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ABOUT THE INSTITUTE OF THE AMERICAS

Established in 1981, the Institute of the Americas is an independent, nonpartisan Inter-American institution, colocated on the UC San Diego campus in La Jolla, California, devoted to encouraging social and economic reform
in the Americas, broadening communication and strengthening political and economic relations between Latin
America, the Caribbean, the United States, and Canada.
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PREFACE

During two half-days of rich dialogue on May 12-13, 2022, the Institute of the Americas (IOA) convened a
virtual forum to discuss “U.S. Policies toward Authoritarian States in the Americas: Fresh Thinking Amidst
Changing Geo-Politics.” The forum was organized in an effort to examine U.S. policy vis-à-vis Cuba, Venezuela
and Nicaragua (CVN) in anticipation of the IX Summit of the Americas hosted by the United States in Los
Angeles, California on June 6-10, 2022.
The forum’s 19 panelists consisted of seasoned academic scholars, think tank experts, former senior policy
practitioners, leading journalists, a representative of a top U.S. business organization, and a Latin American
CEO.
Panelists brought deep country expertise as well as broad theoretical knowledge about authoritarian
systems. The panel discussions echoed shared analyses and occasional differences and reflected areas of
emphasis rather than sharp discord. No formal agreements were sought among the participants as the
remote participation and time limits made both deeper discussion and formal consensus-building infeasible.
Hence this disclaimer: this forum report is based upon the panel dialogues, but emphatically does not speak
for the panelists, neither individually nor collectively, nor purport to be a consensus document. Rather, this
report reflects a distillation of the proceedings, underscoring some arguments that resonated among
participants, while also noting opinion differences.
In an effort to make the forum accessible to as many people as possible both in the United States as well as
across Latin America, the Institute partnered with the University of California Television (UCTV) to record all
panel discussions. Videos of these sessions will be available soon.
On behalf of the IOA, I want to express my thanks to all our panelists who participated in our forum. I also want
to thank University of California Television (UCTV) for recording all panel discussions and Miriam Vakhitova, a
graduate student at UC San Diego School for Global Policy & Strategy (GPS) for serving as our forum
rapporteur. Finally, I want to express my sincere gratitude for Richard E. Feinberg, Professor of Latin American
Studies at GPS for not only his support as the forum’s co-moderator but also for his efforts in synthesizing
essential points of our forum and preparing these final proceedings report in a timely manner in an effort to
inform policy makers and opinion leaders in anticipation of the forthcoming Summit of the Americas.
Professor Richard E. Feinberg is the principal author of this report and has made every effort to produce a
balanced recounting of the proceedings but would not claim to be entirely unbiased on matters on which he
has nurtured strong opinions over his many decades of engagement in Inter-American affairs.
Sincerely,

Richard Kiy
President & CEO
Institute of the Americas

4

FORUM AGENDA:

U.S. Policies toward Authoritarian States in the Americas:

Fresh Thinking Amidst Changing Geo-Politics
May 12-13, 2022
A Virtual Forum in collaboration with

Thursday, May 12, 2022
8:50 a.m.

Introduction & Opening Remarks
• Richard Kiy, President & CEO, Institute of the Americas

9:00 a.m.

Panel Discussion: Díaz-Canel, Maduro & Ortega: Why are they still in power?
• Victor Shih, Professor, School for Global Policy & Strategy, UC San Diego (pre-recorded)
• Javier Corrales, Professor of Political Science, Amherst College
• William Leo Grande, Associate Vice Provost of Academic Affairs, Department of
Government, American University
• Richard E. Feinberg, Professor Emeritus, Latin American Studies and International
Political Economy, School for Global Policy & Strategy, UC San Diego
• Moderator: Richard Kiy

10:30 a.m.

Break

10:45 a.m.

Panel Discussion: A Review of Current U.S. Policies Amidst Changing Geo-Politics
•
•
•
•
•

12:00 p.m.

Jorge Castañeda, Former Minister of Foreign Relations, Mexico (Pre-Recorded)
Jeffrey Davidow, Former U.S. Ambassador to Zambia, Venezuela, and Mexico
Carlos Fernando Chamorro, Founder & Editor, CONFIDENCIAL
Mark L. Schneider, Senior Adviser, Americas Program and the Human Rights Initiative,
Center for Strategic & International Studies (CSIS)
Moderator: Richard E. Feinberg

Keynote: “Fresh Thinking on US policies toward Authoritarian States in the Americas”
•

Alberto Vollmer, Chief Executive Officer, Santa Teresa, Venezuela, and Board Member,
Institute of the Americas

12:55 p.m.

Day One: Closing Remarks by Richard Kiy

1:00 p.m.

Program concludes.
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Friday, May 13, 2022

8:00 a.m.

Panel Discussion: International Support for Authoritarian Leaders in the Americas
•
•
•
•

John Polga-Hecimovich, Associate Professor, Political Science, U.S. Naval Academy,
Annapolis
Robert Evan Ellis, Research Professor, U.S. Army War College
Cynthia Arnson, Distinguished Fellow, Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars
Moderator: Richard E. Feinberg

9:30 a.m.

Break

9:45 a.m.

Fresh Approaches: Accommodation and/or Other 21st Century Tools?
• Manuel Orozco, Director, Migration, Remittance & Development Program,
Inter-American Dialogue.
• Francisco J. Monaldi, Director of Latin American Energy Program, Baker Institute, Rice
University
• Ricardo Herrero, Executive Director, Cuba Study Group
• Moderator: Richard E. Feinberg

11:00 a.m.

U.S. Sanctioned Countries & the Summit of the Americas
• Neil Herrington, Senior Vice President of the Americas, U.S. Chamber of Commerce
• Tim Padgett, Americas Editor, Miami NPR Affiliate, WLRN
• Abraham F. (Abe) Lowenthal, Professor Emeritus, International Relations, University of
Southern California.
• Richard E. Feinberg
• Moderator: Richard Kiy

11:55 p.m.

Day Two: Closing Remarks by Richard Kiy

12:00 p.m.

