
 

ISSUE BRIEF
Vice President Pence’s Trip to Central and South America: An 
Opportunity to Reestablish U.S. Leadership in Latin America
Ana Rosa Quintana

No. 4750 | August 10, 2017

From August 13–18, Vice President Mike Pence 
will travel to Argentina, Chile, Colombia, and 

Panama. this trip serves as a follow-up to a multina-
tional conference co-hosted by the u.s. and Mexico 
on “Prosperity and security in Central America” in 
mid-June. the Vice President should use this trip to 
highlight important partnerships with the countries 
and reaffirm u.s. commitment to their respective 
sub-regions. specifically, the Vice President should 
reaffirm u.s. commitment to security and prosper-
ity in Central and south America, u.s. support for a 
responsible implementation of the Colombian peace 
process, and u.s. commitment to addressing the cri-
sis in Venezuela.

America’s Enduring Commitment to 
Central and South America

Argentina. In Argentina, the Vice President 
will meet with President Mauricio Macri and other 
government officials. Argentina is a country in the 
midst of an ambitious comeback after over a decade 
of misrule and economic mismanagement by now-
deceased President Nestor Kirchner and his suc-
cessor and wife, Cristina Kirchner. the Kirchners’ 
12-year rule, from 2003–2007 and 2007–2015, saw 
Argentina’s rank in the annual Heritage Founda-

tion Index of Economic Freedom drop from “mostly 
unfree” to the worst rating of “repressed.”1

While the u.s. and Argentina have traditionally 
experienced a strong and friendly bilateral rela-
tionship, the Kirchner years were quite tense. the 
Kirchners were strong supporters of Hugo Chavez’s 
anti-American regional movement and expanded 
relationships with u.s. adversaries such as Iran and 
Russia.

going into his second year, President Macri has 
been focused on getting his country’s financial 
house in order and repairing its relations abroad. 
Vice President Pence should contribute to these 
efforts and look to pursue closer economic relations 
with Argentina.

Chile. While in Chile, Vice President Pence will 
meet with President Michelle Bachelet, who is in the 
final stretch of her second, non-consecutive term as 
president. Chile is the most prosperous and safest 
country in all of Latin America and one of America’s 
strongest regional partners. In the Western Hemi-
sphere, it is second to only Canada and ahead of the 
u.s. in terms of economic freedom.2 since 2004, the 
u.s. and Chile have had a bilateral free trade agree-
ment, and since 2014, Chile has been designated a 
member of the u.s. Visa Waiver Program. 3

Much like Argentina and other regional countries, 
political tides are shifting away from the left and 
toward center-right movements. Although Chile is 
a traditional pro-market and pro-democracy–ori-
entated country, socialist Bachelet has endangered 
Chile’s historic success in that respect. Bachelet’s 
cooperation with the u.s. on issues regarding Ven-
ezuela has been lackluster. Chile’s upcoming presi-
dential elections in November could signal a return 
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back to a center-right government, which could pro-
vide the u.s. with a more willing regional partner.

Colombia. In Colombia, Vice President Pence 
will meet with President Juan Manuel santos and 
other Colombian government officials. Colombia is 
arguably America’s staunchest ally in Latin Amer-
ica, as well as the united states’ largest foreign-aid 
recipient. It is also Latin America’s oldest democ-
racy. Colombia is located in the northern part of the 
Andean Ridge, which produces the vast majority of 
the world’s cocaine. Colombia alone is the world’s top 
cocaine-producing country, as well as the source of 
95 percent of cocaine bound for the u.s.4

For over half a century, Colombia was locked in a 
war against the domestic terrorist group, the Revo-
lutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), which 
used the drug trade to finance its operations. Due 
to the FARC and Colombian drug cartels, Colombia 
became a failed state. u.s. efforts to support Colom-
bia ramped up in the year 2000 with the implemen-
tation of “Plan Colombia,” a u.s.-sponsored security 
and development package that ended in 2015. As a 
result, Colombian cartels and FARC have been sig-
nificantly weakened. Colombia recently signed a 
peace deal with FARC, formally ending the 52-year 
conflict.

During the four-year peace talks, concessions 
granted to FARC in the form of weakened counter-
narcotics initiatives have led to a massive spike in 
coca cultivation.5 A historic 188,000 hectares of 
cocaine were cultivated in 2016, in comparison to 
the 83,000 cultivated in 2011.6 Vice President Pence 
should emphasize u.s. commitment to a responsible 
implementation of the FARC peace deal.

Panama. In Panama, Vice President Pence will 
meet with President Juan Carlos Varela and other 

Panamanian government officials. Costa Rica and 
Panama remain the prosperous exceptions in pov-
erty-stricken Central America. Panama is a leading 
member of various free trade blocs and a member of 
the u.s. Dominican Republic–Central America Free 
trade Agreement. Panama has been a strong partner 
in regional security issues and confronting Venezue-
la’s regional hostility. the Vice President should con-
tinue advancing cooperation with Panama on both 
fronts.

The Way Forward
Vice President Pence’s trip to Latin America pro-

vides a great opportunity to follow up on the initia-
tives developed during the Central America confer-
ence and deepen relationships with four important 
countries. While traveling to Central and south 
America, the Vice President should:

 n Expand the regional coalition for unified 
action against Venezuela. Venezuela should be 
a high priority for the regional visit. the crisis in 
Venezuela is a problem for all of Latin America. 
Leaders and stakeholders must join efforts at help-
ing restore Venezuela’s democracy and addressing 
the humanitarian crisis.

 n Urge the Colombian government to respon-
sibly implement the FARC peace agreement 
and reduce the cocaine cultivation boom. As 
the u.s.–Colombian relationship shifts from 

“Plan Colombia” to “Peace Colombia,” the u.s. 
must ensure the successes of the former are not 
lost. For the united states, both the terms of the 
peace agreement and the way it is implemented 
are extremely important.
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 n Commit to supporting Colombia’s efforts to 
locate and seize illicit FARC assets. While 
the Colombian government has seized $100 mil-
lion from FARC this year, the location of FARC 
money and assets is still largely unknown.7 Illic-
it money cannot remain in FARC control if the 
group intends on demobilizing and reintegrating 
into society.

 n Make the case that addressing the crisis in 
Venezuela requires addressing Cuba’s lead-
ership role in the Venezuelan government. 
the Organization of American states secretary 
general has described Cuba’s presence in Ven-
ezuela as that of an “occupational army.”8 Cuba 
must be held accountable for its leadership role in 
Venezuela’s demise.

 n Deepen trade relations with Argentina. Pres-
ident Macri’s leadership presents encouraging 
opportunities for the u.s. the trump Adminis-
tration should seek to reduce bilateral trade bar-
riers. the u.s. should support Argentina’s eco-
nomic growth efforts.

 n Double down on efforts to support securi-
ty and prosperity in Central America. the 
Northern triangle countries of El salvador, Hon-

duras, and guatemala are some the most impov-
erished and dangerous countries in all Central 
America. this is largely the reason why they are 
also the primary source for unlawful migrants 
to the u.s. Addressing the security and economic 
crisis in Central America is a proven u.s. national 
security interest.

Conclusion
Vice President Pence’s visit to Central and south 

America is the ideal follow up to the Central Amer-
ica conference. While there are significant security 
and economic challenges in the region, the trump 
Administration has a unique opportunity to capital-
ize on positive political dynamics. the Vice Presi-
dent’s trip can support a deepening of important 
bilateral relations and help advance the trump 
Administration’s “America First” strategy.
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