
         Spring 2008

NATIONAL
     STRATEGY
        FORUM
         REVIEW

VOLUME 17 / ISSUE 2      SPRING 2008

Estranged Relations: 

US Policy in Latin America

www.nationalstrategy.com NATIONAL STRATEGY FORUM CHICAGO, IL

ESTRANGED RELATIONS: 
US-LATIN AMERICA 2008

Cynthia Watson, Ph.D.

TACKLING TRANSNATIONAL CRIME:
ADAPTING US NATIONAL SECURITY POLICY

Vanda Felbab-Brown

US-LATIN AMERICA:
THE INTERSECTION OF TRADE AND SECURITY

Laura Carlsen

BOOK REVIEW

Leaderless Jihad by Marc Sageman

Reviewed by Lauren Bean



The National Strategy Forum Review 
is a quarterly publication of the

Richard E. Friedman
President and Chair

Board of Directors

Lester Crown

James R. Donnelley

Michael P. Galvin

David L. Grange

James N. Pritzker

William E. Wolf

Morris I. Leibman
(1911 - 1992)
Founding Chair

NATIONAL STRATEGY FORUM

National Strategy Forum Review

Publisher
Richard E. Friedman

Editor
Lauren Bean

Editorial Board
Marilyn Diamond
John Allen Williams
Endy Zemenides

 NATIONAL 
STRATEGY
 FORUM

The National Strategy Forum is a not-for-profi t, non-partisan organi-
zation committed to the following principles:

The goal of United States national strategy is a genuine and just 
peace, sought in common cause with the community of free and inde-
pendent nations.

The advancement and preservation of democracy is essential to 
promote human rights, inspire principled cultural achievement, and 
maximize economic development.

Informed public opinion and an enduring non-partisan consensus 
are fundamental parts of national security in a democratic society.
•      •      •
The National Strategy Forum has no membership fees, but it de-
pends upon the support of its members. The Forum is a publicly 
supported charitable institution under section 501(c)(3) of the In-
ternal Revenue Code. As a non-profi t organization, the Forum is 
funded solely by contributions from individuals, foundations, and 
corporations. All contributions to the Forum are tax deductible.                                                                                         

•      •      •
The opinions expressed in the National Strategy Forum Review do not 
necessarily refl ect those of the National Strategy Forum or its mem-
bers.
•      •      •
© 2008 National Strategy Forum, Inc.

National Strategy Forum
53 W. Jackson, Suite 516, Chicago, IL 60604-3432
T: 312.697.1286
F: 312.697.1296
W: www.nationalstrategy.com

•

•

•



NATIONAL STRATEGY FORUM REVIEW

Volume 17, Issue 2       Spring 2008

TABLE OF CONTENTS

LETTER FROM THE PUBLISHER

Richard E. Friedman
4

ESTRANGED RELATIONS: US-LATIN AMERICA 2008

Cynthia Watson, Ph.D.
6

TACKLING TRANSNATIONAL CRIME: ADAPTING US NATIONAL SECURITY POLICY

Vanda Felbab-Brown
10

US-LATIN AMERICA: THE INTERSECTION OF TRADE AND SECURITY

Laura Carlsen
14

BOOK REVIEW: Leaderless Jihad: Terror Networks in the Twenty-First Century, by 
Marc Sageman

Reviewed by Lauren Bean

19

RECENT SPEAKERS 21



4Spring 2008 NSF REVIEW

LETTER FROM THE PUBLISHER

By Richard E. Friedman
ow can the next US administration 
restore America’s world leadership 
position and why does it matter? The US 

relationship with its Latin American neighbors 
may provide the answer.  
 The US has suffered a precipitous decline in 
world public opinion in recent years.  For exam-
ple, several years ago Turkish public opinion was 
90 percent favorable to the US; now 90 percent 
of Turkey’s public regards the US unfavorably. 
There are strategic reasons that compel a realistic 
self-evaluation of why and how the US can win a 
world popularity contest.
 US world leadership is necessary to attain and 
retain global political and economic stability.  Dis-
order in world economic markets and the potential 
for growing and more lethal (nuclear) acts of ter-
rorism compel the conclusion that the US cannot 
go it alone.
 The pendulum is swinging back from the 
unipolar world which has existed since the de-
mise of the former Soviet Union in 1991 to a 
multi-polar world where the US once again shares 
power with others: China; a nuclear-armed auto-
cratic Russia; and, perhaps most importantly, the 
asymmetric leverage that could be exercised by 
militant Islamist states, and other states and orga-
nizations that might employ asymmetric leverage 
armed with nuclear weapons.  However, the US 
has the unique experience, talent, and resources 
to act effectively as a world leader.  
 The predicate to US world leadership begins 
with America’s backyard, which is Latin Amer-
ica.  America’s closest neighbors are Mexico and 
Canada.  Latin America is composed of nearly 
550 million people, 20 countries, and has an an-
nual gross domestic product (GDP) of an estimat-
ed $3.3 trillion. This compares to the European 

Union’s population of nearly 500 million people 
and an annual GDP of almost $14 trillion.
 The Monroe Doctrine (1823) served notice 
to European states that the Western Hemisphere 
is America’s backyard. (Canada was excluded 
because of its special political relationship with 
Britain). The US at that time had neither the eco-
nomic or military force to challenge Britain.  The 
US treated Latin America with “benign neglect” 
until the early 1930s.  During this period, there 
were approximately 32 US military incursions 
into the “banana republics.”  President Franklin 
Roosevelt announced the “Good Neighbor Policy” 
in the 1930s, and President Kennedy proclaimed 
the “Alliance for Progress” in 1961. Neither well-
meaning US policy was implemented.   In 1971, 
President Nixon stated, “Latin America doesn’t 
matter. People don’t give one damn about Latin 
America now.” 
 The bright spot of US / Latin American rela-
tions began in President Reagan’s second term 
when US policy began to focus on democracy in 
the region.  This resulted in the deposing of sev-
eral Latin America states’ “caudillos”, bringing a 
modicum of democracy to the region which has 
grown substantially. 
 The Latin American perception is that the US 
is indifferent to the region, which creates distrust 
of the US.  However, Latin American leaders want 
the US to take an active leadership role in Latin 
America, because the US is the only state that 
can effectively advance Latin American interests.  
Latin American political leaders do not wish to 
be perceived as too loosely aligned with the US.  
This poses a problem of form over substance.  
 The broad US policy objectives in Latin Amer-
ica are to counter drug-traffi cking, counterterror-
ism, and to consolidate democracy.  Additional 
US policy objectives might include assisting Latin 
American states in reforming their law enforce-
ment and judicial systems, and bolstering Latin 

H
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American economies, which requires adjusting 
US agricultural and textile policies to assist Latin 
American states where they have a competitive 
advantage.  There is a need for the US to reex-
amine the effi cacy of the North American Free 
Trade Agreement (NAFTA).  For example, why 
are Mexican factory jobs moving to China? The 
US has not implemented its free market rhetoric.  
For example, the US continues to subsidize US 
sugar agriculture.  
 A major US strategic challenge in Latin Amer-
ica is how to cope with US oil import dependency.  
The US imports approximately 15 percent of its 
oil from Mexico and 13 percent from Venezuela.
 Venezuela’s poverty has increased even 
though it enjoys huge windfall oil revenue.  Ven-
ezuela has the highest infl ation rate in the region, 
more than 20 percent annually.  Oil production is 
decreasing because the government siphons off 
Venezuelan oil companies’ revenues, depriving 
them of reinvestment in oil production infrastruc-
ture.  Venezuela’s oil industry provides 45 percent 
of total government revenues and accounts for 80 
percent of its total exports. In 2007, Venezuela’s 
oil industry revenue decreased by 26 percent and 
the projection is that it will continue to fall at an 
increasing rate.
  The rise to power of Venezuela’s President 
Chavez is symptomatic of left-leaning politics in 
Latin America.  There is a new generation of Latin 
American Che Guevaras, self-styled revolutionar-
ies with an anti-capitalistic and anti-US agenda.  
They believe that wealth must be taken from those 
who have stolen it from the people. Rather than 
seeking to enlarge the economic pie to provide 
more for those in poverty, President Chavez’s oil/
economic experiment has reduced the pie and cre-
ated greater poverty for those in need.  
 President Chavez has used the Castro/Cuba 
model of enlarging the state’s intelligence ser-
vices to foster political regimentation and social 
dependence on the government.  Chavez’s anti-US 
rhetoric recalls Russian President Nikita Khrush-
chev’s statement, “We will bury you.”  President 
Chavez’s strategic objective is a unifi ed pan-Latin, 
anti-American consortium coupled with Ecuador, 
Bolivia, and other Latin American countries.
 The recent armed political and military pos-