Forum concludes.

6

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

On May 12-13, 2022, the Institute of the Americas convened a virtual forum to discuss “U.S. Policies toward
Authoritarian States in the Americas: Fresh Thinking Amidst Changing Geo-Politics.” For each panel, the
participant was asked to address a few highly focused discussion questions (see Annex A). The panelists (see
Annex B for biographies) complied with the requests, giving each panel a pleasing degree of subject-matter
coherence. The five panels, populated by 18 panelists plus a keynote speaker, made these key points:
Roots of Authoritarian Resilience. Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua (CVN trio) – notwithstanding big differences
among the three cases – have been experiencing prolonged periods of authoritarian resilience. This despite
the vast asymmetries of power between a hostile United States and the three smaller nations of the Caribbean
Basin. Answers to this puzzle revolved around 1) The regimes’ various domestic foundations of support, deeper
and wider than many commentators have recognized; 2) Charismatic leadership and supportive ideologies of
nationalism and social justice, diminished but not extinguished; 3) Recurrent divisions within beleaguered
opposition forces subject to repression, sometimes intense, of political activists, independent media, and nongovernmental organizations; 4) Shortcomings in the policies of the United States and other nations; and, 5)
Support for the authoritarian regimes from extra-hemispheric allies and collaborations among themselves.
International Support for Authoritarian Regimes: Extra Hemispheric and Regional Allies. International support
for the three authoritarian regimes, from extra-hemispheric allies and collaboration among themselves, has at
times played crucial roles in regime survivability. More open to debate is whether international support from
authoritarian allies – China, Russia, Iran, Turkey – is as vital in current circumstances. Panelists also noted the
fragmentation among the larger Latin American countries, inhibiting Inter-American diplomacy that might
counter extra-hemispheric interventions.
The Impotence of U.S. Power. The evident failures of U.S. policies, under both Republican and Democratic
administrations, also has deep roots, in adversarial governing institutions, ever-widening partisan divides, and
insistent, influential diaspora communities. The inability of the United States to bring its immense power to
bear – described as “democratic impotence” – is also explained by the region’s low ranking among perceived
threats to U.S. national security.
Fresh Approaches: Early Warning Systems, Smarter Policy Synchronization, Fatalistic Accommodation?
Panelists repeatedly noted the “frustrations” among U.S. policymakers and the attentive public in confronting
authoritarian resilience. Panelists debated the virtues of increasing or relaxing economic sanctions, and
whether strategies should settle for modest, gradual concessions or pursue maximalist goals of democracy
now; but all agreed that any sanctions policies must be integrated into a comprehensive strategy, one that
includes strong diplomatic initiatives, and ideally marshals wide regional and international support.
Policymakers should also seek to synchronize the instruments of foreign policy with the capabilities and
strategies of domestic actors, whether regime moderates or opposition dissidents.
The IX Summit of the Americas and U.S.-Sanctioned Countries. A final panel pondered the upcoming IX Summit
of the Americas, planned for June 6-10 in Los Angeles. The Biden administration, as host, indicated that it was
most probably not going to invite the rulers of Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua, although at the time of the
IOA’s virtual forum the White House had not yet issued formal invitations. Panelists suggested that even if
political leadership were not in attendance, nationals from the three sanctioned countries should be invited to
attend the summit’s other two parallel gatherings, the Civil Society Forum, and the CEO Business Summit of
the Americas.
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FORUM REPORT

THE MANY ROOTS OF AUTHORITARIAN RESILIENCE

Havana, Cuba. 21st Apr, 1959. FIDEL CASTRO is a Marxist Cuban politician who served as Prime Minister of Cuba as well
as held other political positions. PICTURED: Fidel Castro the premier of Cuba seen as he addresses a meeting of the
American Society of Newspaper Editors at the Statler Hotel Washington. Photo Credit: © KEYSTONE Pictures USA/
ZUMAPRESS.com/Alamy Live News

The Cuban revolution came to power in 1959, over 60 years ago. In Nicaragua, Daniel Ortega returned to power
in 2007. The Chavistas (Hugo Chávez and his successor, Nicolás Maduro) first ascended to the presidency of
Venezuela in 1999. The prolonged durability of the Cuba, Venezuela, Nicaragua (CVN) “trio” is remarkable,
especially in a continent where political instability and rapid turnover are commonplace. Throughout the
discussions panelists identified a sobering list of the deep roots of authoritarian resilience. However,
participants might have placed differing weights on their salience, for example, the importance of the security
apparatus versus imposition of ideology and control of information.
The CVN regimes depend upon three intertwined pillars: 1) the security apparatus, consisting of the military,
national police, and various para-military forces such as “colectivos” in Venezuela and “turbas” in Nicaragua; 2)
the public sector, consisting of central government institutions regulatory bodies, state-owned enterprises, the
national legislature, municipal bodies, and the government-controlled courts and legal system, cumulatively
employing some 20-30 percent of the active labor force; and 3) the government’s unitary political party.
Political party membership may be required for public sector hiring, especially at higher levels.
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The security-state-party pillars are all pyramidal institutions which promote loyalty (through promotions,
rewards, corruption, and personal bonding) and repress and purge dissent. As time passes, regimes
strengthen their controls over these hierarchies, making it increasingly difficult for the opposition to find
cracks, for external actors to penetrate.
Regimes may employ “function fusion” among these entities. 1 For example, in Venezuela the military has been
assigned economic functions such as food distribution and management of the oil industry. In Nicaragua,
municipal councils distribute social subsidies, such as roofing, to local constituencies. Here, authoritarian
regimes control the basis of livelihood to maintain control of power.
Totalitarian regimes, by definition, firmly control mass media, audio-visual distributions including cinema, other
cultural industries, and education. The CVN rulers direct the security-state-party to secure control over
communications, quickly in the case of the Cuban revolution, more gradually in the cases of Venezuela and
Nicaragua, but no less effectively. To shape popular perceptions, authoritarian regimes today benefit from
sophisticated surveillance methods to censor anti-regime commentaries, and from the declining costs of media
saturation injected with pro-government messaging.
Spontaneity cannot substitute for political organization. In Cuba, the spontaneous July 11, 2021,
demonstrations were facilitated by the Internet and cell phone technologies, within the island and between the
Cuban Diaspora and on-island dissenters. But the government then harvested those communications to
identify demonstrators, and to use demonstrators’ video recordings as evidence against them in criminal trials.
As seen worldwide, information technology cuts both ways, facilitating mass gatherings and rapidly
transmitting videos showing regime transgressions but also dramatically augmenting the surveillance powers
of the state.
Individuals matter in history. Fidel Castro and Hugo Chávez are among the most charismatic personas in the
post-World War II era. Moreover, they successfully identified their leadership with broad social change that
benefited the previously marginalized and excluded populations, at least for a time, and with a defiant
nationalism. Each of the CVN trio have built legitimizing mythologies around national heroes: Simón Bolívar,
Jose Martí, and Augusto Sandino. This foundational legitimacy, however, tends to fade with time, especially
among younger demographics. Daniel Ortega lacks personal charisma, but he does possess certain leadership
traits, such as persistence, risk-taking, ruthlessness and a Stalinist approach to record keeping on his
perceived political opponents.

