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L ecture outline: Four Puzzles
for Discussion

e What is Latin America
and the Caribbean?

* Common perceptions
and misperceptions
about Latin America

* Why Latin America
matters for U.S.
national security?



Puzzle 1:
What is
Latin
America?

Geography
* Territory

Set of countries



59 port entries between Mexico
and the US: World’s busiest
border

Source: “5 Misconceptions about the U.S.-Mexico border,” Los Angeles Times, April 5, 2019

The border is 2,000 miles

San Ysidro Port of Entry (United
States—Mexico): over 69 million
crossings per year (with daily
movement of about 70,000
vehicles and 20,000 pedestrians
northbound)

In 2023 alone, the Laredo-Nuevo
Laredo border reported some 8.2
million personal vehicles and
handled over 3 million truck
crossings from Mexico

* Over 35% of the North American
trade ﬂegal) takes place in one of
these borders



Puzzle 1: What is * Territorial border
Latin America? » Borderline between legality and illegality



* Complex borders
* Historically fluid

Puzzle 1: What is »  Porous

Latin America? * Evolving
Images: NASA Earth Observatory



Puzzle 1:
Not all you

seeina
map is Latin
America




Puzzle 1:
What i1s Latin
America?

* Transnational history
* Pre-Hispanic civilizations
e Common colonial heritage

e Similar path towards
independence



Puzzle 1: What is
Latin America?

Latin America as an idea and a political community

e Conceived by people who perceive themselves
as part of a collective group

* Itis notsimply restricted to nations, it is a
supranational movement

e Common ideas:
 Bolivarianism
* Republicanism
* Anti-colonialism
e Anti-imperialism



Common beliefs: Latin
America from a U.S. lens

* Violent

* Poor

* Underdeveloped

* Borderless/immigrants



Puzzle 2:
Peaceful but
Violent

Source: Global Peace Index 2024,
Institute of Economics and Peace

Negative peace:

* No war between
neighboring states

* Low levels of inter-
state conflict

* Few border disputes
are militarized

e Military budgets are
relatively low



Puzzle 2:
Peaceful
but Violent

e Border disputes resolved
via courts (judicial
settlement)

* Nuclear, biological and
chemical weapons are
banned by treaty

* Third-party mediation and
electoral monitoring are
common

Map: Economist 2024

Images: OPANAL 1968, OAS mission in Bolivia 2024



Puzzle 2:
Peaceful but
Violent

Domestic and political violence

Coups
Insurgency

Revolution
* Social revolutions
* Land reform (peasants)

Regional rebellions

Caudillo wars
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Homicide: Complex, non-linear,
and heterogenous

Data from: Insight Crime an d Economist



Puzzle 2
Latin
America:
Peaceful

but Violent

Source: “Global
Study on
Homicide,” UN
Office on Drugs
and Crime, 2019;
Economist 2024

A deficit of justice
Rates per100,000 people, 2021 or latest available

B Victims of intentional homicide
Judges or magistrates
M People convicted of intentional homicide
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Latin America and
the Caribbean*
Europe’

Asia*®

Source: UNODC ~ *20 countries '35 countries ™10 countries



Puzzle 2 Latin America, peaceful but violent: State generated
violence (political violence), drug related violence, urban
violence and gang-related or youth violence.



Political violence

* Political violence in Latin America
can be defined as the use of force or
intimidation to achieve political
goals, typically involving state actors,
insurgent groups, or both. It
encompasses a wide range of
actions, including coups, guerrilla
warfare, state repression, and
terrorism, all aimed at influencing or
maintaining power structures within
a country. This form of violence is
often rooted in ideological conflicts,
socio-economic inequalities, and the
struggle for political control, and has
been a recurring feature of Latin
American politics throughout much
of the 20th and early 21st centuries.



U.S.-Mexico SOF Cooperation

e Success

 Official objective was
achieved: capturing El
Mencho, Jalisco Nueva
Generacion

e U.S. provided key
intelligence information,
which ensured success of
Mexican SOFs

* Demonstrates effective
cross-border intelligence
cooperation without U.S.
“boots on the ground



U.S.-Mexico SOF Cooperation

* Questions/Concerns
* Kill vs. capture and detain

 Strategic challenges of
decapitation: initial
operation was not violent
(deaths), but the aftermath
saw retaliatory violence (74
casualties, 250 roadblocks
across 20 cities, major
disruptions in Guadalajara
and Puerto Vallarta

e Lessons for future SOFs
initiatives



The 2026 World Cup: an opportunity to
showcase the North American region, and a
security challenge

* Biggest party in the world is coming
to town!

e U.S. Mexico and Canada are co-
hosts: Atlanta, Boston, Dallas,
Houston, Kansas, L.A, Miami,
NYC, NJ, Philadelphia, San
Francisco, Seattle, Mexico City,
Guadalajara, Monterrey,
Toronto and Vancouver

