomatic relations. In
May 2021, Bukele was reported to have said, “We are very enthusiastic about strengthening the
relationship with Russia, we are facing a world with new challenges and opportunities, and we
want to take advantage of those opportunities” and added that El Salvador recognizes “the
importance of Russia in the world.”313 Russia has also reached out to nations traditionally
aligned with the United States, such as Brazil and Peru, offering alternatives to the United States
on issues ranging across trade and development, narcotrafficking and organized crime, and
standards for democracy and human rights.314
In addition to its bilateral relationships, Moscow has also sought involvement with
multinational organizations in the region. ALBA represents a natural partner, given many of its
member states’ anti-U.S. views and desire to “create economic alternatives to Western-
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dominated financial institutions.”315 Although Russia “encourages discourse against ‘U.S.
hegemony’ at the forum of ALBA nations,” some ALBA members have not reciprocated with
the same level of support as those with closer bilateral ties to Moscow, and Russia declined the
role of official observer in the bloc.316 Moscow also maintains close ties with CELAC, the Union
of South American Nations (USAN), the Central American Integration System (SICA), and
CARICOM, which boosts Russia’s presence in the region and provides platforms to promote the
exclusion of the United States in LAC affairs.317
Information Operations and Russian Propaganda

Russian information operations, including the spreading of false, state-generated propaganda,
constitute a broad and common method for pursuing the Kremlin’s interest around the world.
Examples of Russian state-linked media promoting anti-U.S. and pro-Russian information can be
found throughout the Western Hemisphere.318 Although Russia may not be able to invest heavily
in other forms of power, the information space provides a lower cost avenue to exert influence
and reach LAC citizens virtually. Significant increases in Russian use of information operations
in the region began in earnest following the Georgian War in 2008.319 The three areas of greatest
interest are Russia’s use of state-sponsored media, the potential for it to be used in election
meddling, and the distribution of Russian cultural institutes.
Starting in 2009, Russia significantly increased its media reach in LAC, primarily through
the state-sponsored television channels and associated websites of RT Español and Sputnik
Mundo.320 RT and Sputnik have expanded their Spanish- and Portuguese-language coverage
throughout the region.321 By the end of 2017, RT Español could be viewed as a separate channel
in nearly all of LAC and was distributed by over 300 cable television providers. Some of RT
Español’s content is also rebroadcast by other stations in the region,322 including teleSUR,
launched by Hugo Chavez to spread radical populist ideology of the Bolivarian Revolution, and
Iran’s HispanTV.323 It can also be accessed through its free website at any time.324 One U.S.
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official noted that RT Español and Sputnik Mundo are now the most-read social media news
sites in the region (though this is difficult to corroborate with open-source data).325
To attract viewers, RT focuses on issues of interest to Latin American audiences “offering an
‘alternative point of view’ on issues such as human rights, war crimes and corruption. In short,
not only does it whitewash Russia’s role in global affairs, it also presents the country as a
successful alternative political model to liberal democracy.”326 Both channels present pro-Russia
and anti-U.S. messaging and emphasize the value of Russian aid and assistance to the region.
Much of this messaging is targeted toward ALBA countries, and ALBA-run programs reproduce
and amplify RT Español and Sputnik Mundo content through additional networks and
websites.327 Moscow likely views these platforms as a “low-cost irritation to the United States”
that can garner support for Russian activities around the globe.328
According to a U.S. official, a lot of leaders throughout the region are increasingly concerned
about Russian misinformation campaigns that seek to influence elections in LAC in favor of
more pro-Russian candidates.329 Russia’s adept use of social media platforms to influence
elections has been well documented, and there is evidence that Moscow both helps create content
in LAC and targets populations there. Around one-third of the Russian Twitter bots spreading
misinformation originating from RT and Sputnik during the October 2017 Catalan referendum
“were traced to Venezuela, or they self-identified as pro-Chavista.”330 Social media techniques
similar to those used in the U.S. 2016 presidential election have also been observed during
political elections in LAC. Initially attributed to domestic actors, events in Venezuela later
suggested some election meddling campaigns were accomplished with direct Russian
assistance.331
In January 2018, former U.S. national security adviser H. R. McMaster said that the United
States had seen “a sophisticated effort to influence the ongoing Mexican presidential
campaign.”332 Reportedly, Mexico’s National Electoral Institute “concluded that 65 percent of
the visits to Mexico’s website for voters abroad came from computers located in St. Petersburg,
Russia,” and, later in 2018, Russian disinformation targeted a national election in Colombia in
addition to around 50,000 cyberattacks on Colombia’s national voter registry.333 Compared with
populations in other regions, Latin Americans are reportedly avid social media users, “making
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them susceptible to potential Russian efforts to promote divisive or anti-U.S. narratives via
online platforms.”334 As one close observer noted, LAC is a heterogeneous and sometimes
unstable region that Moscow believes it can opportunistically exploit through a combination of
state-run and social media platforms.335 When combined with Russia’s active support to friendly
governments’ development and employment of cyber-attacks, hacking, and surveillance
targeting political opponents and journalists,336 Russia presents a serious threat within the
information domain in LAC.
Russia employs two principal instruments for promoting Russian culture and language: the
Pushkin State Russian Language Institute and the Russkiy Mir Foundation.337 Both are
subsidized by the Russian government and controlled by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the
Ministry of Culture and Science. The Pushkin Institute maintains five centers in Latin America
(in Ecuador, the Dominican Republic, Mexico, Panama, and Venezuela) along with numerous
outreach programs to Latin American universities that teach the Russian language and hold
cultural events. Russkiy Mir, with eight centers in Latin America (in Cuba, Costa Rica,
Nicaragua, Ecuador, Argentina, Paraguay, Brazil, and Peru) also provides Russian-language
training and aims to improve Russia’s image abroad. However, the effectiveness of these cultural
and language institutes is questionable, as regional interest in Russian culture remains relatively
limited.338
Arms Sales

Russia has been a major arms supplier in the region for years, and many LAC countries have
purchased and are familiar with Soviet weapons and equipment. Combined with the generally
lower costs of Russian arms, this provides Russia with an advantage over competitors, and
Russian hardware reaches numerous countries in the region.339 However, about 73 percent of
Russia’s regional arms sales in recent years have been with Venezuela, which is highly
dependent on Russian (and Chinese) equipment to modernize its armed forces.340 Multiple
Russian arms manufacturers have lucrative operations in the region. In the past two decades, the
Russian arms exporter Rosoboronexport alone sold $10 billion in ground and air weapons and
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equipment to the region.341 That said, LAC still represents a relatively small percentage of
Russia’s arms exports globally,342 as depicted in Figure 3.9.
Figure 3.9. Russian Arms Sales to Latin America as Percentage of Worldwide Russian Arms Sales,
1992–2017

SOURCES: Adapted from Rosario and Miles, 2018; SIPRI Arms Transfers Database.

Between 2000 and 2017, Russia and the United States on average made up about 20 percent
of arms sales to LAC.343 However, such long-term averages mask year-to-year changes in the
relative market shares and absolute values (see Figure 3.10). For example, between 2004 and
2014, the combination of high commodity prices and a wave of leftist governments provided
Moscow with an opportunity to position “itself as a willing partner in arms sales and became the
leading arms exporter in the region, surpassing China and the United States by far.” After 2014,
however, the total value of U.S. arms supplied to the region recovered to exceed that of
Russia.344 In fact, since 2014, arms imports to the region have been on the decline overall, as
depicted in Figure 3.10, including those from Russia, which dropped to be as low as 0.8 percent
of Russia’s total exports.345
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Figure 3.10. Arms Exports to Latin American and Caribbean Countries, 2000–2017

SOURCES: Adapted from Julia Gurganus, “Russia: Playing a Geopolitical Game in Latin America,” Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace, May 2018; SIPRI Arms Transfers Database.
NOTES: Export volume expressed in millions of trend-indicator value, SIPRI’s common unit for measuring the volume
of international arms transfers. Latin American and Caribbean countries for which arms sales data were available are
Argentina, the Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic,
Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Guyana, Honduras, Jamaica, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru,
Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago, Uruguay, and Venezuela.

While Moscow is eager to displace U.S. suppliers whenever possible,346 the economic
benefits from arms sales are not Russia’s primary motivation. Moscow uses arms sales as an
instrument to improve its geopolitical influence and presence. Military weapons, vehicles, and
aircraft often require significant maintenance and technical support to sustain their use over time,
and commercial sales of Russian equipment create lasting relationships with national
governments, with further political (and economic) implications. They also justify the physical
presence of Russian military officials, trainers, and technicians in countries with Russian
hardware.347 For example, Peru has large quantities of Russian aircraft (military helicopters have
been Russia’s most successful product in the region348), which led to the establishment of
Russian helicopter maintenance and repair facilities in the country.349
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Finally, Russian arms are well represented in Latin American defense expositions, including
FIDAE in Chile, the Latin America Air and Defense international trade show in Brazil, and
SITDEF in Peru.350 Table 3.2 provides examples of Russian military hardware sold to LAC
countries between 2000 and 2020.
Table 3.2. Examples of Russian Arms Sales to Latin American and Caribbean Countries, 2000–
2020
Country
Argentina

Equipment
•

Mi-8MT/Mi-17 transport helicopters

Brazil

•
•
•

9M114 anti-tank missiles
Mi-35M combat helicopters
Igla-S portable surface-to-air missiles

Colombia

•

Mi-8MT/Mi-17 transport helicopters

Cuba

•

MiG-29 fighter aircraft

Ecuador

•
•

Mi-8MT/Mi-17 transport helicopters
Igla-S portable surface-to-air missiles

Mexico

•
•
•
•

Mi-26 transport helicopters
An-32 transport aircraft
Mi-8MT/Mi-17 transport helicopters
Igla-S portable surface-to-air missiles

Nicaragua

•
•
•
•
•

Mi-8MT/Mi-17 transport helicopters
BMP-1 infantry fighting vehicles
BTR-70 armored personnel carriers
T-72B tanks
An-26 transport aircraft

Peru

•
•
•

Il-103 light aircraft
Mi-24P/Mi-35P combat helicopters
Mi-8MT/Mi-17 transport helicopters

Venezuela

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Mi-26 transport helicopters
Mi-35M combat helicopters
Mi-8MT/Mi-17 transport helicopters
KAB-500/1500 guided bombs
Kh-29/Kh-31A1/Kh-59ME Ovod anti-ship missiles
R-27R-T/R-73/R-77 beyond-visual-range missile air-to-air missiles
Su-30MK fighter aircraft
Igla-S portable surface-to-air missiles
S-125 Pechora-2M/V-601/9M317/9M82M/9M83M/Buk-M2/S300VM/SA-23 surface-to-air missiles
• Bastion anti-tank missiles
• BM-21 Grad 122mm self-propelled multiple rocket launchers
• BM-9A52 Smerch self-propelled multiple rocket launchers
• BMP-3/BTR-80A infantry fighting vehicles
• BREM-1 armored recovery vehicles
• T-72M1 tanks
• 2B11 120mm mortars
SOURCE: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, “SIPRI Arms Transfer database,” undated, data
generated June 25, 2021.
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Security Cooperation and Access to the Hemisphere

Russia’s additional security cooperation in the region is also largely focused on its traditional
partners, Venezuela, Nicaragua, and Cuba. In those countries, bilateral engagements have proven
successful in establishing new Russian facilities (mostly as centers for training LAC military
members), gaining access to existing regional bases, and making agreements for the resupplying
of ships and aircraft.351 It appears that Moscow is primarily interested in establishing a physical
military presence in LAC that would use existing ports and airfields to position Russian military
capabilities closer to the continental United States and send a message to Washington.352
As discussed previously, the Maduro regime largely owes its continued survival to Russian
and Chinese support in the face of U.S. and European arms embargoes and sanctions. In addition
to most of Venezuela’s military hardware coming from these two countries,353 Russia provides
direct security force assistance, with military troops and military contractors in the country.354
Hundreds of Russian soldiers have reportedly embedded within Venezuelan formations and wear
Venezuelan army uniforms to blend in.355 Russian private military companies have been
guarding Russian business interests and companies in Venezuela since at least 2017. The
contractors, most likely from the infamous Wagner Group, provide personal security for Maduro,
are active in the cyber domain, and conduct surveillance.356 In 2019, Russia inaugurated a
military helicopter training center in the country to train Venezuelan pilots on Russian aircraft.357
Later that same year, Russian and Venezuelan defense ministers agreed to have each country’s
warships visit their respective ports and comments were made “about stationing cruise missiles
in Venezuela as a response to the U.S. withdrawal from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces
Treaty.”358
Moscow’s commitment to Caracas would probably reach its limit in the case of an actual
U.S. military intervention, and Putin, some experts say, is unlikely and economically unable to
sustain a large-scale military campaign to keep Maduro in power in the same way that Russia did
for Bashar al-Assad in Syria.359
Since Ortega returned to power in 2007, Russia has conducted naval exercises in Nicaragua’s
territorial waters and the Nicaraguan parliament “voted to allow Russian warships to dock in
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Nicaraguan ports.”360 Russia also built a police and military training facility in Nicaragua,
allegedly under the auspices of providing counternarcotic training to personnel from across
Central America.361 The training facility (announced in 2013 but officially inaugurated in
2017362) welcomes students from throughout the region, a marked difference from China’s
approach, which has generally been limited to individual personnel exchanges as opposed to
developing permanent training centers in the hemisphere.363
Managua also allowed Russia to build a GLONASS station in Nicaragua.364 Located
suspiciously near the U.S. embassy, it has been suggested that sensing equipment at the facility
can also be used for espionage operations.365 Moscow’s security engagements with Managua are
often accompanied by economic arrangements such as the agreement to allow Russian
companies to “construct two ports, an airport, and an oil pipeline, all of which is estimated at a
value of US$40 billion.”366
Cuba represents another key element of Russia’s security cooperation and collaboration in
the region. Havana has agreed to provide Russia with military base access including
reestablishing a Russian presence at a signals intelligence collection facility not far from the
capital.
Other cooperation and access agreements tend to rely more on the leanings of LAC
governments and their political affinity to Moscow. For example, in Chile, Michelle Bachelet’s
administration (2014–2018) agreed to cooperate with Russia’s navy, and Suriname’s previous
leader, Desiré Bouterse, was reportedly considering Russian military cooperation agreements as
well.367 Both security relationships are likely to be less reliable for Moscow under subsequent
governments in both countries, emphasizing the importance of that factor for Russia in the
region.
Economic Activities

Russia does not have significant trade with LAC, especially compared with the United States
and China, and nearly half of all its trade is with Brazil and Mexico.368 Other countries with an
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above-average share of trade with Russia include Ecuador (7.5 percent), Trinidad and Tobago
(7.3 percent), Argentina (6.3 percent), Chile (5.7 percent), and Paraguay (5.3 percent).369 Russia
primarily pursues bilateral deals and uses state-owned or state-controlled companies for
economic engagements in the region. In the context of EU and U.S. sanctions, it is in Moscow’s
interest to increase commercial and trade relationships in other regions,370 and it has done so in
LAC in recent years. Between 2006 and 2016, Russia’s trade in the region increased by 44.1
percent, although that is compared with a 38 percent increase in U.S.-LAC trade and amore than
200 percent increase in China-LAC trade (see Figure 3.11).371
Figure 3.11. Russian, U.S., and Chinese Total Trade with Latin American and Caribbean Countries,
2006–2016

SOURCES: Adapted from Gurganus, 2018; UN Comtrade Database data.
NOTE: Latin American and Caribbean countries for which data were available are Argentina, Belize, Bolivia, Brazil,
Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Guyana, Haiti,
Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Suriname, Uruguay, and Venezuela.

Nearly all of Russia’s imports from LAC are food products, especially from Argentina and
Brazil, which has been in part to avoid the effects of sanctions by replacing previous European
and American suppliers.372 In addition to military equipment, exports to LAC mostly include oil,
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fertilizers, aluminum, iron, and coal.373 Venezuela, Cuba, Bolivia, Mexico, and Argentina also
have agreements for Russia to provide or support energy production operations.374
Russia’s state-owned oil company, Rosneft, has become the top trader of Venezuelan oil as
the number of customers willing to work with Venezuela’s state-owned oil company, PDVSA,
has diminished.375 With sanctions on Venezuela’s state-owned oil company, Rosneft facilitates
moving its oil into world markets and accepts Venezuelan crude as a form of loan repayment,376
acting as a “spoiler” to counter the effects of U.S. sanctions.377 Rosneft has also accepted 100
percent control of Venezuela’s largest gas reserves in exchange for offering billions of dollars in
loans to keep Maduro’s regime afloat.378 Additionally, Rosneft took a 49 percent stake in U.S.based Citgo as partial collateral, causing members of Congress to warn of risks to U.S. national
security. The company has previously invested heavily in Brazilian oil companies and projects,
as well.379 PDVSA moved its European headquarters from Lisbon to Moscow in 2019 and
Caracas has instructed oil-related partners to use Russian banks for payments.380 Russia even
provided Maduro with assistance in developing a Venezuelan cryptocurrency called the petro
that would be backed by the value of Venezuelan oil and used to further avoid U.S. sanctions.381
Russia has also expressed interest in expanding technological partnerships in the region
including those related to nuclear power. For example, investments and technology sharing with
Paraguay was agreed to in 2016 under a Pacific nuclear energy partnership, and Russia’s state
nuclear company, Rosatom, reached a similar agreement with Argentina in 2018 for uranium
exploration and nuclear power plant construction assistance.382 Bolivia’s previous president, Evo
Morales, also agreed to Russian assistance in building a “nuclear center to research radiation
technologies applied in agriculture, medicine and various industries.”383
A large portion of Russia’s economic activity reportedly includes illicit or hidden
transactions—39 percent of its domestic economy, according to one estimate.384 Some Russian
criminal networks maintain global operations and connections with Kremlin officials and have
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been known to use LAC banks for money laundering and illicit activities.385 Some networks are
also accused of being actively used as tools of statecraft under the Gerasimov Doctrine that
closely follow Russian foreign diplomatic presence. In a 2018 case, for example, Argentine
authorities seized approximately 400 kilograms of cocaine found in an annex of the Russian
embassy, and the Russian ambassador apparently had a relationship with the head of the criminal
network responsible.386 Transnational organized crime groups have also been reported in
resource-extraction operations in ungoverned parts of Venezuela.387

Iran in the Western Hemisphere
Compared with China and Russia, Iran has a smaller overall footprint in LAC, a more opaque
agenda, and a narrower focus for outreach and engagement. That said, the Islamic Republic has
considered Latin America fertile ground for political and religious expansion since the Iranian
Revolution in 1979.388
Background
In 1982, Tehran decided to use Iranian embassies and mosques around the world to facilitate
proxy terrorist groups with exporting its revolutionary ideology. Iranian cleric Mohsen Rabbani
was sent to Argentina under the auspices of being a commercial attaché intending to inspect
livestock. However, Rabbani’s main focus in LAC was on what he called “a virgin area that
unfortunately, till now, its huge potential has not been taken into account by the Islamic people
of Iran” and the potential for “solid support against the imperialism and Zionism intrigues.”389
The 1980s saw a rise in Iranian intelligence operatives developing intelligence and logistics
networks in Latin America alongside members of Iran’s proxy Hezbollah.390 Following the 1994
attack against a Jewish cultural center in Buenos Aires, the U.S. State Department’s coordinator
for counterterrorism testified to Congress that “Iranian embassies in the region were stacked with
larger-than-necessary numbers of diplomats, some of whom were believed to be intelligence
agents and terrorist operatives.”391
In the early 2000s, when Venezuelan strongman Hugo Chavez championed “21st century
socialism,” Tehran’s formal outreach in Latin America began in earnest. The anti-U.S. ideology
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taking hold in some places in the hemisphere provided anti-U.S. governments, including Iran,
opportunities to diminish U.S. influence in the region.392 Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, Iran’s
president between 2005 and 2013, forged strong personal and political ties with Chavez that
anchored Iran’s official presence in Latin America. Chavez, for his part, granted Iran access to
various Venezuelan institutions and facilitated Iran’s political outreach to other members of the
ALBA alliance.393 This helped Tehran deepen ties with governments in Bolivia, Brazil, Cuba,
Ecuador, and Nicaragua. In general, their common cause was a shared opposition to U.S. foreign
policy,394 but Venezuela also became a source of political and material support to Iran’s nuclear
program and their bilateral economic relations grew.395
Chavez died of cancer in 2013 and was succeeded by Nicolas Maduro, who had managed
Venezuela’s relationship with Iran as foreign minister and remained sympathetic toward Tehran.
However, Maduro also presided over an implosion of the nation’s economy and security
situation, weakening Venezuela’s position as Iran’s regional anchor.
While ALBA and the “Bolivarian revolution” it represented had lost its most fervent leader
in Chavez, Iran had developed formal relations with other Latin American governments and still
maintained political and economic influence in the region overall.396 With the 2013 reelection of
Ecuador’s Rafael Correa and continued presidency of Daniel Ortega in Nicaragua, the Bolivarian
project continued, and the Iran-ALBA axis remained a strong challenge to the United States in
LAC.397 However, the Iranian regime has sought to gain entrance and pursue strategic objectives
throughout the entirety of LAC.398
Iran’s Goals and Objectives in the Western Hemisphere
LAC may not appear to represent a significant region for current Iranian policy interests.
LAC nations are separated from Iran by vast geographical distance and do not share deep
historical, cultural, linguistic, or religious ties. Even Iran’s closest partners in ALBA compete
with the Islamic Republic on the global oil market.399 Characterizations of Iranian activities in
LAC often suggest that it primarily seeks to be a spoiler of U.S. policy goals,400 but Tehran also
392
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sees the region’s potential value in the ability to launder sanctioned money, gain geographic
proximity to America’s homeland,401 obtain international diplomatic support, and prove to the
world that Iran is not an isolated nation.402 In this section, we highlight five of Tehran’s strategic
goals in LAC, as distilled from a review of relevant publications and interviews with Iran SMEs.
Avoid and Mitigate Sanctions