REGIME CONSOLIDATION AND THE USE OF FORCE
Panelists observed that once installed, it is difficult to remove authoritarian regimes from power. Some oldstyle dictatorships routinely employed mass violence and terror. The CVN trio prefer to use violence more
sparingly, more strategically, avoiding mass atrocities except as a last resort. To varying degrees, these more
modern authoritarians seek legitimacy through democratic forms, including elections, however unbalanced the
playing field and however unfair the ballot counting. Opposition leaders are more likely to be harassed and
humiliated than assassinated, more likely to be imprisoned, mistreated, including the use of torture in some
cases as both the Organization of American States’ Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) and
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHRC) have reported in the cases of Venezuela and

1

For introducing the phrase “functional fusion” we credit Javier Corrales.
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Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega and Vice President Rosario Murillo greet supporters during the opening ceremony of a
highway overpass in Managua, Nicaragua March 21, 2019. REUTERS/Oswaldo Rivas. Photo Credit: Reuters/Alamy Stock Photo

Nicaragua, or forced into political exile than murdered outright. Overt repression can signal regime insecurity
and vulnerability.
When the authoritarian rulers are feeling more secure, they may allow the emergence of civil society
organizations around specific issues, such as environmental sustainability, gender equality and LGBTQ rights,
or animal welfare, even as political movements that might directly challenge the regime remain outlawed. The
Catholic and Protestant churches, and other sects such as Santeria in Cuba, may be given licenses to operate
and proselytize, so long as they do not directly challenge the state.
The CVN trio are at various stages of authoritative regime consolidation, using the party structure and currying
favor with the military to keep people in line.
The Cuban Communist Party, the Revolutionary Armed Forces, and an array of political and civic organizations,
are long established, as are the regime’s educational and health care systems. Consequently, the regime can
set stable expectations under well-understood rules of the game. Regime loyalists know what it takes to
maintain access to favors, promotions, and protection. Ordinary citizens know the costs of dissent.
The regime of Daniel Ortega and his vice president and spouse Rosario Murillo is the youngest of the CVN trio.
Since 2007 it has passed through various stages, from an inherited liberal democracy to soft authoritarianism,
to today’s hard repression of all opposition institutions and voices. One contributing factor to this evolution was
the loss of huge financial subsidies from a stricken Venezuela; less able to secure political loyalties or at least
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passivity through economic benefits, when confronted with mass demonstration in 2018, the regime turned to
brute force to regain control of the streets. As the November 2021 elections approached, the regime decided
not to risk electoral defeat and imprisoned the leading opposition candidates. In the process, the regime has
narrowed its governing coalition: both the Catholic Church and the leading private sector institutions and family
firms have, to varying degrees, defected. The regime rests on the narrower, minimal bases of military-partystate support, sufficient over the medium term to survive but insufficient to set predictable, reliable rules of the
game and payoffs for compliance, nor broad enough to reignite post-pandemic economic growth.
Economic crises force regimes to make choices among its coalition allies and across policy instruments. As
occurred in recent years in Venezuela, the regime may concentrate available resources among its core loyalists,
in the military-party-state pillars of support. Yet, even where those resource transfers are diminished, the
recipients of regime patronage and other payoffs are aware that, during trying times, they are better off than
ordinary citizens, indeed the resource gap may have widened. Hence the risks of defection are not reduced
necessarily during economic crises.
During periods of economic scarcity and increased repression, opposition is increasingly difficult to organize.
Ordinary people exhaust their energies in the daily struggle to survive. The CVN trio have used emigration as a
safety valve to dispose of dissent. Over the years Cuba has periodically allowed mass migration, and over the
last decade has removed bureaucratic barriers to exit. Millions of Venezuelans have fled political repression,
economic collapse, and insecurity, including opposition leaders now living abroad. In the wake of the 2018
uprising and repression, Nicaraguans fled to neighboring Costa Rica, and more recently to the United States,
Mexico, Spain and elsewhere. The “export-of-opposition” strategy has an additional long-term benefit as
subsequent flows of remittances from nationals working abroad serve to ease pressures on individual
households and the balance of payments, as well as help pay for consumer goods imports.

