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Regional Overview

With President Donald Trump’s return to the
White House in 2025, few issues have risen to
prominence on Washington’s agenda as rapidly and
dramatically as U.S. policy toward Latin America
and the Caribbean. This shift marks a major break
with Washington’s long-standing lack of attention
to the nations with the most geographic proximity
to the United States. President Trump has laid out
and pursued a vision of U.S. national security that
appropriately raises the prominence of the Western
Hemisphere’s stability. Decades of disengagement
have had dramatic consequences for both the U.S.
and the hemisphere, facilitating the proliferation
of narco-terrorism and narco-dictatorships, the
uncontested surging presence of actors like China
and Russia, and destabilizing waves of mass migra-
tion, but during 2025 and early 2026, the Trump
Administration has demonstrated the game-chang-
ing effects of concerted U.S. effort andd attention to
these challenges.

Latin America and the Caribbean have a contra-
dictory identity: They are a region of long-standing
peace and at the same time of deep and entrenched
violence. For more than 30 years, Latin America has
been free of the outbreak of interstate war, but its
homicide rate eclipses those of other regions of the
world with some countries seeing more violence
than nations at war see.

The driving factor behind this regional reality
is the prevalence of armed non-state actors, in-
cluding transnational criminal organizations and
foreign terrorist organizations. Countries across
Latin America are plagued by many of the world’s
deadliest and most powerful transnational criminal
organizations. Fueled by revenue from drug traf-
ficking, human trafficking, and nearly every other

imaginable illicit activity, these armed criminal
organizations are equipped with military-grade
equipment and resources that surpass those of
many of the world’s armed forces. Just one of Bra-
zil’s multiple drug trafficking gangs, for example, is
reported to have more members than Portugal has
active-duty military personnel.!

Geographic and economic realities, among oth-
ers, leave the United States uniquely exposed to se-
curity threats from Latin America and the Caribbe-
an. The illicit and violent actions of armed groups in
the Americas dramatically affect both the well-be-
ing of the American people and the overall security,
strength, and prosperity of the United States. Mex-
ico’s powerful drug cartels kill tens of thousands of
Americans each year through their deadly fentanyl
trade. Gangs and human trafficking organizations
cause and accelerate mass illegal migration that de-
stabilizes U.S. cities. Regional authoritarian regimes
such as those of Cuba, Nicaragua, and Venezuela
threaten U.S. security directly, amplifying these
criminal threats through direct support while em-
powering U.S. adversaries around the world.

Additionally, despite its long absence, the spec-
ter of interstate military conflict now looms over
Latin America. For example, increasingly bellicose
rhetoric and actions from Venezuela’s narco-dic-
tatorship against neighboring Guyana showcase
the ongoing and rising threat of war in the West-
ern Hemisphere. Less overtly, interstate conflict
in the Americas rapidly grows more realistic with
the growing encroachment and influence of Amer-
ica’s extra-hemispheric adversaries. The presence
of such countries as China, Russia, and Iran has
surged in the Western Hemisphere and includes
clear strategic and military components, including
the establishment of dual-use infrastructure and
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intelligence facilities, all of which threaten to draw
Latin American nations, however unwittingly, into
larger potential armed conflicts.

Recognizing the severity and implications of
these security threats in Latin America, the United
States haslong engaged with regional governments
to support their security efforts. However, these
partnerships and regional efforts are more and
more being eclipsed by the deadly threat of transna-
tional organized crime, anti-American authoritari-
an regimes, and hostile extra-hemispheric powers.

Quality of Armed Forces in Latin America

There is significant variation in the strength and
capacity of Latin America’s militaries: Some coun-
tries like Costa Rica and Panama simply lack tradi-
tional militaries. Historical, economic, and political
realities drive the often stark contrasts in regional
military capacities and roles. Daunting security
threats across the Americas are pressing more gov-
ernments to reevaluate the role of their militaries
with an eye to increasing their power and responsi-
bilities, but regional governments and military lead-
ers generally face an uphill battle when it comes to
restoring the effectiveness of their militaries.

The role of military forces varies significantly
across the region when it comes to domestic secu-
rity threats like organized crime. The legal frame-
works governing Latin American militaries have
developed and diverged over time in response to
differing domestic circumstances, including the
severity of security threats and in some cases the
past presence of a military dictatorship. For exam-
ple, countries like Chile, Uruguay, and Argentina
have placed significant legal restrictions on the role
of their militaries domestically in favor of civilian
security forces; militaries in Colombia, Peru, and
Mexico, on the other hand, play a substantial, even
leading role in combatting their countries’ powerful
organized criminal threats.

However, there is a recent and clear trend
among Latin American governments of expanding
the domestic roles of their militaries. In countries
like Mexico, Argentina, and Ecuador, for example,
this shift toward the military has generally been
prompted by the increasingly deadly organized
criminal threats across the region, including the
expansion of powerful drug trafficking gangs into
previously stable parts of Latin America, which has
overwhelmed civilian security forces.

Generally, Latin America’s underlying economic
realities, including generally stagnant growth and
limited fiscal resources, undermine funding and
the quality of regional armed forces. Even when
accounting for the divided role between regional
militaries and security forces, overall funding levels
in Latin America are lower than they are in the rest
of the world.

Support and funding for regional militaries have
also become political and ideological issues in parts
of Latin America, in some cases tying military ca-
pacity directly to electoral shifts. Under the modern
Peronist movement, the political left in Argentina
significantly and purposefully restricted funding
for the military as well as the scope of its responsi-
bilities in the realm of security.? Colombia, under
far-left President Gustavo Petro, has similarly re-
stricted the military even as armed criminal orga-
nizations gain in strength. During the late 2000s,
Ecuador’s far-left former President Rafael Correa
also targeted and punished the military, in part be-
cause of its working partnerships with the United
States against narco-trafficking threats.

While political support for militaries at times
falls along consistent ideological lines, in some
countries, this is not the case. For example, the rise
of the leftist Morena party in Mexico has brought
about unprecedented expansion of power and fund-
ing for the Mexican military. Notably, regional au-
thoritarian regimes in Cuba and Venezuela have
coopted their militaries instead of merely margin-
alizing them. These militaries face significant re-
source limitations because of their regimes’ failed
economic models, but they are nonetheless prior-
itized and empowered as core pillars of authori-
tarian support.

Corruption is another major impediment to the
quality and effectiveness of Latin America’s armed
forces. From the top leadership of some regional
militaries to local police officers and deployed sol-
diers, the corrupting influence of drug traffickers
and criminal organizations continues to dull and
undermine regional security forces. For authoritari-
anregimes in particular, criminality and corruption
are features of their militaries. This is most clearly
exemplified in the Venezuelan military’s direct and
well-substantiated role in narco-trafficking activity.

A general sense that there is an absence of cred-
ible threats of interstate war has left many regional
militaries inadequately resourced, particularly with
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respect to their capacity to defend against hostile

state threats. A worrying dynamic is that regional

anti-American dictatorships are the militaries that

have put more significant resources into bolstering

their capacities to wage war against a foreign mil-
itary. Weak military control by regional democra-
cies creates a growing asymmetry not only relative

to regional authoritarian regimes, but also against

growing threats to sovereign control against ex-
tra-hemispheric powers. It is unclear, for example,
whether the Peruvian military would be capable of
retaking control of its dual-use mega-infrastructure

projects that are controlled by China.

Finally, historical U.S. support and cooperation
have proven to be a determinative factor in the qual-
ity of regional militaries. This is exemplified by the
superior capacity of the armed forces of Colombia,
among other top U.S. security partners. However,
the steady reduction of and increasing restrictions
on U.S. military training of and support for Latin
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American militaries have degraded regional mili-
tary capacities and limited recent efforts by some
nations to rebuild their military capacities in the
face of very serious security threats.