turing between Colombia and Venezuela-Ecuador 
is a symptom of the growing tenuous dichotomy 
in Latin America.  The cause of the confrontation 
was the Colombian army’s one mile incursion into 
Ecuador, which resulted in the death of a FARC 
leader and 20 FARC guerillas.  FARC, Colombia’s 
largest rebel group, has been conducting terrorist 
operations in Colombia for the past forty years. 
It escalated when President Chavez expelled Co-
lombia’s Ambassador and other diplomats.  He 
also mobilized troops and fi ghter jets in a show of 
force.
 The rise of Marxist populism is not surpris-
ing because there is widespread poverty in Latin 
America. Although there has been signifi cant 
progress made in establishing functioning de-
mocracies, there is a leadership vacuum caused, 
in part, by the lack of nuanced US policy and pres-
ence.   
 Latin America provides an outstanding 
opportunity for the next US administration to 
focus on becoming a good neighbor in word and 
deed.  The starting point for America is to deter-
mine the strategic objectives of its neighbors and 
fold these objectives into US policy. •

Letter from the Publisher

NSF NEWS AND UPCOMING EVENTS

National Strategy Forum Review 
NEW DESIGN

The summer 2008 issue of the NSFR, “Hedg-
ing Against Uncertainty: US Strategy in an 
Interdependent World”, will showcase the 
redesigned publication.  Look for it in your 
mailbox June, 2008.    

Upcoming Speaker Event
May 1, 2008

“Communicating US Values to the Islamic 
World”, with Aaron Lobel,  President  of  
America  Media  Abroad. For more infor-
mation, or to register online, please visit the 
NSF website, www.nationalstrategy.com.   
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ESTRANGED RELATIONS: US-LATIN AMERICA 2008
Cynthia Watson, Ph.D.

he next president of the United States 
faces a mighty task in reconciling U.S.-
Latin American relations, but the task 

is not insurmountable.  When George W. Bush 
assumed the presidency seven years ago, Latin 
America was optimistic about a former gover-
nor from a border state with an acute under-
standing of at least Mexico’s importance to the 
United States.  Mexico itself had broken the 
more than seven decades’ grip on the presiden-
cy when Vicente Fox Quesada won the election 
in mid-2000.  Americans both north and south 
of the Rio Grande woefully overestimated the 
powers that each new president brought to the 
bilateral relationship, particularly after Septem-
ber 11th, 2001.  While relations have changed 
with all parts of the world since that day, the 
ties with Latin America have arguably suffered 
the greatest decline, because Washington has 
sought to center all policy on the ‘global war on 
terrorism’, while Latin American leaders have 
largely tried to draw attention back to the prob-
lems confronting the region.

 With Washington’s attention focused else-
where, China and Europe play increasingly im-
portant roles in this part of the world.  The 2004 
‘rock star’ tour by Chinese president Hu Jintao 
illustrated Beijing’s greater interest in and com-
mitment to the region, for a variety of reasons.  
Latin America offers a considerable amount of 
energy and raw materials that a modernizing 
China seeks to maintain its massive economic 
growth.  Additionally, as China seeks to move 
people off the ineffi cient farms into more pro-
ductive enterprises, Latin America offers a 
source for agricultural goods to feed the popula-

tion in the Middle Kingdom.  Politically, China 
hopes its growing presence in the region will 
encourage the remaining supporters of Taiwan 
as a legitimate diplomatic entity (concentrated 
in Central America and Paraguay) to abandon 
Taipei in favor of the mainland and push Tai-
wan towards peaceful reunifi cation.  Finally, as 
China seeks to reassume its self-assessed lead-
ership position in the international community, 
Beijing can promise Latin America that China 
will not patronize or abandon the region, as the 
Latin Americans feel Washington has done.  At 
the same time, Europe plays a major role as a 
market for Latin raw materials while providing 
the region with considerable investment for its 
growth.

 Latin America watched the Argentine econ-
omy collapse in the early years of this decade as 
Colombia’s political system also fell into chaos.  
Yet since 1982, Latin America began exporting 
major amounts of its vast agricultural, energy, 
and raw material resources.  Peru, Brazil, and 
Argentina have healthy growth rates well above 
those in the United States and Europe. With 
world demand for Latin America’s exports high, 
life in the region looks relatively good compared 
with seven years ago, much less the 1980s.  

 The United States does not play into much of 
this activity, except as one of the many engines 
demanding Latin exports such as petroleum.  
Washington’s view of the region is not especial-
ly positive, however, because of the advent of 
‘nationalist populist’ regimes in Venezuela, Ec-
uador, and Bolivia.  Former labor activist Luis 
Ignacio Lula de Silva assumed the presidency 

T
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in Brasilia in 2002 to the trepidation of many 
free market advocates in the United States, but 
‘Lula’ maintains a relatively open economy in 
the South American state and advocates relative 
openness for the region.

 Hugo Chávez Frías in Venezuela is a differ-
ent matter.  A former Army Lieutenant Colo-
nel cashiered and incarcerated for a 1992 coup 
attempt against the long-democratic govern-
ment in Caracas, Chávez Frías won the presi-
dency six years later on a platform of strong 
anti-corruption rhetoric.  Nearly a decade later, 
he has moved steadily towards a more overtly 
anti-Washington (and anti-Bush) position eerily 
reminiscent of Fidel Castro’s anti-gringo posi-
tions of the 1960s.   Chávez Frías blames any 
and all problems, ranging from environmental 
decay to rising fuel prices to anything else, on 
Washington, playing an increasingly strident 
nationalist card aimed to raise populist senti-
ments.  He courts foreign leaders such as Sad-
dam Hussein (prior to 2003) and Hu Jintao in an 
obvious ploy to annoy Washington, but has been 
relatively unsuccessful at fomenting the goal of 
a ‘Boliviarian Revolution’ in Latin America.  
Recent indications, however, are that the Ven-
ezuelan populus is growing tired of the Chávez 
Frías antics as grumbling is growing across the 
nation.  He is not yet under enough pressure to 
force necessary changes in his behavior, but the 
tide may be turning against him. 

 Chávez Frías retains power, but saw his 
quest for an open-ended endorsement by his 
population end with the defeat of a referendum 
in late 2007.  As 2008 progresses, he will need 
to provide more than rhetoric to prove the ef-
fi cacy of his platform at building a new, durable 
Venezuela.  Indications are that popular support 
is waning as the Venezuelan seeks more per-
sonal power without producing anything for his 
increasingly weary public.

 The presidents of Bolivia and Ecuador, Evo 
Morales Ayma and Rafael Correa Delgado, re-
spectively, won election by advocating protec-
tion of their nation’s resources in the face of 
external exploitation.  Morales Ayma, in par-

ticular, appears to model his policies on Chávez 
Frías’ rhetoric, adding to Washington’s concern 
by highlighting the power of Bolivia’s coca 
growers.  After more than a year in offi ce, how-
ever, neither of these leaders governs a country 
which seems to share their beliefs as was true 
of their pre-election campaign promises.  Con-
cerns in Bolivia and Ecuador support the reality 
populists often face when they prove unable to 
improve the living conditions of their popula-
tions.

The Road Ahead

 It is diffi cult to envision circumstances 
whereby Latin America would become a top 
campaign topic in the United States, except in 
immigration policy. Immigration is a potent is-
sue that pulls at the heart strings of many in the 
United States at the same time that the advent 
of Hispanic immigrants seems an exceedingly 
threatening phenomenon.  Apart from that is-
sue, Latin America remains only a peripheral 
concern for the majority of people in the United 
States even if the last two presidents have made 
major investments in a democratic Colombia to 
support a pro-U.S. regime. Colombia continues 
to suffer from severe internal political polariza-
tion, which is worsened by the continued vio-
lence of the leftist Fuerzas Armadas Revolucio-
narias Colombianas (FARC) and the remaining 
paramilitaries on the political right who have 
not yet demiliarized under the title of the Auto-
defensas Unidas Colombianas (AUC). This still 
threatens to undermine the century-old facade 
of the democracy in the nation.  