OPPOSITION POLITICS
Regimes can be subverted from above by coups and regime collapse, overthrown from below by popular
demonstrations and national strikes or by a mutually-enforcing combination of the two. In the CVN cases, the
regimes have sought to “coup-proof” themselves against blows from above, and to have survived bottom-up
insurrections that are sometimes prolonged and intense.
Too often analysts blame the victims – opposition leaders and their followers – for their failures to dislodge
their autocratic opponents. In fact, in Venezuela and Nicaragua, regime opponents have repeatedly struggled,
using all means at their disposal, including mass demonstrations and strikes, and electoral openings as they
appeared, often at high personal risks to themselves and their families. Yet, the opposing political parties and
movements could not match the organizational resources of political parties backed by the state. Certainly,
they could not match the security forces’ firepower, contemporary weaponry, crowd-control techniques, and
surveillance technologies. Moreover, opposition movements have taken armed insurrection as a tactic off the
table. Civil society alone, separate from strong political parties and independent state institutions, cannot halt
democratic backsliding.
In all three CVN cases, hard pressed regime opponents are divided with moderates willing to settle for a
gradual, piecemeal opening of political space, and maximalists demanding full democracy now. While both
positions carry strong emotional and strategic logic, they are hindered by such tactical divisions.
In Venezuela, the paucity of linkages between the opposition and the military hierarchy contributed to the
dramatic failures of opposition attempts to fracture the regime, to occasion its collapse or at least forcing it to
the bargaining table. The opposition was unable to offer credible payoffs to balance the high risks to potential
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defectors. Moreover, in a post-transition democracy, cautious Chavista generals feared facing criminal
proceedings for violations of human rights or corruption.
The remarkable durability of the CVN trio, in the face of prolonged, escalating U.S. economic sanctions and
international condemnations, raises this disturbing question: Might international criticism and confrontation
inadvertently be contributing to the regimes’ survivability? Regimes under attack from abroad can appeal to
deeply ingrained nationalism, to historical memories of international victimization and imperial interventions.
Regimes can label domestic opponents as fifth-column agents of foreign powers, criminalizing them as traitors
and spies.
There is another disturbing if unintended consequence of prolonged, deep economic sanctions. As sanctions
bite, economies contract, and targeted regimes are less able to deliver economic and social benefits, the
besieged regimes tend to resort to coercion. Tough economic sanctions, if unsuccessful in their stated aims,
not only impoverish the very populations they pretend to liberate but may also drive regimes to crush the
innocents with brute force.

INTERNATIONAL SUPPORT FOR AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES:
EXTRA HEMISPHERIC AND REGIONAL ALLIES
The weight of international
support in driving regime survival
varies over time. For example,
the economic and military
support of the Soviet Union was
vital in securing the Cuban
revolution in its early years.
Today, both Russia and China
have drastically reduced their
assistance, yet the regime
endures. Cuban support for
Hugo Chávez in the early 2000s,
in the form of tens of thousands
of medical and other service
personnel, helped him prevail in
elections. In later years, Cuban
and Chinese intelligence
assistance has protected the
regime from internal
fragmentation, particularly
President Xi Jinping (R) meets with Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro in Beijing,
within the security forces. In
capital of China, Sept. 1, 2015. Photo Credit: Li Xueren/Xinhua/Alamy Live News
earlier years, Venezuelan
largesse helped Ortega fortify
his control over security-state-party while allowing him to provide economic benefits to the general population,
and winning votes in elections (albeit increasingly rigged); absent that external subsidy since 2017, Ortega has
survived by resorting to lethal force.
Extra-hemispheric powers – primarily Russia, China, and Iran – have assisted the CVN trio less out of
ideological affinities than due to their interests in supporting regimes that will resist U.S. power and help blunt
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U.S. liberalism. Yet, it is important to emphasize that China does not, per say, seek to support authoritarian
regimes; they support their friends. That said, authoritarian regimes are more apt to be friends of China.
In the case of China and Venezuela, simple economic interests also come into play. These extra-hemispheric
powers have, over time, employed the full array of foreign policy instruments. Russia has provided military
weapons to all three authoritarian states: in Venezuela, some 400-600 Russian military personnel service
Russian jets and other military hardware. In earlier years, China extended massive loans to Venezuela in
expectation of future oil shipments and financed large trade deficits with Cuba, in the expectation that Cuba
would pursue Chinese or Vietnamese-style economic reforms. China has also offered Huawei surveillance
technologies to Venezuela. Most recently, Iran has provided dilutants and heavy oil to Venezuela. Iran and
Turkey, as well as Nicaragua have assisted Venezuela in circumventing U.S. economic sanctions, including the
marketing of illicit gold on global markets.
Most recently, however, China has sought to reduce its risk exposure in Venezuela, seeking oil shipments to
cancel outstanding debts. China has also reduced its willingness to finance chronic trade deficits with Cuba.
While Ortega has courted China with diplomatic recognition, Beijing has yet to reciprocate with significant
economic flows. However, as Maduro begins to re-open the Venezuelan oil fields to foreign investments, China
may seek to gain control over rich oil deposits. China seeks advantages where the United States has
withdrawn, an observation which could, in part, explain recent indications that the Biden Administration may
relax restrictions on Chevron’s activities in Venezuela (as part of a bargain to induce Maduro to the negotiating
table with his domestic opposition). Yet China has been reluctant to confront the United States in what Beijing
perceives to be the natural U.S. sphere of influence. For its part, Russia, with its resources and attention tied
down in Ukraine, seems unlikely now or soon to pay much attention to the far-off Caribbean Basin.

REGIONAL COLLABORATIONS
In contrast, intra-hemispheric regional cooperation among the CVN trio, in addition to resisting U.S. pressures,
has had a strong ideological component, even as today the regimes seem primarily motivated by self-survival.
At one point Venezuela was supplying Cuba with 100,000 barrels of oil per day, the lion’s share of its energy
imports, at highly subsidized prices. During its soft authoritarian phase, Ortega was receiving some $500
million per year from Venezuela, a significant infusion of fungible resources useful for cementing networks of
loyalists. For its part, Cuban intelligence has assisted allied regimes in Managua and Caracas in sharing know
how on how to build surveillance mechanisms, including “political commissars,” in their security apparatuses
that root out dissenters and impede counter-regime coup plotting. This technical training has proven to be
crucial in ensuring regime survival during times of maximum stress.
Panelists did not perceive close collaboration among the extra-hemispheric actors. There is no “autocrats’
international.” 2 In contrast, the CVN trio are deeply intertwined. Venezuela exerts a hegemonic economic role,
even as Cuba retains its revolutionary prestige and its most solid security-state-party structures. The question
arises: Does U.S. hostility drive the CVN trio even closer together, do U.S. sanctions create an “axis of the
sanctioned,” as arguably has occurred with Russia-Iran-China?