U.S. Military Presence in Latin America

The 1990s marked a substantial, broad-based re-
duction of the U.S. military presence in Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean and a steady shift away from
core security—particularly military—cooperation.
Pushed forward by the rise of anti-American lead-
ers in the region and disengagement by Washing-
ton, this reduced U.S. security presence contributed
to the resurgence of narco-trafficking threats and
increased strategic positioning of China and other
hostile powers within the Western Hemisphere.

Actions by the Trump Administration have
shown an intent to reverse this general shift, and
the Administration appears poised to restore a
more substantial focus on core security cooperation
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and confronting narco-threats in the Americas.
President Trump has taken several steps to restore

the central role of U.S. military and security opera-
tions in America’s regional policy. This has included

arenewed central role for the U.S. military in border

security and planning as well as preparation for po-
tential direct U.S. military action against Mexican

cartels.®? Nonetheless, reversing the long-stand-
ing decline both in funding and in operational

focus on hemispheric security threats presents a

daunting task.

In 2025, the Trump Administration shifted sub-
stantial U.S. military assets and personnel into the
Western Hemisphere. These assets included nu-
merous military aircraft such as F-22 and F-35 jets
and a U.S. carrier strike group that was redeployed
to the Caribbean. Through Operation Southern
Spear, these assets have targeted narco-terrorist
threats at sea and confronted the criminal activity
of the former Maduro regime, among other threats,
particularly in the Caribbean and northern Pacific.*

In this process of refocusing U.S. military assets
against threats within the Western Hemisphere and
working with regional partners, the Trump Admin-
istration will have to contend with the challenging
consequences of a decades-long decline of U.S.
military engagement in the Western Hemisphere.
This engagement is particularly low compared to
our engagement in other parts of the world. The U.S.
military has more active-duty forces stationed in
Greece, for example, than it has on the entire con-
tinent of South America.” Until recently, the United
States has had only two military bases across Latin
America and the Caribbean: the U.S. Naval Base in
Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, and the Soto Cano Air Base
in Honduras. A third, the recently reactivated Roo-
sevelt Roads Naval Station in Puerto Rico, has been
crucial in recently surging operations in the Carib-
bean. There are no U.S. military bases on the conti-
nent of South America. In the past, the U.S. military
has had a much more robust presence across the
Americas, but it ceded this presence because of re-
gional pushback and Washington’s growing focus
on the Middle East in the 2000s.

The United States generally followed Latin
America’s post—Cold War trend of reducing the role
of the military in the region in favor of civilian law
enforcement. At times, regional political decisions
forced the exit of the United States military. The
wave of anti-American far-left leadership during

the 2000s made the U.S. military a prime popu-
list target with leaders such as Venezuela’s Hugo
Chavez and Ecuador’s Rafael Correa ending coop-
eration agreements with the U.S. military. In 2004,
for instance, Chavez evicted U.S. military personnel
from liaison offices on Venezuelan bases; in 2005,
he ended a 35-year military exchange program with
the United States. In 2009, Correa withdrew the
lease for the U.S. military’s Manta Air Base, which
had focused on counternarcotics operations; the
U.S. withdrew from the base in September.°

Anti-American leaders succeeded in expelling
the U.S. military from multiple Latin American
nations, and in many cases, these actions have out-
lasted the regional leaders that implemented them:
The U.S. military presence and security cooperation
have not yet returned to a significant degree. More
broadly, the ousting of the U.S. military reinforced
a parallel shift in U.S. foreign policy emphasizing
civilian law enforcement cooperation and economic
development aid in Latin America.

The shuttering of U.S. military bases in Panama
in 1999, Puerto Rico in 2004, and Ecuador in 2009,
among others, marked the substantial decline of the
U.S. military presence in our own hemisphere. This
has left Guantanamo Bay and Soto Cano as Amer-
ica’s only main operating bases in the region, and
even the future of these two bases has been brought
into question by recent political developments. As
President Trump took office in January 2025, Hon-
duran President Xiomara Castro issued a thinly
veiled threat to oust the U.S. military from Soto
Cano Air Base because of U.S. deportation efforts.”

Through diplomatic agreements and engage-
ment, the U.S. military has secured non-perma-
nent access to roughly 75 cooperative service
locations, strategic facilities, and other sites in
regional partner nations. Facilities conditional-
ly available to the U.S. military include airfields,
radar sites, military training centers, military of-
fices, and cooperative security locations in Latin
America and the Caribbean.® Geographically, these
bases are heavily concentrated in Central Ameri-
ca, Colombia, and Peru; U.S. military access is far
more limited in Mexico and much of South Amer-
ica. These facilities typically support training ac-
tivities, counternarcotics, disaster response, and
intelligence-related activities.’

The U.S. and regional militaries also conduct a
series of recurring military exercises to improve
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cooperation. Outside of Mexico, U.S. Southern
Command (SOUTHCOM) has a central role in the
U.S. military’s regional presence across 31 countries.
SOUTHCOM deploys its three main joint task forc-
es to occupy accessible bases and coordinate with
militaries in the region. At the same time, many of
these exercises are geared toward humanitarian
and disaster relief operations.

As indicated above, the principal U.S. military
bases in Latin America and the Caribbean are:

¢ Soto Cano Air Base, Honduras. Soto Cano is
the U.S. military’s only main operating base in
Central and South America. Located some 60
miles from the Honduran capital, Tegucigalpa,
Soto Cano houses SOUTHCOM’s Joint Task
Force-Bravo, whose operations are focused on
transnational organized crime, humanitarian
assistance, and partner capacity-building.”
The 612th Air Base Squadron maintains Soto
Cano’s airfield, which includes a 24-hour
C-5 Galaxy-capable runway and serves as a
critical strategic airlift hub for the U.S. mili-
tary." Soto Cano also hosts the Honduran Air
Force Academy.

Guantanamo Bay Naval Station, Cuba.
Naval Station Guantanamo Bay in southeast-
ern Cuba is the United States’ oldest overseas
military installation, dating back to 1903, and
operates pursuant to a permanent lease signed
with the Republic of Cuba. The Naval Station
serves as a crucial forward operating base for
the U.S. military as well as an operational and
logistical hub for maritime security, humani-
tarian assistance, and joint regional operations.
The base includes a facility that has been used
to detain U.S. military prisoners, including
some captured during the global war on
terrorism. The Trump Administration is also
using and expanding these facilities to manage
the criminal migration threat in the United
States, particularly by temporarily holding
members of criminal and terrorist groups like
Tren de Aragua.

Roosevelt Roads Naval Station, Puer-

to Rico. Roosevelt Roads encapsulates the
Trump Administration’s refocus on the West-
ern Hemisphere after decades of U.S. disen-
gagement. Located on Puerto Rico’s eastern
coast, Roosevelt Roads operated for decades
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as one of the largest U.S. naval facilities in the
Caribbean and served as a major support hub
for Atlantic Fleet operations. It functioned as a
base during World War II and was redesignat-
ed as a naval station in 1957. Local protests led
to the base’s closure in March 2004 as interest
on the part of the U.S. military waned. The
facilities and land remained largely abandoned
until President Trump’s 2025 surge of U.S. mil-
itary forces to the Caribbean and off the coast
of Venezuela on a sustained counternarcotics
mission. Since then, Roosevelt Roads has been
fully reactivated and now hosts Navy carrier
strike groups, F-35 and F-22 jets, Marine Corps
helicopters, and C-5 Galaxy and C-17 cargo air-
craft.”? Roosevelt Roads now serves as a crucial
base of operations for the U.S. military’s newly
prioritized Caribbean operations, supporting
military strikes against narco-terrorist targets
at sea as well as operations focused on Vene-
zuela, including the capture of narco-dictator
Maduro in January 2026 by U.S. forces.