* Expected visitors: 5.5 millions
tourists

* Expected revenue: $7.5 Billion

* Audience watching: 6 billion
around the world

 Matches: 104



Drug related violence

Source: The Economist 2022

* Violence perpetrated by transnational
criminal organizations (TCOs)

* Transnational organized crime refers to
those self-perpetuating associations of
individuals who operate transnationally
(globally, across borders) for the purpose of
obtaining power, influence, monetary
and/or commercial gains, while protecting
their activities through a pattern of
corruption, violence or while protecting
their illegal activities through a transnational
organizational structure and the
exploitation of transnational commerce or
communication mechanisms (adaptability).




Drug related violence In
Ecuador

* Ecuador has transitioned from a peaceful
transit country to a major global cocaine
logistics hub:70% of the world's cocaine
passes through Ecuador, utilizing its ports,
porous borders, and the US dollar
economy, which simplifies money
laundering.

* The country is experiencing a massive
surge in violent, drug-related crime driven
by local gangs (Los Choneros, Los Lobos)
allied with Mexican and European
cartels.

* The crisis is characterized by soaring
homicide rates, prison massacres, and
systemic corruption, largely stemming
from control over key Pacific.



Haitian crisis: political,
gang violence, and
urban crime

Overt involvement of gangs in
politics (G9 and Family), controlling
90% of the capital

Lack of elected officials and
resigning officials (political crisis)

No rapid international force to de-
escalate violence (long history of
failed UN peace missions).

There will be elections in Haiti in
August and December of 2026



Civilian perceptions and concerns today
Source:

Data from Latinobarometro 2024 survey, graphic developed by Latinometrics



El Salvador’s model: pros, cons,
and Iessons for the future

e: Jeronimo Gonzalez, World Bank, 2024



Latin America s poor and
underdeveloped

Wealth is abundant, but poorly distributed


https://americasquarterly.org/article/latin-americas-inequality-is-taking-a-toll-on-governance/

Immigrants
and migrants

Transnational movements: society and
demographics

* Demographically heterogenous

* Marked by historical diasporas:
European, Japanese

* Shaped by immigrants and
emigrants

Source: Economic Commission for
Latin America and the Caribbean



Migration trends: a tale of two
nations

U.S. government sources frequently
cite approximately 1.6 million
American citizens living in Mexico as
of 2025.

* Mexican census data from 2020
counts just under 800,000 U.S.
citizens, reflecting a more
conservative estimate compared to
U.S. figures.

* Some organizations and research
groups place the expat population in
Mexico at slightly over 1 million but
below 2 million (AARO, 2024)

* Both government and independent
sources agree that Mexico Is the
most popular expat destination for
Americans worldwide.



It’s a question of numbers,
relatively speaking

Country Total Population (2025) |Subgroup [Subgroup % of Population
(persons)
United 347 million Mexican 3.17%
States origin: 11
million
Mexico 132 million US citizens:
2 million

1.52%




Intra-regional migration in Latin
Amerlca

Sou nal Migra and UNHCR



Why Latin America matters to
the U.S.?

 Trade
* Critical minerals

* Geopolitical relevance
* Fentanyl



Western Hemisphere is now a
top national security issue



Natinal Security Strategy: Pre-2026
Chin, John J., Kiron K. Skinner, and Clay Yoo. “Understanding National Security
Strategies Through Time.” Texas National Security Review, September 2023.



Mexico and Canada are the U.S.
largest trading partner

Source: Karl Russell, Lazaro Gamio, and Ana Swanson, “This is How Much the U.S. imports from
China, Canada, and Mexico,” The New York Times,
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Canada and Mexico Are Far More Dependent on the U.S. Than Vice Versa
Source: Shannon O’Neil and Julia Huesa, “What Trump’s Trade Policy Would
Mean, in Nine Charts,” Council of Foreign Relations, February 5, 2025

Canadian Exports to
exports SR rest of world
18% 2%

$5678

. Imports Imports from
US.imports from Can. rest of world
$3.17T 14% 71%
Mexican Exports to
exports rest of world
$593B 20%




The devil is in the detalls

Source: “The trading partner for every state in one map”, World Economic Forum, 2021



Economic security Is national
security

e Latin America has
practically everything
the world needs

* 30% of world’s fresh
water sources

* 30% of sugar
* 60% lithium
* 30% copper
* 5% uranium
* 40% coffee



Trade and Strategic
Competltlon

* Largest trading partner
over time

Latin American members of China’s
Belt and Road Initiative (Michael
Stott, “US reluctance on trade deals
sends Latin America towards China,”
Financial Times, May 24, 2023.
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