2

We credit this phrase to John Polga-Hecimovich.
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THE IMPOTENCE OF U.S. POWER
The word “frustration” arose repeatedly to describe U.S. policies aimed at countering authoritarian resilience
and halting democratic backsliding elsewhere in Latin America and the Caribbean. Hopes were high in the
immediate aftermath of the Cold War, following the demise of military dictatorships throughout the region and
the “end of history” belief in the definitive triumph of democratic capitalism. In the Western Hemisphere, at the
1994 Summit of the Americas in Miami, the United States hosted wall-to-wall democratically elected leaders.
The Organization of American States passed resolutions asserting the primacy of political democracy
(Resolution 1080, the Inter-American Democratic Charter). Few analysts anticipated the resurgence of
illiberalism, even less of authoritarianism in the Western Hemisphere.
The evident failures of U.S. policies, under both Republican and Democratic administrations, to counter
authoritarian resilience in the CVN trio has deep roots in U.S. foreign policy formulations, and in U.S.
institutions and society.
The inability of the United States to bring its immense power to bear – its “democratic impotence” 3 – is
explained in some measure by the region’s low ranking among perceived threats to U.S. national security. The
powerful response to the Russian invasion of Ukraine, with a gush of tens of billions of dollars in both military
and humanitarian assistance, stands in sharp contrast to the much more limited diplomatic energy and
economic resources brought to bear in the Caribbean Basin today.
During the Cold War, regimes in Cuba, Panama, Grenada, and Nicaragua were perceived, by significant
segments of the U.S. foreign policy community, to constitute serious, potential threats to U.S. national wellbeing. Today, Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua are not perceived to be significant national security threats (as
compared, for example, to nuclear proliferators, hosts to international terrorist organizations, or rivals for
global power) and hence are not a high priority for U.S. policymakers.
Also, the United States has great difficulty executing consistent, coherent policies over time. While a virtue in
many respects, the constitutional division of powers has created contending centers of decision-making that
are in permanent conflict, sometimes generating a see-saw effect in policy outcomes between administrations.
In recent years, deepening partisan divides have sometimes resulted in dramatic policy reversals, especially on
policies toward Cuba. As a result, regimes may feel that they can wait out sanctions, hoping that the next U.S.
administration will pursue a softer line; alternatively, they may look with skepticism upon olive branches aimed
at inducing political relaxation, as too easily reversable by a subsequent administration or even by
obstructionist congressional legislation.
It may also be that well-organized diasporas in the United States, particularly Cuban-Americans and
Venezuelan-Americans residing in South Florida, inhibit coherent policy making. Especially when policymakers
seek to negotiate with authoritarian leaders, some diaspora leaders may seek to derail what appear as
concessions to their mortal enemies. As such, some panelists observed that the United States’ strategic
foreign policy objectives are being held hostage to party politics from a single swing state.

3

We credit this phrase to Jeffery Davidow.
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COUNTRY CASES: CUBA, VENEZUELA, NICARAGUA

Venezuela's President Nicolas Maduro and Cuba's President Miguel Diaz-Canel react as Nicaragua's President Daniel Ortega
speaks with Cuba's Minister of Foreign Affairs Bruno Rodriguez before the opening ceremony of the 17th Bolivarian Alliance
for the Peoples of Our America - People's Trade Agreement (ALBA-TCP) summit in Havana, Cuba, December 14, 2019.
Ramon Espinosa/Pool via REUTERS. Photo Credit: Alamy

Panelists noted that about every combination of carrots and sticks, sanctions, and diplomacy, had been tried in
one or more of the CVN cases. While country experts drew upon their deep experiences, forum time limitations
constrained a wider discussion among participants of each country.
In the case of Cuba, decades of hostility had not overturned the Cuban Communist Party. The brief Obama
interlude (2015-2016) of détente had breathed some oxygen into the island’s sclerotic economic system and
bolstered an incipient small-scale private sector and civil society. The experiment with Cuba engagement was
cut short by the Trump administration. Arguably, the Cuban regime had placed outer boundaries on reform by
limiting the independent accumulation of capital. A few days after the IOA’s virtual forum, and on the eve of the
IX Summit of the Americas, the Biden administration announced the lifting of some sanctions, as advocated by
some participants, including a partial liberalization of travel and remittances, and facilitation of visas for
Cubans traveling to the United States.
In the Venezuelan case, the United States had engaged in all sorts of conspiracies to oust Nicolás Maduro,
from the absurd to the more rational, but all had failed. Phased and severe sanctions, and numerous
multilateral diplomatic efforts, including those of the Lima Group, did not achieve their goals.
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In the Nicaragua case, the United States failed to respond quickly to new opportunities, and to sufficiently
synchronize its policies with the domestic opposition. In the immediate aftermath of the insurrection of AprilMay 2018, the United States and the national opposition forces were unable to forge a forceful, coherent,
coordinated strategy to compel Ortega-Murillo to lessen their grip on power and restore democratic liberties.
Instead, the regime regained its footing and has been imposing increasingly draconian measures ever since.
Nor has the United States and the international community been able to compel Ortega-Murillo to comply with
agreements reached in the context of the post-insurrection national dialogue. However, international leverage
is limited by the regime’s prudent fiscal and monetary policies which have promoted the accumulation of
significant international financial reserves, giving the regime a comfortable cushion to resist further economic
sanctions.
Panelists agreed that greater collaboration with other regional powers, especially Mexico and Brazil, would
enhance U.S. influence and moral authority. But Mexico’s “non-intervention” doctrine inhibits the effectiveness
of its foreign policy, as do fears of being perceived as acting as a proxy for Washington. Traditionally Brazil has
swayed between cooperation with Washington and competition for regional hegemony; under President Jair
Bolsonaro, Brazil suddenly lurched toward a pro-authoritarian tilt, while adopting a lower profile in InterAmerican and global affairs. Furthermore, diplomatic cooperation between Mexico City and Brasília has always
been in short supply, except for a few brief periods during the presidencies of Ernesto Zedillo and Vicente Fox.