General U.S. military engagement with and sup-
port for the region has similarly declined over the
past several years. Landmark U.S. security initia-
tives in the region, such as the Merida Initiative
with Mexico, have been abandoned by regional lead-
ers while others such as Plan Colombia and the Ca-
ribbean Basin Security Initiative have wound down
or been starved of resources despite the persistence
and even growth of regional security threats.

The decline in U.S. military presence and re-
sources in Latin America raises particularly press-
ing concerns in a period of growing threats to U.S.
national security from within the Western Hemi-
sphere that include fentanyl trafficking networks,
weaponized mass migration, and China’s dual-use
infrastructure and powerful drug trafficking orga-
nizations. Efforts by the Trump Administration to
revitalize hemispheric security initiatives offer a
path to confronting these daunting threats. At the
same time, regional attitudes toward the U.S. and
the military appear to create a more welcoming en-
vironment for this shift in Washington.

Spiking violence and insecurity in Latin Amer-
ica have also led to new calls, including calls from
regional leaders, for renewed engagement by the
U.S. military. Ecuador’s President Daniel Noboa
has called publicly for the reestablishment of a U.S.

military base as his country struggles to combat

surging narco-violence.'* Similarly, there have been

serious discussions in Washington about possible

U.S. military action against the Mexican drug car-
tels as their illicit activities cause record overdose

deaths and instability in the United States. Even

the newly bolstered role of the U.S. military at the

U.S.-Mexico border sparks little controversy given

the severity of the illegal migration and narcotraf-
ficking threats.

Primary Security Threats

The lines between public security and defense
have long been blurred in Latin America, not only
because of the domestic role of some regional mili-
taries, but also because of the nature of the region’s
security threats. Hostile foreign powers leverage
Latin America’s transnational organized criminal
and terrorist organizations as tools of asymmetric
warfare against the United States and its partners.
Tren de Aragua’s numerous direct links to Venezu-
ela’s narco-dictatorship, dating back to Chavez’s
rule, have provided material support to Colombi-
an narco-terrorist organizations.™* Similarly, illicit
fentanyl produced and managed by Mexican car-
tels is fueled directly and purposefully by China
and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)." Access
to massive illicit resources and state backing have
empowered Latin America’s criminal and terrorist
organizations to rival and surpass the capacities of
regional security forces and militaries.

With few exceptions, resurgent security threats
in Latin America and the Caribbean are a growing
threat to U.S. national security. Existing transna-
tional criminal organizations like the Mexican car-
tels are rapidly extending their footprint into new
countries, and illicit drug production in Colombia
is surging to unprecedented levels as armed groups
reassert control of ungoverned spaces and bring
about new waves of political violence that are remi-
niscent of the 1980s. At the same time, new criminal
groups are spreading like wildfire with new gangs
from Venezuela, Ecuador, and elsewhere growing
to be dominant criminal forces.

The Venezuelan Regime. Under Nicolas Mad-
uro’s leadership, Venezuela posed a dynamic and
multifaceted threat to hemispheric and U.S. na-
tional security by acting as a militaristic threat to
its neighbors, embracing and weaponizing transna-
tional criminal threats and migration, and offering
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a staging ground for malign extra-hemispheric
powers. From a security perspective, Venezuela is
best understood as a criminal-military dictatorship
under which the armed forces have been turned
largely into tools of social control, propaganda, and
organized criminal activity.

Recognizing the nature of this threat, Presi-
dent Trump began a concerted pressure campaign
against Venezuela in 2025, and in January 2026, a
highly targeted U.S. military operation captured
Maduro for trial in the United States. On January
3, Operation Absolute Resolve directed U.S. mili-
tary aircraft and forces into Venezuelan territory
with ground operations led by Delta Force and co-
ordinated strikes launched against Venezuelan air
defense systems.'® Within a matter of hours, U.S.
forces had captured Maduro and withdrawn him
from Venezuelan territory without suffering a sin-
gle casualty. This highly successful operation show-
cased not only the capabilities of the U.S. military,
but also the deep weakness and incapacities of the
Venezuelan military."”

By removing Maduro and maintaining pres-
sure against the remnants of his regime, President
Trump aims for a stable and sustainable transition
in Venezuela—a prospect that is more realistic to-
day than it has been at any other point since the re-
gime’s rise under Hugo Chavez. Nonetheless, the
remnants of the Maduro regime, including its cor-
rupt military leadership, remain in place for the mo-
ment, leaving remaining challenges to be addressed
in such a transition.

Despite Venezuela’s long-standing economic cri-
sis, its military remains a significant force by region-
al standards. With a reported 150,000 active-duty
forces, the Venezuelan military is a central pillar of
the dictatorship’s regime. To consolidate and main-
tain control of Venezuela, the regime shifted much
of the military’s operational focus to maintain-
ing domestic control, primarily through violence
against domestic actors and displays of public-fac-
ing propaganda against supposed external threats.

Venezuela’s armed forces are fundamentally dif-
ferent from those of other military dictatorships in
that the Maduro regime has converted the military
into an extension of its criminal activities and net-
works. Numerous indictments and investigations
have shown that Hugo Chavez and now Nicolas
Maduro have put Venezuela’s military and other in-
stitutions to the explicit task of flooding the United

States with illegal drugs and otherwise cooperating

with narco-trafficking organizations.'® Over time,
the Venezuelan military has developed direct and

deepening involvement in the drug trade, securing

illicit enrichment for its top leaders, the so-called

Cartel de los Soles. This has included direct part-
nerships with Colombian narco-guerrilla groups

and trafficking gangs like Tren de Aragua, as well as

the military’s own direct involvement in a range of
transnational criminal activities. These illicit gains

have bolstered the military and help to sustain its

allegiance to the Maduro regime even during Ven-
ezuela’s deep socioeconomic crisis.

The past several years have seen the Venezuelan
military deployed most often against public pro-
tests and demonstrations while targeting opposi-
tion political figures. This is done in active cooper-
ation with local armed groups and actors that serve
as part of the military’s repressive apparatus against
the public. The regime also dedicates some atten-
tion to defense against imagined foreign military
intervention, although these initiatives appear to
be primarily propagandistic with underlying capac-
ity and resources clearly deteriorating. Venezuela’s
high-profile and televised Bolivarian Shield exercis-
es, for example, are nationwide military—police ex-
ercises ostensibly to secure “borders, towns, coasts,
cities and vital elements of the country.””

In capacity and equipment, Venezuela’s armed
forces are noted for their capabilities in aviation,
anti-missile systems, and tank squadrons.?® Howev-
er, because of the economic crisis and internation-
al sanctions, access to new equipment is so limited
that the military is forced to rely increasingly on
partial repairs of aging Soviet-era equipment.?

Venezuela’s military has exhibited significant de-
ficiencies in its operational readiness and capacity.
In an embarrassing 2020 incident, a Venezuelan
naval ship capsized during a confrontation with a
cruise ship that supposedly encroached on Ven-
ezuelan waters.?? The uncontrolled rise of armed
criminal organizations and illicit activity in Vene-
zuela is also revelatory with respect to the degraded
operational capacity of the country’s military.

Venezuela’s regime has long coordinated proac-
tively with such criminal organizations as Colom-
bian narco-guerrillas as a way to enhance its power
and secure illicit financial revenue.? In recent years,
however, the military reportedly has lost control of
surging unsanctioned criminal activity within its
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borders, including illegal mining, the presence of
rival Colombian drug trafficking organizations, and

widespread border smuggling. Concerted opera-
tions by the Venezuelan military to control growing

illegal mining activity in the Amazonas region, for

example, have reportedly failed and left the regime

cut off from this stream of illicit revenue.?*

Venezuela’s top military and security partners
are Russia and China, which provide inconstant ac-
cess to military equipment, training, and resources.
Notably, Russian and Chinese air-defense systems
were easily bypassed and disabled by U.S. forc-
es during the operation to capture Maduro. This
highlights the limited capacities of the Venezuelan
military even with Russian and Chinese military
technology. The success of the U.S. operation also
adds further support to the long-standing view that
the benefits of aid to the military from Beijing and
Moscow may be more symbolic than operational.

