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Following the independence of most of the countries of Latin America and the Caribbean from European colonial powers, the United States emerged as the dominant external force and influence in these newly formed nations.  With the passing of time, Europe’s ability to sway events in the region became very limited.  As the United States began to emerge as a major world actor by the end of World War I, its power in the region consolidated and became unquestionable.  No external power outside the region or Western Hemisphere country could rival the United States for most of the early to mid 20th century.  For most of this period, the United States was in a position to exercise hegemonic leadership and pretty much be the determinant factor in just about any situation that received Washington’s attention during those years.  This reality would not remain permanent for long with the arrival of the victorious guerrilla forces led by Fidel Castro in Havana in 1959 and many years later with the election of Hugo Chavez in Venezuela in 1998.  
1959 is a watershed year in the history of the Americas.  Castro’s Revolution put into question just about everything the United States was doing in the region.  It forced a radical re-thinking of United States policy to Latin America.  Up to that moment, the United States for the most part dealt with the governments of the region with a very practical approach.  As long as they were more or less friendly to the United States, the United States did not really care about what was going on inside these countries or what kind of governments they had.  That is why the United States was able to have equally good relations with democracies like Colombia and Chile or with dictatorships such as Somoza in Nicaragua and Trujillo in the Dominican Republic.  
However, the victory of the Cuban Revolution forced Washington to ask not who was in power in a particular country but to ask what the relationship of that government was with the people of that country.  This was a radical departure from the past.  The United States answer to the challenge of the Cuban Revolution was to offer REFORM as the Washington antidote to REVOLUTION.  That was the philosophical and political basis behind the Alliance for Progress programs that were pushed in the first year of the Kennedy Administration.  In many ways, one can argue that Cuba’s challenge gave birth to the Agency for International Development, the Peace Corps, the Inter-American Development Bank and all other major initiatives that begun in the Kennedy years to address the social inequities of the region and its people who were beginning to see Castro’s example as a way out of their miserable plight.  
As Cuba began to export its revolution, the United States was forced, while heavily involved in the Vietnam War, to also channel significant resources to help friendly governments in the region fight off nascent guerrilla movements that aimed to repeat Castro’s success in toppling existing governments.  REFORM and COUNTERINSURGENCY were therefore born as and answer to the Cuban Revolution and to the challenge that it posed to United States influence and to its regional interests.  It was a logical carrot and stick combined approach to the totality of the danger posed by the Cuban Revolution in what it was doing inside Cuba and in its export of the armed struggle to other nations.

The story did not stop there, for in 1962 Castro convinced Krushev to introduce nuclear armed missiles to Cuba, which were later discovered by a U-2 spy plane.  Through the October Missile Crisis, the Cuban Revolution would thus elevate Latin America to STRATEGIC importance in the Cold War struggle between Washington and Moscow for influence in the Third World.  Following the removal of the missiles, the United States would no longer tolerate any possibility of another opportunity of a communist victory that could bring to power a country in Latin America or the Caribbean that could invite the Soviets to bring their missiles and aim them at the United States from there.  The fear that the still unsophisticated but equally lethal Soviet nuclear missiles could now reach U.S. territory from a shorter range of a nearby Western Hemisphere country became a major national security concern for the United States.  Following this logic, one can understand Washington’s decisions in 1965 in the Dominican Republic, in 1973 in Chile, in the formation of the Contras in the early eighties, in the successful help to the Salvadoran governments fighting the FMLN guerrilla threat, and in the invasion of Grenada along with the rest of the major U.S. actions until the end of the Soviet Union in 1991. 
In short, the Cuban Missile Crisis graduated Latin America territory to strategic importance.  For three decades, the region became a strategic theater of superpower conflict during the Cold War.  This would not have happened if Fidel and the Cuban Revolution had not triumphed in 1959.  In short, the coming to power of the Cuban Revolution dramatically altered the way the United States dealt with the region and posed the first serious challenge to the erstwhile comfortable hegemonic position of influence that the United States had enjoyed since the departure of the European colonial powers following the Wars of Independence.  
1998 is emerging as an equally important watershed in Washington’s relations with the region.  The electoral victory of Hugo Chavez appears to have set in motion forces that are shaping a new chapter in the history of the Western Hemisphere, one in which Washington’s ability to influence events in the region is once again being dramatically debilitated.  