FRESH APPROACHES: EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS, SMARTER
POLICY SYNCHRONIZATION, FATALISTIC ACCOMMODATION?
In the face of authoritarian resiliency and the repeated failures of U.S. policies to induce significant
liberalization, participants remarked on the difficulty of designing effective policy innovations. Nevertheless,
panelists converged on these observations:
•

Whether general or targeted at individuals, sanctions are more likely to succeed when the goals are
limited and specific (for example, the 2015 agreement restricting Iran’s nuclear program in return for
sanctions relief). Sanctions aimed at regime change are much less likely to work.

•

Effective economic sanctions policies must be integrated into a sophisticated diplomatic strategy.
Sanctions for sanctions’ sake may generate favorable headlines and be well received by frustrated
diaspora associations and imprisoned opponents but are unlikely to yield meaningful results in the
targeted nation.

•

Diplomacy is more likely to be effective when coordinated among like-minded nations. Engagement
with the regional powers of Mexico and Brazil could harvest large dividends. Yet history suggests this
will not be easy, as both countries have hesitated to engage in “interventionist” diplomacy, especially
with the United States. Nor are Mexican and Brazilian diplomats accustomed to cooperating with each
other.

•

The United States and the international community should attempt to empower local civil society
organizations and the private sector, including independent media outlets, where opportunities are
available. The United States should be careful not to burn dissidents who risk association with
external sources of support.
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•

To the extent feasible, economic sanctions should target the elites and avoid harming the general
population. Offsetting programs, such as food-for-oil, can deliver essential consumption items to meet
basic human needs.

•

Even when the authoritarian regime appears impregnable, the United States and the international
community should continue to signal its moral disapproval by the documentation and criticism of
human rights violations and by diplomatic distancing or isolation, but without illusions as to short-term
gains.

•

Diplomacy is more likely to succeed before would-be authoritarians have been able to consolidate
their rule. But when confronted with incipient authoritarianism, external actors must decide whether to
seek to moderate the regime through collaboration, or rather, to engineer its debilitation and reversal.
That critical choice will be driven by an intelligence assessment of the leader and his/her associates,
as to their intentions and capabilities.

•

To assist other countries to avoid democratic backsliding, the international community, including the
multilateral development banks, can promote a series of inter-related measures such as those
addressed in the 2019 Global Fragility Act, including strengthening the institutions of governance,
anti-corruption, crime prevention, equitable economic growth, and poverty alleviation.

•

To counter interventions by competing external powers, it is not sufficient for the United States to
cajole capital-hungry nations to refuse investments and other inducements, such as those provided by
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Rather, the United States – public and private sectors,
sometimes in partnerships – must actively compete by placing attractive resources on the table.

•

Panelists did not observe concerted action among the major extra-hemispheric benefactors of the CVN
trio. However, cooperation among the CVN trio has been important to their respective survivability;
hence, diplomacy should try to avoid solidifying those ties but should seek to loosen them, or to use
those linkages to promote positive change. For example, just as Cuba played a positive role in
negotiating the Colombian peace accords, so might Havana at some point see it in its interests to
promote dialogue in Venezuela, if the international community offered sufficient inducements.

•

To be a credible advocate for liberal democracy, the United States must strive to put its own house in
order. Washington must remain cognizant that the U.S.’ soft power appeal and brand, as a “shining
light on the hill,” has been badly tarnished. A partial solution is to work in concert with like-minded
nations from the Western Hemisphere and Europe.

•

The United States must remain optimistic and hopeful, it should look upon the Western Hemisphere
not just as a source of threats but also as a region of great opportunities.

TOUGH CHOICES
It is a touch choice between pursuing gradual, piecemeal reforms (such as the release of political prisoners or
the restoration of independent media and civil society organizations), or requiring full democratization, whether
immediately or in the short to medium term. In either case, how best to calibrate sanctions and associated
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diplomatic strategies are complex challenges. Participants noted the tensions but did not have the time to fully
explore them.
The panelists actively debated whether and where economic sanctions are or are not achieving their stated
goals, and if sanctions should be developed to alleviate human suffering. In the CVN trio, even as local
economic mismanagement is to blame for economic underperformance, crippling economic sanctions have
undoubtedly contributed to deepening poverty. Economic downturns, as well as increased political repression,
have contributed to the large outflows of migrants. In the absence of proportionate concessions, lifting
sanctions is often politically difficult, an apparent admission of diplomatic defeat, of national weakness. Yet,
maintaining harsh and ineffective sanctions that punish the very populations policy is intended to assist seems
counterproductive in the extreme.
It was suggested that the United States has drifted into policies of accommodation, of accepting the CVN trio
as facts on the ground, at least over the medium term. After the failed attempts at “maximum pressure” during
the Trump administration, this may be a welcome turn toward realism. Yet, many participants were
uncomfortable with passivity, instead urging the United States to look for vulnerabilities within the CVN regimes
or early signs of liberalization (for example, the current dollarization and other “green shoots” in the
Venezuelan economy), to attempt fresh diplomatic initiatives and to foster domestic dialogues.