The Cuban dictatorship has also played a central
role in Venezuela’s security apparatus, deploying
thousands of intelligence officers to monitor and
ensure the Venezuelan military’s loyalty to the
regime. In Operation Absolute Resolve, U.S. forc-
es were confronted directly by Cuban agents who
played a primary role in protecting Maduro; U.S.
forces dispatched these Cuban agents, leaving 32
Cuban casualties in Caracas.?

Cuba. At its core, Cuba’s Communist dictator-
ship is also a military dictatorship. Raul Castro led
the armed forces for nearly 50 years, strengthening
its position of privilege in Cuba relative to other in-
stitutions in the dictatorship. Today, the Cuban mil-
itary remains the most powerful and well-resourced
entity within the regime, maintaining control of
key industries. Like Cuba itself, however, the Cu-
ban military has degraded dramatically under the
Castro regime.

Today, the Cuban Revolutionary Armed Forces
(FAR) include an estimated 49,000 active person-
nel and 39,000 reserve personnel, representing only
a fraction of the fighting strength they possessed
in the 1980s. The Cuban military suffers from its
reliance on outdated Soviet equipment, underin-
vestment, and an increasingly amorphous mission.

The loss of Soviet funding following the end of
the Cold War also cut Cuba off from weapons and
equipment as well as strategic support, which in
turn drove an increasingly sharp decline in oper-
ational capacity. Even with Venezuela’s patronage,

there appears to have been little investment in the

Cuban military’s warfighting capabilities since the

conclusion of the Cold War. Because of poor main-
tenance, of the hundreds of aircraft the Cuban Air

Force received during the Cold War, including fleets

of Russian MIGs, fewer than 50 are thought to be

operational, and the lack of pilot training has fur-
ther reduced Cuba’s aerial capacity.

This underinvestment in the Cuban military be-
lies the reality that the military sits on substantial
wealth, derived through its direct control of tourism
and nearly any other profitable industry in Cuba.
Leaked documents indicate that the Cuban mili-
tary-run umbrella subsidiary, Grupo de Adminis-
tracion Empresarial S.A. (GAESA), has accumulated
as much as $18 billion in reserves.?® This substantial
wealth appears to be directed primarily toward en-
riching Cuba’s military leadership and reinvesting
in GAESA’s business ventures rather than support-
ing military readiness.

Despite degraded military capabilities, Cuba
remains a national security threat to the United
States and hemispheric security more broadly. The
regime’s efforts to prop up destabilizing forces be-
yond its borders, acting as a key pillar of strategic
support for Venezuela’s narco-dictatorship, under-
score these efforts. At the same time, Cuba contin-
ues to serve as a proactive partner for U.S. adversar-
ies seeking to bolster their strategic presence in the
Western Hemisphere. Cuba’s housing of Chinese
intelligence facilities and reception of Russian war-
ships as recently as last year showcase this hostile
posture, echoing the regime’s willingness to receive
Soviet nuclear missiles during the Cold War.*

Transnational Organized Crime. Transna-
tional organized crime is a long-standing threat
to U.S. and hemispheric security, making it easy
for some to dismiss it as a manageable or foreign
challenge. However, the criminal threat across the
Americas is far from static and instead is growing
and multiplying at a rapid pace as a wide array of
criminal organizations seize and create illicit econ-
omies and networks that stretch around the globe.
As transnational criminal organizations experience
nearly unrestricted growth in the Americas, their
impact on U.S. national security and the safety of the
American people quickly grows to intolerable levels.

Mexican Drug Cartels. In many ways, Mexico’s
drug cartels present the most significant and urgent
threat to U.S. national security from within Latin
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America, claiming the lives of some 100,000 Amer-
icans each year through the fentanyl trade.?® Addi-
tionally, Mexican cartels are intimately involved
in driving mass migration to the United States
through human smuggling activity.?® For too long,
however, the need to confront the drug cartel threat
has not received the attention it deserves as one of
Washington’s urgent priorities. This has facilitated
the dangerous decline and dilution of the U.S.-Mex-
ico security relationship.

Despite long-standing efforts by the United
States and Mexico to combat drug cartels, these
criminal networks have grown steadily in power
and influence. Driving this illicit growth is the abil-
ity of the cartels to tap into massive illicit revenue
streams from drug trafficking while also diversify-
ing into extortion and human trafficking, among
other criminal activities. Mexico’s drug cartels
annually generate an estimated $30 billion in il-
licit revenue, rivaling the gross domestic products
(GDPs) of multiple European economies, including
those of Albania and Georgia. Drug cartels are also
one of Mexico’s largest employers. According to
one study, “by 2022 cartels [had] between 160,000
and 185,000 units”—far more than the estimated
number of combatants for groups like Hezbollah
and even ISIS at its peak.?®* Mexico’s cartels are
also equipped with military-grade weaponry and
equipment that allows them to rival Mexican se-
curity forces, bringing to bear armored vehicles,
anti-aircraft weapons, and such advanced technol-
ogies as drones.*

Complicating the challenge, these cartels are
far from a monolithic threat. As recently as 2019,
the Mexican government had identified as many as
37 distinct drug cartels operating throughout the
country.®> These criminal organizations engage in
open conflict among themselves as they compete
for illicit routes and resources across Mexico.

Another key factor driving the growth of the
cartels is their ability to operate with impunity in
Mexico amid the collapse of U.S.-Mexico security
cooperation. For more than a decade, the Mexican
government has shifted away from efforts to con-
front the cartels as corruption and resignation in-
creasingly define the country’s security institutions.
A testament to the growth of Mexico’s drug cartels
under these conditions is their expanded global
footprint further south. This includes increas-
ing violence and trafficking activity in Guatemala,

Colombia, and once-peaceful Ecuador as Mexican
criminal organizations consolidate their control of
global illicit supply routes.**

The rise of synthetic drugs and the fentanyl cri-
sis have seen an exponential increase in the dead-
liness of the cartel threat to the American people.
U.S. opioid overdose deaths in 2023 alone eclipsed
the number of U.S. casualties seen during the entire
Vietnam War.

Surging drug deaths in the United States and
record high levels of homicides in Mexico demon-
strate the dangerous consequences of tacitly ac-
cepting the permanence of the cartel threat. New
actions by the Trump Administration to bolster the
U.S. military’s presence at the border and press the
Mexican government to take action against the car-
tels demonstrate renewed efforts to confront this
dire threat.

Colombian Drug-Trafficking Organizations. Co-
lombia’s guerrilla groups have deeply political ori-
gins as Marxist movements seeking to overthrow
the government, but they have largely left these
motivations behind to focus instead on maximizing
their criminal enterprises, including drug traffick-
ing and illegal mining.

Following the Colombian government’s highly
successful offensive during the 2000sof the Co-
lombian government, with support from the U.S.
through Plan Colombia, the country’s narco-guer-
rilla threat was greatly reduced, marginalizing these
armed groups to a primarily criminal threat rath-
er than a military one. Nonetheless, this criminal
threat remains dramatic, with record drug produc-
tion and profits bolstering the criminal landscape
in Colombia. To preserve their existence and op-
erations, Colombia’s criminal groups have taken
advantage of the country’s complex and large ge-
ography, including remote mountainous and jungle
regions where the government struggles to project
its presence.