Iran and Hezbollah have been able to exploit drug trafficking and criminal money laundering
in Latin America since the 1980s. As Tehran and Caracas developed a strategic partnership,
more official and governmental institutions became available to help Iran avoid Western
sanctions. Joint financial institutions, shell companies, and lax banking practices ensured that
sanctioned individuals and groups in Iran could still access the global economy.403 When the
U.S. and European governments imposed sanctions over Iran’s nuclear program, Tehran sought
to diversify its economic relationships with multiple nations to mitigate the effects of increasing
international isolation. Prior to the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), sanctioned
Iranian funds moved through institutions in Venezuela, Ecuador, and Panama using various
methods.404
More recently, Iran uses Venezuela, whose oil industry is also under sanction, to exchange its
oil for gold bars to avoid sanctions.405 Given that sanctions have been a common tool used by the
United States and international community to respond to a wide range of aggressive and illicit
Iranian behavior, the ability to avoid or mitigate the effects of sanctions remains one of Tehran’s
principle strategic objectives in LAC.
Gaining Access to Strategic Natural Resources

Whereas Beijing seeks LAC’s oil to support Chinese development, minerals for Chinese
industries, and agriculture products for Chinese diets, Iran’s appetite for LAC’s natural resources
are primarily centered around Tehran’s nuclear ambitions and missile programs. Strategic
materials including uranium, thorium, tantalum, and lithium are found in southeastern Brazil,
western Bolivia, and parts of Chile and Peru.406 Venezuela’s eastern border with Guyana is also
rich with uranium, which led Iran to commence mining activities there in the mid-2000s, and
Iran has supported prospecting for the same material in eastern Bolivia. Bolivia is also known to
have reserves of lithium, important for nuclear weapon development, as well as tantalum and
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thorium, which can be utilized in nuclear work and the production of ballistic missiles.407 Iran’s
demand of raw materials for strategic weapons of these kinds may fluctuate with the status of
international arms agreements and sanctions, but whenever developing nuclear weapons and
ballistic missiles is a policy priority, Tehran will likely want access to these rare natural
resources in Latin America.
Financing and Supporting Proxy Terrorist Groups

The Tri-Border Area (TBA) of Brazil, Paraguay, and Argentina, referred to as a classic
“terrorist safe haven” and “the United Nations of crime,” has been a very suitable hub for
Hezbollah operatives to develop financial and logistical networks within the Shi’a and Lebanese
diaspora communities in the region.408 The TBA has been referred to as “Hezbollah’s most
important base outside of Lebanon.”409 Since the 1980s, Hezbollah’s fundraising, illicit
businesses, and smuggling activities have expanded beyond the TBA, and there are reasons to
believe that terrorist operational planning is conducted elsewhere in the hemisphere, as well.410
And, as SOUTHCOM commander Faller reported to Congress, “There are active connections
between Iranian regime and Lebanese Hezbollah fundraising activities throughout the region.”411
A new TBA at the intersection of Chile, Bolivia, and Peru has recently emerged as an
additional area for groups such as Hezbollah and criminal networks to develop logistics
networks.412 The Kalacha region of Bolivia, for example, has reportedly been used as a base of
operations for Hezbollah and other terrorist organizations, in addition to organized crime and the
drug trade.413 Supporting proxy groups in the region is likely to remain a policy objective for
Tehran.
Expanding Operational Reach Toward the United States

Whether through Iranian military and intelligence personnel or proxies such as Hezbollah,
Iran’s presence and access to the Western Hemisphere provides Tehran with strategic positions
from which to facilitate attacks against the U.S. homeland. As Director of National Intelligence
General James Clapper stated in 2013, “Iran may be more willing to seize opportunities to attack
in the United States in response to perceived offenses against the regime,”414 given its sanctuary
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and freedom of movement in Venezuela. Tehran’s consideration for ordering proxy strikes on
U.S. soil or regional interests has probably risen with U.S.-Iran tensions.415
A thwarted attempt to assassinate the Saudi Ambassador in Washington, D.C., cyber-hacking
attempts in Mexico and Miami, and the presence of Iranian-connected terrorists (later arrested) in
Mexico are examples of the Islamic Republic’s willingness to operationalize the advantage of
their geographic access in LAC. If a larger political crisis or military conflict were to threaten the
Iranian regime, Tehran may want to call on response options in the Western Hemisphere.416
Further, Iran is not intent on relying on Venezuela as its sole point of penetration to the region
for these purposes. An Argentine prosecutor provided warnings of Iranian infiltration to the
authorities of Chile, Brazil, Uruguay, Paraguay, Guyana, Trinidad and Tobago, Suriname, and
Colombia.417 Successful penetration into any of these would help expand Iran’s military,
intelligence, and terrorist operational reach toward the United States.
Spreading Islamic and Anti-U.S. Ideologies

Mohsen Rabbani, the “cultural attaché” sent to Argentina in the 1980s, did more than
mastermind terror attacks in the 1990s. He also began a network of “informal ambassadors” that
spread throughout the region to proselytize Islam.418 The greatest opportunity for ideological
influence has been in Argentina and Brazil, which contain the largest Muslim populations in the
region.419
However, Tehran’s ideological objectives in the hemisphere go beyond religion. When the
Soviet Union fell in 1989, Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini considered the Iranian revolution to be the
“natural successor to Soviet Communism” that could “easily fill up the ideological vacuum” left
at the end of the Cold War.420 Similar offers have been made to Latin American leaders who
share an antipathy toward Western powers in the years since suggesting, “The leadership of the
downtrodden has passed to our Islamic Republic. Those who wish to destroy America must
understand this reality.”421 Iran’s ayatollahs likely still seek opportunities to fill an anti-U.S. and
anti-Western niche in parts of LAC that would welcome such an ideology.
Iran’s Approach: Investments, Programs, and Partnerships
Tehran’s objectives in the Western hemisphere are largely driven by conditions external to
the region, including its other international relationships, vis-à-vis American foreign policy
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specifically, along with the presence of financial sanctions. Iranian activities and relationships in
LAC are also heavily subject to changes in regional governments with which Tehran seeks to
develop and expand lasting alliances, and the loss and subsequent return of strong allies in
Argentina and Bolivia in recent years were clear indications of Iran’s fragile presence outside
Venezuela, Nicaragua, and Cuba. However, Iranian activities in LAC are often aligned with
Moscow’s agenda, and Russia’s presence in the region complements Iran’s, most obviously in
keeping the Maduro regime afloat and in the information domain, a particularly concerning
dynamic.422
Iran views itself as a global player and a premier historical civilization that deserves a global
presence. As the United States and other great powers, except for China, have diverted their
focus elsewhere, Iran still sees some opportunities in LAC: opportunities to cultivate a bloc of
countries not aligned with the United States, opportunities to legitimize Tehran’s anti-West
narratives at home and abroad,423 and opportunities to exploit poor governance and ungoverned
spaces to advance its national objectives. In the following sections, we describe some of the
ways Iran has gone about taking advantage of these opportunities.
Using Anti-U.S. Governments and Groups as Political Gateways to the Region

Iran has historically relied on select relationships as catalysts for greater regional
engagements and influence. In 2020, Iran shipped several oil tankers to mitigate Caracas’s oil
shortages due to sanctions and provide military aid to the Maduro regime.424 Tehran has sent
military trainers, drones, and parts to restart dilapidated refineries to Venezuela. Reportedly,
around $500 million in gold bullion was flown back to Iran as payment. Further, “hundreds of
Lebanese and Syrians, allegedly including Hezbollah operatives, received Venezuelan residency
documents that allowed them to travel freely throughout Latin America.” Tehran probably still
views Caracas as a pivotal link to reviving Iranian influence in the region.425
Member states of the Venezuelan-driven ALBA bloc have also served as Tehran’s gateways
to the region for years. Especially after Chavez died in 2013, Iran expanded its ties to these other
governments willing to partner with the Islamic Republic. One of the first places they looked to
was Bolivia, which provides Iran with greater access to the Southern Cone region, an area that
can help Iran achieve a number of its strategic objectives.426 As an indicator of Iranian political
ties in the region, several groups were quick to condemn the U.S. strikes in Iraq that killed
Iranian Major General Qassem Soleimani in January 2020. These groups included the
dictatorships in Cuba and Venezuela, members of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
422
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(FARC), and Iranian proxy networks in Brazil, Peru, Argentina, El Salvador, and Mexico.427
ALBA also encouraged both Iran and Syria to be included as official observer states in the
political bloc, making ALBA one of Iran’s most important strategic allies.
As Iran strengthened ties with ALBA, it was also able to increase its diplomatic presence,
opening six new embassies across the region (for a total of 11).428 Figure 3.12 portrays Iran’s
official diplomatic reach in the region today. This technique was emphasized more during the
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad era than it has been in recent years, and no new diplomatic postings
have been established since 2010. However, with the recent election of the more conservative
Ebrahim Raisi to president in Iran, this direction may shift again.429
Disseminate Anti-U.S. and Anti-Israel Narratives

Iranian messaging in the region is sometimes oriented to the large and growing Muslim
population in LAC. (One estimate suggested that nearly 3 million Muslims lived in LAC in
2015, a 23-percent increase since 2010.430) Other times, Iran has sought to influence various nonIslamic groups with anti-imperialist, Bolivarian, and anti-U.S. narratives.431 Leftist regimes and
authoritarian rulers often hold similar views of the United States as an imperialist power.432
Tehran has long cultivated an image of itself “as a formidable challenger to the United States”
and a “vanguard of an axis of resistance” that includes Iran, Iraq, Syria, Hezbollah, Hamas, and
the Houthis in Yemen.433 Iran uses its relationships with like-minded regimes and its investments
in the information domain to “replicate this axis of resistance in the Western Hemisphere.”434
Anti-Semitism has also been an ideology that Iran has found an audience for in LAC,
particularly while Chavez cooperated with Islamic extremists and showed open hostilities toward
the United States, Israel, and Venezuela’s own Jewish community. Chavez reportedly paid for
posters to be printed of himself with Hassan Nasrallah, the Secretary General of Hezbollah, with
a quote from Nasrallah proclaiming “our coalition from Gaza to Beirut, to Damascus, to Tehran,
and with our brother Chavez.” Chavez’s anti-Semitic rhetoric reached a level of potentially
inciting violence, convincing about half of Venezuela’s Jewish population to emigrate out of the
country, and Maduro has promised to continue to fight against the “repressive state of Israel.”435
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Figure 3.12. Iranian Diplomatic Posts in Latin American and Caribbean Countries

SOURCES: See Appendix G.
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The two major prongs of Iran’s approach to public messaging include Iranian-sponsored
media networks and cultural or religious centers that market Iran’s brand of Shi’a Islam.436
Tehran has invested heavily in Spanish- and English-language television channels and websites
to disseminate its narratives to the public.437 In early 2012, Iran launched HispanTV, a station
funded by the Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting Company (IRIB), with the official goal of
expanding Iran’s “ideological legitimacy” and diminishing the influence of “dominance
seekers,” a reference to the United States. The station was initially accessible in 14 LAC
countries and could be viewed via cable and the internet.438 Broadcasting 24 hours a day,
HispanTV was modeled after Iran’s English-language PressTV channel to circulate Iranian
Shi’ite Islamic propaganda and other state-approved content that primarily denigrates the United
States.439 According to the Anti-Defamation League, the station has been “increasing its
influence in Latin America” and “has been a strong feature of the Iranian government’s foreign
policy in the past decade, and HispanTV serves as a platform to spread Tehran’s conspiracy
theories, Holocaust denial and anti-Semitism.”440 In 2013, YouTube disabled HispanTV’s livestream broadcasting because of anti-Semitic material.441 Still, the station reaches millions of
Spanish-speaking people.442 Further, HispanTV shares messaging narratives and sometimes
duplicates stories verbatim with RT Español (Russian state media) and teleSUR (Venezuelan
state media).443
Iran also employs cultural and religious institutions to spread its ideology and influence
populations in LAC. The Islamic Culture and Relations Organization (ICRO) has the official
mission to “strengthen ties with countries and populations overseas through educational,
religious, and artistic events and exhibitions.” However, the ICRO reports directly to Supreme
Leader Ali Khamenei and maintains upward of 100 cultural centers in Latin America that wield
influence over Shi’a communities and attempts to inspire conversion.444 These cultural centers
and mosques are a legacy of Mohsen Rabbani, the Iranian intelligence operative who worked
with Hezbollah to carry out the 1992 and 1994 bombings in Buenos Aires.445 In 2013, the New
York Times reported on a slain Argentine prosecutor’s indictment, “outlining how Iran had
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penetrated not just Argentina, but also Brazil, Uruguay, Chile, Guyana, Paraguay, Trinidad and
Tobago, and Suriname, and how it used mosques, social service organizations and its own
embassies to radicalize and recruit terrorists.”446 Iran’s Ministry of Intelligence is reportedly the
lead for establishing cultural centers to “spread propaganda, proselytize, radicalize converts and
recruit locals as spies.”447
Allies within the ALBA bloc have provided the most fertile ground to expand the presence of
Shi’a Islamist cultural centers, giving Iranian agents access to radical populist groups that share a
similar anti-American agenda.448 Iranian government cells disguise themselves as cultural
centers, charitable associations, and religious groups staffed with individuals that undergo
training in Iran. Operating below the radar of the governments where they are located, they are
free to preach radical Islam, anti-Zionism, and the destruction of Western culture.449
Additionally, Tehran perceives itself in a direct Sunni-Shi’a competition with other Muslim
states. Thus, a strong anti-Wahhabism narrative is also a component of Iran’s messaging efforts,
one that is often overlooked by American observers because the United States does not have an
outwardly religious element to its foreign policy.450
These informal networks are substantial and an incremental increase in converts to Shi’a
Islam has been recorded in places like Chile, but it is not clear how productive these efforts have
actually been.451 Particularly as the ALBA alliance has weakened and Iran’s standing in the
region has somewhat diminished,452 some observers suggest that Iran’s cultural and religious
centers have thus far “failed to inspire significant conversions to Shiite Islam or a groundswell of
support for Iran.”453 Still, they represent a large part of Iran’s outreach in the region and
relatively cheap and low risk technique for disseminating Tehran’s narratives.
Supporting State-Sponsored Terror Groups

Iran sponsors Lebanese Hezbollah networks in LAC and supports their activities, including
caching weapons and raising funds, often via charitable donations, remittances, and through
illicit means, such as drug trafficking and money laundering.454 Latin America has the highest
amount of money laundering activity in the world, making the multitude of laundering schemes
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opportunities for Iran and terror proxy groups to access international financial systems that they
would otherwise be denied.455
Despite well-known Hezbollah activities in the region, there is debate over how much
influence Hezbollah actually maintains in LAC. The group is officially banned in Argentina,
Colombia, Honduras, and Guatemala,456 and some experts suggest Iranian-directed activity of
Hezbollah in the Western Hemisphere has been exaggerated in the past.457 Further, some believe
that concerns of Hezbollah posing a grave threat to regional security are overstated; while there
may be members of the Lebanese Shi’a diaspora that smuggle drugs across South America’s
open borders, they may not actually have strong ties to the Lebanese Hezbollah organization.458
Other experts suggest Hezbollah lacks an organized structure in the region and is limited to
“small-time drug smuggling or money-laundering.”459
Even if individuals of the Lebanese diaspora in LAC are not active members of Hezbollah,
they present a source of fundraising and Hezbollah sympathizers.460 In this fashion, “Hezbollah’s
modus operandi in the TBA is a miniature version of what it does in Lebanon to control and coopt the Shi’a population.”461 The U.S. Treasury Department has also designated a group of
Hezbollah members in the TBA as key figures in procuring false Brazilian and Paraguayan
identification documents and assisting individuals with illegally obtaining Brazilian
citizenship.462
Iran has not been limited to its traditional Hezbollah strongholds or the ten member states of
ALBA to support terrorist activities either. The 2007 attempted attack on John F. Kennedy
International Airport in New York was reportedly conducted through Guyana. Additionally,
senior Iranian officials operating in Mexico were accused of funding the failed 2011 attempt to
assassinate the Saudi ambassador in Washington, D.C.463 Criminal and terrorist groups also
maintain freedom of movement and avoid international sanctions and law enforcement in the
TBAs because of corrupt local officials and thriving gray and black markets.464 Paraguay’s weak
tax laws also make that country easier for cartels to launder money.465 In the 2010s, Hezbollah
maintained its TBA revenue sources, and they probably took on even greater importance to the
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group as Western sanctions and the costs of supporting Bashar al-Assad in Syria’s civil war
redirected funds from Tehran away from LAC operations.466 A Drug Enforcement
Administration investigation revealed hundreds of millions of dollars being laundered through a
global Hezbollah operation, some of which likely funded Hezbollah’s purchase of arms for the
conflict in Syria and the financing of Hezbollah’s terrorist wing, the External Security
Organization, also referred to as the Islamic Jihad Organization.467
In 2018, Argentina’s Financial Information Unit froze assets belonging to the Clan Barakat
group for illicit activities, including financing terrorism; attempts by the group to launder $10
million through a casino in Iguazu, Argentina, were still detected later that year.468 Argentina
became the first Latin American country to designate Hezbollah as a terrorist organization in
July 2019, followed shortly by the Mario Abdo Benitez administration in Paraguay as concerns
about Hezbollah activities in the region remained.469
Outside of the TBA, Hezbollah has also maintained a presence in Venezuela for years, even
before Chavez’s rule began in 1999. Chavez deliberately suspended any surveillance of the
group’s activities,470 and Maduro has continued enabling illicit financial activities and sustained
a “permissive environment for known terrorist groups.”471 Venezuela’s Margarita Island is
thought to have been a “significant base of operations for Iranian and Iranian-linked militants
thanks to its permissive environment and lax oversight.”472 A number of ALBA member
countries also still generally present a relatively permissive operating environment for additional
terrorist organizations, including the Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (ETA) Basque separatist group,
Shining Path, and the Tupac Amaru Revolutionary Movement (MRTA).473
Another area with porous borders that Iran and its proxies have begun taking advantage of is
the “Pacific TBA,” a stateless tri-border area between northern Chile (Arica and Iuique),
southern Peru (Tacna and Puno), and Bolivia (from El Alto to the Iranian embassy in La Paz).
The Pacific TBA provides clandestine routes from landlocked Bolivia to seaports in Chile,
helping Iranian agents connect to new and existing criminal, terrorist, and logistical networks
throughout the region, including expanding further into the Southern Cone.474 The lax border
controls between Chile and Bolivia present a particular concern. Free trade zones in Chilean
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seaports are historic transit points for drugs, funds, and other illicit products used by Hezbollah
operatives providing shipping routes between Bolivia and Iran.475
Security- and Defense-Related Engagements

Iran’s ability to penetrate LAC countries with an official military and security presence is
relatively limited. The Chavez-Ahmadinejad relationship opened the door to Venezuela and
later, through ALBA, to Bolivia. Since 2004, operatives of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps–Qods Force (IRGC-QF) have been known to be present in several regional embassies and
Iran began developing a network of military installations in Venezuela. For example, in the early
2010s an Iranian-Venezuelan military facility on the peninsula of Paraguana was constructed
with the intent of housing deployed Iranian Shahab 3, Scud-B, and Scud-C missiles, and mobile
launchers, and for the joint development of intermediate-range ballistic missiles.476
The IRGC-QF also assisted Chavez’s adoption of “asymmetric warfare” as the nation’s
guiding military doctrine, which “explicitly endorses acts of terrorism in the event of an
American attack.”477 The National Armed Forces of Venezuela (FAN) also distributed 30,000
copies of a manual based on the Spanish ideologue Jorge Verstrynge’s Peripheral Warfare and
Revolutionary Islam. Additionally, Venezuela legalized civilian militias known as colectivos
modeled after Iran’s Basij Resistance Force, an auxiliary force of paramilitary volunteers
operated under the IRGC in Iran.478 As conditions worsened in 2019, it was to the colectivos that
Maduro turned to quash discontent and violently maintain social order, making colectivos the
most-feared group in Venezuela.479 In 2020, SOUTHCOM commander Faller noted the
“alarming and concerning” presence of IRGC-QF operatives in Venezuela supporting Maduro’s
hold on power.480 Oil and arms shipments from Iran were said to have increased that year as
well.481
Venezuela has also served as a regional hub for Iranian intelligence officials. One
investigative report described the relationship a decade ago as a joint intelligence program in
which Caracas has agreed “to provide systematic help to Iran with intelligence infrastructure
such as arms, identification documents, bank accounts and pipelines for moving operatives and
equipment between Iran and Latin America.”482 As a consequence, between 2009 and 2011 a
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sharp increase was detected in Iranian migrants traveling north through the Western Hemisphere,
primarily to Canada. Despite minimal trade ties or shared cultural identity with LAC countries,
Iran employs a corps of veteran diplomats with highly proficient Spanish-language skills and
vast experience in the region. These “diplomats” are responsible for a wide range of Iranian
intelligence activities and have ties to networks previously established by Rabbani.483
Iran has also found Venezuela to be a prominent partner in its military industrial and
commercial activities. The Iran Marine Industrial Company (SADRA) maintained offices in
Tehran, Caracas, and Puerto Cabello (the main commercial port and base of the Venezuelan
Navy). SADRA helped develop Venezuela’s naval infrastructure and in doing so generated funds
for the IRGC. Iran’s Parchin Chemical Industries (PCI), in collaboration with Venezuela’s stateowned weapons manufacturer, CAVIM, constructed factories in the city of Moron to produce
ingredients for explosives and propellants. CAVIM also partnered with the Iranian Qods
Aviation company (sanctioned by the UN Security Council for its involvement in Iranian
ballistic missile and nuclear programs) in the town of Maracay to produce unmanned aerial
vehicles.484
American and European companies do not sell Tehran weapons or related technology, which
has incentivized Iran to develop its own robust military-industrial complex. Maintaining military
commercial relationships with countries such as Venezuela helps financially support those
Iranian defense industries.485 More recently, a 2020 visit by Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad
Javad Zarif was timed around the expiration of a UN arms embargo against Iran and Maduro
announcing a new “Military, Scientific and Technological Council,” which Maduro said would
bring the “best minds” of the Venezuelan military to cooperate on military science and
technology with Iran, Russia, China, and Cuba.486
In 2012, Iran and Bolivia, under President Evo Morales, signed a bilateral security agreement
under the pretext of combatting drug trafficking that justified a robust Iranian military presence
in Bolivia. An Iranian train-and-advise mission followed.487 Iranian equipment and training for
technical and support staff was provided to Bolivian police and army personnel.488 That security
agreement came shortly after the decision to create an ALBA regional defense school in the town
of Warnes, Bolivia, partially funded by Iran. The intention was to provide ALBA countries with
an integrated school for military training and professional development and counter U.S. military