 Beginning in 1999 under President Andrés 
Pastrana Arango, the United States sent billions 
of dollars in assistance to improve the Colombi-
an military and other portions of the Colombian 
polity.  By early 2008, President Álvaro Uribe 
Vélez claims to have overcome the FARC and 
coopted the paramilitaries on the right under 
an amnesty program.  Uribe Vélez has proven 
a forceful political leader in Colombia, but only 
after he leaves offi ce in 2010 will the durability 
of his reforms appear successful or unsuccessful 

Estranged Relations: US-Latin America 2008
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in a system where Colombian leaders have often 
claimed success with no real shift in the political 
landscape. For the Bush administration, Uribe 
Vélez stood apart as the sole defender of the U.S. 
president’s goals in the region, mitigated only 
by the failure on Washington’s part to achieve 
a free trade agreement with the Colombians 
because of widespread Democratic Party con-
cerns about persistent human rights violations 
in Colombia.  An example of these concerns are 
the stalled Free Trade 
Agreement for Colom-
bia which Democrats 
are blocking because 
of fears this will give 
support to elements 
in Colombian society 
which seek to purge 
political opponents, to 
the utter frustration of 
Presidents Uribe Vélez 
and Bush.

 In the longer term, Mexico and Cuba offer 
substantial challenges for anyone in the White 
House or on Capitol Hill.  The right-of-cen-
ter government of Felipe Calderón, assuming 
power after a prolonged, contentious election 
in 2006, has consolidated power slowly and 
gradually, instituting a number of lower level 
reforms aimed at improving Mexico’s economy 
and the citizens’ standard of living.  Much more 
diffi cult, however, is the growing drug-driven 
violence affecting the border regions with the 
United States and the Mexican justice system.  
As drug traffi cking has moved north from Co-
lombia into Mexico, the accompanying violence 
has also shifted.  Numerous indications of in-
timidation of justice offi cials populate the Mexi-
can newspapers.  

 Similarly, the violence in northern Mexico 
is frequently spreading north into the southwest 
of the United States.  The immigration problem 
is one of the most passionate issues in the U.S. 
Political system, illustrated by boos aimed at 
nominee-apparent Senator John McCain at the 
February 2008 Conservative Political Action 

meeting in Washington when he mentioned im-
migration reform.  President Bush similarly re-
ceives scathing criticism on his stance for a guest 
worker program.  More immediately, however, 
along the border the movement of immigrants 
has brought tremendous street violence to cities 
and towns.  Mexicans note that the United States 
allows easy purchase of guns, thus blaming the 
gringos for the root of the problem, while U.S. 
citizens blame Mexican illegals carrying their 
feuds north.  

 As the political discourse is so divided in 
the United States, it is hard to see a near-term 
resolution.  Compounding the immigration and 
violence issues are diffi culties of environmen-
tal waste and water scarcity problems on both 
sides of the border.  In short, the relationship 
with Mexico remains, on a day by day basis, 
the single most pressing issue facing any U.S. 
Government, because of the proximity and the 
explosive nature of the ties.

 Finally, some forty-nine years after he 
grasped power, Fidel Castro announced on 19 
February 2008 that he will no longer bedevil the 
United States as head of state.  While Castro ap-
peared to be on his deathbed in late July 2006, he 
continued de facto as the supreme leader, even 
though he had transferred power to his brother 
Raúl.  Fidel has held the true reins of power by 
persisting with policies mandating state-con-
trolled and strict separation from the United 
States. The importance of the 19 February an-
nouncement is unclear.  Is Castro capable of 
standing aside while he is alive?  Would Cubans 
like to completely oust the Party or would they 
desire someone younger but within the Party to 
rule? Will someone within the Party now chal-
lenge Raul for control?  Will the United States 
start altering its relationship with the island in 
the aftermath of Castro’s position as chief of 
state? All of these are unknowns.

 More important from a U.S. policy perspec-
tive is the follow-on when Castro fi nally dies.  
The issue, however, is what the U.S. Govern-
ment response will be when this occurs.  Many 
analysts assume that there has been no institu-

Estranged Relations: US-Latin America 2008

“...Ties with Latin 
America have ar-
guably suffered the 
greatest 
decline because 
Washington has 
sought to center 
all policy on ‘the 
global war on ter-
rorism...”
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tionalization of the Cuban Communist Party, 
yet the eighteen-month interregnum of Raúl is 
instructive: there have been no apparent moves 
to oust him in favor of someone else, indicating 
that a coherent Party hierarchy exists.  

 Others in the United States assume that the 
Cuban exiles in the United States will be sat-
isfi ed with Fidel’s removal (regardless of the 
cause), but there remains evidence that the chil-
dren of many exiles will want to return to Cuba 
to reclaim land and assets seized by the Com-
munists in the 1960s.  The return and possible 
upheaval resulting could destabilize whatever 
regime seeks to replace Castro’s long govern-
ment.  The freedom from Castro’s rule may also 
lead to vast numbers of boat people as frustrat-
ed Cubans see their chance to go to more de-
veloped parts of the world, such as the United 
States, where they can catch up on the increase 
in living standards that have been on hold for 
half a century.

 For the U.S. Government, Cuba poses a su-
preme problem because the Helms-Burton Law 
of 1996 instituted high standards that subsequent 
regimes in Havana must meet in order to have 
the relationship with the United States ‘normal-
ized’.  At the same time, any moves within the 
United States to prepare for this eventuality meet 
with resistance on the part of Cuban-Americans 
who fear that preparing for a post-Castro era 
will somehow free the Cuban leader to resist at-
tempts to oust him.  With Cuban-Americans a 
powerful voting block within southern Florida 
and New Jersey, politicians of both parties tread 
warily as they seek to institute these basic steps 
in preparation for the inevitable.  Yet, Cuba re-
mains a mere hundred miles off the U.S. Coast 
and has been one of the most volatile foreign 
policy issues in U.S. history. 

 In February 2008, President Bush made a 
widely lauded visit to Africa where his admin-
istration has spent $15 billion over its tenure, 
largely focused on preventing or treating the 
dreadful HIV/AIDs virus. The President is far 
more popular in Africa than he is in the United 
States or certainly in Latin America.    The Bush 

administration, rightly or wrongly, has proven 
a terrible disappointment for the region, as the 
region has for President Bush.  None of the 
presidential aspirants still struggling towards 
the nomination has any particular links to Latin 
America, so it does not seem realistic to see a 
dramatic improvement in the relationship with 
the inauguration of a successor in 2009.  Per-
haps the emerging Chinese involvement in Latin 
America will spur signifi cant U.S. attention, but 
Beijing is proving cautious about its activities 
there for fear of upsetting the delicate balance 
of Sino-U.S. relations.  It appears, instead, that 
Latin America will remain the neighborhood we 
take for granted until a crisis erupts.  Unfortu-
nately, we never know what that crisis may be.

 No evidence exists that a new McCain, 
Obama or Clinton administration would auto-
matically raise Latin America in the U.S. priori-
ties.  A fresh appraisal of the region, however, 
might bring creative new concerns, but it is 
likely that Latin American ties with Washington 
will remain estranged. • 

Estranged Relations: US-Latin America 2008
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he absence of traditional security threats 
to the United States in Latin America and 
the post-9-11 focus on state weakness 

and terrorism have elevated crime to the top of 
the US national security agenda in the South-
ern Hemisphere. Specifi cally, the United States 
has focused on suppressing transnational crime 
that generates “bads” that penetrate the US such 
as drugs, illegal aliens, smuggled humans, and 
youth gangs (maras), and on suppressing crime 
that funds belligerent groups in the region (once 
again drugs). Beyond the transnational illegal 
trade that directly affects the United States, 
crime in the Southern Hemisphere also threat-
ens the state in Latin American countries as 
well as the human security of large segments 
of the population. Compared with the United 
States or Western Europe, crime’s ability to 
eviscerate the state is far more pronounced in 
Latin America because the state is critically 
weak to begin with. The signifi cant growth of 
crime below the transnational level in the Hemi-
sphere over the past two decades – at the level 
of the state and the “street” – undermines ef-
forts to combat transnational crime. The United 
States policy toward the “bads” emanating from 
the Hemisphere will be improved if the United 
States also undertakes addressing crime at the 
state and street levels in Latin America, and 
does so by placing a far greater emphasis on so-
cio-economic issues in the region.