Venezuela’s narco-dictatorship has also acted
as a crucial lifeline to Colombia’s guerrilla groups
and criminal threats. Under Hugo Chavez and then
Nicolas Maduro, Venezuela’s government active-
ly supported Colombian guerrilla groups like the
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia-People’s
Army (FARC) and the National Liberation Army
(ELN), offering them safe haven from Colombian
security forces and providing material support
through partnership in the drug trade. At the same
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CHART 6
Colombia Coca Cultivation
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time, the broader criminal environment across the
Andean region has been accelerated by instability
and lawlessness in Venezuelan territory.

Under the presidency of Gustavo Petro, the Co-
lombian government has greatly reduced efforts
to confront Colombian guerrilla groups militarily.
This has greatly expanded the ability of criminal or-
ganizations to operate within territory previously
denied by security forces. This has led to an expan-
sion of violence and drug trafficking activity within
Colombia as well as in neighboring Ecuador.**

Brazilian Drug Gangs. Brazil’s deadly narco-traf-
ficking gangs such as the First Capitol Command,
Red Command, and Family of the North are a less
prominent but still highly powerful criminal threat.
These organizations have seized control of the lu-
crative criminal landscape in Latin America’s larg-
est nation and economy, thereby accelerating the
hemispheric spread of organized crime and insta-
bility. Brazilian gangs not only drive violence and
criminality in Brazil, but also have grown to become
the driving force behind the European drug trade.*

R’ heritage.org

Within Brazil, gangs liberally employ violence
against each other and the public, managing sophis-
ticated drug trafficking, extortion networks, kidnap-
ping, and organized theft rings. They also engage
in domestic drug trafficking and dealing, targeting
Brazil’s large and increasingly wealthy population.

Despite the prominence and power of Brazilian
criminal organizations, geography and economic
realities have limited their direct criminal linkag-
es to the United States. Brazil’s distance from and
limited trade flows with the United States offer few-
er opportunities to conceal clandestine drug ship-
ments among legal exports to North America. Bra-
zil’s more substantial economic ties with Europe,
which represents nearly twice as much of Brazil’s
exports than the United States does, have driven the
bulk of Brazilian drug trafficking activity to Europe.

Nonetheless, the rapid expansion of Brazilian
gangs has made them some of the world’s largest
non-state armed groups, empowering organized
criminal networks across the Western Hemi-
sphere and beyond. For instance, linkages with
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Brazilian gangs have fueled illicit drug production
in neighboring Bolivia and Peru, contributing to the
growth and resilience of these neighboring crimi-
nal landscapes.

Tren de Aragua. Tren de Aragua’s exponential
growth in recent years is a testament to the surging
rise of transnational organized crime. In less than
adecade, Tren de Aragua has grown from a minor
prison gang in Venezuela to become one of the
Western Hemisphere’s largest and most expansive
transnational criminal organizations—a criminal
organization with a substantial foothold across ma-
jor U.S. cities.

Tren de Aragua’s growth was undeniably accel-
erated by the migration crisis and open-border pol-
icies of the Biden Administration, which bolstered
the profitability and criminal opportunities that flow
from tapping into human trafficking, migrant smug-
gling, and other related illicit activity. By exploiting
the mass migration crisis through human and drug
trafficking activity, Tren de Aragua gained access to
substantial illicit revenue while weak border policies,
both in the United States and across the region, also
allowed members of the gang to establish a presence
spanning the Western Hemisphere. Another unde-
niable driving force behind the spread of Tren de
Aragua has been the Venezuelan narco-dictatorship,
which has weaponized migration against the United
States and the broader hemisphere.? Politically mo-
tivated assassinations carried out by Tren de Aragua
outside of Venezuela have been directly linked to the
Venezuelan dictatorship.”

With Tren de Aragua’s rapid growth, law enforce-
ment agencies in the United States and across Latin
America have struggled to respond rapidly to this
new criminal threat; however, renewed action and
coordination have begun to take effect.®

Malign Extra-Hemispheric Powers

Recognizing the geopolitical importance of a
presence in the Western Hemisphere, top global U.S.
adversaries including China, Russia, and Iran have
increased their regional engagement and position-
ing. Seizing on a lack of attention and engagement
from the United States, they have accomplished
this by means of dual-use infrastructure, political
influence, economic power, criminal activity, and
military-to-military relations.

Over the past two decades, China has made
a particularly aggressive push into the Western

Hemisphere, taking advantage of its economic pow-
er to build political influence and secure Chinese
control of Latin American maritime ports, telecom-
munications networks, and other critical infrastruc-
ture throughout the region. This engagement has
spilled into the military realm as well.

China’s weaponization of fentanyl in collabora-
tion with Mexico’s cartels is the most destructive
and dangerous means of Beijing’s hemispheric en-
croachment. China’s facilitating of the flow of pre-
cursor chemicals to Mexican cartels has driven the
fentanyl crisis to its deadly current levels.* Chinese
businesses, brokers, and criminal organizations all
play critical and active roles in illegal fentanyl traf-
ficking to the United States, while Chinese entities
and financial systems also facilitate laundering of
the profits to evade U.S. detection. Through subsi-
dies and non-enforcement, the CCP tacitly supports
China’s central role in the fentanyl crisis.

Additionally, China engages in broader threat-
ening positioning within the Western Hemisphere
through its economic influence and investments.
Among the most concerning developments is Chi-
na’s accumulated control of critical infrastructure
such as ports and energy production plants. Be-
yond the political influence that this investment
provides Beijing over regional governments, much
of this infrastructure has a worrying potential for
weaponization to destabilize the United States and
the region. Dual-use infrastructure such as China’s
new deep-water megaport in Chancay, Peru, and its
deep space base in Southern Argentina exemplify
the military component of China’s nominally eco-
nomic projects. The deep-water megaport in Peru,
for example, is completely controlled by China’s
COSCO shipping company, and the facilities are
uniquely capable of receiving Chinese warships.*°

China’s presence around critical trade infra-
structure such as the Panama Canal also raises ur-
gent concerns about its ability to disrupt these vital
trade routes, which could destabilize the U.S. econo-
my and the U.S. military’s ability to reposition mar-
itime assets in a conflict situation. Chinese illegal
fishing activity also tests the boundaries and capac-
ities of maritime territory while accelerating crim-
inality and instability in the Western Hemisphere.

Although less developed, China’s military-to-mil-
itary relations in Latin America have also notably
increased in recent years. As the United States has
reduced funding and placed increased restrictions
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on U.S. training exchanges and weapons sales for
Latin American security forces, Beijing has offered
more of this engagement, even developing joint ex-
ercises with Western Hemisphere countries.

The growing influence and presence of these ex-
tra-hemispheric powers increases the risk of inter-
state conflict’s returning to Latin America. On one
hand, their military and financial support for au-
thoritarian regimes like Venezuela’s encourages the
belligerence of those regimes toward neighboring
democracies. On the other hand, China’s control of
critical infrastructure, including dual-use ports that
are capable of receiving warships, threatens to bring
any potential armed conflict between the United
States and China into the Western Hemisphere.

Like China, Iran also leverages the Western
Hemisphere’s criminal networks as a strategic tool.
This centers on the engagement of Iranian proxies,
particularly Hezbollah, in narco-trafficking, coun-
terfeiting, and money laundering activity in South
America. Much of this presence and engagement
centers around the Brazil-Argentina—-Paraguay
tri-border area, which is home to a substantial
Lebanese diaspora. There are also concerning re-
ports and examples of an increasingly operational
Hezbollah presence beyond the tri-border region
that includes intelligence collection and targeted
assassinations.

