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Brief PointsBrazil has traditionally been 
categorized as a BRICs country. 
However, the regional dimension 
and Brazil’s good neighbor 
policies have often been neglected. 
Currently, the political context 
in Brazil and South America is 
changing, but the basis established 
during the leftist wave in South 
America, with Brazil playing an 
active role in various types of 
regional cooperation, and with 
the establishment of new regional 
organizations at the service of 
peace, has proved quite resilient.
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• During the leftist wave in South 
America in the late 1990s and into the 
first decades of the new millennium, 
regional cooperation increased 
considerably.

• Brazil, together with Venezuela and 
Argentina, played a crucial role in the 
establishment of the new regional 
organizations UNASUR and CELAC.

• Neighboring countries have actively 
supported the Colombian peace 
process, particularly Venezuela, Chile, 
Brazil and Ecuador. The new regional 
Latin American organization, CELAC, 
also plays an important role in the 
implementation of the peace agreement 
between the Colombian government 
and FARC-EP.

• Currently, the political context in 
South America is changing, and future 
regional cooperation will depend on 
the balance between regional identity, 
ideological cohesiveness and geopolitical 
development.

Wenche Iren Hauge Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO)
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The Leftist Wave and Regional 
Cooperation

In a global comparative perspective, Latin 
America has become quite peaceful, when 
violent crime is not considered. Whereas armed 
conflicts and violence are exploding in the 
Middle East, North Africa and parts of Asia, 
and social unrest is increasing in Europe, Latin 
America is about to resolve the last protracted 
armed conflict on its continent – located in 
Colombia – through a peace process with strong 
regional support. A final peace agreement 
between the Colombian government and FARC-
EP has already been signed on 24 November 
2016, and the negotiation process between the 
Colombian government and ELN has entered 
into an open phase. During the second summit 
of the Community of Latin American and 
Caribbean States (CELAC), held in Havana 
28–29 January 2014, the 33 CELAC country lead-
ers also unanimously proclaimed Latin America 
and the Caribbean a Zone of Peace (CELAC, 
2014). That such a large region is declaring itself 
a zone of peace is something new and unheard 
of in a global context.

The peaceful development in Latin America, 
and in South America in particular, does not 
mean that there have not been political crises. 
Actually, there have been a series of these, and 
currently the crisis in Venezuela is severe. 
However, in general, and particularly during the 
leftist wave, South American political leaders 
have cooperated intensely to solve such crises 
in the region – and this cooperation has taken 
place informally as well as during meetings in 
regional institutions, such as the RIO Group and 
Union de Naciones Suramericanos (UNASUR). 
The RIO Group is an international organiza-
tion of Latin American and some Caribbean 
States, established in 1986 as a mechanism 
for consultation and political dialogue, and 
operating through annual meetings between 
heads of states. UNASUR was established in 
2008 to increase political, socio-economic, com-
mercial, cultural and social integration in South 
America. Internationally, Brazil has mainly 
been conceived of as a BRICs country. However, 
in the region, Brazil has first and foremost 
been perceived as a strong neighbor that has 
supported efforts on peace and integration in 
the region.

During the leftist wave (from the late 1990s 
until around 2015) the regional cooperation 

was linked to the shared visions among many 
of the new South American leaders on the 
need to fight poverty and to work for peace 
on the continent (Frías, 2006; Gil, 2007; de 
Kirchner, 2007; Morales, 2006). Thus, in July 
2008, during a meeting of the South American 
trade bloc MERCOSUR, Brazil’s then President 
Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva contended that Latin 
America now only had one big war left to fight: 
the battle against poverty and hunger. Likewise, 
Venezuela’s then President Hugo Chávez 
declared that the era of wars in Latin America 
was over (Hauge, 2008).