 Along with growing economic inequality 
and the decades-long economic stagnation of 
vast poor segments of the Latin American pop-
ulation, crime and the lack of public security 
have become a key social issue for a majority of 
people in the Hemisphere. With the exception 

of Colombia, which since 2002 has experienced 
a drop in homicides, kidnapping, and violent 
robberies, albeit from some of the highest rates 
in the world, criminal activity throughout the 
region has exploded. Homicide rates in Latin 
America are among the highest in the world. 
To an unprecedented degree, ordinary people in 
the region complain about living in fear. At the 
same time, national governments have failed by 
and large to adequately tackle crime and pro-
vide for public security, even while satisfying 
the demands of the United States to cooperate 
in counternarcotics policies. Both the police 
and courts have proven ineffective at combating 
the type of crime that is of most concern to the 
population and have frequently been deeply cor-
rupted by criminal elements.

 Most U.S. attention has been focused on 
crime at the transnational level in Latin Amer-
ica. At this level, traffi cking organizations fa-
cilitate the transfer of illicit commodities and 
services between source and demand countries. 
Such illicit fl ows transfer narcotics produced in 
the Andean region via Mexico and the Carib-
bean to the United States and via Brazil and 
Argentina to Europe; illegal aliens from Cen-
tral America and humans smuggled for sexual 
exploitation and slavery from Asia and Eastern 
Europe to the United States; and illegally-traf-
fi cked arms from the United States to the South-
ern Hemisphere. Apart from the concern about 
the intrinsic social bads for the United States, 
such illicit economies have also attracted atten-
tion from U.S. policymakers as potential sourc-
es of funding for anti-US terrorists since they 
globally generate hundreds of billions of dol-
lars. Regarding the potential threat of Islamist 

TACKLING TRANSNATIONAL CRIME:
ADAPTING US NATIONAL SECURITY POLICY

Vanda Felbab-Brown

Vanda Felbab-Brown is Assistant Professor in the School of Foreign Service, Georgetown University, 
and Non-Resident Fellow in Foreign Policy Studies, the Brookings Institution.
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terrorists in Latin America, the U.S. focus has 
centered on the Triborder region of Argentina, 
Brazil, and Paraguay, a decades-old smuggling 
hub of various kinds and an area with mini-
mal state oversight and law enforcement plus a 
fairly large community of Middle Eastern im-
migrants. Although no public evidence ever has 
linked al Qaeda to profi ting from the smuggling 
in the Triborder region or to other illicit op-
erations there, such as counterfeiting of docu-
ments, some evidence suggests that Hezbollah, 
and possibly also Hamas, have profi ted from the 
illicit trade in the area.

 Illicit economies, however, also generate 
various social bads for the source and transit 
countries. First, criminal organizations both at 
the production and smuggling segments of the 
trade seek to corrupt the state so that they can 
operate with ease and impunity. They bribe 
police and Customs offi cers and members of 
the judiciary, inevitably accompanying their 
fi nancial inducements with threats of physical 
elimination of those who oppose them. Law 
enforcement, investigation, and prosecution of 
criminals collapse. The weaker the state, the 
more corrosive the effect of crime-related cor-
ruption. The public security apparatus can be-
come paralyzed. In Mexico, for example, entire 
police units have stopped performing their of-
fi cial role and have come onto the payroll of the 
traffi ckers. In extreme cases, such as the Ze-
tas in Mexico, the counternarcotics policemen 
themselves have defected to provide violent 
protection to the traffi ckers against the state and 
against rival traffi ckers. The state thus fails both 
in the provision of security and in the dispen-
sation of justice. Such crime-related corruption 
can also undermine the political process itself, 
making a mockery of democracy and basic ac-
countability.  In a way too uncomfortably remi-
niscent of Carlos Ledher’s and Pablo Escobar’s 
schemes in Colombia during the 1980s, criminal 
networks in Guatemala, for example, blatantly 
interfered with its 2007 elections, bribing politi-
cians and participating in the murder of more 
than 50 candidates and their supporters. The 
more the state becomes corrupted, the more dif-
fi cult it becomes for it to tackle crime either at 

the transnational or at the street level as well.

 The Guatemala case also shows that state-
crime relationship is not simply one of crime 
penetrating the state, but also one of the state 
coopting crime. The Guatemalan military, for 
example, had a long history of utilizing con-
traband profi ts to support its institutional bud-
get and clandestine operations and to provide 
income for its senior offi cials. During the civil 
war, the military incorporated criminal organi-
zations into its counterinsurgency operations. In 
the post-war period, many members of the secu-
rity apparatus of the state set up and morphed 
with criminal networks, frequently in collabo-
ration with traditional elites. El Salvador has 
seen the rise of a similar collusion of state and 
crime. In Peru, during the presidency of Alberto 
Fujimori, his intelligence chief Vladimiro Mon-
tesinos utilized the state and its counternarcot-
ics resources to eliminate drug competition and 
build himself up as a, if not the, principal traf-
fi cker in the country.

 Second, burgeoning crime also threatens the 
state in the economic sphere. Intense crime-re-
lated violence -- the result of both state efforts to 
repress crime and of turf battles among criminal 
organizations -- prevents local economic devel-
opment, undermines human capital, and deters 
foreign investment. Large-scale illicit econo-
mies, such as widespread cultivation and pro-
duction of illegal drugs, also have various perni-
cious macroeconomic effects, by contributing to 
infl ation and real estate speculation, undermin-
ing currency stability, and displacing legal pro-
duction. Yet labor-intensive illicit economies, 
such as the cultivation of illicit crops, also pro-
vide economically superior livelihoods to large 
segments of the population in Latin America, 
many of whom do not have access to licit liveli-
hoods and live in acute poverty.

 Finally, crime and illicit economies threaten 
the state in the security realm, by strengthen-
ing anti-state belligerent groups both physi-
cally, and frequently also politically. Belligerent 
groups, such as the Shining Path in Peru in the 
1980s or the FARC, the ELN, and paramilitaries 
in Colombia, have derived very large fi nancial 
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profi ts from illicit economies such as extortion, 
kidnapping, and the drug trade. With these vast 
fi nancial resources, frequently on the order of 
tens of millions of dollars a year, belligerent 
groups have been able to grow in size, hire more 
combatants, greatly improve their arms pro-
curement, and simplify logistics. But when such 
groups protect labor-intensive illicit economies, 
such as drug cultivation, they also obtain po-
litical capital from the 
population, since they 
provide for the popu-
lation’s basic and fre-
quently sole livelihood. 
This political capital, 
critically manifested 
in the unwillingness of 
the population to pro-
vide intelligence on the 
belligerents to the gov-
ernment, is all the more 
pronounced, if the government attempts to sup-
press the illicit economy without providing legal 
economic alternatives to the population. Under 
such circumstances, the primary manifestation 
of the state is the destruction of the population’s 
livelihood, and hence of fundamental alienation 
of the population from the state. Then belliger-
ents can step in and offer themselves as protec-
tors and economic providers for the marginal-
ized population. 

 Perhaps ironically, belligerents also provide 
a modicum of order, by suppressing “street” 
level crime, adjudicating disputes, and pro-
viding courts. Although the belligerents are 
themselves brutal and capricious, the popula-
tion nonetheless welcomes even such minimal 
and warped provisions of public security and 
law and order if the alternative is state absence. 
Such political capital accrues not only to insur-
gents, but also to the crime organizations them-
selves. Moreover, this popular alienation from 
the state in Latin America is no longer simply 
a phenomenon of remote rural peripheries, but 
also of the poor and underprivileged urban ar-
eas. In Brazil’s favelas (slums), for example, the 
population frequently rejects the presence of 

state agencies. In fact, traffi ckers’ gangs them-
selves mitigate street-level crime, such as mur-
der, rape, and robbery that the state has failed to 
address. As long as their presence does not gen-
erate turf wars in which bystanders get caught, 
the population prefers the traffi ckers’ forms of 
law provision and enforcement to that of the po-
lice, which are widely seen as brutal and cor-
rupt. Similarly in Haiti, with its pervasive state 
failure, local gangs of thugs not only participate 
in drug smuggling and other crime, but also es-
tablish local zones of control where they enforce 
security and order. Although such chimeres and 
organisations populaires infl ict brutality on 
the population and extract rents, in the absence 
of a legitimate state (many of these gangs, in 
fact, overlap with the state), they become the 
only providers of minimal security amidst the 
otherwise pervasive chaos and violence. Youth 
gangs (maras) that have proliferated throughout 
Central America and increasingly grown more 
organized and violent, are yet another manifes-
tation of the hollowing out of the state in Latin 
America and of social organization outside and 
against the state. Indeed, the provision of secu-
rity and order has become differentiated and 
“privatized” throughout Latin America: the af-
fl uent ones who can participate in the currently 
booming legal economies in the region can hire 
private protection (both legal and extralegal), 
whereas the poor marginalized population fre-
quently need to rely on the provision of minimal 
security and order through belligerent groups, 
criminal organizations, and gangs.