Russia’s significant presence in the Western
Hemisphere continues the Soviet-era prioritiza-
tion of Latin America as a strategic region. However,
without Beijing’s economic heft to buy influence,
Russia’s engagement strategy generally leverages
high-level political support and military-to-military
relations, including weapons sales. Russia has gen-
erally approached Latin America with a prioritized
emphasis on anti-American leadership. This has led
to a significant Russian presence in Cuba, Venezu-
ela, and Nicaragua. Beyond these anti-American
regional dictatorships, Russia also built up signif-
icant and enduring ties to democratic nations like
Ecuador and Argentina during the 2000s when
their leadership was hostile to U.S. influence.

Important Alliances and Bilateral Relations
Cooperation with partner nations in Latin
America and the Caribbean is fundamental to U.S.
national security. In the absence of direct U.S. mil-
itary and law enforcement action, regional part-
ners have made great sacrifices to confront deadly

narco-trafficking groups and other shared secu-
rity threats. However, political shifts in regional
leadership and inconstant U.S. engagement have
taken a toll on the effectiveness of U.S. security re-
lationships in Latin America in meeting core secu-
rity threats.

Argentina. The relevance and importance of
Argentina and its military are raised by geopolit-
ical realities, including the deepening of the U.S.—-
Argentina relationship under the two countries’
current administrations. At the same time, China’s
accumulated influence in Argentina makes this a
strategically important relationship for both the
United States and Beijing.

The recent sale of American-made F-16 fighter
jets to Argentina’s Air Force marked a major turn-
ing point as the Argentine military turned down
China’s offering of its JF-17 aircraft.*' President
Javier Milei continues to prioritize engagement
with the United States, particularly as his admin-
istration seeks to restore the capacity of its armed
forces. Discussions of future defense acquisitions
and even co-production of equipment like Stryker
armored vehicles and drones are ongoing.**

In recent decades, Argentina’s military has suf-
fered from the country’s broader financial crisis and
the political stigmatizing of the armed forces be-
cause of the military dictatorship of the 1970s and
1980s. This has generally starved Argentina’s armed
forces of funding while political leadership from the
left has reduced the military’s responsibilities in the
realm of security.

Antarctic security is another issue that enhances
Argentina’s strategic importance. As China’s ambi-
tions in the Antarctic region increase, Argentina’s
positioning and facilities like its naval base in Ush-
uaia become more operationally vital.*?

Despite the Milei government’s clear preference
for partnership with the United States, China’s sub-
stantial financial and economic influence in Ar-
gentina continue to pose a challenge. Additionally,
past concessions to China by the administration of
Cristina Kirchner have granted Beijing a worrying
military presence in Argentina that includes the
shadowy deep space station in Neuquén province.**

Brazil. Despite its distance from the United
States, Brazil’s strategic importance both hemi-
spherically and globally is driven in large part by
its size and economic weight. Brazil is not only
the largest country in Latin America, but also the
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world’s seventh-largest country in terms of popu-
lation and fifth-largest in terms of geographic ter-
ritory. A top 10 global economy, Brazil also has the

region’s most developed defense industrial base,
particularly its aerospace industry. Brazil’s size

also makes it an important hub for drug trafficking

activity and transnational criminal organizations.
The Brazilian military shares responsibility for do-
mestic security with civilian police forces.

Brazil’s military spending is roughly 1.1 percent
of GDP and supports approximately 360,000 ac-
tive-duty armed forces personnel, making Brazil’s
military the second-largest in the Western Hemi-
sphere.*® Brazil’s recent defense budgets hover
around $25 billion, which significantly exceeds
the defense budgets of Colombia ($10.2 billion),
Chile ($5.6 billion), and Argentina ($4.7 billion)
in 2024. One of the military’s apparent strategic
priorities is advancement of Brazil’s positioning
as a leading global actor.** Much of this is reflected
in the development of Brazil’s military-industrial
base and procurement as the government pursues
a proposed $11 billion public investment program
for production of nuclear submarines, frigates, and
new armored vehicles among other systems.*” As a
result of these initiatives, Brazil recently commis-
sioned production of its two first Centauro II BR
armored combat vehicles.*®

Brazil is not a major drug-producing country, but
it is the second-largest consumer of cocaine and a
transit hotspot for illicit drugs. Criminal organiza-
tions like Red Command and First Capital Com-
mand have increased their transnational operations
in Brazil and beyond. In response, the government
has expanded Brazil’s security presence along the
harsh 9,767-mile border that it shares with 10 other
countries. Brazil deploys security forces and equip-
ment like unmanned aerial vehicles to monitor illic-
it activity along borders and in the Amazon.

In 2018, the U.S. and Brazil launched the Perma-
nent Forum on Security with the aim of fostering
bilateral cooperation on security challenges includ-
ing arms and drug trafficking, cybercrime, financial
crimes, and terrorism.* The designation of Brazil
as amajor non-NATO ally in 2019 under President
Trump offered Brazil access to U.S. defense industry
and increased joint military exchanges, exercises,
and training.>

Overall, security cooperation between the U.S.
and Brazil is substantial, particularly with reference

to narco-trafficking threats. However, this relation-
ship isincreasingly being undermined by divergent
political alignment under the administration of
Lula da Silva.

Colombia. The Republic of Colombia is the clos-
est and most successful U.S. security partnerin the
Western Hemisphere. U.S. partnership and capac-
ity-building during the 1990s and 2000s empow-
ered Colombia’s efforts to retake the country from
its existential narco-terrorist threats. Nevertheless,
surging narco-trafficking and the increasingly de-
stabilizing activities of Venezuela’s authoritarian
regime continue to pose serious threats to Colom-
bia’s security.

By 2001, Colombia had lost control of roughly 40
percent of its territory to narco-guerrilla insurgents
and was on the brink of becoming a failed state.
However, a surge in U.S. intelligence and military
support for and cooperation with Colombia’s secu-
rity forces has restored general stability. Threats
from narco-guerillas were pushed to the margins,
although substantial security challenges persist.

Beyond its historical security ties with the U.S,,
extensive experience combatting guerrilla threats
has helped Colombia’s military to become one of
the world’s and one of the region’s most capable. Co-
lombia has some 300,000 active-duty military per-
sonnel and an additional 150,000 national police.!
On a per-capita basis, Colombia maintains one of
the world’s largest active-duty security forces. How-
ever, although its armed forces are highly capable
and effective, limited access to new technological
capabilities such as drones complicates efforts to
confront resilient and well-resourced narco-traf-
ficking threats.

As a core U.S. security partner, Colombia has
generally taken a proactive approach in confront-
ing narco-trafficking activity, but security policies
have shifted under the administration of President
Gustavo Petro. Since taking office in 2022, Petro has
blasted the so-called drug war and delivered pun-
ishing reductions to military funding while liberally
using permissive ceasefire agreements with Colom-
bia’s narco-trafficking groups. These policies are
bringing about a dramatic regression of the coun-
try’s hard-fought security gains and have led to a
period of resurgence for Colombia’s armed groups.

In the final months of President Petro’s man-
date, the government has adjusted its approach
somewhat, ending its permissive ceasefires, but
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CHART 7

Comparison of Militaries in Latin America
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the resurgence of armed groups requires a more

aggressive recommitment to the military’s efforts

to confront these threats. Even though guerrilla

groups and narco-traffickers no longer credibly
threaten the existence of the state, violence con-
tinues to plague ungoverned spaces in Colombia,
and illicit coca production continues at record high

levels. At the same time, new illicit activities such as

illegal mining have proliferated, offering new reve-
nue streams for Colombia’s transnational criminal

organizations.

Akey factor driving the persistent armed threat
in Colombia is the Venezuelan narco-regime which
shares a roughly 1,400-mile border with Colombia.
For the United States, Colombia is also strategically
important when it comes to confronting Venezu-
ela’s regional criminal destabilization. However,
as with narco-trafficking, Colombia’s approach to
Venezuela under the Petro administration has fre-
quently been counterproductive. Looming elections
in 2026 are likely to bring a return to Colombia’s
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more traditional security policies, but confronting
the increasingly empowered criminal threat in the
country will require redoubled efforts from both
the United States and Colombia.