The decrease in armed conflicts in Latin 
America came simultaneously with a strong 
drop in poverty and a moderate drop in inequal-
ity in the region. Between 1990 and 2012, 
poverty in Latin America dropped from 48.4% to 
28.2%. The decrease was strongest in Brazil and 
Venezuela, and particularly between 2002 and 
2008 (ECLAC, 2014, p.29). In addition, income 
distribution improved. In the period from 2002 
to 2012, inequality narrowed by more than 
1% per year in Argentina, Venezuela, Brazil, 
Peru and Uruguay, and by at least 0.5% per 
year in Chile, Colombia, Ecuador and Panama 
(ECLAC, 2014, p.30). The new Latin American 
leaders – and in particular South American lead-
ers – consistently criticized liberal peacebuilding 
ideas and instruments, and pointed instead to 
socio-economic injustices and social unrest as 
resulting from the practice of unlimited free 
market policies. In response to socio-economic 
misery and inequality, poverty reduction and 
social programmes were applied in many Latin 
American countries during this period, and 
with good results (ECLAC, 2007). In addition, 
the Latin American path applied not only to 
what may be termed the socio-economic pillar of 
peacebuilding, but also to political perceptions 
of how peace could best be kept and sustained.

Brazil and the Perception of its 
Neighbors – Not Only a BRICs Country

Another important factor in the regional context 
was that the so-called ‘regional superpower’, 
Brazil, kept a low but constructive and support-
ive profile in the management of conflicts and 
crises in the region. As such, Brazil contributed 
to strengthening the regional unity, rather than 
weakening it. Thus, it is important to observe 
Brazil not only as BRICs country, but as an 
important and constructive regional actor. This 
can be seen both through Brazil’s role in the 

establishment of new regional organizations 
during this period, and in its relationship with 
South American neighbors.

While international media during the period 
of the leftist wave in South America often 
portrayed the relationship between then 
President Chávez of Venezuela and President 
Lula of Brazil as difficult – creating the image 
of a schism between the radical countries and 
the more moderate ones – the reality was quite 
different (French, 2009). The relationship 
between Chávez and Lula was excellent. When 
President Lula launched the idea of a South 
American Defense Council, the first person 
he contacted was Chávez, who earlier had 
expressed that “when you have a North-Atlantic 
Treaty like NATO, you may just as well have 
a South-Atlantic Treaty, SATO, where the 
United States is not a member” (Borda, 2014; 
Venezuelanalysis, 2008; Hauge, 2008). During 
a trip to Germany, Lula expressed to the 
German weekly news magazine Der Spiegel 
that “Chávez is without doubt the best president 
Venezuela has had in the last 100 years”. In the 
same interview, he also praised Chávez for his 
role as a “peacemaker” in the conflict between 
Venezuela and Ecuador in March 2008 (Der 
Spiegel, 2008, p.3).

During the coup against President Manuel 
Zelaya in Honduras in 2009, Zelaya chose to 
seek refuge in the Brazilian Embassy to escape 
from the coup makers in his country. The Lula 
government thus also became involved in the 
political crisis in Honduras after the military 
coup against Zelaya. This event also contributed 
to getting the Brazilian government more 
involved in the region, and to consider neighbor-
hood policy beyond South America.

During Lula’s presidency, Venezuela and Brazil 
cooperated on the establishment of two regional 
organizations, UNASUR and the Community of 
Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC). 
Regional cooperation in Latin America, and par-
ticularly in South America, has taken place with 
increasing intensity during the past decades, 
covering both economic, political, peace and 
development issues. The clearest expressions 
of regional peacebuilding can be seen through 
the ability of regional organizations – such as 
UNASUR – to act when the region has seen 
political crises, such as the ones outlined in the 
section below, and that these efforts often result 
in a resolution or plan of action.
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The Balance Between Old and New 
Institutions

Mercado Común del Sur (MERCOSUR), 
which was established in 1991 with the aim of 
becoming a common market for the region, 
has been important for Brazil’s regional policy. 
From the 1990s and until the financial crisis 
in Argentina in 2001, Brazilian regional policy 
was mainly limited to MERCOSUR, which 
then also included Paraguay and Uruguay in 
addition to Argentina. Venezuela was accepted 
as a full member in 2012, and Peru, Ecuador 
and Colombia became associate members of 
MERCOSUR through special agreements.