 The dominant focus of U.S. anti-crime and 
national security policies in Latin America has 
been directed at stopping the transnational bads 
through interdiction and eradication. Interdic-
tion operations both on land and on sea seek 
to disrupt illicit fl ows through direct U.S. op-
erations as well as through the provision of in-
terdiction assistance to national governments. 
Even when successful in particular locales, such 
interdiction efforts have frequently only redi-
rected illicit traffi c to other areas. Successes 
in Jamaica in the 1970s, for example, moved 
cultivation of and traffi c in illicit drugs to the 
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Andean region. Beefed-up efforts in the Carib-
bean in the 1980s and 1990s shifted smuggling 
to Mexico. Although in some instances interdic-
tion operations have had very positive effects on 
strengthening the state by weakening criminal 
organizations, such as by destroying the Me-
dellin and Cali cartels in Colombia in the early 
1990s, they have failed to substantially reduce 
the in-fl ows of drugs, illegal immigrants, and 
smuggled humans into the United States. 

 Eradication operations, such as under Plan 
Colombia, later renamed the Andean Counter-
drug Initiative, seek to destroy the global bad, 
in this case, illicit crops so that no drugs enter 
the system. Eradication promises to accomplish 
two objectives: reduce consumption of drugs in 
the U.S. and critically weaken belligerents, such 
as the FARC, by depriving them of fi nancial re-
sources. Although eradication has not reduced 
drug consumption in the US nor substantially 
weakened belligerent groups – the FARC has 
been weakened since 2002 as a result of direct 
operations by the Colombian military funded 
with US counterinsurgency money, not by erad-
ication of illicit crops – and has little resonance 
with local populations, the U.S. has nonetheless 
demanded that Latin American governments 
make eradication and counternarcotics policies 
their top anti-crime and national security poli-
cies.

 Efforts to strengthen the state in the South-
ern Hemisphere so that local governments can 
tackle crime are crucial. An indispensible com-
ponent of state strength is its law-and-order ap-
paratus – the police and military – so that the 
state can provide security for all of its popula-
tion. But states in Latin America will be more 
effective in cooperating with the US in combat-
ing transnational crime if the governments in 
Latin America become more effective in ad-
dressing the socio-economic issues that are the 
primary interest of the population. In the secu-
rity sphere, that means that the national govern-
ments and the U.S. should focus to a far greater 
degree on providing security to the population 
-- from belligerents, yes, but also from crimi-
nal gangs, and, crucially, ordinary street crime. 

Such a policy involves expanding police pres-
ence and reforming the police so that they them-
selves are not brutal corrupt thugs. It also means 
directing greater attention to community polic-
ing and undertaking very careful vetting of to 
whom the United States provides aid, such as 
under the planned Merida Initiative for Mexico. 
Far greater attention needs to be given to im-
proving the judicial system throughout Latin 
America and making it accessible to the entire 
population. 

 But efforts to secure more effective coop-
eration from Latin American governments in 
tackling transnational crime should also include 
encouraging and helping them bring economic 
and social development to underprivileged mar-
ginalized populations. If the manifestation of 
the state becomes benevolent by providing legal 
economic opportunities for social development 
and legitimate and reliable security and justice, 
many root causes of transnational crime, such as 
illegal immigration will be addressed and bel-
ligerent and crime organizations delegitimized. 
The populations will become both far less inter-
ested in participating in illicit economies such 
as the cultivation of illicit crops and far more 
willing to participate with the state in tackling 
transnational crime. •
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here has never been a time in U.S. his-
tory when the nation’s security and trade 
policies were not linked. The nation’s 

status as a superpower on the world stage de-
rives from both its $14 trillion economy and its 
unsurpassable military might. In attaining U.S. 
global objectives, if the military is the stick, the 
market is the carrot—and sometimes also the 
stick. 

 Although this relationship has been a con-
stant in Latin America since the Monroe Doc-
trine, rarely have trade and security been as ex-
plicitly linked in a single foreign policy grand 
plan as in the Bush National Security Strategy 
of 2002. Although better known for formulat-
ing the change from containment to pre-emptive 
war and regime change, the document dedicates 
an entire chapter to positing a fundamental rela-
tionship between free markets and U.S. national 
security. Chapter VI, entitled “Ignite a New 
Era of Global Economic Growth through Free 
Markets and Free Trade”, begins by assuming 
a causal chain between the free trade model, 
economic growth and prosperity, and national 
security.  

 The Bush administration has consistently 
affi rmed and repeated this doctrine throughout 
subsequent years. The strategy argues that free 
trade and free markets lead to economic growth, 
poverty alleviation and higher incomes, thus 
building more stable world partners. It also goes 
further to equate free markets with freedom in 
general, by including the establishment of mar-
ket-based economies as part of American values 
to be spread throughout the world to ‘defend, 
preserve and extend our national security.’ 

U.S.-LATIN AMERICA TRADE POLICY 

 
 In the Western Hemisphere, prior to the Sep-
tember 11th terrorist attacks, the link between 
the free-trade agenda and national security poli-
cy was implicit. When the North American Free 
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) was negotiated and 
signed in the early nineties, few people were 
thinking about its security implications. There 
was vague talk about improving tri-national re-
lations as a natural outgrowth of regional eco-
nomic integration, but in the absence of specifi c 
threats, national security rarely fi gured in the 
discourse. The main goal was to create a North 
American trade bloc to compete in a global mar-
ket. 

 Negotiations toward a NAFTA began for-
mally on June 12, 1991, under then-presidents 
George Bush Sr. and Mexico ś Carlos Salinas 
de Gortari. The broader goal of a hemispheric 
trade pact, the “Enterprise for the Americas 
Initiative”, was already on the table at the time, 
pushed by President Bush and a coalition of 
businesses. The U.S. strategy was to begin with 
NAFTA and as other countries joined in, gradu-
ally extend the model throughout the hemi-
sphere.

 The U.S.-Canada Free Trade Agreement of 
1989 provided the template for broadening the 
pact to include Mexico. However, there were 
important differences. Although Mexico had 
already undergone important structural reforms 
toward a market economy, Salinas’ strong con-
viction in favor of unfettered markets, and the 
exclusion of representatives of peasant farmers 
and other sectors from the negotiations, led to 
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a pact that mandated Mexico’s sink-or-swim 
entry into international competition for trade 
and investment and tied its fortunes to the U.S. 
economy. 

 NAFTA remains today the model of a dras-
tic conversion in a developing country from an 
economy where the state still played a key role 
in development and distribution of resources, to 
an economy tied to international markets - pre-
dominantly the U.S. market. 

 NAFTA did not include transition mecha-
nisms, allowances for the asymmetries between 
the two nations (the U.S. economy was fi fteen 
times the size of the weaker Mexican economy), 
compensation funds, or specifi c measures for 
poverty alleviation. With the major exception of 
oil, all products entered into the agreement, with 
basic staples including corn and beans given the 
longer tariff-elimination periods. The assump-
tion was that by creating a mega-market of 360 
million consumers, the North American Free 
Trade Agreement would offer export opportu-
nities that would outweigh losses to imports in 
the domestic market, lower consumer prices and 
create more effi cient competition.  Instead, in-
creases in consumer prices on basic goods like 
the corn tortilla and massive job displacement 
has occurred. 

 In the fi fteen years since its drafting and 
passage, NAFTA has been adopted by the U.S. 
Trade Representative as the paradigm for trade 
and investment agreements. The agreement in-
cludes clauses that go beyond liberalization stip-
ulated in the World Trade Organization, such as 
competition policy, investment and government 
procurement, which have been resisted by devel-
oping countries in the WTO, and the establish-
ment of more stringent intellectual property re-
quirements. NAFTA’s Chapter 11 grants foreign 
corporations the ability to sue the government 
directly in cases where they can prove a loss of 
profi ts - present or future - and the agreement 
creates a system of ad hoc tribunals charged 
with making binding decisions on trade and in-
vestment confl icts. These provisions, along with 
U.S. agricultural subsidies that were not dealt 

with in the agreement, became the bones of con-
tention in later trade negotiations.