483

Farah and Tavarez, 2021.
Rodil, 2014, pp. 65–67.
485
Interview with Iran SME, May 11, 2021.
486
Farah and Tavarez, 2021.
487
Oliva, 2014, pp. 76–77.
488
Witker, 2014, p. 38.
484

82

presence in Latin America.489 Iran’s defense minister was present for the school’s inauguration in
2011, although the school was slow to reach full operational status.490
In 2016, Morales reopened the ALBA regional defense school to “build an anti-colonial and
anti-capitalist thought that links the Armed Forces with social movements and thus counteract
the influence of the School of the Americas (from the United States) that has always seen
indigenous people as internal enemies.”491 Following Morales’s resignation in 2019, the interim
government repurposed the school,492 stating that its original anti-imperialist orientation was no
longer conducive with Bolivia’s military doctrine,493 part of the caretaker government’s broader
cutting of diplomatic ties with Tehran. While the future nature of this defense school is
questionable, these shifts highlight Iran’s reliance on friendly governments to maintain official
influence in the region’s security and defense sectors. For example, Iranian Foreign Minister
Zarif returned for the 2020 inauguration of Bolivia’s newly elected President Luis Arce, a strong
ally of Maduro and protégé of Morales,494 representing a more willing partner for Tehran—in a
country in which the United States does not even maintain a Security Cooperation Office.495
While serving as president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad increased the presence of IRGC-QF and
other security officials in other parts of LAC. In Ecuador, Iran provided training and equipment
to the Ecuadorean intelligence services. At the same time, President Correa sought a closer
relationship with Tehran including agreements to finance power plants, small business
investments, and bilateral trade.496 The presence of IRGC-QF operatives was also increased in
Nicaragua, from which they gradually penetrated other parts of Central America, including
Panama. Those actions were also complemented with promises of Iranian-funded construction
projects.497 Many of these activities were likely highly dependent on the personalities of the
countries’ respective leaders at the time and could shift in the future, with Ecuador’s recent
signing-in of President Guillermo Lasso, for example. However, this dynamic works both ways.
A Wall Street Journal report in 2020 suggested that Iranian officials have also been developing
closer ties with Mexican president Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador.498
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Trade and Sanctions Avoidance

Iranian trade relations in the region have largely depended on Tehran’s external political
interests and shifts in LAC government leadership over the past two decades. They have
included a heavy reliance on oil diplomacy and the connections Ahmadinejad made with
Venezuela, followed with other ALBA countries, and the quest for non-oil strategic natural
resources.499 Official trade in the region remains minor, but Iran has also used its relationships,
petrochemical deals, and regional financial institutions to avoid U.S. and international sanctions
for years, and this may be Tehran’s most significant economic interest in the region.
Compared with the United States and China, Iran has relatively little to offer LAC
economies, as shown by its virtually nonexistent official trade ties in the region. Brazil is Iran’s
largest trading partner in the region, but Iran has little relevance to the Brazilian economy,500 and
the trade relationship substantially favors Brazil.501 Trade reportedly escalated rapidly in 2018,
with Iran’s non-oil trade exports to the region reaching about $500 million and imports from
LAC at $511 million, a 37.3 percent increase from 2017. Trade supposedly increased again in
2019, still primarily to Brazil followed by Mexico, Colombia, Chile, and Venezuela.502 However,
Iranian trade data post-2017 is unreliable and difficult to verify with high confidence.
Natural resources have constituted an important component of Iran’s economic activities and
bilateral agreements in the region, particularly in Bolivia. Agreements have been reached with
La Paz for lithium exploration and exploitation along with oil, petrochemical, and gas projects.
In return, Tehran agreed to a joint venture to build a nuclear power plant in Bolivia.503 As one of
the most resource-rich countries in LAC, Bolivia has been on Iran’s radar for some time as an
opportunity to obtain strategic resources to advance its missile and nuclear programs, potentially
even providing the Islamic Republic with uranium ore.504 Tehran also agreed to transfer
nanotechnology with nuclear uses to Bolivia in return for lithium along with support at the
UN.505 Accusations of Hezbollah exploiting gold mines and other natural resources from
Venezuela have also been made, prompting the United States to sanction Venezuela’s stateowned airline for trafficking gold out of the country, in addition to weapons and people.506
Other than moving gold out of Venezuela, Iran employs two primary techniques in attempts
to avoid U.S. and international sanctions: oil sales and moving money through international
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currency markets.507 In 2007, Iran’s Export Development Bank established a subsidiary in
Caracas, after which the U.S. Treasury Department sanctioned the bank and PDVSA,
Venezuela’s state-owned oil company, for exporting refined products to Iran.508 IRGC operatives
in Venezuela established front companies to channel funds to PDVSA, which then laundered
money through the local economy and eventually into the international financial system.509
Sanctions emplaced on both Iran and Venezuela during the Trump administration incentivized
the two countries to strengthen these ties further, with Iran providing fuel to the Maduro regime
and Venezuelan oil going to Iran to be sold on the black market. Analysts say that these trades
continue, despite some U.S. successes at disrupting transfers.510 In August 2020, for example, the
United States interdicted and seized more than 1.1 million barrels of Iranian fuel headed to
Venezuela in an attempt to evade U.S. sanctions.511
Iran’s initial attempts to evade sanctions through LAC financial institutions began in the late
2000s with the establishment of the Banco Internacional de Desarrollo C.A. (BID) in Venezuela.
Additional BID affiliates were set up in Bolivia, Brazil, and Ecuador to broaden the range of
banks to move money through. Sanctions on BID in Venezuela, in addition to sanctions against
Venezuela’s defense industry, halted these attempts, and Tehran shifted to using banks in
Ecuador.512 Ecuadorian banks managed loans to develop an oil refinery and other petrochemical
facilities that circumvented U.S., European, and UN sanctions.513 In 2012, Tehran arranged with
then Ecuadoran President Correa to “establish a clandestine banking relationship between an
Ecuadoran dollarized bank and a consortium of sanctioned Iranian financial institutions. The
plan called for encrypted communications between the banking structures in both nations, with
the decryption key to be held by the Iranian ambassador in Quito, Ecuador.”514
In 2010, ALBA nations began transactions using a new monetary system called the Sistema
Unitario de Compensación Regional (SUCRE), a virtual currency for the alliance intended to
replace the U.S. dollar as the primary currency for trade in Latin America.515 The SUCRE
presented Iran with an additional method for laundering sanctioned funds and gaining access to
U.S. dollars without having to go through traditional global financial systems.516 When the
JCPOA was adopted in 2015 and Iran regained access to the global banking infrastructure,
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Tehran had less of a need to rely on ALBA banking services, and Iranian activity in Latin
America noticeably decreased.517

Conclusion
This chapter has been about the objectives and activities of U.S. adversaries in LAC. The
following is a brief summary of the diplomatic, informational, military, and economic trends of
China, Russia, and Iran within the region.
Diplomatic Trends
The United States has an extensive and historical diplomatic presence in the Western
Hemisphere, having established embassies and consulates throughout the region for decades.
However, without counting the nine U.S. consulates in Mexico, China has all but matched the
number of America’s diplomatic posts in the region in recent years. Russia and Iran have also
increased their diplomatic presence in LAC but still remain well below the United States and
China, as depicted in Figure 3.13.
Figure 3.13. Total U.S., Chinese, Iranian, and Russian Diplomatic Posts in Latin American and
Caribbean Countries

SOURCES: Tabulated data from Figures 3.5 and 3.12; multiple other sources (see Appendix G).

Of course, the presence of diplomatic posts alone is not a perfect indicator of the strength of
diplomatic relations, and the United States benefits from a long tradition of engagement. From
Beijing’s perspective, seven LAC countries have the highest status of the Chinese diplomatic
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hierarchy—“comprehensive strategic partnership”—which suggests a desire for greater
investments in many LAC relationships. The PRC also recognizes the importance of relationship
building at local governance levels that may often go unseen in addition to government-togovernment partnerships.
Russia, because of the importance of its predecessor state, has historical relations with and
diplomatic presence in all the major and mid-sized geopolitical powers in the region, but less so
in Central America and the Caribbean. In the past two decades, it has been difficult for Moscow
to expand its official diplomatic presence in the region. However, Moscow remains highly
opportunistic and considers its diplomatic links to be very important in exercising influence in
international bodies such as the UN and promoting its image as a great power. Russia is also
likely to continue using the region’s multinational organizations, such as ALBA, to promote an
international order that excludes the United States.
Iran has a minimal diplomatic presence in the region. Tehran’s current presence is largely
centered in major economies and historical allies. Notably, the rise of close relations between
Iran during the Ahmadinejad presidency and leftist Latin American governments in the late
2000s saw Iran establish embassies in several major countries, including Chile, Colombia, and
Ecuador. Since then, Iran has not expanded its presence in the hemisphere. Similar to Russia,
Iran’s future diplomatic promises in the region remain highly contingent on shifts in national
power to like-minded, anti-U.S. regimes.
Informational Trends
China, Russia, and Iran are all highly active in the information domain in LAC. Each has
invested heavily in Spanish and Portuguese media outlets that are government-run or
government-controlled. These investments have proven to be a relatively low-cost, efficient way
to reach millions of citizens in the region to further their respective narratives. However, the
three countries also have messaging campaigns and news stories that are shared across their
respective networks, along with some regional ones, to promote common narratives. These
generally revolve around anti-imperialist and anti-U.S. sentiments. Even when promoting their
respective form of government rule as legitimate and a better alternative to representative
democracy, the message is that an American style of governance and American influence in the
region are things to be eschewed. The confluence of such information campaigns across Chinese,
Russian, and Iranian media outlets in the region makes counter messaging all the more
challenging.
Military Trends
Large-scale arms sales, deployments of military units, and combined exercises are relatively
easy to observe, but the effects of such engagements are more difficult to measure. Further, the
sale or donations of nonlethal and smaller military items, such as vehicles, uniforms, and hospital
beds, are often overlooked or considered to be less significant. However, China, Russia, and Iran
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still benefit from the relationships and reciprocal expectations that accompany them. Figure 3.14
represents the respective military-related engagements in the region of all three countries and the
United States separated into three categories: lethal military equipment transfers (e.g., small
arms, vehicles, and systems with kinetic attack capabilities), nonlethal military equipment
transfers (e.g., transport vehicles, riot gear, clothing), and intangible military engagements (e.g.,
personnel exchange, key leader engagements, trainings, exercises, defense industry agreements).
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Figure 3.14. U.S., Chinese, Russian, and Iranian Military Engagements in Latin American and
Caribbean Countries

SOURCES: See Appendix G.
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Figure 3.14 shows that the United States is still the leader in military engagements in LAC.
Russia is generally limited to the largest states that can afford to purchase new Russian weapon
systems and those with deep historical relationships—Venezuela, Cuba, and Nicaragua. China
has superseded Russia as the second-largest military partner in the region, largely due to
Beijing’s diplomatic and economic relations, which seem highly correlated with its securityrelated engagements. Iran has no verifiable state-to-state military engagements in the region
except with Venezuela, although efforts to rejuvenate a security partnership with Bolivia in the
future would not be surprising.
Economic Trends
The story of economic relations in the region is primarily one of China’s immense progress
in recent years. Iran has relatively little to offer LAC economies, and while Tehran has a
continued interest in LAC’s natural resources, most of its economic activity centers around
sanctions avoidance and illicit markets through its proxies. Russian arms sales to the region
represent a fraction of its global activities, and Russia has significantly less trade with the region
overall compared with the United States.
China, however, has explicit strategic economic objectives in LAC and has been aggressively
pursuing them for the past two decades. Trade, loans, and investments throughout the region
have significantly increased through nearly every major industry. Beijing uses economic
diplomacy and coercion, often strengthening political relationships and increasing its influence in
the region and in international bodies.
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Chapter 4. Resourcing for U.S. National Security Interests in the
Western Hemisphere

Chapter 2 described the strategic ends of U.S. defense policy in the Western Hemisphere, and
Chapter 3 detailed how China, Russia, and Iran have become increasingly assertive in their
attempts to challenge U.S. influence and damage U.S. interests in the region. In this chapter, we
describe the ways and means available to SOUTHCOM and NORTHCOM in their efforts to
counter global rivals operating in LAC and achieve national objectives.
While ways and means can be thought of as distinct objects of analysis, in practice they are
inextricably linked. Every year’s defense legislation includes both an authorizations bill, defining
what DoD and its agencies, services, and commands can do, and an appropriations bill, which
sets the levels of funding DoD can use for these actions. Any discussion of “resourcing” must
consider both these authorized ways and provided means.
These resources can be thought of as falling in several strata. The base consists of the
personnel, facilities, services and funding needed to operate the CCMD and subordinate
commands on a daily basis. On top of that come similar resources that enable the commands to
conduct activities and operations in the theater, ranging from a team of SMEs from a military
school conducting a weeklong “familiarization” session with a partner to a ship offering training
and taking part in a combined exercise during a port call. Additional resources are then layered
on top of these to pay the operational costs of these engagements, buy equipment and supplies
for partners, or cover any number of other expenses that in some way support the U.S. agenda in
the region. We will deal with each of these in turn.
It is worth noting that while these resources may be “zero-sum” within DoD, at least in the
short term, we are not analyzing the relative value of resources dedicated to the region across the
federal government. In fact, SOUTHCOM commanders have regularly expressed support for
funding of State and USAID programs that complement DoD-run efforts. Our analysis did not
find any examples worth noting where a lack of personnel or funding on the DoD side could
effectively be covered by giving additional resources to other agencies, especially without
significant changes in authorities for each.

Permanent Staffing at NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM
The challenge to analyzing whether these numbers are “sufficient” to conduct the business of
the CCMD is that most staff work is inherently difficult to measure. The minimum personnel
needed to write an “acceptable” description of a security cooperation initiative will vary with the
availability of data, the complexity of the partner’s needs, and the experience of the desk officer,
for example. And “acceptable” might not do the initiative justice—or get it ranked highly enough
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to be funded. For that reason, we conducted interviews with staffs in both AORs to gauge the
overall capacity of the human capital they receive.
“Everyone is short-staffed. I have been through ten different budget and personnel
reductions. All the fat in HQ is gone,” one long-service SOUTHCOM civilian official conveyed,
“There are folks trying to move things around. I cannot think of anyone who is happy and has
what they need.”518 Another official recalled being asked their impression of staff morale a
couple of weeks after arriving at their current position. “It’s a tired staff. They seem to have been
running hard for a long time,” this official answered.519 The official went on to argue that such
an environment tends to negatively affect the more talented and capable members of the staff and
hurt the social engagement important for developing bonds among co-workers.
A Pentagon-based military official expressed a similar impression and articulated the
potential negative effects of operating with a small staff: “While every combatant command
would say they don’t have enough people, SOUTHCOM’s staff seems especially sparse. This
makes the administrative burden of pursuing, justifying, and applying for various types of
resources—and conducting analyses that would actually give them some traction in the
Pentagon—especially high.”520
Stakeholders were not only concerned by the frequency of staffing reductions, but the ways
in which some of these have been implemented. A senior SOUTHCOM official criticized some
recent across-the-board cuts as being abrupt and disconnected from strategic analysis. Referring
to recent legislation, the official offered, “The 25-percent reduction [in staffing] levied by the
NDAA without any strategic or operational endpoint was problematic. . . . Cuts since then were
for realignment to China, Russia, and U.S. Space Command (SPACECOM). All those cuts were
sent down in the form of them saying that they are taking specific billets. It was odd.”521
The subordinate elements of SOUTHCOM face their own staffing challenges. A civilian
official with one of SOUTHCOM’s subordinate elements argued that they were “significantly
undermanned” for their doctrinal missions but were appropriately staffed for their day-to-day
operations. In the event of a contingency, however, they would immediately need to request
more personnel for support.522 Another civilian official at the same subordinate element to
SOUTHCOM echoed this theme, stating that because their staff is “one deep,” if they need to
send someone to a partner nation to assist with an issue, that person must be obtained via the
Request for Forces process, since the subordinate element cannot afford to lose its one specialist
on the matter. One commonly pursued option is to try to reach out to Reserve or National Guard
elements, though getting the necessary funds to pay for these “man-days” has grown more
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difficult in recent years.523 NORTHCOM’s component commands, according to a civilian
official, do not have staff dedicated to managing security cooperation efforts who are “habitually
oriented” to the AOR. Finally, this official continued, while the security cooperation staff at
NORTHCOM has absorbed some reductions over the years, this workforce was small and
already used to maintaining a high tempo so the effect “hasn’t been that significant.”524
According to respondents, NORTHCOM may be negatively affected by staffing billets that
have been slow to evolve to reflect updated strategic priorities. One civilian official argued that
the staff devoted to security cooperation has been affected by both cuts and limitations on how
some staff can be utilized. On the former point, the official explained that, despite an already
small staff, reductions have been made every time there has been a broader cut. The official went
on to complain that a number of billets at NORTHCOM are dedicated exclusively to
counternarcotics efforts. “Literally, CN [counternarcotics] folks are carrying around an old
memo that says they can only do CN,” the official indicated.525 This official said that
transitioning at least half of these counternarcotics billets to a security cooperation focus would
provide a better balance. Another civilian official expressed similar concern, stating that the
command has relied on temporary contract support to help conduct Significant Security
Cooperation Initiative (SSCI) planning and meet assessment, monitoring, and evaluation
(AM&E) requirements. Providing permanent solutions in these areas, this official argued, would
save the U.S. government funding in the long run: “Program design is important, and AM&E
done right can help us not waste money on programs that are ineffective or unlikely to work
because we’ve done the advance planning.”526
One staffing characteristic that benefits SOUTHCOM is the robust presence of interagency
officials detailed to enduring billets within the command. This is catalyzed by the command’s
unique role in supporting interdiction efforts in coordination with law enforcement entities as
well as the priority placed on working with State and USAID counterparts to promote
development programs in the AOR and responding to humanitarian crises and natural disasters.
The command works particularly closely with the U.S. Coast Guard (USCG), and the
commanders of two USCG districts are considered to be on similar footing with the
SOUTHCOM commander’s “big eight,” which includes the leadership of the component
commands and joint interagency task forces.527 Additionally, USCG officers serve as directors of
some SOUTHCOM staff directorates. There are also representatives from the Federal Bureau of
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Investigation, Department of Homeland Security, Customs and Border Protection, and the Drug
Enforcement Agency embedded at their command to help support and coordinate on overlapping
mission sets. On the diplomatic and development fronts, there are several State Department
political advisors assigned to the command as well as a number of USAID detailees.528 While all
CCMDs maintain some interagency presence, SOUTHCOM’s is particularly diverse and robust,
and this is seen as a strength among stakeholders.