Whereas MERCOSUR is centered around 
economic integration and cooperation in some 
other areas, UNASUR, established in 2008, is a 
different instrument for regional cooperation. It 
is focused on political consultation and stabiliza-
tion, inter-state cooperation on socio-economic 
development, infrastructure, defense and other 
important topics on the neighborhood agenda 
(Gratias and Saraiva, 2013, p.7). UNASUR 
has been important for the stability in South 
America, and several political and security 
crises have been taken to UNASUR. When 
Paraguay’s President Fernando Lugo was ousted 
in a constitutional coup in June 2012, this was 
raised in UNASUR by Brazilian diplomats, thus 
contributing to the identification of UNASUR 
as a leading political body in the region (Ibid, 
p.7). Another example of UNASUR intervention 
is from Bolivia, on 11 September 2008, when 
tensions brought about by separatists resulted 
in a massacre of 30 persons. The massacre 
was raised in a meeting in UNASUR convened 
immediately afterwards, on 15 September 2008, 
and UNASUR condemned the massacre and 
offered Bolivia assistance (UNASUR, 2008).

Together with Venezuela, Brazil also pushed for 
the transformation of the dialogue forum Rio 
Group into the Community of Latin American 
and Caribbean States (CELAC). CELAC was 
established in December 2011, in Caracas, 
Venezuela, and had its first meeting in Brazil. 
CELAC is an organization aimed at political 
dialogue through summits, cooperation, 
co-ordination and confidence building. CELAC 
has later come to reveal its importance for peace 
and stability in the region, particularly through 
its role in the disarmament, demobilization and 
reintegration (DDR) process and implementation 
phase of the Colombian peace process.

The Colombian Peace Process and 
Brazil’s Role in the Liberation of FARC 
Hostages

On 24 November 2016, news broke that the 
Colombian government and FARC-EP had 
signed a final peace agreement. Norway and 
Cuba facilitated the negotiation process, and 
Venezuela and Chile were accompanying 
countries to the peace process. Colombia’s 
neighboring countries had made many efforts to 
help create a fertile soil for such a peace process 
during the decade before the peace agreement. 
Venezuela and Brazil assisted the Colombian 
Senator Piedad Cordoba in facilitating a series 
of unilateral liberations of hostages by FARC-EP 
in 2008–2009. In the period between January 
and February 2008, Cordoba, with the assistance 
of Venezuela’s President Hugo Chávez, helped 
facilitate the freeing of six hostages (Lemoine, 
2008). As Colombia’s then President Uribe 
withdrew his support for Chávez’s involvement 
in the negotiations, Córdoba in February 2009 
asked Brazil for help with the negotiations. This 
led to the unconditional release of a further six 
hostages with Brazil’s assistance (Hauge, 2009).

On 30 March 2016, the Colombian government 
and the ELN (Ejército de Liberación Nacional) 
agreed to start formal peace negotiations. 
Founded in 1964, ELN is Colombia’s second 
largest guerrilla group after FARC-EP. This 
breakthrough came after more than two years 
of confidential exploratory talks, which began 
in Ecuador in 2014 and had Norway’s assistance 

throughout. In the formal phase, Norway was 
asked to continue as a facilitator, together with 
Brazil, Chile, Cuba, Ecuador and Venezuela, 
meaning that some of the negotiation sessions 
would be held in these countries. Again, the 
regional support proved important.