Leaders of 34 Western Hemisphere nations meet 10 December at the first working session of the Summit of the Americas
at the Vizcaya Museum and Gardens complex in Miami. At center in back row is US President Bill Clinton. (Photo credit
should read ROBERTO SCHMIDT/AFP via Getty Images)

THE IX SUMMIT OF THE AMERICAS AND U.S.-SANCTIONED
COUNTRIES
In 1993, upon summoning the first Summit of the Americas since a 1967 gathering in Punta del Este, Uruguay,
the United States announced it would invite only “democratically-elected leaders.” The intention was to warn
the leaders of the day, such as President of Peru Alberto Fujimori, to eschew the authoritarian temptation. A
consequence was to exclude Cuba from the Summits of the Americas. At the 2001 Quebec Summit and in the
Inter-American Democracy Charter that followed, the Inter-American system adopted a “democracy clause” to
qualify participation in the Summits of the Americas process. However, an array of Latin American and
Caribbean governments demanded the presence of Cuba in the 2015 Panama Summit, as a condition for their
participation; to salvage the summit process, President Barack Obama not only agreed to Cuba’s presence but
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months prior to the summit announced, with President Raúl Castro, the renewal of diplomatic relations. The
Cuban foreign minister, Bruno Rodríguez, attended the next summit in Lima, Peru, where Vice President Mike
Pence represented the United States.
At the time of the IOA virtual forum, the Biden administration had not yet issued formal invitations to the IX
Summit of the Americas (which Pence had volunteered to host in the United States, to offset the decision by
President Donald Trump to skip the Lima conference). The week-long series of events is scheduled for June 610, 2022 in Los Angeles. Administration spokespersons had indicated that most probably the United States
would not invite Cuban president Miguel Díaz-Canel, Daniel Ortega or Nicolás Maduro. As this report went to
press, some leaders were threatening not to attend; President Andrés Manuel López Obrador warned that
Mexico would be represented by his foreign minister.

Participants of the eighth Summit of the Americas pose for photos in Lima, Peru on April 14, 2018. Photo Credit: Xu
Rui/Xinhua/Alamy Stock Photo

Participants did not reach a consensus on whether Cuba should be invited to Los Angeles. Did the spillover
issues, such as migration, climate change, pandemics, human trafficking, and international crime, require the
presence of all nations? Would the presence of Cuba and other authoritarian leaders foster dialogue and
inclusion, or would it reward sinister behavior and be disruptive? Forum participants debated the causes of the
recent street demonstrations in Cuba, the aspirations of the protesters (whether primarily driven by economic
scarcities or political grievances), and the responses of the Cuban government; they considered the relative
weight the demonstrations and the government’s reactions should be accorded given the strained history of
U.S.-Cuban relations, where the United States has been the overwhelming heavyweight. Would the inclusion of
Cuba reinforce positive currents on the island or bolster the status quo?
Beyond Cuba, it was observed by one panelist that repressive actions of the CVN regimes did not offer the
United States with much political feasibility to justify inviting them to the Summit. Instead, the CVN trio have
given the U.S. nothing but good reasons to leave them off the invitation list.
That said, participants agreed that as host the United States should invite representatives from civil society
organizations and the private sector, from the CVN trio, to attend the respective Civil Society Forum and the
CEO Summit of the Americas, that will precede the leaders’ meetings in Los Angeles. These non-governmental
gatherings offer great opportunities for networking with peers, sharing best practices, and gaining a wider
perspective on regional trends. At the CEO business summit there will be opportunities for small and mediumsized businesses (SMEs) to explore opportunities to integrate into global value chains. The Training Academy of
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the U.S. Chamber of Commerce will offer learning modules on cybersecurity, marketing, and digital tools to
catalyze economic growth.
Overall, the Los Angeles Summit of the Americas is the first convened in the United States since the 1994
Miami Summit 27 years ago. In Miami, the assembled leaders agreed on a comprehensive vision of
hemispheric integration through trade and investment, in a community of democracies. In Los Angeles, the
United States, together with Latin America and the Caribbean, should offer a vision equal to the challenges of
the 21st century to confront the challenges of COVID-19 economic recovery, poverty alleviation, energy
transition, climate change, digital transformation, and democratic governance. Here, the United States should
provide sufficient detail on its Hemisphere-specific policy priorities as well as the necessary financial resources
to make the initiatives credible to both governments and the attentive public. The United States should
approach Los Angeles with confidence and yet humility, with empathy, competence, and commitment. Los
Angeles will also showcase the excitement, social innovation, and multi-culturalism of “Global California 4 digital
and creative economy.”

4

We credit Abe Lowenthal for this phrase.
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ANNEX A: FORUM DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Panel Discussion #1: Díaz-Canel, Maduro & Ortega: Why Are they Still in Power?
Questions:
-

What are the key pillars of domestic support for these authoritarian survivors?
How important are individual leaders in explaining authoritarian resilience in these three cases?
Why have opposition forces failed to achieve democratic openings or force regime change?

Panel Discussion: #2: A Review of Current U.S. Policies Amidst Changing Geo-Politics
Questions:
-

-

Under both Republican and Democratic administrations, punitive policies of economic sanctions and
diplomatic pressures have aimed at reversing democratic backsliding (Nicaragua, Venezuela) or
regime change (Cuba). Despite the vast asymmetries of power between the U.S. and the Caribbean
Basin countries, U.S. policymakers have not achieved their stated goals. Why?
To varying degrees U.S. diplomacy has sought to enlist other countries. How do we assess the
strengths and weaknesses of these efforts at multilateral diplomacy?
Have there been crippling contradictions between the domestic political interests of U.S.
administrations and stated U.S. foreign policy goals?

Panel Discussion #3: International Support for Authoritarian Leaders in the Americas
Questions:
-

Among the instruments of foreign policy at the disposal of authoritarian states – economic, military,
diplomatic, intelligence – which have been most important in bolstering the resilience of authoritarian
states in the Caribbean Basin?
To what extent has international support for authoritarian regimes made the crucial difference?
Without such support, might they collapse, or be forced to compromise with their domestic
opponents?
Are the several governments providing support to authoritarian regimes working in close concert or
can we discern tensions among them? If there are divergent interests, might they be exploited?