Assigned Forces and Temporary Operational Forces
Beyond the staff level, neither GCC has “organic” assigned operational forces under its
exclusive command. This means that necessary personnel support for exercises and training
missions must be specifically requested. Aside from having to compete with other GCCs for
such personnel and equipment, the process proves largely inflexible to any delays or other
changes to the original plan. As one civilian official noted, any change of plans means that
requests must be resubmitted or canceled.529 SOUTHCOM’s components also lack assigned
forces and generally have very few resources, which deprives the combatant commander of the
option of utilizing them to help make up for CCMD shortfalls. (By comparison, U.S. IndoPacific Command’s and U.S. European Command’s Army and Air Force components include a
wide range of assigned forces stationed in-theater that can be tasked to support security
cooperation activities in the AOR without a request for forces and a Joint Chiefs of Staff tasking
order.) A civilian official touched on this same point. “The components are laughably small. . . .
A lot of times, the things that should be done at the component level don’t get done.”530 The
official, however, went on to laud the components for what they are able to achieve given their
limited staffs.
The lack of dedicated forces also has residual effects on the availability of certain key
capability requirements for the command. In particular, SOUTHCOM leadership has been
persistent in conveying concerns that only a fraction of its required intelligence, surveillance, and
reconnaissance (ISR) coverage is being met under current protocols. Responding to questions
during his aforementioned testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee in March
2021, SOUTHCOM commander Faller reiterated that SOUTHCOM receives only roughly 1
percent of the U.S. military’s ISR allocation and that overall ISR requirements for the command
are only 20 percent met. Moreover, of this 20 percent, only 8 percent is satisfied by U.S. military
resources, with the remainder coming from U.S. Customs and Border Protection assets.531 As a
final note on the issue, Faller pointed out that in the fiscal year 2022 budget the ISR-related
budget for the command is reduced by 46 percent. Responding to the question of what “gets left
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on the table” as a result of this, Faller replied, “A significant amount of movement of
transnational criminal organizations, our understanding of what our competitors are up to—
Russia, China, Iran.”532
It should be emphasized, however, that despite limitations on the ability of NORTHCOM
and SOUTHCOM to foster engagement within their respective AORs, stakeholders were in
general agreement that addressing the lack of assigned operational forces does not require a
redistribution of permanent forces from other entities. Rather, having increased regular access to
rotational forces would be sufficient to meet the majority of the operational requirements as well
as provide more flexibility to accommodate unforeseen delays to training and exercise missions
that can currently result in reinitiating the resource request and approval process from the
beginning.
Operational Forces Provided by the State Partnership Program in Latin America and the
Caribbean
SOUTHCOM interviewees pointed out that the command, with no assigned forces of its
own, has become adept at taking advantage of alternative opportunities to foster regional
engagement through other means. In particular, more than one interviewee noted how they have
the most robust State Partnership Program (SPP) of any combatant command, whereby National
Guard units from various states form a relationship with specific partner nations and engage in a
host of security cooperation efforts. One senior official went so far as to call SOUTHCOM “the
gold standard” among GCCs when it came to the relationship between the commander and the
SPP managers and National Guard leaders.533 According to SOUTHCOM’s website, the SPP has
been successfully building relationships with partner nation forces since 1993. In SOUTHCOM’s
AOR, 18 U.S. states, Puerto Rico, and the District of Columbia have active partnerships with
defense and security forces from 24 nations in the Caribbean, Central America, and South
America.534
SOUTHCOM leadership has reportedly sought an expansion and/or replication of SPP
activities. This could include a process for allowing associated National Guard units to conduct
more regular training, rather than just being one of the personnel options considered to support
an approved Section 333 effort,535 as well as increasing the opportunities to send SMEs to
provide other types of useful instruction and manage key leader engagements with partner
nations.536 In an AOR where engagement with partner nations is key and with current staffing
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levels at SOUTHCOM making the sustainment of this challenging, such steps would help to fill
the gap.

Title 10 Authorities That Enable NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM Activities
Turning to the explicitly monetary resources the two commands are given, the bookkeeping
is even more complex than for personnel. Within DoD, some funds are allocated directly to the
CCMDs, but most are either sent first to a service that provides administrative and logistics
support to the command, or to a DoD office that then allocates the resources among the CCMDs.
At the interagency level, DoD sometimes has a role in the execution of some funds allocated to
the State Department, and sometimes State influences how DoD-appropriated funds can be spent.
In the rest of this chapter, we will attempt to map as clearly as possible this range of means
available to SOUTHCOM and NORTHCOM.
One command dollar figure used to summarize SOUTHCOM’s resourcing is the command
budget of roughly $1 billion per year, which still does not include some of the civilian and
military personnel it has access to. Of this, roughly one-third is counternarcotics funding, which
primarily supports Joint Interagency Task Force–South (JIATF-South) and some of the radars it
utilizes for its specific mission. About $250 million is allocated to general security cooperation
efforts, including Section 333 funding, exercises, humanitarian assistance/disaster relief, IMET,
and a handful of other small programs. Finally, the remaining funds come from the Army in the
form of operations and maintenance (O&M) funding, the bulk of which supports headquarters
costs and some commander’s discretionary funds.537 Importantly, not all of this funding moves
through SOUTHCOM’s headquarters; in many instances, the funding provider engages directly
with the implementing entity.538 While the bulk of this funding is allocated via Title 10 (DoD)
authorities, an important contribution to security cooperation efforts is also provided through
Title 22 (State Department/USAID) authorities. Each of these will be discussed in greater detail
below.
NORTHCOM’s mission sets focus primarily on the U.S. homeland, but it also manages a
relatively small but important security cooperation portfolio that includes Mexico and the
Bahamas and incorporates both Title 10 and Title 22 funding. Mexico, with its more established
military force, views its relationship with the United States as more of a peer than a recipient of
donor assistance. As a civilian official explained, “They want to be a regional defense leader and
export defense capabilities. They are less interested in sponsorship than partnership.”539 The
Bahamas, with a very small defense force, has more modest requirements for equipment and
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materiel but values opportunities to improve its capabilities with U.S. counterparts. Because of
these factors, U.S. officials tended to emphasize the importance of conducting exercises with
these partners, especially Mexico, and offering them opportunities to train with U.S.
counterparts. “In today’s environment of great power competition,” a civilian official contended,
“security cooperation can get a lot of mileage out of shaping the strategic environment and
setting conditions for success of the overall NDS.”540
It is also important to recognize Congress’s role in not only allocating bulk funds for DoD
and State/USAID annual expenditures, but in being prescriptive in terms of how and where to
allocate certain funds granted under certain authorities. Such earmarking effectively overrides
some disparities of opinion with the agency in question, and the practice is prevalent with regard
to the region. “In the Western Hemisphere a lot of our programs are earmarked,” a civilian
official asserted, “From a strategic standpoint that always puts us in a tough position where we
end up getting pulled somewhat back to reality at a time of appropriation in order to satisfy the
requirements.”541 Such “plus-ups” help to address urgent requirements but can be difficult to
fully spend if allocated late in a fiscal year, and their ad hoc nature makes them more of a
stopgap than a reserve that recipients can depend on or plan to.
In addition to more typical security cooperation measures, SOUTHCOM maintains a
statutory mission to conduct detection and monitoring at JIATF-South in support of broader
interagency efforts to interdict illicit trafficking. This provides another means for supporting
partners’ efforts to conduct maritime and ground interdiction and air monitoring. U.S. efforts can
help build up domain awareness, border security, all-domain interdiction for partners, so that
they can work and receive information from JIATF-South and conduct their own operations.542
As previously mentioned, each CCMD receives a base amount of O&M funding to provide
basic support to the headquarters and provide the commander with a limited amount of
discretionary funding that can be used to support key-leader and SME engagements; security
cooperation priorities, such as exercises; and other underresourced areas, such as ISR. In
addition, services provide funding support to component elements and other departmental
funding helps to support specific initiatives, such as national intelligence resources and programs
such as SPP. This section, however, will focus on the Title 10 funds that support security
cooperation and counternarcotics efforts in LAC. For SOUTHCOM, these two accounts make up
nearly 40 percent of the overall command budget request for FY22 ($482 million out of $1.25
billion). At NORTHCOM, the FY21 estimate for Title 10 security cooperation is roughly $27
million. Additionally, the commands coordinate closely and support their respective partner
nations in similar events, such as exercises and familiarization visits. SOUTHCOM routinely
coordinates with NORTHCOM on things such as regional conferences involving Central
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America and the Caribbean and on operations carried out by JIATF-South in areas that overlap
with the NORTHCOM AOR.543
According to some interviewees, the transition from shaping resource requests from the more
traditional counternarcotics perspective to efforts geared more toward GPC objectives,
particularly in an economy-of-force environment, has been gradual. This is a matter of both
evolving bureaucratic norms and a continuing need to address current threats. On the latter point,
part of the issue is that efforts to address the negative impacts of TCOs continue to be funded via
counternarcotics authorities. According to one official, “It’s tough for the [SOUTHCOM]
combatant commander to break from CN and focus on GPC because TCOs are undermining
everything that’s going on in Central America” and throughout the region.544
Respondents from SOUTHCOM noted that the lack of sufficient resourcing tends to be felt
most acutely in their ability to engage with partner nations in their respective AORs, despite such
relationship-building being a key mean of both competing with other state actors and
maintaining access and influence. A military officer in SOUTHCOM stated bluntly, “We are not
receiving enough resources to maintain a persistent presence in the AOR” for what would be
considered “soft-power” engagements. This can feed a “neglect-panic cycle” as both the
command and its subordinate elements scramble to react to inroads made by an adversarial state
and/or to address a contingency such as a natural disaster or the ongoing COVID-19 crisis.545
One of the most common themes of interviews with NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM
personnel is that, as commands responsible for nonkinetic regions that are not home to a priority
adversary, they are considered a lower priority than other commands. Nevertheless, there is a
consistent feeling that even a minimal threshold of resourcing proves difficult to secure and that
modest increases can have potentially significant impact. As a civilian official at a subordinate
element of SOUTHCOM put it, “Resources are always a problem. We fight for limited resources
from SOUTHCOM, and we get very little support from [our service]. We’re just not a priority.”
This official went on to argue that SOUTHCOM struggles to even get “POM dust” through the
formal processes that would put the command in a position to partner with countries in its AOR.
“We could do a lot with $3–5 million per year and we just can’t get it,” they concluded.546
SOUTHCOM’s requests for equipment and materiel tend to be modest in comparison with
other GCCs, and SOUTHCOM reportedly attempts to leverage this difference when engaging
with the Pentagon. According to a civilian official, they make the argument that while U.S. IndoPacific Command or U.S. Central Command might ask for ten cruisers or destroyers, if
SOUTHCOM can obtain just one cruiser, the impact will be significant. Even if a reallocation

543

Interview with U.S. civilian official, February 16, 2021.
Interview with civilian official, June 16, 2021.
545
Interview with U.S. military official, March 23, 2021.
544

546

Interview with civilian official, March 31, 2021. In this context, “POM dust” is a colloquial term referring to
small allocations of funding associated with the Pentagon’s annual budgeting cycle.

98

means that another GCC would relinquish one of the many they have been given, the one ship
would have a larger relative impact in the SOUTHCOM AOR.547 A senior official at
SOUTHCOM contended that the command’s economy-of-force status means that they are
accustomed to being efficient. According to this official, SOUTHCOM is effective at “spending
everything we’re given. We are ready to execute whenever we’re told how much we’re
getting.”548
A U.S. military official provided an example of how a small increase in resources had a
significant impact for SOUTHCOM. During a recent initiative to increase interdiction of TCOs,
the command had access to three to four littoral combat ships (LCSs) in summer 2020 that were
used to help train partner nations how to better interdict narcotics. This was seen as a significant
improvement over the one LCS that is typically available to the command. The officer went on
to explain that if SOUTHCOM could also be provided two destroyers, with their larger size and
extended range, this would allow the command to expand partnerships on the Southern Cone of
the AOR that are not otherwise easily accessible with current resources and/or have ships out to
sea on missions for longer durations.549
Building Partner Capacity—Section 333 Authority
The FY17 NDAA made a concerted effort to amend the ways in which DoD allocates
security cooperation funding by consolidating a number of activities under one newly established
authority. These activities, specified in Section 333 of Title 10 of the U.S. Code, are (1)
counterterrorism operations, (2) counter–weapons of mass destruction operations, (3) counter–
illicit drug trafficking operations; (4) counter–transnational organized crime operations, (5)
maritime and border security operations, (6) military intelligence operations, and (7) operations
or activities that contribute to an international coalition operation that is determined by the
Secretary of Defense to be in the national interest of the United States.550 As a result of this
streamlining of authorities, Section 333 funding is by far the largest stream of Title 10 security
cooperation funding for both NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM, accounting for 77 percent ($27
million out of a total of $35 million) and 86 percent ($133 million out of $154 million), in their
respective FY22 budget requests.551
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Figure 4.1. Section 333 Funding

SOURCES: NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM data provided by respective command; Office of the Secretary of
Defense, Congressional Budget Justifications, Fiscal Years 2020–2022.

According to a senior official, one positive result of the consolidation of authorities is that it
has helped SOUTHCOM shift some of its security cooperation focus away from counternarcotics
authorities, which was the source of much of its previous funding, and widen the scope to
include other evolving priorities. “Before NDAA17, activities had to have a link back to
detection and monitoring. We couldn’t do any medical or logistical support. On 333, it expanded
that.”552
Another emerging topic of concern where the Section 333 consolidation has proven
beneficial is in the cyber realm. As discussed in the previous chapter, China and Russia have
become more assertive in both promoting their cyber services to potential partners in LAC, as
well as reportedly being complicit in cyber attacks against U.S. partners, such as Colombia. With
a clear need for increased capabilities to contend with such a new threat, SOUTHCOM
leadership worked to gain approval for cyber training programs under Section 333 authorities.
After two years of trying, according to a senior official, they were able to “crack the code” and
receive Section 333 funding to support such projects.553 This is particularly timely, given that in
January 2021 SOUTHCOM unveiled its Network Operations and Security Center (NOSC),
intended to serve as the command and control of network management and cybersecurity
activities throughout its enterprise. The command intends to host defense officials from partner
552
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nations at the NOSC and utilize such engagements to inform country-specific plans for tailored
training in the cyber domain.554 In August 2021 SOUTHCOM selected cyberspace operational
awareness as one of two areas of focus (along with space challenges) for its annual South
America Defense Conference, which included participation from officials representing eleven
South American countries.555
Officials at NORTHCOM voiced similar sentiment about the benefits of the establishment of
Section 333 authorities. A civilian official conveyed that, at NORTHCOM, the strategic
emphasis of GPC and subsequent streamlining of security cooperation authorities in the FY17
NDAA were welcome developments. These developments, this official explained, allowed the
command to more directly tie its security cooperation proposals to defense priorities. Prior to
this, resourcing decisions in the AOR were most associated with authorities aligned with
counternarcotics initiatives. As the official indicated, 80 to 90 percent of security cooperation
resources for Mexico were made available through counternarcotics accounts. This was,
however, attributable more to the availability of funding than to counternarcotics’ place in DoD
priorities.556
There have been, however, some drawbacks to the new arrangement. For instance, the
Central Transfer Account (CTA) was managed by the office of Counternarcotics and Global
Threats (CN&GT) in the Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy (OSD-P) and, due
in large part to its counternarcotics focus, was a consistent source of regional building partner
capacity (BPC) funding for SOUTHCOM. As part of the FY17 realignment of security
cooperation authorities, however, the CTA was merged into Section 333. This more flexible
authority meant that SOUTHCOM now had to compete for these funds with the other GCCs,
which were no longer largely excluded because of eligibility restrictions. As a result,
SOUTHCOM faced immediate reductions in its overall BPC allocations.
This unintended consequence was partially rectified after SOUTHCOM officials reached out
to congressional staffers, who agreed to “fence off” some of the former CTA funding within the
Section 333 appropriation, but the effect of the change is still felt. While such congressional
intervention can help ensure that GCCs receive unallocated resources deemed necessary, such
supplements can introduce other challenges. As a civilian official explained, the funding tends to
come with tight time restrictions, as it must be spent in the fiscal year in which it is provided.
This means that it is generally limited to programs that have already been planned and
coordinated well in advance, rather to address emerging requirements that would need to go
through the program design process.557
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Additionally, at a departmental level, GCCs no longer receive a base amount of security
cooperation funding that they then seek approval to spend. Rather, all GCCs now compete with
each other for Section 333 and other related funding via a department-wide process that
incorporates feedback from stakeholders in the Pentagon and takes the better part of a year to
complete. Revolving around the new concept of Significant Security Cooperation Initiatives
(SSCIs), the process requires GCCs to work with their corresponding regional office in OSD-P
and the Security Cooperation office in OSD-P to identify security cooperation priorities in their
AOR and draft detailed submissions at the country or subregional level. These SSCIs are
consolidated at the global level, scored by both the GCC and OSD-P based on established criteria
(NDS alignment, feasibility, and stakeholder priorities), and prioritized. Based on the total funds
provided by Congress, a “cut line” is then established. The process incorporates feedback from
the Defense Security Cooperation Agency (DSCA), the Joint Staff, and the services and goes
through two levels of review before being approved by OSD-P.558
In fall 2020, DoD also issued new guidance outlining ways in which the department should
pursue security cooperation in the context of strategic competition. The classified document,
known as the “Guidance for the Development of Alliances and Partnerships” (GDAP), also
provides revised prioritization of all nations with which the United States engages in security
cooperation efforts. Thus, both the SSCI process and GDAP represent a new phase in how the
Pentagon intends to ensure that security cooperation efforts are more coordinated and aligned
with strategic guidance. As will be seen, however, these new processes have presented new
challenges that are still being analyzed and, in some cases, addressed.
At the GCC level, some officials bristle at a system they feel is over-centralized and
deprioritizes the views of their more intimate understanding of trends and requirements in their
AOR. This frustration is compounded by the fact that GCC commanders are not provided with a
baseline amount of funding with which to pursue the bulk of their security cooperation efforts, or
a minimum level to expect from the SSCI-ranking process. Even the GCC’s own prioritization of
SSCIs within its AOR can be modified in the final ranking. One senior official stated bluntly that
the implementation of the changes to security cooperation processes legislated in the FY17
NDAA “has been something the CCP (Chinese Communist Party) and former USSR would
cheer because it took authority away from the COCOM [combatant command], which wasn’t the
intent of Congress.”559 The senior official went on to state that this as well as the GDAP and
SSCI process have resulted in micromanagement at the expense of flexibility and insight from
the GCCs, who have the most in-depth knowledge of their respective AORs and where
assistance would be put to best use. “When you do the math,” a senior GCC official argued,
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“COCOMs get a 12 percent stake in the voting for SSCI scoring. . . . This isn’t what was needed
in the era of competition.”560
Though a minority, some DoD stakeholders at the GCC level felt that writing and reviewing
the SSCI is a necessary, if time-consuming, process that utilizes comprehensive planning to
determine projects that are truly aligned with strategic priorities. According to one civilian
official, “SSCIs are supposed to be well thought-out initiatives in which you go down to a
country and professionally assess what they really need, [and] build a five-year Program of
Action Memorandum that shows the effects you’re trying to create with objectives that make
sense.”561
Regardless of where one stands on the process of allocating GCC funding, respondents
ranged from generally positive to slightly dissatisfied with the outcomes and the way the system
is adjusting after some early setbacks. As a senior official stated “I think the amount of funding
made available for 333 seems to be about right—especially now that . . . for FY21, the money all
came out as two-year money, so we weren’t in a rush to obligate. . . . The ability to take money
over into a second year will really help us in the training aspect, so I think that’s a positive.”562
Another senior official, however, felt that the near-term estimate of SOUTHCOM receiving
roughly $130 million per year in Section 333 funding, below its desired amount of $200 million
annually, would have a significant impact on its ability to shape its AOR.563
In the NORTHCOM AOR, emphasis has transitioned away from the purchase of major
equipment and platforms, as Mexico has become more independent and is increasingly making
such transactions via the foreign military sales (FMS) process. (FMS must still be approved by
the U.S. government, but it is less restrictive because it involves the purchaser’s own money, not
U.S. funds.) A civilian official noted that at times over the past decade, DoD would provide
upward of $110 million in security cooperation to Mexico in a single year. The current goal is to
draw this down to roughly $20 million annually.564 Another civilian official mentioned that the
current priority from a security cooperation standpoint is to improve sustainment and
interoperability capabilities.565 Because of this, NORTHCOM respondents felt that the Section
333 funding provided thus far was largely in line with command priorities.
Ironically, the Section 333 authority is criticized for being both unresponsive to changes on
the ground and weak in long-term predictability. As a senior official explained, under Section
333 there is no process for responding to emergent requirements: “If something changes, then
there is no way to do a change without going back and everyone votes on it. It isn’t fungible.”566
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For instance, if political developments in one country result in U.S. assistance being placed on a
hold, that funding can be cut automatically and/or transferred to another project outside the
AOR. Under previous authorities, such as those tied to counternarcotics, all the command had to
do was go back and get senior approval before moving the money. “The money was more
fungible. Now, the process is overwhelming,” the senior official concluded.567 At the same time,
none of the authorities allow for longer-term commitment to countering malign influence by
building capability with a partner nation. Such a longer-term authority would be useful to
strategic competition, the official continued, because China is pursuing long-term investment
opportunities, and competing with this requires making commitments that are longer than one or
two years in duration.568
Authorities Without Funding Impact Section 333