The Current Situation

Currently, both the regional context in South 
America and the international context are 
changing. There has been a change of govern-
ments in several countries: some from the 
ideological left to the ideological right, and some 
from the right towards the center. Some of the 
changes have come about through elections, 
whereas others have been different – like 
the constitutional coup in Paraguay and the 
corruption accusations against ex-president 
Dilma Rouseff in Brazil. There has also been a 
change in the economic basis for development 
and welfare in the region, as the oil price and 
the price of other commodities that typically 
constitute a large proportion of Latin American 
income have plummeted. While Brazilian 
exports to other Latin American countries, 
especially to Venezuela, increased greatly as 
the US lost leverage as a political and economic 
power in the region during the leftist wave, the 
current fall in purchasing power among Brazil’s 
regional trading partners and the scandals 
surrounding the country’s industrial flagship, 
the Odebrecht conglomerate, has eroded Brazil’s 
economic ability to benefit from regional ties. 

II Summit of the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States in Havana. Photo: Wenche Iren Hauge
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peace and security.
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in general. Brazil, together with Venezuela, 
played a crucial role in this regional cooperation, 
and Brazil actively cultivated good relations 
with its neighboring countries. Prospects for 
future regional cooperation in South America in 
particular – and Latin America in general – will 
depend on several issues, but the balance 
between a common regional identity and shared 
ideological views will be at the core. The future 
political path and economy of Brazil – along 
with those of larger countries in the region like 
Argentina, Venezuela and Chile – will also be of 
particular importance for the regional coopera-
tion in South America.  

References

Borda, Sandra (2014) ‘The Union of South American 
Nations,’ Mapping Multilateralism in Transition, 
No 3. International Peace Institute. Available at: 
www.ipinst.org/wp-content/uploads/publications/
ipi_e_pub_unasur.pdf

Comunidad de Estados Latinoamericanos y Caribe-
ños (CELAC) (2014) ‘Proclama de Ámerica Latina y 
el Caribe como Zona de Paz’. II Cumbre CELAC, La 
Habana. Doc. 3.3.

Der Spiegel (2008) ‘Interview with Brazilian 
President Lula: “We want to Join OPEC and Make 
Oil Cheaper”.’ 10 May, 2008. Available at: www.
spiegel.de/international/world/spiegel-interview-
with-brazilian-president-lula-we-want-to-join-opec-
and-make-oil-cheaper-a-552900.html

Economic Commission for Latin America (2007) 
Social Panorama of Latin America, Washington DC: 
United Nations.

Economic Commission for Latin America (2014) 
Economic and Social Panorama of the Community of 
Latin American and Caribbean States, 2013. Santiago, 
Chile: United Nations.

The combination of these factors may bring the 
regional cohesiveness to the test, and reveal the 
importance of historical roots of unity, common 
identity, shared cultural characteristics, and 
motivation to work for common peace and 
security in the region.

During the period of the leftist wave in South 
America, a strong basis was laid for regional 
cooperation – particularly through the establish-
ment of the new organizations UNASUR and 
CELAC. The basis for cooperation went beyond 
South America, as all of Latin America was 
included in the establishment of CELAC. Even 
though the left-right ideological cleavage is 
now quite visible and active in South America, 
UNASUR and CELAC have been – and still 
are – active at the service of peacebuilding in 
the region. UNASUR has acted as a mediator 
in the internal political conflict between the 
Maduro government and the opposition in 
Venezuela together with the Vatican, and in 
the most recent negotiations, the Dominican 
Republic has also participated together with 
Spain’s former President Zapatero. On the other 
hand, CELAC plays an important role in the 
monitoring mission for the implementation of 
the peace agreement in Colombia. Spoilers of the 
comprehensive regional cooperation have made 
efforts to use the Organization of American 
States (OAS) to deepen the ideological cleavage 
in South America, but without any strong suc-
cess. This has isolated Venezuela somewhat, but 
not all that much. The future of President Temer 
in Brazil is also quite uncertain because of new 
corruption accusations against him. The balance 
between the ideological currents may thus easily 
shift again and change the picture.

Conclusion

During the late 1990s and into the first decades 
of the new millennium, regional cooperation in-
creased in South America and in Latin America 
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