Panel Discussion #4: Fresh Approaches: Accommodation and/or Other 21st Century Tools?
Questions:
-

The Trump/Biden policies of “maximum pressure” have, so far, not produced the intended outcomes.
But might they succeed if maintained, and even intensified, over a longer timeframe?
Are there other potentially effective instruments at the disposal of the United States and other
international actors, for example in cybersecurity and information management, that we see employed
routinely in theaters outside of the Western Hemisphere?
Some analysts argue that the Obama-era rapprochement with Cuba was bearing fruit. Can it be
revived?
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-

Are there fresh diplomatic approaches to test? Why might they succeed where others have failed?
Might the Hemisphere simply tolerate these three regimes as “pariah states,” and wait for the
inevitable changes that time will bring? Might such status quo policies allow for a relaxation of
economic sanctions, to alleviate human suffering in the target states?
What might be the domestic political bases of support for alternative policies?

Panel Discussion #5: U.S. Sanctioned Countries & the Summit of the Americas
Questions:
-

The Biden administration is not inviting the three authoritarian governments to the Los Angeles
Summit. Some Latin American governments have verbally objected. How should the U.S., as host,
manage the diplomatic fallout?
Might civil society representatives, and business executives, from the excluded countries participate in
the Summit’s ancillary meetings?
Looking forward, should the governments of the Western Hemisphere agree on procedures and
criteria for determining eligibility for participation in summitry?
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He also worked with General Motors in multiple international marketing and strategic planning roles.
Herrington has lived and worked throughout the Americas.
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27

ABRAHAM F. (ABE) LOWENTHAL
Professor Emeritus, International Relations, University of Southern California (USC) and Advisory Council
Member, Institute of the Americas
Abraham F. Lowenthal received his B.A., M.P.A., and Ph.D. in government
all from Harvard University. He is professor emeritus of international
relations at the University of Southern California, is a widely published
scholar on Latin American politics, democratic governance and transitions,
U.S. foreign policy, and California’s global role. He is the author of
numerous books and articles, including eight essays in Foreign Affairs. A
serial institution-builder, he is the founding director of the Wilson Center’s
Latin American Program, the Inter-American Dialogue, and the Pacific
Council on International Policy, as well as an influential policy analyst and
advisor.

FRANCISCO MONALDI
Fellow in Latin American Energy Policy at the Baker Institute for Public Policy, Rice University and Director, Latin
America Energy Program
Francisco J. Monaldi received his B.A. from Universidad Católica Andrés
Bello, his M.A. in international and development economics from Yale
University, and his Ph.D. in political science (political economy) from
Stanford University. He is the fellow in Latin American energy policy and
the director of the Latin America Energy Program at the Center for Energy
Studies at Rice University’s Baker Institute for Public Policy, a fellow at the
Center for the United States and Mexico, and a lecturer in energy
economics at Rice University. He is also the founding director and a
professor at the Center for Energy and the Environment at IESA in
Venezuela, and a visiting professor at the School of Government at the
Tecnológico de Monterrey in México.
He has served as a nonresident fellow, visiting professor, adjunct professor as well as in other capacities at
several prestigious universities and think tanks. He has consulted with numerous international institutions,
governments and companies, and authored articles for numerous academic publications, including most
recently “The Cyclical Phenomenon of Resource Nationalism in Latin America” in the Oxford Research
Encyclopedia in 2020.

28

MANUEL OROZCO
Director of the Migration, Remittances, and Development Program, Inter-American Dialogue
Manuel Orozco received his B.A. in international relations and his M.A. in
public administration and Latin American studies from the National
University of Costa Rica, and his Ph.D. in political science from the
University of Texas at Austin. He is the director of the Migration,
Remittances, and Development Program at the Inter-American Dialogue.
He also serves as a senior fellow at Harvard University’s Center for
International Development and as a senior adviser with the International
Fund for Agricultural Development. Orozco has conducted extensive
research, policy analysis and advocacy on issues relating to global flows of
remittances as well as migration and development worldwide. He is chair
of Central America and the Caribbean at the US Foreign Service Institute
and senior researcher at the Institute for the Study of International Migration at Georgetown University. Orozco
frequently testifies before Congress and has spoken before the United Nations. Orozco has published widely on
remittances, Latin America, globalization, democracy, migration, conflict in war torn societies, and minority
politics.
TIM PADGETT
Americas Editor, Miami NPR affiliate, WLRN
Tim Padgett holds a B.A., and a M.A. in journalism from Medill School at
Northwestern University. He also studied in Caracas, Venezuela at the
Universidad Católica Andrés Bello. He is the Americas editor for Miami
NPR affiliate WLRN, covering Latin America, the Caribbean, and their key
relationship with South Florida. He has reported on Latin America for more
than 30 years – including for Newsweek as its Mexico City bureau chief
and for Time as its Latin America and Miami bureau chief – from the end
of Central America's civil wars to the current normalization of U.S.-Cuba
relations. He has interviewed more than 20 heads of state. In 2005,
Padgett received Columbia University’s Maria Moors Cabot Prize for his
body of work in Latin America. In 2016 he won a national Edward R.
Murrow award for the radio series "The Migration Maze" about the brutal
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training at the Harvard Kennedy School, the Chicago Booth
School of Business, IMD, the Kellogg School of Management,
IESA and the THNK School for Creative Design. Vollmer is
Chairman and CEO of Ron Santa Teresa —founded in 1796 —
producer of Venezuela’s oldest rum brand. Its products can be
found in over 80 countries. He is founder of Project Alcatraz, a
rehabilitation program for criminal gangs in the County of
Revenga in the state of Aragua, which has succeeded in
dismantling eleven notorious gangs, dramatically reducing the
incidence of violent crime. This initiative has become a
benchmark for similar organizations in Colombia and El
Salvador. Vollmer served on Venezuela’s Police Reform
Commission and has participated in various negotiations aimed
at promoting the country’s exports and a more open economy.
Since May 2017 he has chaired CONAPRI – the privately steered national investment promotion agency –
members of which include most multinational and key national corporations. He is Honorary Consul for South
Korea in Venezuela, and sits on the boards of the Institute of the Americas, Domegas – natural gas distribution
company, among others. He is a fellow at Ashoka and YGL of the World Economic Forum, in addition to being a
member of the Inter-American Dialogue and YPO. In 2013 he was awarded Best of Best worldwide for risk
taking – “Paths to Freedom”.
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