A number of respondents pointed out that while the bulk of Title 10 security cooperation
funding is allocated to address the seven missions under the Section 333 authorization, there are
related authorities that do not typically receive dedicated funding. Those cited include Section
321 (Training with friendly forces), Section 322 (Training with friendly special operations
forces), and Section 331 (Support to operations conducted by friendly foreign countries). In each
case, officials stated that although they are authorized to utilize these authorities, there is rarely if
ever departmental funding made available for them. This effectively means that a commander
would have to fund these out of their limited O&M funding, which, as a senior official
explained, is modest at NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM especially because they have no
assigned forces under their command.569 Referring to the Section 321, 322, and 331 authorities,
another senior official made a similar assertion: “We don’t have a lot of extra O&M [funding]
like PACOM [U.S. Indo-Pacific Command] and EUCOM [U.S. European Command] because
we don’t have forces assigned.”570 Both senior officials noted that the U.S. Army recently
assigned one of its security force assistance brigades to the AOR to provide additional support,
but questions remain as to how this will be funded in the medium term under current
arrangements. “There’s kind of a disconnect,” a senior official concluded, “where the authority’s
fine, but there’s a lack of [O&M] funding to use the authority.”571
Multiple interviewees complained that the resources provided to NORTHCOM to carry out
exercises is insufficient. One civilian official noted that a way to compensate for some of this
shortfall is to coordinate with SOUTHCOM on exercises that they sponsor. “SOUTHCOM has a
[comparatively] robust annual exercise program. . . . Mexico and, to a lesser extent, the Bahamas
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are involved in many of SOUTHCOM’s exercises and training [events] when appropriate.”572
The official went on to explain that on an annual basis roughly half of the requested exercise
funding falls below the budget cut line, but that NORTHCOM has become adept at finding
additional funding and opportunities to help fill the gap.573 Another civilian official noted that,
for the most part, opportunities for NORTHCOM to conduct bilateral exercises with Mexico and
the Bahamas are minimal, and instead the countries are limited to participating in multilateral
exercises organized by SOUTHCOM.574 One way to address this, the official concluded, would
be to have either assigned or routinely allocated forces available to build habitual partnerships
with partner nations.
As a result of the disparity of funding in these accounts, the GCCs sometimes find
themselves in a position where it is desirable to blur the lines between authorities in order to
obtain resourcing for a priority. As a senior official explained, “Sometimes we’ll put something
under 333 and staffing will come back to us and say it fits better under 321, etc. Yeah, that’s
great, but how would I pay for it? It’s almost like you’re writing for money, not necessarily for
the correct authority.”575
Overseas Humanitarian Assistance, Disaster, and Civic Aid
After BPC/Section 333 funding, Overseas Humanitarian Assistance, Disaster, and Civic Aid
(OHDACA) is the next most sought-after line of security cooperation funding at both
NORTHCOM ($7 million, about 26 percent) and SOUTHCOM ($20 million, about 13 percent).
OHDACA funds support three DoD-managed programs: Humanitarian Assistance, Disaster
Relief , and Humanitarian Mine Action. Importantly, these efforts are strictly military-to-civilian,
in that they are intended to complement military-to-military initiatives but cannot be provided to
a military entity within a partner nation.576 This characteristic, as well as the contention that the
process for obtaining this funding is too time-consuming, especially when considering similar
efforts by adversaries in the region, were cited as obstacles by some U.S. officials.
In describing the disparity between the processes of allocating OHDACA and the amount of
funding provided, a senior U.S. official cited this as a key area where the United States is falling
short with regard to GPC: “Another [concern] is humanitarian assistance and how [adversaries]
are able to maneuver. We are being outcompeted because the length of time [to obtain OHDACA
funding] is too long. . . . We are getting outmaneuvered every day of the week and nobody wants
to hear that, but it is the truth.”577 This was recently demonstrated as the command struggled to
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provide assistance in response to the COVID-19 pandemic in its AOR. The command was
eventually able to direct a handful of humanitarian assistance projects, though with a $15,000
cap, and for roughly six months this represented the only direct assistance provided by the
United States in the region. Another important limitation is that humanitarian assistance cannot
be provided to another nation’s military, despite the fact that in many countries they also
maintain a domestic security responsibility. According to the senior official, “The military
partner, you cannot do anything for them, but you can donate to the ministry of health. The
partner nation doesn’t believe it when the commander tells them that. They don’t understand.
That has to change. . . . The limitations are so restrictive that you cannot be competitive.”578
Figure 4.2. Overseas Humanitarian Assistance, Disaster, and Civic Aid Funding

SOURCES: NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM data provided by respective command; Office of the Secretary of
Defense, Congressional Budget Justifications, Fiscal Years 2020–2022.

Another senior SOUTHCOM official reiterated this last point, claiming that when they
explain the nonmilitary aspects of humanitarian assistance authorities, the partner nations find it
difficult to comprehend. The senior official went on to recommend that authorities be put in
place permitting some small, flexible funds that can be allocated to basic military needs, such as
helmets and boots, which can help the United States better compete with ways in which China
offers similar support.579
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Other officials couched the military-to-military assistance under OHDACA as a logical way
to develop the partner nation’s military capability to respond to crises and provide additional
support to civilian agencies. As a senior official proposed regarding OHDACA:
I wish there was something in one of our authorities that would allow us to train
and equip partner nation militaries to support the entities in their countries that
are the lead for disaster response so the U.S. doesn’t have to keep going to do
that. We talk about this every year for the Caribbean, and then every year a
hurricane comes and wipes out some island and we come in to provide the
response. The partners are willing to do it, but don’t have the equipment to do it.
And it’s not that big an investment. But I can’t use OHDACA for it—OHDACA
works with non-military units. . . . it never made sense to me.580

Yet another senior official repeated this recommendation by saying that authorities should be
amended to allow for what they termed a Commander’s Assistance Program. Modeled on the
existing Humanitarian Assistance Program, this effort would permit the commander to make
small military-to-military payments of $50,000 or less to assist with an immediate requirement
and could be made available via region-specific funding, akin to the European and Pacific
Deterrence Initiatives, though at a much lower figure. This was part of a general theme that
limited funds provided with more flexibility to the command is the best way to more effectively
secure U.S. objectives in the Western Hemisphere. “We’re not talking millions [of dollars],” they
argued, “we’re talking tens of thousands . . . but I think it could go a long way.”581 Such
authorities are necessary in such an atmosphere of competition against an assertive adversary
where, they concluded, there needs to be “a little more trust between Congress, OSD, and
combatant commanders.”582
Interviewees cited recent efforts to propose changes to OHDACA authorities to make them
broader and more flexible to events, but thus far nothing has materialized, in large part because
of the lack of additional dedicated funding that would need to accompany them.583
Regional Defense Combating Terrorism and Irregular Warfare Fellowship Program
Finally, rounding out the primary sources of Title 10 security cooperation funding utilized by
NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM is the Regional Defense Combating Terrorism Fellowship
Program, also known as the Regional Defense Combating Terrorism and Irregular Warfare
Fellowship Program, and formerly the Combating Terrorism Fellowship Program, otherwise
known as Section 345 funding. At roughly $1 million for NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM
(based on most recent figures), this is a smaller but appreciated contribution. As a senior official
explained, at SOUTHCOM this is typically allocated to U.S. Special Operations Command
580

Interview with senior U.S. official, June 2, 2021.
Interview with senior U.S. official, June 14, 2021.
582
Interview with senior U.S. official, June 14, 2021
583
Interview with senior U.S. official, June 2, 2021.
581

107

South and is used predominantly to conduct counterterrorism-type seminars and training
conducted with additional support from SOCOM and Joint Special Operations University. “It
gives us just one more tool in the toolkit to bring together mostly strategic level partners to trade
tactics and procedures on counter-terrorism things. We’ve asked for it to be expanded to do
Women Peace and Security,” the official concluded.584
Figure 4.3. Section 345 Funding

SOURCES: NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM data provided by respective command; Office of the Secretary of
Defense, Congressional Budget Justifications, Fiscal Years 2020–2022.

Counternarcotics Funding
While strategic priorities have shifted to incorporate GPC objectives, counternarcotics efforts
remain a primary mission set for SOUTHCOM, and its detection and monitoring obligations are
an important component of a wider interagency interdiction missions, largely under the auspices
of JIATF-South. Because of this, more than one-quarter of SOUTHCOM’s FY22 budget request
($328 million) goes to supporting JIATF-South and related assistance provided by the services
toward its missions. These authorities are unique from an administrative standpoint, in that they
are allocated and managed by the office of Counternarcotics and Global Threats (CN&GT) in
OSD-Policy and not subjected to the same processes and stakeholder deliberation as Section 333
funds. Importantly, the resources allocated under these authorities are confined to providing
direct support to JIATF-South and the military materiel and equipment supporting
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counternarcotics operations. Thus, they cannot be repurposed to carry out activities supporting
security cooperation or GPC objectives.
In some instances, this funding, under Section 284 authority, can be used to provide
equipment and support to law enforcement activities carried out by partner nations. A senior
official gave the example of providing fuel for a partner nation to maritime patrol aircraft.
Proceeding with such an expenditure, however, requires the approval of the senior U.S. law
enforcement official in the appropriate embassy or for a formal request to be made from another
senior level. As a result, working within the authority to provide the desired support can be timeconsuming. “In my viewpoint,” the senior official concluded, “[the 284 authority] doesn’t work
very well. . . . [It’s] not timely and doesn’t work for emergent events because it has to go to
senior levels for approvals. . . . [It] could probably use some additional implementation
guidance.”585
Aside from a limited ability to provide partner nation support, the current JIATF-South
mission sets also have yet to evolve to address broader strategic priorities. A military official
explained that, under current authorities and mission sets, JIATF-South remains exclusively
focused on counternarcotics and counter-TCO operations. Thus, because their mandate remains
tied exclusively to the interdiction of illicit material and the criminal networks that smuggle it,
their resources do not assist in the detection or monitoring of any malign activities conducted by
adversaries, such as illegal fishing.586 Given the interagency posture of JIATF-South, expanding
its priorities and mission sets would likely require further stakeholder deliberation.

Non–Title 10 Funding Supporting or Complementing SOUTHCOM and
NORTHCOM Strategies
In terms of pursuing national security objectives in the region, the State Department and, to a
lesser extent, USAID support a number of programs funded under Title 22 of the U.S. Code that
are either directly implemented by DoD or are designed to complement DoD programs.
Examples of the former include efforts to provide partner nations with materiel and other
necessary equipment and enhance peacekeeping capabilities. Examples of the latter include
efforts to train law enforcement, provide disaster relief, and support institutional capacity
building in civilian agencies. Each of these efforts will be discussed in greater detail in
subsequent sections.
Each year, the State Department and USAID receive congressional appropriation via the
Department of State, Foreign Operations, and Related Programs (SFOPS) bill, “which includes
funding for U.S. diplomatic activities, cultural exchanges, development and security assistance,
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and participation in multilateral organizations, among other international activities.”587 Most of
the non-DoD contributions to national security objectives in the Western Hemisphere fall under
State and USAID funding of “security assistance,” even though the specific characteristics are
less precisely defined than the Security Cooperation accounts under Title 10. As a civilian
official pointed out, within the agencies the term security assistance is “used loosely and not
defined by law. If you ask different people, they’ll give you different answers.”588 The Title 22
accounts analyzed here are listed exclusively under Title 4 of the Department of State’s budget,
entitled “International Security Assistance,” that allocate funds to the region. While these
collectively capture the bulk of national security cooperation, the official went on to point out
that Title 3, “Bilateral Economic Assistance,” also includes programs that benefit security
objectives.589
Below is a brief overview of those accounts under this that support efforts in LAC, divided
by those that are implemented by DoD and those that are complementary and/or mutually
reinforcing to DoD programs. Figures 4.4 provides detailed data on the proportional allocation of
these accounts in LAC, and Figure 4.5 provides comparative perspective on how these
allocations compare to total spending in each account.
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Figure 4.4. International Security Assistance Funding

SOURCE: U.S. Department of State, Congressional Budget Justification: Department of State, Foreign Operations
and Related Programs, Fiscal Years 2019–2022.
NOTES: INCLE = International Narcotics Control and Law Enforcement; NADR = Nonproliferation, Anti-Terrorism,
Demining, and Related Programs; PKO = Peacekeeping Operations; IMET = International Military Education and
Training; FMF = Foreign Military Financing.

Figure 4.5. International Security Assistance Funding Comparison
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of State, Congressional Budget Justification: Department of State, Foreign Operations
and Related Programs, Fiscal Years 2019–2022.
NOTE: ISA = international security assistance.

Title 22 Funding Authorities Managed by NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM
In addition to Title 10 Security Cooperation funding allocated annually to DoD, the State
Department oversees a substantial security assistance budget under its Title 22 authorities. For
some of these authorities, however, State formally allocates funding but relies on DoD to manage
and implement programs for which they are uniquely matched. Three of the largest and/or most
prominent of these accounts are Foreign Military Financing (FMF), the Global Peace Operations
Initiative (GPOI), and International Military Education and Training (IMET). Tables 4.1 and 4.2
depict the total amount of Title 10 Security Cooperation and Title 22 security assistance funding
provided to SOUTHCOM and NORTHCOM, respectively.
Table 4.1. Security Cooperation/Security Assistance Funding Provided to SOUTHCOM, FY19–22

SOURCE: Data provided by SOUTHCOM staff.

Table 4.2. Security Cooperation/Security Assistance Funding Provided to NORTHCOM, FY19–22

SOURCE: Data provided by NORTHCOM staff.

Foreign Military Financing
The FMF program provides financing of the purchase of defense articles, services, and
training, typically on a grant basis, through the Foreign Military Sales (FMS) system—the U.S.
government’s conduit for selling, weapons, equipment, and associated training to friendly
foreign countries.590
In the Western Hemisphere, FMF is by far the largest of the Title 22 programs managed by
DoD. In SOUTHCOM’s FY22 budget request, FMF accounts for roughly 64 percent of overall
Title 22 funding ($70 million of $109 million) and about 27 percent of all security cooperation
590

Susan B. Epstein and Liana W. Rosen, U.S. Security Assistance and Security Cooperation Programs: Overview
of Funding Trends, Washington, D.C.: Congressional Research Service, February 1, 2018, p. 21.

112

and security assistance funding. For NORTHCOM, according to its FY22 request, FMF accounts
for 76 percent of all Title 22 funding ($6.2 million of $8.2 million total), but only 14 percent of
all security cooperation and security assistance funding (because of more than $35 million in
Title 10 security cooperation funds).591 Yet according to the Department of State’s FY22
Congressional Budget Justification, the agency is requesting a total of $95 million for FMF cases
in the Western Hemisphere, accounting for roughly 15 percent of its global request for $6.21
billion.592 Figure 4.6 provides comparative perspective on how FMF was allocated across GCCs
from FYs 2019 to 2022. While FMF represents a relatively large expenditure, the number of
recipients are more limited in the Western Hemisphere. For instance, Colombia is the single
largest beneficiary by a wide margin, with a handful of other priority countries designated on an
annual basis. According to the Department of State’s FY22 Congressional Budget Justification,
Colombia remains a priority country, along with the countries of Central America and
Ecuador.593
While the process for how FMF priorities are deliberated by interagency stakeholders will be
described in a later section, no respondents cited FMF as an area of frustration or concern with
regard to resourcing levels.
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Figure 4.6. Total Foreign Military Financing Funding by Geographic Combatant Command,
FY19–22

SOURCE: U.S. Department of State, Congressional Budget Justification: Department of State, Foreign Operations
and Related Programs, Fiscal Years 2019–2022.
NOTE: Amounts do not include FMF funding classified as “Other,” as it cannot be assigned to a GCC.

Global Peace Operations Initiative
For FY22, the State Department is requesting roughly $470 million to support Peacekeeping
Operations and, as a subsection to this, $71 million to fund GPOI. This support is dedicated to
assist partner nations to train, deploy, and sustain capabilities of troop and police contributors to
UN and regional peace operations.594 NORTHCOM has not received funding under this in recent
years; the SOUTHCOM FY22 request calls for $20 million in support of GPOI. As with FMF,
however, respondents did not mention GPOI in the context of areas of concern or potential
opportunity when it came to resourcing.
International Military Education and Training
Of the primary Title 22 accounts implemented by DoD, IMET is the smallest but most
critical in the eyes of many regional officials. For FY22, State is requesting $113 for IMET
worldwide. Of this, just over $14 million is tabbed for the Western Hemisphere. This is largely
in line with NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM’s FY22 budget request of $1.75 million and $11
million, respectively. The desire for a more robust IMET program in the region was among the
594
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most often cited requests made by DoD stakeholders, not just because of its high demand among
partner nations but also because it has offered a template for adversary intervention.
Multiple interviewees pointed out that China has been aggressively courting members of
LAC militaries to participate in professional military education (PME) activities hosted in China.
A senior U.S. official explained that the Chinese are very specific and focused when it comes to
whom they invite to participate and what their program of instruction will be. The United States,
on the other hand, has yet to develop a more comprehensive plan for what it wants to achieve
with its IMET offerings. Getting to the next level of competition will likely require a more
deliberative process and more resources, as the generally touted relationship-building aspect of
IMET may be insufficient to counter Chinese programs. “What training are we trying to do, and
what result are we trying to get with this training?” asked the senior official.595 Despite the
widespread concern on this issue, by all accounts the United States remains the partner of choice
when it comes to these opportunities. A senior U.S. official pointed out that the Chinese
currently have “ineffectual equipment, techniques and training programs,” but cautioned that
Chinese dedication to these efforts means that they will likely improve over time.596
For other officials, IMET is seen as a key component of a zero-sum global competition for
influence. “For IMET,” a senior official argued, “if we’re sending someone to school in the U.S.,
they aren’t going to China.”597 Taken from another angle, IMET provides an opportunity to
compete from a position of comparative advantage in a fiscally manageable way given that
partner nations continue to favor opportunities to be educated in the United States. “We’re never
going to spend as much as China in the region,” a civilian official argued, “Rather, we need other
ways to compete”; the official pointed to an expansion of programs such as IMET as important
examples of this.598 Another senior official endorsed an expansion of IMET funding but also
pointed out that participating in such courses comes with some cost to partner nations, who still
pay the salary of participants and have to manage with them away from their positions for weeks
or months at a time, a difficult proposition for some militaries and ministries. This point speaks
to the challenge of gauging the absorptive capacity of partner nations and the extent to which
they could collectively take advantage of a more robust IMET program. Without providing
details, a senior official stated that there is some disagreement between SOUTHCOM and State
Department officials on this question and that it was their belief that State’s underestimation in
this area was contributing to lower than desired availability of IMET funding.599
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Guyana Case Study
U.S. officials discussed Guyana as a recent example where this type of competition, along with other areas,
highlights the relative level of effort and limitations of the United States and China. Guyana is small country
(geographically smaller than Idaho) on the northeast coast of South America with a population of less than 800,000.a
It is also strategically located on the Caribbean, and its capital, Georgetown, is home to the headquarters for the
secretariat of the 26-member Caribbean Community (CARICOM).b Recent discoveries of massive oil fields in
Guyana’s territorial waters are among the world’s most important new oil and gas findings in the past decade.c With
more than 8 billion barrels of recoverable crude oil, Guyana is forecasted to produce more oil than India by 2025 and
to experience massive GDP growth.d The discovery is likely to transform one of the Caribbean basin’s poorest
countries into one of its wealthiest.e
The China National Corporation for Exploration and Development of Oil and Gas (CNODC) has a 30 percent stake in
the consortium developing the recently discovered oil fields. Chinese companies, including Huawei, are also
established in Guyana and participate in the BRI initiative.f China’s embassy in Georgetown advertises several recent
bilateral activities, and Chinese support to Guyana includes the donation of flood relief supplies.g In a March 2021
phone call between Xi and Guyanan President Irfaan Ali, Xi reportedly stressed that “both China and Guyana are
developing countries and have similar positions on a series of international and regional issues,”h a claim that is
difficult to parse based on the immense differences between the two countries.
As with other countries in the Caribbean, China has long donated equipment to Guyana’s police and the Guyana
Defense Force,i a unified service with about 3,000 active-duty personnel in 2020.j China also sends senior leaders of
the Guyana Defense Force to China for training and relationship-building visits.k One senior U.S. official noted that
China recently offered to host five to ten Guyanese personnel on a two-year military training program with full
Mandarin instruction and a heavy cyber focus. Participation in such a program, the official argued, could have
significant longer-term impact, particularly in a military service as small as Guyana’s. Comparatively, the United
States currently sends only one Guyanese military official to a U.S. military school.l
Another U.S. official recently involved in attempting to increase the number of U.S. PME positions available to
Guyanese military personnel to two or three people made the point that if those individuals are not in American
schools, they will be in Chinese schools. Guyana has a very small defense force, government, and population. Thus,
regardless of the background or specialties of the Guyanese personnel, a relatively small number of officials that
build lasting relationships and are influenced through their professional and educational experiences should be
included in U.S. programs, the official contended.m
It was also noted that U.S. military officials in embassies throughout the region, but particularly in small embassies
such as that in Guyana, are challenged to monitor or even be aware of these kinds of differences between U.S. and
Chinese efforts. The extremely small military staffs manage a range of U.S. programs and associated oversight
mechanisms such as Leahy vetting, maintain relationships and awareness of host nation defense issues, serve as
advisors to U.S. officials, and more. They are not staffed to closely track and evaluate Chinese and other adversary
outreach through programs like PME exchanges, so they may not even be aware of the shift in relative participation
and influence.n
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Title 22 Funding Authorities That Complement NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM Activities
In addition to the national security programs managed by DoD, State maintains a robust
portfolio of authorities that it manages on its own designed to help partner nations improve their
capabilities in areas such as law enforcement, policing, and disaster management. As will be
seen, in many cases these initiatives are intended to bolster DoD efforts and together are meant
to ensure that institution-building and capacity development are occurring in both a civilian and
military capacity within partner nations. Two of these programs, representing State’s largest
effort in LAC, are highlighted below.
In terms of USAID activities, the direct tie-ins to national security objectives are more
limited. Nevertheless, as a senior official explained, DoD, State, and USAID often pursue
projects that are designed to be complementary as part of mutually devised “place-based
strategies,” and in some cases OHDACA funding provided to civilian agencies in partner nations
are intended to provide added assistance to USAID projects.600 This is particularly the case
regarding USAID’s Regional Disaster Assistance programs. Additionally, USAID participates in
efforts under the Central American Regional Security Initiative (CARSI), a program that is
funded by State but managed by USAID. Designed to provide an additional line of funding
beyond USAID’s typical focus areas of development assistance, economic support funds, and
global health programs, as its name suggests CARSI requests must have some connection to
promoting security. This often translates into rule-of-law programs and preventive measures and
carries an annual contribution of roughly $100 million per year.601
Despite general consistency in regional funding allocated to State and USAID accounts over
the past few years, the FY21 budget request from the Trump administration signaled a shift. The
$1.4 billion foreign assistance requested for LAC represented a decrease of 18 percent over the
previous year,602 with a good part of the requested funding for Central America cut by the
administration over the objections of the USAID director.603 Congress restored much of this
funding, but USAID advocates argue that the agency needs both a larger budget and one less
subject to short-term political positions.
International Narcotics Control and Law Enforcement
With an FY22 request for over $1.5 billion globally, State’s International Narcotics Control
and Law Enforcement (INCLE) program represents its second-largest effort, after FMF, and the
more than $570 million intended for the Western Hemisphere stands as State’s largest allocation
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in the region.604 This account provides funding for the CARSI program and Caribbean Basin
Security Initiative (CBSI), and its wide mandate aspires to “support anticorruption efforts,
improve citizen security, reduce illicit drug production and trafficking, and strengthen
cooperative efforts to address irregular migration and its root causes.”605 As will be seen, given
its close connection with DoD security cooperation efforts, programs pursued under INCLE are a
key point of interagency coordination.
Nonproliferation, Anti-Terrorism, Demining, and Related Programs (NADR)
Designed to provide critical, security-related support for issues pertaining to weapons of
mass destruction, landmines, international terrorist activities, and a host of related threats,
Nonproliferation, Anti-Terrorism, Demining, and Related Programs (NADR) span the globe. The
proportion of this dedicated to LAC, however, is generally low. State’s FY22 overall request for
NADR is $900 million but, according to FY21 estimates, only about $24 million was allocated to
the region.606