 Following NAFTA, the U.S.-Chile Free 
Trade Agreement went into effect in January 
of 2004. It was the fi rst of its kind in South 
America and adhered to the model established 
by NAFTA. In 2005, the U.S. Congress passed 
the Central American-Dominican Republic 
Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA-DR) with Gua-
temala, Nicaragua, Honduras, El Salvador and 
Costa Rica by only two votes, after delaying the 
vote for months due to lack of support. Protests 
against ratifi cation broke out in all the countries, 
and Costa Rica was only able to ratify following 
a close referendum in 2007.
 Negotiation of an Andean Free Trade Agree-
ment (FTA) was shelved after Venezuela’s Pres-
ident Hugo Chavez pronounced his opposition 
to an FTA with the United States, and Ecuador 
and Bolivia also decided to seek other forms 
of regional economic integration. In Decem-
ber, 2007, the U.S. Senate followed the House 
in approving the U.S.-Peru Free Trade Agree-
ment with bipartisan support after including 
more stringent labor and environmental provi-
sions. Peruvian president Alan Garcia had been 
a staunch advocate of the agreement.
 Throughout the post-NAFTA period, the 
creation of a Free Trade Area of the Americas 
(FTAA) continued to be the primary objective 
of U.S. trade policy. A ministerial meeting in 
Miami in November, 2003, ended in an agree-
ment to allow countries to “opt out” of clauses 
when talks stalled over Brazil’s demand for a 
commitment to eliminate U.S. agricultural sub-
sidies. Then in November, 2005, a meeting of 
heads of state in Mar del Plata, Argentina buried 
the FTAA when Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay, 
Uruguay and Venezuela formally declared that 
“…the necessary conditions are not yet in place 
for achieving a balanced and equitable free trade 
agreement with effective access to markets free 
from subsidies and trade-distorting practices, 
and that takes into account the needs and sensi-
tivities of all partners, as well as the differenc-
es in the levels of development and size of the 
economies.” Since then, the countries that form 
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part of the Southern Common Market (Merco-
sur) have also prioritized regional integration 
over FTAs with the United States.

 The collapse of the FTAA, and obstacles 
in the Doha Development Round of the World 
Trade Organization, where talks broke down in 
Cancun in 2003 and have not progressed sig-
nifi cantly since then, led the U.S. government 
to a strategy of negotiating bilateral and, where 
possible, regional free trade agreements like 
CAFTA in the hemisphere.

 In the words of Condoleezza Rice, “We 
will actively work to bring the hope of democ-
racy, development, free markets, and free trade 
to every corner of the world.” This aggressive 
promotion of the free trade model abroad has 
deepened geopolitical fi ssures in the region, as 
the consensus on the free-trade model has bro-
ken down within Latin America and the United 
States. 

 Following the failed coup attempt in 2002, 
which enjoyed the tacit support of the Bush ad-
ministration, Hugo Chavez consolidated power 
in Venezuela and began to construct trade and 
aid relations with Latin American countries to 
dilute the infl uence of the U.S. government in 
the region. As the relationship between presi-
dents Chavez and Bush became increasingly 
antagonistic, the U.S. government emphasized 
trade agreements as part of securing the region 
for both business interests and geopolitical in-
fl uence.

THE IMPACT OF U.S. FREE TRADE 
POLICY IN LATIN AMERICA

 As NAFTA approaches its fi fteenth year, 
evaluations of its impact on Mexico have been 
mixed. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
reports that total trade between Mexico and the 
United States doubled under the free trade agree-
ment and foreign investment increased substan-
tially. However, Mexican GDP per capita grew 
an average of only 1.5 percent annually over the 
period, falling short of previous periods and of 

other Latin American countries, despite high oil 
earnings. 

 Even more important, convergence between 
Mexico and the United States in GDP and wag-
es did not take place. In critical sectors, includ-
ing farming, U.S. imports displaced Mexican 

producers, contribut-
ing to a doubling of 
the immigration rate 
to the United States. 
While some export 
sectors experienced a 
boom, small and me-
dium-sized businesses 
that produced for the 
domestic market were 
often either bought up 
or forced out of busi-
ness by imports. The 

result was net job creation at only about half of 
the one million jobs needed annually to absorb 
new workers entering the labor force.

 Chile experienced a similarly mixed result. 
Bilateral trade between the United States and 
Chile offi cially doubled since the U.S.-Chile 
Free Trade Agreement took effect, totalling 
$16.36 billion in 2006. On the one hand, Chile ś 
economy under FTAs with the U.S. and the Eu-
ropean Union has been hailed as an example 
for the region. On the other, critics point to the 
concentration of exports in raw materials, the 
more rapid rate of increase in U.S. imports over 
Chilean exports to the U.S., and continued U.S. 
trade barriers as warning signs for the future of 
the commercial relationship. Mexican and Chil-
ean dependence on the international market and 
particularly the U.S., has increased U.S. govern-
ment leverage.

 Throughout Latin America, criticism of the 
NAFTA-model has grown over the past decade 
and a half, erupting into violence on occasion. 
Five Peruvian farmers were killed in uprisings 
following passage of the U.S.-Peru FTA, and in 
Guatemala a protestor was killed during a dem-
onstration against CAFTA and enabling legis-
lation. Although there is no clear line between 
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the impact of FTAs and previous economic 
liberalization, privatization and restructuring 
programs, opposition to the U.S. trade and in-
vestment model has left its mark on regional 
politics. FTAs were a factor in unseating cabinet 
members in Ecuador and Bolivia and bringing 
center-left candidates to power there, as well as 
in the contested razor-thin defeat of center-left 
candidate Andrés Manuel López Obrador in 
Mexico’s 2006 elections. 

 The four fundamental criticisms of the 
NAFTA model most often cited by the opposi-
tion are:

1) FTAs are not effective as a development or 
poverty reduction strategy and increase social 
inequality.

2) FTAs propose a false reciprocity that locks 
in advantages of large U.S.-based corporations.

3) FTAs consolidate an export model based on 
low value-added products, especially natural re-
sources and agricultural products.

4) FTAs condition U.S. market access on com-
mitments that are detrimental to public welfare 
and development goals.

THE GEOPOLITICS OF TRADE POLICY
 

 Even if the Bush administration had not de-
clared trade a pillar of its security policy, it was 
obvious that FTAs with the United States had 
become a defi ning feature of Latin American 
geopolitics. Today U.S. trade policy is inextri-
cably bound to U.S. foreign policy. For the U.S. 
government and for Latin Americans, the deci-
sion to enter into a U.S. FTA refl ects not only an 
economic strategy but a geopolitical defi nition 
of sides in an increasingly divided region. 

 Two examples suffi ce to illustrate this equa-
tion. The fi rst is the extension of NAFTA into 
the Security and Prosperity Partnership (SPP). 
In March, 2003, the three heads of state of 
NAFTA countries agreed to begin a dialogue 
to deepen integration under NAFTA. Working 

groups set out to change regulations to further 
facilitate trade and investment and they also ex-
plicitly added the security element. The offi cial 
U.S. web page states: “The SPP is based on the 
principle that our prosperity is dependent on our 
security and recognizes that our three great na-
tions share a belief in freedom, economic op-
portunity, and strong democratic institutions.”

 Although the SPP is not a signed agreement 
with Congressional and public involvement, 
making it diffi cult to know all the recommen-
dations that have resulted from the talks, the 
security component mandates border security, 
intelligence sharing and surveillance, military 
and police training, and adoption of new tech-
nologies under the logic of the U.S. counter-ter-
rorism campaign. The extension of NAFTA into 
regional security under an agreement that has 
been criticized for a lack of transparency has 
raised issues of sovereignty, always close to the 
surface in the U.S.-Mexico relationship. 

 Another recent and controversial example of 
the trade and security equation is the U.S.-Co-
lombia FTA now before Congress.  On March 
1, the Colombian government attacked a camp 
of the guerrilla FARC in Ecuador, killing over 
twenty people including FARC leader Raul 
Reyes. The action earned condemnation from 
Latin American nations as a violation of Ecua-
dor’s national sovereignty and led to a diplomat-
ic crisis in the region. The Bush administration 
endorsed the action and has used it to push for 
passage of the Colombia FTA, calling it “pivotal 
to America’s national security.” The Democratic 
majority has opposed the agreement due to as-
sassinations of labor leaders in Colombia, gov-
ernment ties to paramilitaries and human rights 
violations. 