Dominican Republic. In many ways, the Do-
minican Republic is the linchpin of U.S. counter-
narcotics cooperation in the Caribbean. It is the
largest Caribbean nation and, with some 50,000 ac-
tive-duty forces, has the region’s the largest military.
The Dominican Republic is therefore a crucial U.S.
partner in maritime interdiction operations against
drug smuggling activity and illegal migration, as
well as in countering the encroachment of China
and other hostile powers into the Caribbean. As
narco-trafficking and geopolitical threats increase,
they are further amplified and complicated by the
deepening crisis in Haiti.

Under President Luis Abinader, the U.S.-Do-
minican Republic security relationship has solid-
ified and grown through active partnership.” The
Trump Administration has taken important steps
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to further this engagement; the Dominican Repub-
lic, for example, was part of Secretary of State Mar-
co Rubio’s first trips abroad.*

The Dominican Republic’s role in countering
flows of narcotics may become even more crucial
with the shift in hemispheric security dynamics.
The porous U.S.-Mexico border has been an at-
tractive route for much of the drug trafficking to the
United States, particularly the fentanyl trade. How-
ever, increasingly successful actions to secure the
border and confront the Mexican cartels are likely
to push more of the drug trade through Caribbean
smuggling routes.

With both nations located on the island of His-
paniola, the deepening crisis in Haiti also raises in-
creasingly dire security threats to the Dominican
Republic and regional stability. The near-total col-
lapse of the Haitian government has left much of
Haiti’s territory, including most of the capital, Port-
au-Prince, under the exclusive control of violent
drug gangs.>* The crisis has also led to massive pop-
ulation displacement as Haitians flee—primarily to
the Dominican Republic—to escape attacks by vio-
lent gangs. Cognizant of the significant threat to the
Dominican Republic that this collapse represents,
the U.S. has not intervened directly; instead, it has
focused on ramping up border security measures
and seeking international action to stabilize Haiti.

Guatemala. Guatemala’s geographic position
and extensive border make it a strategically im-
portant Central American security partner for the
United States as it seeks to combat the flow of ille-
gal drugs and mass migration, among other threats.
Latin America’s narco-trafficking and illegal mass
migration networks pass directly through Guate-
mala on their way to the United States.

In 2025, Mexico’s cartels saw a period of growth
within Mexico, aided by their lucrative fentanyl
and human smuggling activity as well as by limit-
ed pressure from the Mexican state. This has led
to an increased cartel presence in Guatemala and
elsewhere in Central America. The cartels’ expand-
ed outreach has grown with the inclusion of illic-
it fentanyl and drug trafficking as well as migrant
smuggling networks.>

As security partners, the U.S. and Guatemala
have developed a substantial relationship around
border security, counternarcotics, and migration.
However, the security relationship has also been
subject to political shifts, including from the United

States. Under the Biden Administration, the U.S.
withheld substantial law enforcement and security
cooperation resources from the bilateral relation-
ship during the term of Guatemala’s conservative

president.®® U.S. prioritization of development aid

and so-called root-causes approaches to crime and

insecurity have failed to deliver substantive prog-
ress in combatting these criminal threats, and lim-
iting the resources for core security cooperation has

negatively affected the government’s ability to deal

with them effectively.®”

Nonetheless, the Guatemalan government has
taken commendable action to confront narco-mi-
gration threats more aggressively. This includes
recently enhanced patrols by Guatemala along its
borders with Mexico, Honduras, and El Salvador.
Renewed deployments to the border and increased
funding for the police helped to drive a tripling of
drug seizures from 2023 to 2024.°® Nevertheless,
Guatemala struggles to confront the Western Hemi-
sphere’s surging narco-threats passing through its
territory. Efforts to secure the country’s 200-nauti-
cal-mile economic zone against drug trafficking, for
example, are undermined by the country’s limited
naval and air force capabilities.>

Mexico. Mexico is the top U.S. trading partner,
is the second-largest country in Latin America,
and shares a 2,000-mile border with the United
States. Its importance for U.S. national security
therefore cannot be overstated. Nonetheless, the
threats posed by drug cartels and illegal migration
networks in Mexico have surged in recent years as
security cooperation between the United States and
Mexico has largely collapsed.

With nearly 300,000 active-duty personnel,
Mexico’s military is likely the most important and
well-resourced regional security institution. This is
due in no small part to its leading role in Mexican
defense and security, including domestic opera-
tions against drug cartels. Successive Mexican ad-
ministrations have shifted law enforcement respon-
sibilities and resources to the military. President
Andrés Manuel Lopez Obrador (2018-2024) took
unprecedented action to empower the Mexican
military, both politically and economically, while
shielding it from oversight.

Corruption is a determinative reality in Mexico’s
security landscape and has long cast a shadow on
U.S.-Mexico security cooperation. Narco-corrup-
tion in particular has compromised Mexico’s public
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security institutions, particularly local and civilian

police forces. This reality has pushed the Mexican

military into a more prominent role in domestic

security against the cartel threat. However, Mex-
ico’s armed forces, including senior leaders, have

not been immune to the cartels’ corrupting influ-
ence. In a 2020 incident, for example, the Mexican

government responded to U.S. law enforcement’s

arrest of a then-former Defense Minister by dra-
matically escalating diplomatic threats against the

United States. Upon securing his release, the Mexi-
can government pursued no criminal action against

the former senior defense official.

This incident and broader corruption challenges
mixed with political dynamics in Mexico have rein-
forced the trend of restricting U.S.-Mexico security
cooperation, particularly during the administration
of President Lopez Obrador. This ultimately led to
Mexico’s 2021 decision to end the Merida Initiative,
which had long served as the framework for Mexi-
co’s bilateral security relationship with the United
States. Since then, cooperation between U.S. and
Mexican security forces has been minimal despite
surging levels of fentanyl deaths, violence, and il-
legal migration.

In an attempt to end the status quo, the Trump
Administration has strengthened the U.S. military
presence at the border while bringing economic and
political pressure to bear to persuade the Mexican
government to take effective action against the
cartels. With the threat of direct U.S. military ac-
tion against the cartels looming, Mexico under the
leadership of President Claudia Sheinbaum faces
unprecedented pressure to act.

Peru. The United States and Peru have a
long-standing security relationship centered
around shared challenges that include narco-traf-
ficking and guerrilla activity. As a top global produc-
er of critical minerals and cocaine as well as one of
the largest territories in Latin America, Peru has
significant strategic importance as a U.S. security
partner. Additionally, Peru has become a focal point
for geopolitical competition between Beijing and
Washington, and China’s presence in the Andean
nation, especially with respect to critical dual-use
infrastructure, has surged in recent years.

During the 1990s and 2000s, the U.S.—Peru se-
curity relationship was a significant source of sup-
port for Peru’s efforts to confront the Shining Path
narco-guerrilla threat; today, Shining Path is all

but eliminated. However, Peru’s narco-trafficking

threats persist as varied drug-trafficking organiza-
tions continue to operate. Additionally, criminal

activity in the mining sector, particularly by trans-
national criminal organizations, has increased to

anotable extent with the advent of illegal wildcat

mining in Peru. The violence and organized crim-
inal activity that the spread of illegal mining has

brought with it has created an increasingly daunt-
ing security challenge.