Limiting Factors: Country Income Designations and Other Macroeconomic
Issues
A number of respondents expressed frustration at what they felt were unnecessary limitations
placed on the amount and type of U.S. assistance that can be provided to partner nations in LAC
based on macroeconomic indicators that most felt were misleading.607 This is seen as a particular
impediment in the context of GPC as adversaries attempting to gain a foothold in the region are
unencumbered by such limitations. A senior U.S. official argued,
Another issue is the high-income designation. That rules out a whole number of
strategic countries that we want to work with but we can’t, which is selfimposed. That is not an “outcompete China” agenda. If we had an outcompete
China agenda, we would have the flexibility to go where the competition is the
fiercest, not take countries off the table by random internal bureaucratic
limitation.608

This issue is commonly referred to as “wealthy nation” status. Defense officials from both
NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM questioned the extent to which this term conveys an accurate
assessment of a number of such designated countries and argue that the restrictions posed by this
are antithetical to the prioritization of GPC. Pointing to the Bahamas as an example, one official
stated that while China has invested heavily in port activities and is pressing to improve its
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relationship with the security ministries, the United States is not permitted to provide funding
that would bring members of the Bahamian security forces to the United States to participate in
exercises or receive funding via the Traditional Commander’s Activities (TCA) account.
Considering Chinese interest and involvement, the official argued, “We should be putting our
arm around the Bahamas in a big way . . . [but] for all the wrong reasons we’re not investing in
this country.”609 Another civilian official felt it did not make sense that under these regulations
Mexico, a G-20 nation, is eligible for such opportunities but the Bahamas is not.
Such income-centric designations also affect assistance provided by other U.S. stakeholders.
A regional SME explained that a lot of countries in LAC are seen as middle-income and have
“graduated” out of USAID’s portfolio. But, given the level of inequality in the region, even
OECD countries such as Chile and Colombia can have tremendous needs, such as better access
to health care. As countries are recovering from the pandemic, it would be useful to consider
including middle-income countries in development assistance and bolstering these key sectors
that serve large segments (if not the majority) of the public that have been underfunded,
understaffed, and overwhelmed under COVID-19, at least until countries have improved their
own balance sheets and start investing.610 Thus, particularly in the context of the unforeseen
demands facilitated by the COVID-19 pandemic, U.S. agencies could consider reassessing the
utility of such metrics when determining how best to allocate assistance resources.

Interagency Coordination and Collaboration
The GCCs responsible for executing activities in LAC work closely with other government
departments and agencies in all efforts, but especially on efforts pertaining to security
cooperation (Title 10 funding) and security assistance (Title 22 funding). Collaboration between
these groups is vital for pursuing U.S. interests in self-reinforcing and efficient ways. Therefore,
their ability to effectively coordinate activities and rely on interagency support and funds is of
direct interest to hemispheric resourcing issues. Aside from shared equities, collaboration
between relevant DoD and State offices is also legislatively compelled, as State maintains
concurrence over the bulk of security cooperation funding, including Section 333.611
According to some respondents, one of the positive effects of the FY17 revamping of Title
10 security cooperation authorities is that the streamlining that took place has made it easier for
stakeholders within DoD and State to better coordinate and deconflict Title 10 and Title 22
efforts. As a civilian official explained, this has allowed for a more concerted effort to ensure
that the two largest programs under these titles, Section 333 and FMF, are complementary and
tied and aligned with DoD’s five-year plans. This has also led to State being more proactive in
609
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working with DoD in deliberating the types of capabilities that are most appropriate to a partner
nation, rather than having the process serve as more of a “rubber stamp” for what the partner
nation requested.612
In the Western Hemisphere, expectation management is also a factor as, according to a
civilian official, this region tends to receive the least amount of both Title 10 and Title 22
funding for security cooperation and security assistance.613 Thus, persistent communication and
coordination with relevant members of the U.S. country team in each partner nation is key to
fostering the efficiency of the processes described below.
Overview of Processes Surrounding Coordinated Mission Sets and Activities
While informal communications and periodic working group meetings among security
cooperation and assistance stakeholders at DoD and State occur with some regularity, the Joint
Security Sector Assistance Review (JSSAR) presents all interested parties with a dedicated
forum for deliberation and coordination. These are typically regionally focused conferences that
last four to five days and are attended at the GS-15/O-6 level.614 The engagement is hosted by the
Department of State’s Bureau of Political-Military Affairs and includes representatives from
State’s Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs and Bureau of Western
Hemisphere Affairs, as well as DoD stakeholders such as DSCA, OSD-P regional and security
cooperation offices, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff.615
Given that participants down to the country team level operate under the general guidance to
be authority- and funding-neutral when determining security cooperation priorities, the JSSAR
provides an opportunity for participants to add these elements to the equation to decide which
authority or authorities are most appropriate for a given project and to more generally prioritize
the collection of proposals put forward.616 As a senior official described it, the JSSAR is “where
we share info on what our objectives are and what our priorities are going to be, and that’s where
[we] make adjustments with them on programs for the outyears.”617 This is particularly useful
with regard to Section 333 and FMF, two of the largest accounts under Title 10 and Title 22,
respectively, which cannot fund identical efforts but can be managed in a way that they reinforce
each other.
As the senior official continued, if DoD and State agree on the same objective for a partner
nation, they can collectively make adjustments whereby State funds something with FMF and
DoD can either find a way to complement this with Section 333 funds or adjust its request to
612
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fund another mutual priority.618 An important aspect of these engagements is to take the specific
conditions of these authorities into account. As a civilian official explained, FMF has the benefit
of being able to be combined with national funds provided by a partner nation, a characteristic
that Section 333 funding does not have. Thus, in certain cases, FMF can be used to persuade a
partner to invest in a certain program with added U.S. support.619 FMF also has the benefit of
being more flexible in that changes to how it is allocated can be made more easily after it is
obligated. Title 10 security cooperation funding, on the other hand, is more difficult to
reappropriate should events or strategic calculations dictate.
More informally, for commonly used Title 10 accounts managed by DoD, such as Section
333 and 331, requests are coordinated with State’s Bureau of Political-Military Affairs and then
shared among other stakeholders, such as its Bureau of International Narcotics and Law
Enforcement Affairs and Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs.620 When such requests are
received at the bureau level, they are also shared with staff at the relevant missions to ensure
efforts are not being duplicated by other U.S.-funded projects. This is particularly the case with
counternarcotics efforts, where, for instance, a local maritime unit may be eligible for assistance
via both Title 10 and Title 22 funding authorities.621 Some level of deconfliction
notwithstanding, there was a general feeling that these programs largely complement each other
by providing appropriate training to both military and law enforcement entities in partner
nations.
Aside from resourcing levels, the question of how best to pursue strategic priorities tied to
BPC has fostered increased conversations among interagency stakeholders on the extent to which
proposed activities align with current funding authorities. A civilian official stated that
SOUTHCOM’s 7/9 (Exercises and Coalition Affairs) Directorate leverages a joint interagency
working group, reinforcing interagency touchpoints and identifying which agency has the
appropriate authorities for certain proposals. This includes deliberation on the extent to which
authorities across stakeholder agencies can best be combined or even improved. While not
traditionally a scrutinized topic, the official continued, over the span of the past few commanders
there has been increased pressure “to figure it out.”622
Aside from “natural tension between DoD security cooperation funds and State’s security
assistance” funds, stakeholders from DoD, State, and USAID were generally satisfied with the
current coordination mechanisms and, even in areas of more direct overlap, said that steps are in
place to ensure that efforts are complementary.623 This is especially the case following the
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overhaul of Title 10 security cooperation that occurred in FY17, which has simplified
interagency coordination and deconfliction. In some cases, however, the requirement for State
concurrence is considered a hindering factor, and even a challenge, by some DoD officials. In
particular, one senior official stated that there are no fewer than 11 measures in their
appropriation act tied to matters such as human rights, transparency, and related issues that must
be certified to provide concurrence. In certain countries in LAC, the senior official
acknowledged, these can be difficult to certify and, when they are not, State can place holds on
things such as IMET, GPOI, FMF, and even Section 333 funding.624
In addition to the interagency dynamic, there are two additional factors that DoD and State
representatives must incorporate. First, tracking the current status of the wealth of programs
approved in different years and with different end dates across the enterprise remains a
challenge. As a civilian official put it, this remains “the never-ending problem” among the
various offices and entities, though DSCA is reportedly working on a system to allow for more
collective monitoring of these efforts.625 A second factor that directly effects agency level
discussion is congressional earmarks. Besides determining a minimum level of funding that must
be allocated to a certain country or region, in some cases, additional “soft” earmarks that are
more specific and prescriptive will be included below the “top-line” earmark. In each case,
agencies do their best to accommodate these, but this often means that funds must be directed
from other projects.626

Conclusion
From a broad strategic perspective, the objectives of DoD, State, and USAID are in close
alignment in LAC. Be it the threat posed by TCOs, fragile governing institutions and corruption,
disaster response, or irregular migration, each agency contributes materially to efforts designed
to address each issue. While imperfect, this has resulted in an environment where
communication and coordination among stakeholders is persistent and helped by having
representatives from each agency collocated in key operational nodes, such as NORTHCOM and
SOUTHCOM headquarters. This appears to be the case especially with regard to some of the
larger initiatives carried out by State and DoD. When asked whether they were aware of any
synchronization difficulties between the efforts of State’s Bureau of International Narcotics and
Law Enforcement Affairs and DoD at the programmatic level, a civilian official expressed that
they felt that the lines were clearly delineated and that methods of deconfliction are sound. “A lot
of [the] mission set for INL [State’s Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement
Affairs] is complementary to what DoD is doing,” they contended, “Providing the equipment, the
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training, et cetera, to narcotics units . . . [is] for them to be able to support what DoD is trying to
do in the hemisphere.”627 Moreover, the changes made to streamline Title 10 security
cooperation authorities in the FY17 NDAA appear to have enhanced efforts at interagency
coordination, even if the process for allocating these resources remains a point of frustration
among DoD stakeholders.
While interagency coordination is generally effective, however, resourcing constraints
continue to place limitations on the level of regional engagement pursued, especially by DoD
entities. Some of the most prominent authorities supporting Title 10 Security Cooperation
efforts, especially Section 333 and OHDACA, and the processes established to allocate
accompanying resources exacerbate some of these challenges and place added limitations on
their employment. In the context of GPC, these issues have become more pronounced as
adversaries have become increasingly assertive in their engagements and investments in the
region. Moreover, the lack of a base amount of both security cooperation funding and access to
operational forces provided to GCCs under current regulations makes year-to-year planning
difficult, and alternative options to filling funding gaps are limited, especially given modest
O&M funding. It is also notable that under current authorities, resources associated with JIATFSouth have very limited flexibility in being repurposed to missions that do not directly tie to
counternarcotics or counter-TCO efforts.
Additionally, persistent cuts to the staffs at NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM have limited
these commands’ ability to establish and sustain interaction efforts with partner nations.
Programs such as SPP and the deployment of a security force assistance brigade can foster some
additional opportunities, but this is limited, and questions remain about their authorities and
funding levels in the longer term. More specifically, expected targets of roughly $130 million for
Section 333 funding for SOUTHCOM is below desired levels, additional funding for conducting
training and exercises with partner nations lacks a dedicated funding stream and is thus widely
seen as lacking, and, from a Title 22 perspective, current funding under IMET is well below
demand levels from partners and particularly inadequate in the context of recent Chinese efforts
to provide PME opportunities.
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Chapter 5. Conclusion: Assessing U.S. National Security
Resourcing Requirements in Latin America and the Caribbean

In the current national security strategic context, the United States is confronted by two
primary threats in the Western Hemisphere. TCOs represent an enduring but evolving threat, the
breadth of which is still being understood at the national level. GPC, on the other hand,
represents a concern that is well articulated at the national level but requires more comprehensive
implementation guidance. As the broader U.S. national security community continues to grapple
with these complex, and at times overlapping, issues, stakeholders focused on these threats at the
GCC and bureau level will continue to be disadvantaged when competing for resources with
other global priorities that are better understood and more entrenched.
Recent changes to the ways in which some of the most substantial amounts and types of
resources are allocated have introduced additional challenges. The recent streamlining of Title 10
security cooperation authorities has reportedly enhanced interagency coordination and instituted
more transparency in a system that had by nearly all accounts grown unwieldy. Nevertheless, the
SSCI process established by the Pentagon to annually allocate more than $1 billion in Title 10
security cooperation funds is drawn out and taxing to staffs, which at the GCC level have been
repeatedly subjected to cuts. Current protocols justifiably require validation that U.S. assistance
is not provided to individuals or units credibly implicated in human rights abuses, corruption, or
other illicit activities. The cumulative effect of these processes, however, is that the time between
the drafting and implementation of a program is over a year. This is compounded by a lack of
baseline funding and access to personnel and restrictive authorities that are inflexible to
reallocation due to delays, making for a very difficult planning environment.

Search for Strategic Coherence on Key Issues and Threats
While sufficiency of resourcing is vital to pursuing overarching objectives, it is of limited
utility if not expended in support of clear, coherent strategic guidance. When it comes to the two
primary issues confronting LAC from a U.S. perspective, the proliferation of TCOs and GPC,
clear disconnects exist in national- and operational-level interpretations. For TCOs, national
guidance has yet to settle on a clear articulation of the specific ways in which these entities pose
a threat to U.S. interests and the DoD role in combating them; as a result, the concept maintains a
nebulous priority level when it comes to resourcing deliberations. GPC, on the other hand, is
clearly viewed as a top national security priority, and departments and agencies are adjusting
guidance to reflect this. Thus far, however, this has not translated into a coherent global strategy
that incorporates the benefits and tradeoffs associated with resource allocation. Rather,
particularly in the case of DoD, the emphasis on GPC has largely translated to increased focus on
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the immediate regions of adversaries, often at the expense of other geographic areas. While not
indefensible in principle, there is little evidence that this has come as the result of a
comprehensive strategic deliberation on how best to allocate resources to confront GPC.
Moreover, as discussed in Chapter 3, such a posture is at odds with the demonstrable evidence
that adversaries, especially China, are becoming more assertive in their pursuit of strategic
objectives in the Western Hemisphere.
At the regional level, U.S. stakeholders will need to continue to ensure that their collective
efforts cohere to make the most of limited resources and prepare to put more to use should they
become available. Importantly, there is a subtle but important difference between coordination at
a more operational and tactical level (e.g., ensuring that programs are complementary, avoiding
duplication) and collectively contributing to a coherent strategy. Evidence suggests that U.S.
stakeholders covering LAC are proficient at the former but may have work to do on the latter,
particularly in the context of GPC. As a LAC SME with experience in government conveyed,
“It’s not so much about coordination. . . . It’s about coherence. If you have a little bit more
funding in the key places and a little bit more coherence, I think you can make some pretty big
strides”; such a program, however, “never seems to quite get done.”628 An important part of this
deliberation will be an assessment of current authorities and the degree to which they are linked
to funding and enable agencies to pursue objectives closely aligned with strategic concepts.

U.S. Resourcing to Latin American and Caribbean Countries Is
Comparatively Limited, but Can Still Be Effective
While improved strategic clarity surrounding the prioritization of TCOs and a global effort
on engaging in GPC would place U.S. stakeholders covering LAC in a better position to compete
for resources, it is important to note that from a comparative standpoint U.S. national security
resourcing is limited in LAC. With an overall budget request of $1.25 billion for FY22,
SOUTHCOM is set to receive substantially less than any other GCC.629 Moreover, from FY18
through its FY22 budget request, the average annual amount of State’s International Security
Assistance budget allocated to the Western Hemisphere has been just over 5 percent (though
some additional funds were likely provided via centrally managed accounts). With understanding
and acknowledgment that the agencies making global resourcing allocations have a host of
competing priorities to balance in their respective deliberations processes, the combination of the
evolving threats posed by TCOs and increased assertiveness by U.S. competitors in the region
warrants a reconsideration of how these national security concerns are evaluated.
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Among respondents, there was general acceptance that LAC will continue to serve as an
“economy of force” in comparison to other regions where threats are more pronounced. Yet
while research suggests that LAC remains a secondary region of priority among adversaries, it is
clear that recent trends demonstrate that their activities and investments have increased and are
growing more contentious. Further, LAC represents a unique opportunity to leverage American
strengths to at least slow, albeit not reverse, clear adversarial trends. There is a pervasive
sentiment that strategic effects can be achieved with comparatively modest resource
commitments. In particular, the ability to provide small amounts of military-to-military
assistance to help partner nation counterparts address a pressing need and expanding IMET
offerings provide two immediate ways to confront the growing assertiveness of adversaries in the
region.
There is also growing concern that persistent staffing cuts at NORTHCOM and
SOUTHCOM and the requirement to provide justification for an increasing proportion of
resources allocated at the GCC level is combining to provide significant pressure on their staffs
even as mission sets and expectations increase. The provision of a base amount of annual
funding and access to personnel to support security cooperation activities would provide shortterm relief. Additional efficiencies could also be identified by conducting a reassessment of
current authorities and personnel requirements and the degree to which the resources devoted to
them are aligned with evolving strategic priorities, in particular GPC.

Findings
Our fundamental finding, which guides the rest of the analysis, is that U.S. strategic guidance
has gaps with regard to the two most prominent, interrelated threats to U.S. interests in the
Western Hemisphere: TCOs and GPC. While guidance on what constitutes a TCO is catching up
with their prevalence on the ground, the various ways they threaten U.S. interests and how they
should be prioritized has not yet been articulated. As a result, significant resources are currently
devoted to counternarcotics efforts; while narcotics trafficking is a significant component of
TCO activities, it is not the only one that needs to be targeted. Additionally, thinking narrowly
about TCOs obscures the ways they provide global adversaries with an additional conduit
through which they can contest U.S. national security interests in the region.
On the other hand, national-level messaging has clearly articulated GPC as a strategic
priority, but guidance on how best to implement measures on a global level is limited. Regions in
the immediate vicinity of adversaries are being prioritized, while other regions, such as Latin
America, continue to face the prospect of continued cuts. This despite clear evidence that
identified adversaries, especially China, have increased their investments and activities in the
region.
We also noted that GPC is not a single form of competition, and global competition with
China is qualitatively and quantitatively different than competition with Russia and Iran.
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Moscow and Tehran remain very opportunistic and highly dependent on political contingencies
for government-to-government engagements (e.g., anti-U.S. governments assuming power) and
illicit networks/ungoverned spaces. While political, military, and economic incursions by Russia
and Iran are problematic for select U.S. interests, they are still relatively limited in scope and
scale. This may suggest a lack of a comprehensive regional/global plans, a lack of resources to
engage with the region, a lower prioritization of the region, and/or an inability to engage with
traditional U.S. partners.
Conversely, although LAC is on the periphery of China’s core interests, Beijing is
implementing comprehensive, large-scale, and multidomain (diplomatic, informational, military,
economic, and cultural) global plans that include LAC as an increasingly important component.
China more successfully shapes the environment to set conditions for engagements and pursuing
their interests than Russia or Iran. China demonstrates the ability to coordinate across tools of
power and at every level of government and industry, including very local levels. It engages and
has growing influence within traditional U.S. partner nations and its potential commitments are
highly enticing to them.
Just as CCMDs use their security cooperation activities in LAC to achieve access and
influence, adversaries engage in information operations and pursue network effects of shared
content across state-operated/owned or state-controlled channels and websites such as Xinhua,
RT, Sputnik, HispanTV, and then into LAC broadcasters such as TeleSUR. These activities are
not done in a vacuum, as adversaries share some content (e.g., anti-U.S.), which is more likely to
gain traction, while other content is more adversary-specific and shared less. Adversary
governments also coordinate information operations with other forms of engagement to achieve
multiplier effects, generally with very low costs and a high return on investment. In sum, these
pose a significant challenge, and we are unsure what the alternatives are to a combined anti-U.S.
network. Official U.S. messaging is good but will not compete directly unless alternative
regional and local networks also used.
The PRC emphasizes relationship-building at all levels, which gains it access and influence
in the short term while also promoting lasting long-term investment. Competition for regional
perceptions of local and senior officials and industry leaders is conducted via PME exchanges,
journalism/governance exchanges, and education/cultural trips to China, but even informal
relationship-building and -maintaining (e.g., via virtual outreach) can develop expectations of
reciprocation in addition to promoting anti-U.S. narratives.
All adversaries have outreach to local levels via culture and language institutes, but it is
unclear how successful these initiatives are compared with media and information operations
approaches. Institutes may provide gateways and excuses for inserting foreign personnel into
LAC, but probably do not shape public opinion to the same degree that media and online
campaigns do. The United States might not need to compete directly with all language/culture
centers if media response were broader and more effective.