 Both examples show the use of U.S. trade 
agreements to support a U.S. security policy 
that much of Latin America considers threaten-
ing. Moreover, the lack of fl exibility in the free 
trade model, which has led to increases in social 
inequality, and the attempt to divide nations be-
tween FTA partners and a Venezuela camp has 
caused fi ssures and eroded regional integration 
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efforts in the Mercosur and Andean regions.  

 None of this can be understood without rec-
ognizing the rise of Hugo Chavez’s proposal for 
Latin American “Bolivarian” integration. The 
U.S. government views free trade agreements 
as a bulwark against Chavez and touchstones of 
democracy in a continent threatened by a return 
to government intervention and authoritarian 
leaders. 

 This “us vs. them” reading of regional geo-
politics fails to distinguish the varied motiva-
tions behind resistance to US trade policy. Mer-
cosur nations spurn U.S. FTAs based on what 
they see as unequal terms and favor South-
South ties; Andean nations (except Colombia) 
seek limits on private-sector exploitation of 
natural resources; and Venezuela has embarked 
on a plan to use oil money to forge ideological 
alliances. Binding trade policy to the security 
doctrine ignores these differences and valid as-
pirations. The State Department’s 2007 report 
on hemispheric relations notes, “In 2008, we 
will continue our efforts to secure congressio-
nal approval of pending free trade agreements 
with Colombia and Panama. Once implemented, 
these three agreements [counting the recently 
approved Peru FTA] will complete an unbroken 
chain of trading partners stretching from Can-
ada to Chile.” The use of the territorial image 
again demonstrates the geopolitical importance 
attached to FTAs within a hemisphere increas-
ing divided between perceived allies and ren-
egades. 

 The U.S. Congress faces a vote on two more 
free trade agreements in Latin America that 
will test domestic sentiment on trade policy 
and the relationship of trade to security. The 
administration hopes for rapid resolution of the 
Colombia FTA and eventual passage of a U.S.-
Panama agreement as well. Both Democratic 
presidential frontrunners have come out in favor 
of renegotiating NAFTA and rethinking policies 
that have affected jobs in the United States: both 
have opposed the Panama and Colombia FTAs, 
in addition to case-specifi c reasons, their oppo-
sition mirrors polls showing the majority of the 

American public opposes the free trade model. 

 Within this debate there are two opposite 
ways of viewing the security implications of 
trade policy. One is the current perspective that 
free trade leads to free societies and shared in-
terests based on democracy, open markets and 
defense against common threats. Another is that 
modifying the NAFTA model to conserve jobs 
in the U.S. and allow greater latitude for nation-
al development policies in Latin America could 
forge a wider U.S. consensus on trade policy, in-
crease security and improve international rela-
tions. Economic policy instruments to decrease 
social inequality could be especially effective in 
countering the non-traditional security threats 
that are on the rise in the region. •
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Reviewed by Lauren Bean, Editor

F ilm can provide an alternate perspective on 
complex global issues such as terrorism 
through a creative medium with a mass ap-

peal that differs from newspapers or non-fi ction 
books. If developed properly, the construction of  
different storylines and character perspectives can 
reveal patterns and intricacies that would other-
wise remain hidden if examined in isolation.  Gillo 
Pontecorvo’s 1967 fi lm, The Battle of Algiers, is 
one example of how this medium can effectively 
inform broader understanding of terrorism. Still 
powerful and pertinent after 50 years, The Battle 
of Algiers was studied by the US military in 2003 
at the outset of the Iraq war and has been refer-
enced by newspapers, journals, and bloggers since 
for its insight into insurgency and counterinsur-
gency (note the French commander and former 
French Resistance fi ghter “Lieutenant Colonel 
Mathieu’s” use of a metaphor to characterize ter-
rorism: “Terrorist groups are like tapeworms—
they keep reviving unless you destroy the head...”).  
However, events of the last seven years demarcate 
a distinctively changed threat from that of the past. 
Al Qaeda is no longer the central coordinating 
force with one leader: it has become an organiza-
tional model to be aspired to and replicated by in-
dependent local terrorist groups led by different 
heads. What we already know about terrorism re-
mains relevant; however, a steady emergence of 
new information requires new thinking.    
 In his latest book Leaderless Jihad: Terror 
Networks in the Twenty-First Century, Dr. Marc 
Sageman offers readers an organized framework 
for how to think about terrorism, based in part on 
the personal stories of terrorists. Using scientifi c 
empirical research (data collected from his study 

of approximately 500 Islamist terrorists), Sageman 
dismantles the paradox of terrorism’s apparent un-
predictability to reveal patterns and intricacies that 
seem commonsense in reader hindsight.  Although 
scientifi c research and data may not sound like 
best-seller material, Sageman’s compelling analy-
sis of the twenty-fi rst century threat will surely in-
form a new dimension of the “war” fi lm genre. 
 Since September 11, 2001, Sageman has chal-
lenged what we thought we knew about terrorists, 
terrorism as a means, and terrorism as a movement. 
With an M.D. and a Ph.D., seven years of service 
with the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), and a 
robust career in the forensic and clinical psychia-
try fi elds, he has established himself as a leading 
expert on what makes a terrorist. Sageman has 
created a movement to enlarge public understand-
ing of terrorism, and perhaps more importantly, to 
inform preventive US counterterrorism strategy. 
Leaderless Jihad is an accessible ‘one-step-fur-
ther’ analysis of Understanding Terror Networks 
(2004). (See Marc Sageman’s most recent article in 
Foreign Policy, “The Next Generation of Terror”.)
 Sageman argues that the US lacks an effective 
national strategy to counter the global Islamist 
threat, which he characterizes as disconnected 
(“leaderless jihad”), in some cases homegrown, 
highly networked via the Internet, but “self-limit-
ing in terms of both structural capability and ap-
peal.” An effective counterstrategy must incorpo-
rate the study of the individual, external infl uences, 
and group dynamics, and it must also address the 
process of radicalization, which Sageman breaks 
out into four phases. The fi rst phase is a sense of 
moral outrage, for example over an incident in 
which Muslims are discriminated against and/or 
subjected to violence. Typically, these events rein-
force the perception that Islam and the West are at 
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war. Next, the global becomes personal, and then 
the individual fuses broader context with personal 
plight. This frustration is then shared with others, 
via the Internet or offl ine. In the fi nal step, the 
individual joins a terrorist cell, which provides a 
sense of family and community. It is in this phase 
that the Islamist terrorist ideology is implanted 
and nurtured. 
 To begin, developing a more effective strategy 
requires enlarging the current understanding of 
terrorists’ demographics (the poor, uneducated, 
“brainwashed” Muslim male youth predisposed 
to violence) and how to contain the threat, which 
he characterizes as “the vanguard trying to estab-
lish a certain version of the Islamist utopia”, and 
later  in the book with more specifi city, as “al Qa-
eda Central, the remnant of the organization that 
committed the 9/11 atrocities, and the leaderless al 
Qaeda social movement.” 
 “Contain” is the operative word, and as Sage-
man argues, the only feasible strategy. He contends 
that aiming to “win the war of ideas” using an ide-
ology-driven approach (to advance democracy) is 
an evidently defi cient strategy. While he agrees 
democracy is a “worthwhile goal by itself…it will 
not affect terrorism.” Besides, he explains, cred-
ibility is needed to win the battle for hearts and 
minds in the Muslim world, and the US is losing 
this battle. 
 Some of Sageman’s suggestions are not new, 
such as securing the homeland and diminishing 
moral outrage in the Muslim world. With regard 
to the latter, Sageman endorses withdrawing from 
Iraq, which he qualifi es as “the main fuel” for 
young Muslim outrage. (He does not elaborate 
on a withdrawal strategy, and one can’t help but 
implore, “Do tell Dr., do tell”.) Other recommen-
dations include countering the enemy’s appeal by 
bolstering “alternative” (to terrorists) local Muslim 
heroes to serve as role models in Muslim countries. 
The goal would be to diminish the appeal of ter-
rorist violence. A supplemental step is to improve 
reporting of terrorism to limit sensationalism. 
Also, Sageman echoes the need for greater coop-
eration between local and federal law enforcement 
to eliminate terrorist networks and deny terrorists 
the acquisition of weapons of mass destruction. 