The U.S.-Peru security relationship has faced
notable limiting challenges, many of which have
stemmed from U.S. human rights concerns. In 2001,
in response to an incident in which the Peruvian
military mistakenly targeted a civilian aircraft, the
United States responded by ending its Air Bridge
Denial Program. This denied the Peruvian govern-
ment the intelligence and equipment that it need-
ed to combat the widespread use of drug smuggling
flights by narco-traffickers. In 2024, the U.S. and
Perureached an agreement that restored some U.S.
support against drug flights in Peru. However, the
U.S. maintains a prohibition on Peru’s ability to use
lethal force against drug flights despite rising nar-
co-threats across the hemisphere.

The inauguration of a Chinese megaport in
Chancay in 2024 has reemphasized the global
geopolitical dimensions of U.S.-Peru relations.®
The potentially dual-use port is uniquely suited
to receive Chinese warships, and China’s COSCO
shipping company has been granted abnormal-
ly exclusive control of the facilities. The dangers
of this arrangement are exacerbated by concerns
about Peru’s inability to provide proper oversight
on critical infrastructure. The importance of this
issue is indicated by the pervasive narco-trafficking
and criminal activity that passes through such facil-
ities. At the same time, the increasingly substantial
political influence that China enjoys in Peru as a
result of its investments and political engagement
has enhanced Beijing’s increasingly opaque region-
al presence.

Conclusion

The Trump Administration has rightly identi-
fied Latin America and the Caribbean as regions of
outsized interest for the United States. Geography
and connectedness leave the American people and
U.S. national security substantially vulnerable to the
impact of these realities within our hemisphere. In
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recent years, both regions have become more dan-
gerous as surging instability, the resurgence of nar-
co-terrorism, and destabilizing mass migration have

led to the drug deaths of hundreds of thousands of
Americans, assaults on the U.S. border, and instability
across U.S. cities. Additionally, adversaries have cap-
italized on their ability to threaten the United States

from within our hemisphere by increasing their pres-
ence and control of critical dual-use infrastructure

and developing malign influence with both regional

rogue regimes and democratic states.

These dangerous realities are the result of de-
cades of neglect and disengagement by Washing-
ton and the U.S. military in our own hemisphere.
The drawing down of operational presence in the
region and the watering down of our cooperation
and engagement laid the groundwork for criminal

groups to make a dramatic comeback and created
an opening for U.S. adversaries to buy influence
through corruption and false promises.

However, President Trump’s reengagement with
the Western Hemisphere is already having a seri-
ous impact. Deployments to the Caribbean have
secured what was once a primary narco-trafficking
route to the United States, and the U.S. military
operation that successfully captured Nicolas Mad-
uro has opened the door to ending what has been
a dramatic threat to hemispheric security and sta-
bility. Continued and deepened efforts—efforts that
are based on a strong U.S. commitment and part-
nerships with regional leadership that is increas-
ingly aligned with the United States against these
threats—will be needed to fully undo the damage
of past decades.

Scoring the Latin America/Caribbean Operating Environment

As noted at the beginning of this section, vari-
ous regional considerations facilitate or inhibit the
ability of the U.S. to conduct military operations to
defend its vital national interests against threats.
Our assessment of the operating environment uses
a five-point scale that ranges from “very poor” to

“excellent” conditions and covers four regional char-
acteristics of greatest relevance to the conduct of
military operations:

1. Very Poor. Significant hurdles exist for mil-
itary operations. Physical infrastructure is
insufficient or nonexistent, and the region is
politically unstable. The U.S. military is poorly
placed or absent, and alliances are nonexis-
tent or diffuse.

2. Unfavorable. A challenging operating envi-
ronment for military operations is marked by
inadequate infrastructure, weak alliances, and
recurring political instability. The U.S. military
is inadequately placed in the region.

3. Moderate. A neutral to moderately favorable
operating environment is characterized by
adequate infrastructure, a moderate alliance
structure, and acceptable levels of regional
political stability. The U.S. military is ade-
quately placed.

4. Favorable. A favorable operating envi-
ronment includes adequate infrastructure,
strong alliances, and a stable political envi-
ronment. The U.S. military is well placed for
future operations.

5. Excellent. An extremely favorable operating
environment includes well-established and
well-maintained infrastructure, strong and
capable allies, and a stable political environ-
ment. The U.S. military is well placed to defend
U.S. interests.

The key regional characteristics consist of:

a. Alliances/Partnerships. Alliances are
important for interoperability and collec-
tive defense, as allies are more likely to lend
support to U.S. military operations. Indicators
that provide insight into the strength or health
of an alliance include whether the U.S. trains
regularly with countries in the region, has good
interoperability with the forces of an ally, and
shares intelligence with nations in the region.

b. Political Stability. Political stability brings
predictability for military planners when
considering such things as transit, basing, and
overflight rights for U.S. military operations.
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Operating Environment: Latin America

VERY POOR UNFAVORABLE MODERATE  FAVORABLE  EXCELLENT
Alliances v
Political Stability v
U.S. Military Posture
Infrastructure v
OVERALL I v I

The overall degree of political stability indi-
cates whether U.S. military actions would be
hindered or enabled and reflects, for exam-
ple, whether transfers of power are generally
peaceful and whether there have been any
recent instances of political instability in

the region.

c. U.S. Military Positioning. Having military
forces based or equipment and supplies staged
in aregion greatly facilitates the ability of the
United States to respond to crises and presum-
ably to achieve success in critical “first battles”
more quickly. Being routinely present in a
region also helps the U.S. to remain familiar
with its characteristics and the various actors
that might either support or try to thwart U.S.
actions. With this in mind, we assessed wheth-
er or not the U.S. military was well positioned
in the region. Again, indicators included bases,
troop presence, prepositioned equipment, and
recent examples of military operations (in-
cluding training and humanitarian) launched
from the region.

d. Infrastructure. Modern, reliable, and suit-
able infrastructure is essential to military op-
erations. Airfields, ports, rail lines, canals, and
paved roads enable the U.S. to stage, launch,
and logistically sustain combat operations. We
combined expert knowledge of regions with
publicly available information on critical infra-
structure to arrive at our overall assessment of
this metric.

Overall, the U.S. enjoys limited military-to-mil-
itary relationships with many Latin American and
Caribbean countries; for the past several years, for

example, much U.S. cooperation has been focused

on humanitarian relief and related activities rath-
er than operational counternarcotics efforts. With

pro-U.S. leadership winning elections across the

region, many regional governments could be more

disposed to act as pro-active partners in confront-
ing shared security threats such as narco-trafficking,
but these partnerships need to be reinvigorated af-
ter decades of declining U.S. engagement.

Substantial political shifts are commonplace in
much of Latin America and the Caribbean and have
led to the rise of anti-American populists in the past.
Electoral and regional trends suggest that the wave
of anti-Americanism has largely dissipated with the
failures of socialist leaders in Venezuela, Argentina,
and beyond. Nonetheless, these underlying risks
can still impede progress.

The redeployment of substantial U.S. military
assets to the Caribbean during 2025 brought a
surge in positioning to the Western Hemisphere,
but beyond the Caribbean, the long-standing U.S.
trend of regional disengagement has left the mil-
itary with a very limited network of facilities and
bases in Latin America and the Caribbean. Nota-
bly, there is no U.S. base in the entire continent of
South America. This reality will complicate efforts
to broaden and deepen U.S. security cooperation
across the hemisphere.

The region’s infrastructure suffers from complex
geography and limited financing and development
for large-scale projects such as ports. Nevertheless,
in most populated areas, infrastructure receives
more substantial funding and attention, and this
provides more reliability.

With these considerations in mind, we arrived
at these average scores for Latin America and the
Caribbean (rounded to the nearest whole number):
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Alliances/Partnerships: 4—Favorable.
Political Stability: 3—Moderate.

U.S. Military Positioning: 2—Unfavorable.
Infrastructure: 3—Moderate.

Aggregating to aregional score of: Moderate.
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