127

From the U.S. perspective, multilevel engagements are self-reinforcing: Publics with proU.S. image and good democratic systems are more likely to vote in pro-U.S. governments
(decreases opportunities for adversaries), and pro-U.S. governments open greater opportunities
for U.S. local-level engagements.
Regarding authorities, changes made to Title 10 security cooperation authorities in the FY17
NDAA are largely seen as necessary and appear to have improved interagency coordination
efforts. Nevertheless, gaps and unintended consequences remain. The security cooperation
resource allocation process remains very time-consuming and bureaucratic, and even the new
authorities do not explicitly address strategic evolution to prioritizing GPC. Specifically, new
Section 333 authorities do not promote long-term planning for building capabilities to counter
malign influence. One particular hurdle is the way a partner’s “wealthy nation status” limits the
degree to which NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM can engage with them.
On the positive side, interagency coordination efforts regarding security cooperation and
security assistance priorities appear to have been improved by the streamlining of Title 10 funds
into the Section 333 authority in FY17. As a result, DoD and State representatives are better
positioned to identify the appropriate authority to utilize to achieve a desired end state and to
align priorities with five-year country plans.
Other specific areas suffer from chronic shortages and fluctuations in resourcing. Exercise
funding is one such area, largely because associated authorities, such as Titles 321, 322, and 331,
do not have dedicated lines of funding and must largely be pulled from limited O&M funds.
OHDACA authorities have their own quirks, such as the inability to provide direct assistance to a
partner nation’s military. Providing the combatant commander with the ability to assist partnernation militaries with small amounts of direct assistance to help address an immediate need
would have outsized impact on building relationships with counterpart militaries. And not all the
gaps fall within Title 10. The most commonly cited Title 22 security assistance shortfall is in
IMET, primarily attributable to the comparatively low amount of global funding available. There
also appears to be discrepancies between State and DoD officials as to the absorptive capacity of
partner nations, how this is determined, and the long-term positive effects these programs offer
in the context of GPC.
A final, significant gap is the provision of permanent and temporary personnel to the
CCMDs. The size and perhaps composition of the NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM staffs appear
insufficient to sustain the level of partner-nation engagement necessary to compete in a GPC
context.

Recommendations
At the national and departmental levels, U.S. officials should more comprehensively define
TCOs and the ways in which they threaten U.S. interests. This should include the ways in which
they both directly and indirectly enhance the ability of geopolitical adversaries to threaten U.S.
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interests. This assessment should also provide clearer guidance on how measures to counter
TCOs should be prioritized among other threats to U.S. national security.
At the national and departmental levels, clearer guidance should be provided with regard to
implementing GPC at the operational level. While current DoD programs assign and allocate
forces to the CCMDs, these decisions currently are done without an overarching GPC strategy.
The department should review how missions and activities currently undertaken contribute to
GPC objectives, as well as any new or additional measures that are more specific to GPC. Such a
review will better focus resourcing deliberations among stakeholder departments and agencies.
Current activities and mission sets should also be reviewed at the GCC and bureau level in the
context of GPC to help identify specifically whether, and the extent to which, they can contribute
to pursuing these objectives and to identify opportunities for new or additional activities that
warrant consideration. As part of this, officials should consider ways that the GCCs and bureaus
can enhance their ability to be more proactive in their measures.
Appropriate representatives from Congress and DoD should collaborate on a comprehensive
review of current authorities that regulate GCC funding for partner-nation engagement,
particularly those tied to security cooperation and humanitarian and related assistance, in the
context of renewed adversarial activities in the competition space. This should include revising
legacy authorities, such as those pertaining to counternarcotics, if they are leading GCCs to
pursue resources to satisfy current priorities via indirect methods and addressing any identified
imbalances. Congress and DoD should also consider ways to make annual resourcing levels both
more predictable, such as by establishing a baseline amount of funding and access to rotational
forces, and more responsive. For example, granting GCC leadership with access to small
amounts of funding that can be used in a flexible manner to assist a partner-nation counterpart
with an immediate requirement, without compromising current protocols regarding human rights
and the prevention of illicit activities.
Finally, regarding the personnel requirements of the GCCs, stakeholders within DoD should
review any updates to GCC personnel requirements to improve their effectiveness at executing
their respective missions in the context of GPC. As part of this, officials should review current
billets tied to a particular mission set to ensure they are still required at current levels and/or
could be made more flexible to address evolving requirements and priorities. At the operational
level, the provision of rotational forces to NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM should be
considered, as this would both help address current gaps and provide flexibility to address
unforeseen delays or other contingencies.
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Appendix A. Pertinent Language of Fiscal Year 2020 National
Defense Authorization Act, Section 1265

SEC. 1265. WESTERN HEMISPHERE RESOURCE ASSESSMENT. (a) IN GENERAL.—
The Secretary of Defense shall seek to enter into a contract with an independent, nongovernmental institute described in section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code of 1986, and
exempt from tax under section 501(a) of such Code, that has recognized credentials and expertise
in national security and military affairs to conduct an accounting of and an assessment of the
sufficiency of resources available to the United States Southern Command (SOUTHCOM),
United States Northern Command (NORTHCOM), Department of State, and United States
Agency for International Development (USAID) to carry out their respective missions in the
Western Hemisphere.
(b) MATTERS TO BE INCLUDED.—The assessment described in subsection (a) shall
include each of the following: (1) An accounting and description of the funds available to
SOUTHCOM, NORTHCOM, the Department of State, and USAID. (2) A list of bilateral and
multilateral military training and exercises with allies and partner countries in the Western
Hemisphere. (3) A description of the security force activities of the United States in the Western
Hemisphere. (4) A description of the activities of the Departments of State and Defense in
addressing security challenges in the Western Hemisphere. (5) Cyber domain activities of the
United States and those actions in concert with allied and partner countries in the Western
Hemisphere. (6) A description of the funding for all international military education and training
programs. (7) An overview of all foreign military sales and foreign military financing programs
with partner countries in the Western Hemisphere. (8) A list of investments, programs, or
partnerships in the Western Hemisphere by China, Iran, Russia, or other adversarial groups or
countries that threaten the national security of the United States. (9) Recommendations for
actions the Department of Defense, the Department of State, and USAID could take to advance
United States national security interests in the Western Hemisphere.
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Appendix B. Chinese Economic Programs in the Western
Hemisphere

Because some of China’s most important strategic objectives and the programs it uses to
exert influence are economic in nature, this appendix provides more detailed analysis of Chinese
economic and financial activities in LAC.

Trade
China entered the World Trade Organization in 2001, sparking a surge in Chinese trade with
Latin America, which increased rapidly from $12 billion in 2000 to $261 billion by 2013.630
Total trade fell slightly in 2015 (to $231.1 billion) and 2016 (to $213.4 billion),631 but is now
closer to $314 billion, a 26-fold growth over the past two decades.632 As an indicator of how
important Chinese trade is to the region, over 10 percent of all LAC exports now go to China,
including over 15 percent of LAC agricultural exports and over 25 percent of LAC extractive
exports such as minerals and oil.633
Another method of quantifying the magnitude of the increase is to look at how an average
LAC country’s percentage of trade with China has changed with respect to the country’s trade
with the rest of the world. An analysis of World Bank data from 2006 to 2018 suggests that
China’s role in LAC economies has sharply risen over recent years, which are reflected in the
Figures B.1 and B.2.
In these figures, each dot represents a country’s (24 LAC countries included) percentage of
exports to or imports from either the United States or China in any given year. The fitted values
line represents the best attempt to draw a linear line that reflects the overall trend of the data. The
shadows surrounding the lines show the 95 percent confidence interval, which reflects that we
are 95 percent confident that this fitted values line has a trend captured within the bounds of the
shadow (and not outside the shadow). Here, a larger shadow highlights that we are less certain
about the trend of the line than a smaller shadow, which is determined by statistical tests.
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Figure B.1. Change of Latin American and Caribbean Imports from the United States and China

SOURCE: RAND analysis of World Bank data.

Figure B.2. Change of Latin American and Caribbean Exports to the United States and China

SOURCE: RAND analysis of World Bank data.
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In Figures B.1 and B.2, one sees that the percentage shares of LAC exports to and imports
from the United States have either decreased slightly or remained level. Given the large
confidence interval, these results are not statistically significant, and we cannot say
authoritatively one way or the other. Regardless, this understanding is not inherently bad—the
United States may still be producing more things faster and more efficiently, but others may be
also. Trade is not a zero-sum game, and the United States does not necessarily lose when others
gain. However, it is clear in both figures that the percentage shares of LAC exports to and
imports from China have risen significantly over the period captured here. Importantly, one sees
a very narrow confidence interval for both Chinese fitted values lines, which indicates that we
are confident that the trends in that direction or in a direction extremely similar. While the trends
of both the percentage share of LAC exports to and imports from China have risen, the trend for
the percentage share of LAC imports from China has risen even faster, reflecting the global trend
of Chinese goods increasingly dominating foreign markets. Of course, there are many nuances to
these data and these conclusions, such as the type of goods that China predominantly exports
(low value added) and that each country in the region has a different level of integration in the
global economy. Nevertheless, the evidence suggests that Chinese trade, particularly Chinese
exports to the region, has quickly become an increasingly large part of many countries’
economies in the region.
China’s growing trade relations with Brazil and Chile, two of the biggest markets in the
region, exemplify these growing trends. As its largest partner in the region, Brazilian-Chinese
trade has grown from “$1 billion a quarter-century ago to $76 billion in goods in 2017.”634 As
members of BRICS, both countries have regular political engagements, which maintains and
strengthens ties. Although it is true that the Bolsonaro government has marked a change in
position and rhetoric toward China, experts predict that it is unlikely that China would “want this
tension to become the ‘new normal,’” extending past a single administration.635
Additionally, Chile has made significant efforts to strengthen its bilateral economic
relationship with China. In 2005, Chile signed a free trade agreement with China, marking the
first agreement China had signed with any individual country.636 Since then, Chile has
increasingly sought to build stronger economic relations with China,637 including most recently
in a 2020 memorandum of understanding on fruit.638 As a symbol of the partnership, the
Chinese-Chilean relationship was upgraded in 2017 to a “strategic association,” indicating that
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support of the relationship comes from “the highest level.”639 Here, Brazil and Chile serve as
examples for the high level of impact and influence China has increasingly enjoyed in major
Latin American economies.

Investments, Loans, and Natural Resources Extraction
According to the best publicly available data, Chinese investment in LAC from 2005 through
2020 has totaled at least $136 billion, through 150 recorded projects. Investments have increased
across the region over time as depicted in Figure B.3.
Figure B.3. Chinese Investments in Latin American and Caribbean Countries, 2005–2020

SOURCE: RAND analysis of data from American Enterprise Institute, undated.

In terms of number of projects and total value for both investments and construction
contracts, South America garnered the overwhelming majority of attention, reflecting the
importance of South America versus other subregions vis-à-vis the economy. In these
investments, portrayed in Figure B.4, China has strategically invested in a wide array of projects
throughout the region in diverse areas like energy, transportation, telecommunications, and
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more.640 Recent investment projects in the region include oil extraction off the coast of Brazil,641
an electricity grid in Chile,642 and a port in Panama.643
Figure B.4. Chinese investments in South America, 2005–2020

Source: RAND analysis of data from American Enterprise Institute, undated.

For the past several years, Chinese development finance institutions have been the largest
creditor for LAC nations. The China Development Bank (CDB) and the Export-Import Bank of
China (China ExIm) have extended more credit to the region than any of the traditional
international multilateral banks.644 For a number of countries in the region that have defaulted on
past debts (e.g., Argentina, Ecuador, and Venezuela), international capital markets can be
difficult to access or only offer very high interest rates. Chinese loans come “no-stringsattached,” and in some cases have funded incumbent governments’ efforts to gain local support
before important elections.645 One innovative finance scheme Beijing uses in the region is the
commodity-backed loan, whereby Latin American governments agree to provide China with
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large amounts of oil to partly repay loans.646 About half of Latin American contracts with
Chinese policy banks are commodity-backed, with the majority of these “loans for oil” deals
going to large oil producers such as Venezuela, Ecuador, and Brazil.647
Chinese investment in natural resource extraction is clearly a principal pillar of Chinese
external economic policy. From the Caribbean to the Andes, Chinese firms, many supported by
Chinese state institutions, have invested in a wide array of industries. Chinese firms have
recently acquired significant stakes in offshore oil rigs and refineries (e.g., Guyana648 and
Venezuela649), metals and minerals (e.g., bauxite in Jamaica,650 copper and zinc in the
Dominican Republic,651 and lithium in Chile652), and other environmentally damaging resources
(e.g., palm oil in Suriname653). Importantly, many of these investments, such as in the lithium
mines in Chile, align with Chinese efforts to control access to strategic resources used in
advanced technologies.654
In addition to benign business deals such as many of those listed above, China has pursued
malign economic activity in the region. Experts have documented cases throughout the region
where Chinese firms strongarmed countries into bad deals, left construction projects unfinished,
and were accused of illegal investment practices.655
Furthermore, the Chinese commercial fishing fleet, the world’s largest fishing fleet, with
thousands of ships capable of operating thousands of miles from home,656 has been particularly
daring in illegally raiding the region’s exclusive economic zones (EEZs). Because of overfishing
and pollution in its own EEZ, Chinese fishing ships have increasingly had to go farther away to
catch fish.657 In LAC, there are numerous examples of hundreds of Chinese vessels illegally
fishing in the region. In the protected waters of Ecuador’s Galapagos Islands (a UN World
Heritage Site), Chinese trawlers turned off their tracking devices to avoid detection while
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fishing.658 Estimates suggest that Chile loses an estimated $300 million each year to illegal
fishing, primarily from China.659 In Argentina, Chinese boats have rammed Coast Guard vessels
engaged in counter–illegal fishing operations.660 In response to an increase in Chinese illegal
fishing in recent years, the governments of Ecuador, Peru, Chile, and Argentina—countries that
frequently have positive, though not working, relations with China—have all issued alerts
identifying Chinese fleets as violating their sovereign waters.661 This alert, in concert with other
countries throughout the world and the history of suspect projects in the region,662 paints a clear
picture of the willingness of the Chinese state to not only allow but condone malign economic
activity in LAC.

Construction Projects
The majority of Chinese FDI has been targeted at oil, gas, minerals, and agricultural products
(notably soybean, sugar, and grains) as opposed to new infrastructure. Unlike in Africa, China
often lets local and international companies finance and build the related infrastructure in LAC.
However, if the infrastructure to find, extract, and ship the commodities Beijing seeks is not
sufficient, Chinese companies will invest in necessary infrastructure development as well.663
China has financed efforts to build roads, railroads, refineries, ports, and other facilities
throughout Latin America.664 The development of industrial capacity and infrastructure
investment were prominent features of China’s own development strategy and thereby presents
LAC governments with one piece of the PRC’s model of economic development as well.665
Further, related Chinese FDI in CARICOM increased from $47.6 million in 2005 to $492.1
million in 2013, an increase largely seen as a response to fill the void left by a drop in U.S.
interest and funding.666
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Chinese construction contracts in the region were valued at no less than $61.97 billion,
through 133 recorded projects, between 2005 and 2020. Notable construction projects include a
$1 billion renovation of a railroad line in Argentina,667 a 1,500-mile transmission line from the
Belo Monte Dam to Rio de Janeiro in Brazil,668 and a $730 million highway in Jamaica.669
Figure B.5 portrays the value of Chinese construction contracts across LAC, and Figure B.6
shows contracts in the most common South American countries individually.
Figure B.5. Chinese Construction Contracts in Latin American and Caribbean Countries

SOURCE: RAND analysis of data from American Enterprise Institute, undated.
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Figure B.6. Chinese Construction Contracts in South American Countries

SOURCE: RAND analysis of data from American Enterprise Institute, undated.

Although Chinese investment in construction projects has strengthened infrastructure in a
region that certainly lacked it along with critical financing, there have been significant recent
controversies surrounding projects, especially with regard to human rights violations,670
environmental damages,671 and quality.672 Data from the China Global Investment Tracker
counted 32 Chinese “troubled transactions” in the region since 2007.673 Centrally, these concerns
are most exemplified in the Coca Codo Sinclair Dam in the Ecuadorian Amazon. The dam,
which became operational in 2016, has faced numerous challenges. Two years after construction,
thousands of cracks cover the dam with trees, bushes, and sediment filling the dam’s reservoir,
which an Ecuadorian audit blamed on poor construction practices and design; resultantly, it is
not capable of running at full power.674 Additionally, it is thought that the dam contributed to
erosion of the Coca River, which caused two oil spills and the loss of the highest waterfall in
Ecuador.675 Irrespective of the fact that Ecuador must pay back Chinese investment chiefly in oil
670
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and had to slash government spending to support repayment,676 the dam is one example of
projects that have brought to light serious concerns regarding Chinese investment.
Telecommunications
One area of Chinese investment and increasing influence in LAC of particular interest is
telecommunications technologies. U.S. officials have warned LAC governments that adopting
Chinese communications technologies would make information sharing and collaboration with
the United States more difficult.677 Still, Chinese companies Huawei and, to a lesser extent, ZTE
have built a substantial presence in LAC. They have constructed “3G and 4G networks for
governments and private telecommunications companies, as well as selling telephones and data
devices” and have successfully integrated “large local staffs with Chinese managers and
technical personnel.”678 Huawei is a market leader of mobile devices in the region and a
contender for 5G networks in Brazil, Chile, and Mexico679 and is “poised to roll out 4G and 5G
services to Barbados, Guyana, Jamaica, and Trinidad and Tobago in co-operation with regional
telecommunications firm Digicel.”680 Chinese suppliers support government and commercial
providers such as Telefonica, Claro, and Movistar in building and operating networks,
transpacific and transatlantic fiber optic connections, and other new technologies.681
Many Chinese technologies promise the region real benefits that governments find difficult
to turn down. However, the “Smart City” architectures of Huawei, which is alleged to have
strong ties to the PLA, introduce surveillance systems, some of which are integrated with
Chinese-financed infrastructure programs, that have been reportedly used to surveil and
undermine opposition politicians in areas where the technologies have been installed.682 Smart
City initiatives also provide “a backdoor for the Chinese government to monitor or intercept
official information” that the United States seeks to share with LAC partners and gives Beijing
“real-time, street-level situational awareness.”683 One senior U.S. official described a case where
the partner nation’s minister of defense made a direct request to the United States for assistance
in disassembling and disinvesting in the Huawei Smart City program because to excessive
Chinese monitoring.684
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Additionally, in the Caribbean, China has reportedly used mobile phone networks as part of
an espionage campaign targeting U.S. mobile phone subscribers.685 The telecom technologies
also provide a mutually reinforcing dynamic for the PRC by linking surveillance technologies to
user financial data and other sensitive information. Collectively, these activities are connected to
what is referred to as Beijing’s “digital silk road” using e-commerce platforms such as Alibaba
and Tencent.686
Overall, LAC officials have reportedly shown little concern over the security problems
associated with Chinese technologies entering their countries. As one expert noted, there’s a
regional expectation that “if it’s not China spying and surveilling users, then it will be another
country’s companies doing the same thing,” and Huawei’s pricing structure is undeniably
attractive to LAC officials and markets.687 Without a reasonable U.S. alternative, countries
seeking to develop their telecommunications infrastructure with 5G networks have little choice
but to accept Chinese companies.688
Belt and Road Initiative
Many of China’s economic and financial methods and approaches to the region will
increasingly be considered in the context of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The BRI is
an ambitious global investment and trade program designed to strengthen Chinese economic
engagement with developing economies while advancing its political and strategic goals. East
Asia has received a large share of initial Chinese investments in the project. Further, the Middle
East was initially said to be at the center of the BRI, and Africa and Latin America were along
the periphery of the initiative, but eventually the BRI scope will include the entire LAC
region.689 As depicted in Figure B.7, South America has received Chinese BRI investments
nearly on par with or greater than a number of other regions in recent years.
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Figure B.7. Chinese Belt and Road Initiative Investments, by Region

SOURCE: Christoph Nedopil Wang, China Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) Investment Report H1 2021, Beijing:
International Institute of Green Finance, Central University of Finance and Economics, July 27, 2021. Used with
permission.