 Sageman’s call for the inclusion of science in 
the study of terrorism is most revealing in terms 
of the fundamental challenges to an effective na-
tional strategy. 
 Science and national security have an inconsis-
tent past - periods of close collaboration followed 
by disjunction. The current relationship between 
the academic community and the US government 
appears tenuous. However, the value of coopera-
tion is evident, at least at a glance: science adds 
certain credibility to policy, and policy adds a 
sense of nationalistic purpose to science. Howev-
er, this reciprocity seems to have diminished since 
the end of the Cold War, and the explanations gen-
erated by both sides are loaded. 
 Sageman recommends the creation of govern-
ment-funded terrorism research projects that ap-
ply social science methodology and data collection 
(similar to the 1950s and 60s government-initi-
ated Soviet studies projects) led by Ph.D.s from 
the “academy” (the academic community) -- not 
young graduates for hire with little or no formal 
social science training. However, the overarching 
barrier to the creation of such programs, Sageman 
explains, is prejudice in government funding (a 
preference for “modeling” over data collection) 
and government secrecy surrounding the acquisi-
tion of information about terrorism. As a result, 
scholars are limited in their analysis of new de-
velopments in the fi eld. How this issue might be 
resolved remains to be seen. 
 Leaderless Jihad is an insightful, comprehen-
sive analysis of the global Islamist threat and op-
tions for containment. Dr. Sageman knows a great 
deal about terrorists and his social science back-
ground adds a critical perspective on how the West 
should be thinking about terrorism. At times his 
recommendations refl ect well-worn arguments. 
However, he can’t be faulted for ambiguity on such 
issues as Iraq’s future and the issue of data col-
lection and government secrecy. These topics have 
their own extensive bibliography. Still, the reader 
is left with an additional thought after reading 
Leaderless Jihad: We now know why individuals 
join terrorist movements, but why do they leave? 
And what might a counterterrorism strategy look 
like that factors in the exit variables as well? •

Book Review of Marc Sageman’s Leaderless Jihad
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On January 11, 2008, the National Strategy 
Forum hosted Leena Salim Moazzam, 
Counselor-on-Leave with the Pakistan 
Foreign Service for the Embassy of Pakistan in 
the United States. Madame Moazzam discussed 
the importance of US-Pakistan relations, ad-
dressing Pakistan’s role in the fi ght against Al 
Qaeda and other Islamic terrorist groups in 
South Asia and the impact of recent destabiliz-
ing events on the country’s future. 

 Madame Moazzam explained that while 
Pakistan’s efforts in global counterterrorism pre-
date September 11, 2001, its role in the campaign 
against terrorism has become more defi ned since 
the 9/11 attacks. “We [Pakistan] have deployed 
more than 100,000 troops in the Federally Admin-
istered Tribal Areas (FATA) and along the border 
with Afghanistan. The commitment of 100,000 
troops means that we have 300,000 troops in the 
area, if rotation is taken into account,” she stated. 
Acknowledging that extremism is a “complicat-
ed phenomenon,” she outlined the multi-pronged 
strategy Pakistan is implementing to address the 
root causes of terrorism and to promote peace, 
tolerance, and progress in the region. 
 In the tribal areas, Madame Moazzam 
said that Pakistan is pursuing a strategy to pro-
mote peace and progress. It is comprised of mili-
tary, political, economic and administrative com-
ponents. She stated that the strategic objective is 
to “win the hearts and minds of the local popula-
tion and to isolate the militants from the moder-
ates.” She added that the North Waziristan Agree-
ment, which was concluded with tribal elders, is 
one example of Pakistan’s efforts to bring peace 

to tribal areas resulting in decreased violence lo-
cally.  
 According to Madame Moazzam, Pak-
istan’s most complex challenge is Afghanistan. 
She noted that “most of the problems of Afghani-
stan lie inside Afghanistan.” However, she ex-
plained that each day an estimated 30,000 people 
cross the vast 2500 km long Pakistan-Afghani-
stan border, making efforts to manage the move-
ment of terrorists or suspected terrorists extreme-
ly diffi cult. She said that “Pakistan plans to fence 
about 35 km of the border in the roughest terrain, 
where clandestine crossings take place,” and that 
“Pakistan is also introducing stricter measures to 
better regulate the legal border traffi c.”
 Madame Moazzam explained that Paki-
stan continues to be engaged with the US on a 
range of non- and counter-proliferation issues, 
and is opposed to nuclear proliferation in South 
Asia.  When asked why Abdul Qadeer Khan 
(former head of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons 
program), who sold nuclear technology and in-
formation to Iran, North Korea, and other rogue 
regimes around the world, was not turned over 
to the US, Madame Moazzam explained that the 
government took the necessary steps to condemn 
A.Q. Khan’s rogue proliferation activities (he 
was pardoned and confi ned to house arrest in Is-
lamabad) while preventing a public uprising.  She 
noted that, to the Pakistan public, Khan had be-
come a national hero, assuring the survival of the 
nation by acquiring nuclear capability. Handing 
him over to the United States would have caused 
political instability, and potentially could have 
incited mass chaos.
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Madame Moazzam expressed sadness about the 
assassination of former premier Benazir Bhutto 
and emphasized the importance of the upcoming 
February, 2008 parliamentary elections. She said 
that enabling Pakistan’s citizens to choose their 
leader through a civilian-led democratic govern-
ment is critical to the country’s stability and its 
future. •

On January 31, 2008, Admiral Timothy Keat-
ing, USN, Commander, US Pacifi c Command 
(PACOM) discussed the challenges and opportu-
nities of the Asia-Pacifi c region - PACOM’s area 
of responsibility (AOR). US Pacifi c Command 
includes 41 countries, including two of the four 
biggest world economies (China and India); four 
of the top US trading partners, which includes 
the world’s largest trading ports (China, Ja-
pan, South Korea, and Taiwan); and 51 percent 
of total surface of the North and South Poles.  
As international focus shifts toward PACOM’s 
region of command, top priority issues include 
the relationships between the US and China, 
China and Taiwan, and North Korea.  

 China’s position in the Asia-Pacifi c region 
– both its geographic location and its position of 
regional dominance – represents the most com-
plex strategic challenge for PACOM.  Admiral 
Keating noted that US policy toward China (“one 
China”) has not wavered since 1979, but empha-
sized that protecting US interests and security 
while also preserving healthy US-China relations 
is a tricky balance that requires better communi-
cation, and greater trust and understanding. 
 To increase transparency between the US 
and China and reduce the likelihood of misunder-
standings and possible confl ict, Admiral Keating 
explained that communication is of paramount 
importance.  The ability to pick up the phone and 
call the Chinese directly – a telephone “hotline” 
to China – would open critical, real-time channels 
of communication between the two countries.  
 Two recent events, Admiral Keating not-
ed, highlight the need for direct communication 
channels to China. One incident occurred when 

two US minesweepers seeking shelter from a 
storm were inexplicably denied entry to a Hong 
Kong port. This event caused Admiral Keating 
to question whether the apparent communication 
gap between the US and China was wider than 
was previously thought. While Admiral Keating 
continues to push for open lines of communica-
tion to eliminate confusion and prevent recurrence 
of such incidents, China has not yet provided 
PACOM with direct telephone links for Chinese 
military chiefs and other leadership.   
 China’s military aspirations in the region, 
illustrated by the Chinese navy’s development of 
bluewater capability and its expanding submarine 
force as well as China’s relationship with Russia, 
also raise questions about transparency and the 
need for more open dialogue with the US.  The 
Admiral acknowledged that both countries want 
to protect what is theirs, but that sharing infor-
mation regarding strategic objectives is critical to 
mitigating possible areas of tension or confl ict.  
 An integral requirement of maintaining an 
appropriate US posture in the Asia-Pacifi c region 
and a stable US/China relationship is preserving 
peace between China and Taiwan.  One of PA-
COM’s fundamental goals is to prevent the desta-
bilization of cross-strait relations and the worst-
case scenario of war. Admiral Keating added that 
over 40 countries are involved a multilateral ap-
proach intended to ensure future peace and stabil-
ity in the region.  
 When asked about another potentially 
destabilizing force in the area – North Korea – 
Admiral Keating expressed optimism, citing the 
progress of the six party talks and the sizable US 
force capability in the Korean peninsula.  
 Admiral Keating noted that US PACOM’s 
key alliances - Japan, India, and South Korea – are 
working well.  However, he explained that greater 
defense cooperation with other areas of PACOM’s 
AOR such as Indonesia, the Philippines, and Ma-
laysia is critical – all of whom are at risk in the 
war terror.•
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