In 2016, no country in the hemisphere was officially part of China’s BRI. In rapid
succession, three years later, 17 countries throughout the region (more than half) had joined
the BRI. In the case of Panama and the Dominican Republic, the deals were explicitly linked to
ending relations with Taiwan and recognizing the One China principle. Notably, no countries
joined the BRI since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. While the region’s four biggest
economies (Brazil, Mexico, Argentina, and Colombia) have not joined the program,
reflecting China’s targeting of weaker economies as well as other factors, such
as political considerations, rising Chinese economic power may make not being in the program
untenable for all countries attempting to rebound from the financial costs of the pandemic.
There are now 19 LAC countries officially part of programs tied directly to the BRI that, in
addition to infrastructure funding, offers billions of dollars in “no strings attached” loans,
donations of military equipment, and other security related engagements.690 To clarify that the
690
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BRI is intended to extend beyond civilian trade and finance arrangements, in 2019 the Chinese
state councilor and Minister of National Defense, General Wei Fenghe, suggested the BRI could
serve as a “framework” to “deepen military exchanges and cooperation with the Caribbean
countries.”691

Economic Diplomacy and Coercion
China has sought to expand its global influence primarily, although not solely, by building
long-term economic relationships. In addition to economic objectives, Beijing’s focus on trade
also supports its goal of decreasing diplomatic recognition of Taiwan and promoting the
multipolar world concept. China not only seeks economic relations with countries not
ideologically aligned with the United States, such as the Bolivarian bloc of ALBA nations, but
engages with economies throughout the region, including key U.S. allies. For example, the PRC
provided large amounts of aid and investment promises to Panama, the Dominican Republic, and
El Salvador in recent years, all of which subsequently dropped their diplomatic recognition of
Taiwan.692
The American policy of “dollar diplomacy” was the idea of providing financial aid to foreign
governments to promote U.S. commercial and political interests that began early in the 20th
century under President William Howard Taft. That policy has been said to have been replaced
with “yuan diplomacy.” Even international finance bodies such as the World Bank and the IDB
were surpassed by Chinese development banks as early as 2014 in terms of total finance
provided to Latin American governments,693 making China the top source of development
finance in LAC.694 Yuan diplomacy, along with other methods, has probably helped explain the
increase in Latin American opinion polls that show perceptions that China is becoming
increasingly influential across the region and that it has a more positive influence on the region
than the United States.695
China’s economic diplomacy over the past two decades has also left many LAC countries
heavily reliant on continuing Chinese economic relationships. Since 2010, China has been the
top export destination for South American goods, LAC’s second most important trading partner
overall, and second most important source of mergers and acquisitions and FDI.696 Critics of
China’s economic diplomacy point to examples or the potential for China to leverage its
economic importance over a nation’s government to dictate political or economic decisions made
691
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by that government. This form of “debt trap diplomacy” has not occurred often in LAC yet, but
the example in Sri Lanka is often pointed to when highlighting the dangers it poses. In that case,
“Sri Lanka’s default on Chinese debt gave Chinese creditors considerable equity in the
strategically important Hambantota Port.”697
PRC officials and Chinese companies and banks appeal to foreign governments’ and business
leaders’ short-term interests with seemingly benign economic incentives. However, these
overtures are coordinated across sectors and in combination with other forms of statecraft that
have outsized effects on regional and international institutions, security, freedom, and
prosperity.698
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Appendix C. Example of SOUTHCOM Enterprise Funding Budget
Slide

As stated in the main body of this report, DoD does not release comprehensive budget data
for GCCs. Thus, the primary source for the references to SOUTHCOM funding levels in this
report is data provided to the RAND project team by SOUTHCOM staff. Figure C.1 is a
representative example of the format in which comprehensive data was conveyed for FY18–22.
The majority of the references germane to this report come from the “DSCA and State” category.
Figure C.1. U.S. Southern Command Enterprise Funding Slide, FY21

SOUTHCOM Funding

POC: Mr. Michael Lewis, SCJ85
Oﬃce: 305 - 437-3678
CAO: 11MAY2021

FY21 Budget ($M)

SC Portfolios

$279

Department of the Army
(OMA and OPA )

33
$1

US SOUTHCOM Managed

Services CN

($303)

DASD-CN & GT

$170

ANG

$3

USN

$77

USAR

$2

USA

$2

USAF

$82

USMC

$1

USAFR

$1

USNR

$2

ARNG $0

HQCC

$67

C5 Sys tems

$82

CbT

$30

• GTMO INTEL

$31

INTEL

$40

• ISR TF

$0

TSC

$29

CN (w/o JIATF -S)

$55

Various SOUTHCOM Functions and Programs

Department of Defense

$75

$252
DSCA & STATE

Intel –Civ Pay

$21

INTEL - Other

$12

OUSD (R&E) - S&T
JS - CE2

$0
$35

NGB - SPP
NGB/USAR ODT

$2
$1

JS - ERC

$2

OSD/DOD Rewards

$2

Security, Peace & Hum anitarian Assistance
FMF
IMET
GPOI
FMS&F -A

$66
$11
$21
$8

CTFP
HA (2 1/22)
HMA (21/22)
Sec 333

$1
$23
$2
$120

$231
Services & SOCOM

TOTAL requested FY21 FUNDING=$1,138M

SOURCE: Slide provided by SOUTHCOM.
NOTE: Slight discrepancies in totals likely due to rounding issues.
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Components and
Supporting Units
JIATF -S

$78

AFSOUTH
USNAVSO

$12
$12

MARFORSOUTH
ARMYSOUTH

$12

• Soto Cano AB
• MILCON

$18
$0

• JTF GTMO/OMC
• MILCON

$109
$0

GTMO Linguists
SOCSOUTH (P2 & P11)

$7
$44

USAG-M (Garrison)

$17
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Appendix D. Other U.S. Agencies with Complementary Programs
Supporting National Security in the Western Hemisphere

As one would expect, any threat significant to receive strategic attention from State and DoD
should also be on the list of priorities for other departments and agencies with international
activities—which is virtually all of them. While a detailed examination of these other activities
goes beyond this report’s mandate, several are important enough to merit discussion here. None
have the direct focus on GPC that characterize defense and diplomatic approaches, but most are
compatible with the line of reasoning that helping the hemisphere’s states deal with their socioeconomic and political issues establishes the United States as a trusted partner and makes the
region less vulnerable to penetration by both rival powers and extra-hemispheric “bad actors.” In
this context, it is important to note that, unlike for other parts of the world, there is no formal,
high-level, interagency, national strategy for Latin America.699

U.S. Coast Guard
As noted above, one of SOUTHCOM’s closest interagency partners is the USCG. The USCG
has its own regional activities, which run the gamut from staff-focused activities to live
exercises, such as the following:
•
•
•
•

North American Maritime Security Initiative (NAMSI), a collaboration with the
Canadian and Mexican navies that includes annual exercises in the Pacific Ocean and
Gulf of Mexico.
UNITAS, a South American/U.S. exercise focused on command and interoperability
within a multinational operation.700
Visits by mobile training and technical assistance teams under the Coast Guard
International Training Division. Globally, this amounts to approximately 2,500
international students in 60 countries.
“Enactments” covered by the 34 bilateral agreements and operational procedures
maintained by the Coast Guard. This was done 192 times in FY 2019, with Ecuador,
Costa Rica, and Colombia as the leading partners.701
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Customs and Border Protection
Customs and Border Protection is typical of this second tier of foreign policy agencies. While
Customs and Border Protection focuses on the near approaches to U.S. territory, it also has a
presence in selected foreign capitals and other major cities, from which it promotes bilateral
relations and programs to influence the flow of goods and people farther from U.S. shores. In
organizational parlance, this is described as “maximiz(ing) the access and placement of its
capabilities in strategic locations to address the threats [transnational criminal] networks pose to
the country.”702
In its public documents, Customs and Border Protection speaks in general terms of this
approach, noting the tension between these partnerships with other law enforcement agencies
against terrorists, transnational criminal organizations, and their affiliated networks, with the
national objective of facilitating lawful trade and travel.

Immigration and Customs Enforcement
Like Customs and Border Protection, Immigration and Customs Enforcement maintains a
footprint in Latin America, with full attachés (GS-15) in Mexico City, Panama City, Bogotá,
Buenos Aires, and Brasilia. Assistant attachés are present in nine other capitals, and in five cities
in northern Mexico. The International Operations Division of the Homeland Security
Investigations branch “develops and supports investigations, initiatives and operations conducted
or supported by HSI attaché offices and builds relationships with foreign law enforcement
partners to support domestic cases, combat transnational criminal organizations and prevent
terrorist activities.”703
The range of activities conducted by these attachés can be understood by looking at one of
the more prominent ones, that in Bogotá. The embassy’s webpage describes some of the ICE
Attaché’s responsibilities as follows:
•
•
•
•

•

Coordinating the criminal and administrative investigations into violations of United
States immigration and customs laws with our counterparts in Colombia;
Assisting our foreign counterparts with investigations that have ties to the United
States;
Assisting in the repatriation of nationals of Colombia who have been ordered deported
or removed from the United States;
Working with the Department of State in Colombia to identify visa fraud and
coordinating appropriate criminal prosecution with the host country when it is
detected;
Working with Colombian Officials to identify Trade Based Money Laundering;
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•

Providing outreach and training to host country officials, businesses, non-governmental
organizations, civic groups, industry and others in support of our efforts to combat
money laundering, criminal travel, human trafficking and smuggling, child pornography
and exploitation, visa and document fraud, customs fraud and other offenses related to
the unlawful movement of people, goods, money and technology into or out of the
United States.704

Behind these generic-sounding bureaucratic tasks, one can find numerous news reports
highlighting the output of these efforts. Recent examples include Operation Turbo, which
targeted human trafficking;705 support for the creation of the Yuliana Andrea Samboni Child
Exploitation Lab in Bogotá and the Transnational Cyber Crimes Investigative Laboratory in
Cartagena;706 and a joint raid with Colombian law enforcement that seized weapons and
ammunition destined for a Colombian insurgent group’s base in Venezuela.707

Drug Enforcement Agency
A final player in U.S. activities to support security and law-enforcement activities in Western
Hemisphere partner nations is the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA). Like DoD, the DEA uses a
variety of authorities and funding sources to conduct these activities. Its major distinction among
partners is between “Sensitive Investigative Units” (SIUs) and “Non-SIU Vetted Units.” Both
are part of a formal program supported by the DEA’s Office of International Impact. The main
distinction between the two, according to an audit by the Justice Department’s Inspector General,
is that the DEA budgets for the SIU Program and allocates funding to specific units in 15
countries. For the Non-SIU VUs in eight additional countries, no money is set aside, and the
DEA generally relies on funding from State’s Bureau of International Narcotics and Law
Enforcement Affairs or DoD.708
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Appendix E. DoD Limitations in Conducting Security Cooperation
with Nations Classified as High Income

In May 2017—as required by Section 1241(n) of the FY17 NDAA, and for the purposes of
determining partner nations’ eligibility for assistance under security cooperation programs
outlined in 10 U.S.C., Chapter 16—Secretary of Defense James Mattis followed the Department
of State and USAID in defining a “developing country” as any country assigned a low- or
middle-income designation by the World Bank for a given fiscal year.709 The World Bank’s
income groups for an upcoming fiscal year are updated annually on July 1 using estimates of
each country’s gross national income (GNI) per capita from the previous calendar year (CY), and
are as follows for FY21.710
Table E.1. Partner-Nation Eligibility for Assistance Under 10 U.S. Code, Chapter 16, by Gross
National Income, FY21
Gross National Income
World Bank Income Group
per Capita (CY19)
Eligible for Assistance in FY21
Low
≤ $1,035
Yes
Lower-middle
$1,036–$4,045
Yes
Upper-middle
$4,046–$12,535
Yes
High
≥ $12,536
No
SOURCE: World Bank, “World Bank Country and Lending Groups,” webpage, undated-c.
NOTE: See source for more details regarding World Bank’s “Atlas” method for calculating GNI.

Note that, even if a country loses its “developing country” status from one fiscal year to the
next, it will still be permitted to participate in any events or activities that were approved in the
previous fiscal year.711
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While high-income (i.e., “developed”) countries can still theoretically receive assistance,
they can only do so under the most extenuating of circumstances. For example, officials with
delegated authority under 10 U.S.C. §312 may approve a waiver to pay select expenses of
personnel for a developed country, but only if they are “necessary for theater security
cooperation . . . [are] necessary to response to extraordinary circumstances[,] and [are] in the
national security interest of the United States.”712 As Under Secretary of Defense for Policy John
Rood described in a 2019 memorandum, these extraordinary circumstances must be “specific,
and/or unique facts applicable to the specific country in question that are truly remarkable” (e.g.,
unforeseen financial expenses arising from a natural disaster). Waivers must also “articulate how
payment of expenses for a particular event or [Foreign Liaison Officer (FLO)] assignment would
provide a direct and demonstrative benefit to U.S. military operations, access, and/or influence
when the foreign country has demonstrated a willingness to take certain, specific actions
favorable to U.S. interests.”713 All waivers must undergo legal review by the submitting
Component’s legal office, and the official must submit justifications for approvals to DSCA on a
quarterly basis.714 Given this high standard for justification, it is unsurprising that such “waivers
are hard to come by.”
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Appendix F. Bi-/Multinational Training and Exercise Missions
Carried Out by SOUTHCOM and NORTHCOM

Figure F.1 provides a list of bilateral and multilateral training and exercise missions
organized and funded by NORTHCOM and SOUTHCOM, currently planned to take place in
FY21–22.
Table F.1. Bi-/Multinational Training and Exercise Missions Carried Out by SOUTHCOM and
NORTHCOM, FY21–22
Event Name
Dual Participationa
TRADEWINDS (21 and 22)

Event Type
Field training exercise (FTX)/
command post exercise (CPX)
Tabletop Exercise (TTX)/CPX
CPX
FTX/CPX
Combined skills exercise

CYBER TRADEWINDS
PANAMAX
UNITAS 21
FUERZAS COMMANDO
SOUTHCOM
ANGEL OF THE ANDES
CENTAM GUARDIAN (21 & 22)
CENTAURO 21
FORMOSA 21
FUSED RESPONSE
MSAS Belize (2)
MSAS Colombia (2)
MSAS Costa Rica (2)
MSAS Dominican Republic (2)
MSAS Ecuador
MSAS El Salvador
MSAS Guatemala
MSAS Peru
RESOLUTE SENTINEL
SOUTHERN PARTNERSHIP STATION
Tactical Medicine Chile
Tactical Medicine Ecuador
Tactical Medicine El Salvador
Tactical Medicine Honduras
Tactical Medicine Peru
UNITAS LANT 21 (Ecuador)
UNITAS 21 (Marine Forces-South/Peru)
NORTHCOM
AMALGAM EAGLE
JAGUAR STRIKE
NAMSI PACEX/GOMEX
RESTORATION ISLAND CAYS
RESTORATION FAMILY CAYS

FTX/CPX
FTX/CPX
TTX
TTX
FTX/CPX
Mobile Training Team (MTT)
MTT
MTT
MTT
MTT
MTT
MTT
MTT
FTX
FTX
MTT
MTT
MTT
MTT
MTT
FTX
FTX
Live fly exercise
CPX
TTX/FTX
TTX/CPX/FTX
TTX/CPX
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Event Name
Event Type
FUERZAS AMIGAS
CPX/FTX
CBRN
FTX
JRTC
Company-level rotation
Airborne Exchange
FTX
SOURCE: Data provided by SOUTHCOM and NORTHCOM staff, respectively.
a
Refers to exercises hosted by SOUTHCOM that include the participation of Mexico and/or the Bahamas.
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Appendix G. References for Figures 3.4 and 3.12–3.14

Figure 3.4. Belt and Road Initiative in Latin America and the Caribbean
Bermúdez Liévano, Andrés, “¿Cómo avanza la Franja y la Ruta en la región andina? [How Is the
Belt and Road Progressing in the Andes?]” Diálogo Chino, June 18, 2019. As of July 1,
2021:
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Dominican Republic,” undated-b. As of July 1, 2021:
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“China-Jamaica Belt and Road MOU,” Jamaica Gleaner, April 15, 2019. As of July 1, 2021:
https://jamaica-gleaner.com/article/commentary/20190415/editorial-china-jamaica-belt-androad-mou
“Diplomat Stresses Efforts to Bring China-Barbados Cooperation to New Stage,” Xinhua, April
8, 2019.
“Ecuador Joins China’s New Silk Road Initiative,” Agencia EFE, December 12, 2018. As of July
1, 2021:
https://www.efe.com/efe/english/business/ecuador-joins-china-s-new-silk-roadinitiative/50000265-3840538
Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in Antigua and Barbuda, “Deepening Cooperation
Under the Belt and Road Initiative in a bid to Upgrade the Bilateral Relationship,” webpage,
June 8, 2018. As of July 1, 2021:
http://ag.china-embassy.org/eng/xwdt/t1567220.htm
España, Andrea, “Conozca la participación de Venezuela en la Iniciativa de la Franja y
la Ruta [Get to Know Venezuela’s Participation in the Belt and Road Initiative],” Venezuelan
Ministry of the Economy, Finance, and Foreign Trade, April 26, 2019. As of July 1, 2021:
http://www.mppef.gob.ve/conozca-la-participacion-de-venezuela-en-la-iniciativa-de-lafranja-y-la-ruta/
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García Elizalde, Alejandra, “Cuba y China refuerzan sus lazos durante el II Foro de la Franja y
la Ruta [Cuba and China Strengthen Their Ties During the Second Belt and Road
Forum],” Granma, April 26, 2019. As of July 1, 2021:
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2017. As of July 1, 2021:
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Government of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, “T&T and China Strengthen Cooperation,”
webpage, undated. As of July 1, 2021:
http://www.news.gov.tt/content/tt-and-china-strengthen-cooperation
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Figure 3.13. Total U.S. Chinese, Iranian, and Russian Diplomatic Posts in
Latin American and Caribbean Countries
Chinese Diplomatic Posts in Latin American and Caribbean Countries
For Chinese diplomatic posts, we collected source data from Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the People’s Republic of China diplomatic mission websites, such as those listed at Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Consuls General,” undated.
Iranian Diplomatic Posts in Latin American and Caribbean Countries
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Abbreviations

ALBA
BID
BPC
BRI
CARICOM
CARSI
CBERS
CBSI
CCMD
CCTV
CELAC
CN&GT
COCOM
COVID-19
CTA
DEA
DoD
DSCA
ETA
FAN
FARC
FMF
FMS
FY
GCC
GDAP
GDP
GPC
GPOI
IDB
IMET
INCLE
INSSG
IRGC-QF

Alianza Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra América (generally
translated as the Bolivarian Alternative of the Americas)
Banco Internacional de Desarollo C.A.
building partner capacity
Belt and Road Initiative
Caribbean Community
Central American Regional Security Initiative
China-Brazil Earth Resources Satellite
Caribbean Basin Security Initiative
combatant command
China Central Television
Community of Latin American and Caribbean States
Counternarcotics and Global Threats
combatant command
coronavirus disease 2019
Central Transfer Account
Drug Enforcement Agency
U.S. Department of Defense
Defense Security Cooperation Agency
Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (Basque separatist movement)
National Armed Forces of Venezuela
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
Foreign Military Financing
foreign military sales
fiscal year
geographic combatant command
Guidance for the Development of Alliances and Partnerships
gross domestic product
great-power competition
Global Peace Operations Initiative
Inter-American Development Bank
International Military Education and Training
International Narcotics Control and Law Enforcement
Interim National Security Strategic Guidance
Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps–Qods Force
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ISR
JCPOA
JIATF-South
JSSAR
LAAD
LAC
LCS
MRTA
NADR
NDAA
NDS
NORADNORTHCOM
NORTHCOM
OAS
OHDACA
O&M
OSD
OSD-P
PCI
PDVSA
PLA
PME
PRC
SME
SOUTHCOM
SPP
SSCI
SUCRE
TBA
TCA
TCO
UN
USAID
USAN
USCG
VEO

intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
Joint Interagency Task Force–South
Joint Security Sector Assistance Review
Latin American Agribusiness Development
Latin America and the Caribbean
littoral combat ship
Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement
Nonproliferation, Anti-Terrorism, Demining, and Related Programs
National Defense Authorization Act
National Defense Strategy
North American Aerospace Defense Command–U.S. Northern
Command
U.S. Northern Command
Organization of American States
Overseas Humanitarian Assistance, Disaster, and Civic Aid
operations and maintenance
Office of the Secretary of Defense
Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy
Parchin Chemical Industries
Petróleos de Venezuela
People’s Liberation Army
professional military education
People’s Republic of China
subject-matter expert
U.S. Southern Command
State Partnership Program
Significant Security Cooperation Initiative
Sistema Unitario de Compensación Regional
Tri-Border Area
Traditional Commander’s Activities
transnational criminal organization
United Nations
U.S. Agency for International Development
Union of South American Nations
U.S. Coast Guard
violent extremist organization
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espite being in the United States’ “neighborhood,” Latin America and the
Caribbean (LAC) has typically not been a priority region for U.S. national
security objectives, and in recent decades threats emanating from the
region have largely been perceived to be tied to narcotics and other illicit
trafficking. This posture may need to be reassessed, especially in light of

the increased activities and investments made in the region by adversaries in the context
of great-power competition.
In this report, the authors assess the sufficiency of resources available to pursue
U.S. national security objectives in LAC, drawing on strategic guidance documents
issued at the national and departmental levels, as well as by U.S. Northern Command
(NORTHCOM), U.S. Southern Command (SOUTHCOM), the Bureau of Western
Hemisphere Affairs at the U.S. State Department, and the Bureau for Latin America and
the Caribbean at the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). The authors
also provide an in-depth review of the goals and objectives of China, Russia, and Iran in
the region and the ways in which each adversary is pursuing them.
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