The end of the Soviet Union in 1991 led the United States to no longer see Latin America as an area of strategic concern since there was no other antagonistic nuclear power desirous of introducing nuclear weapons in any of the countries of the Western Hemisphere. That is why counter narcotics priorities became Washington’s number one priority in Latin America for most of the nineties.  That is also why Plan Colombia to fight the narco-guerrillas became the most important initiative of that period.    

However, on September 11, 2001, the United States was attacked by international terrorists of Islamic origin, a threat whose roots lay in the Middle East.  Fighting these terrorists led to Afghanistan and Iraq and the current War on Terrorism.  One of the effects of these events has been the lessening of the importance of the Western Hemisphere to Washington policy makers worried with the nation’s protection and survival against a force that has vowed to destroy the United States.
As the United States focused its strategic attention to the Middle East, a series of events in Venezuela have allowed Hugo Chavez to consolidate his power in that country and to begin to emerge as a major regional force willing to counter United States influence and power at every opportunity he finds.  He was elected in 1998.  The following year he managed to win a constitutional referendum.  Under the new constitution, he won a new election for six years in 2000.  And on August 19, 2004 he won a recall referendum which was blessed by the OAS Secretary General Gaviria and by former President Jimmy Carter.  Moreover, there is every reason to expect that because of all the actions that he has taken to take control of all the institutions of Venezuelan democracy that Hugo Chavez is sure to emerge victorious in the December, 2006 Presidential elections for another six year period.
More importantly, while the United States was waging the War on Terrorism, Hugo Chavez not only consolidated his power in Venezuela but oil prices more than tripled to 60 dollars per barrel, giving him the means to keep his increasing large number of followers in tow in Venezuela and giving him the wherewithal to begin to make his influence felt in many of the countries of Latin America and the Caribbean.
The rise in oil prices led to desperate situations in all of the countries of the Western Hemisphere lacking their own energy resources.  Opportunistically, Chavez has stepped in to supply their needs with affordable arrangements.  The price of oil will continue to go up because international demand is growing and the supply of oil is not.  Hence, the ability of Chavez continuing to use the oil weapon to influence those already falling under his sway will surely grow and not diminish as some observers erroneously point out in their flawed analysis.  

In 1994, President Bill Clinton hosted the first Summit of the Americas in which all of the Presidents present reached a consensus and vowed to have a region united under a Free Trade Area of the Americas by January 1, 2005.  The final declaration said that Cuba would also be part of the FTAA because everyone there felt that with Cuba’s lost of the Soviet subsidy, Fidel Castro would not last long in power and a free and democratic Cuba would be ready to join the FTAA by 2005.  We were heading in 1994 to a regional arrangement that would comprise all of the countries of the Western Hemisphere.  In short, we were heading for ONE America to be reached and consolidated after a decade of negotiations into a solid bloc called the FTAA.  
What the disastrous results of the recent Summit of the Americas meeting in Mar del Plata have demonstrated is that not only is the original all-encompassing FTAA dead but that the Americas are diving into two groups.  Too many observers are saying yes that is true but the division favors the United States and those in favor of the original FTAA.  They cite the 29 countries that voted for the eventual FTAA revival and the 5 who did not as the evidence for their optimism.  The reality is very different from that illusory number.  It is closer to 11 and 23:  the three NAFTA countries plus the 5 CAFTA countries plus the Dominican Republic and Chile and most likely Panama.  The total here is 11 countries.  The three Andean Countries of Colombia, Peru, and Ecuador are not close to reaching an agreement with USTR and if they do, it is very possible that the embattled Bush White House will not be able to garner the sufficient votes to ratify the agreement in an increasingly protectionist Congress.  
South America is the place where Hugo Chavez has had the greatest impact as a region.  No President has received more Presidential visitors than Hugo Chavez in Caracas.  It has become more important for the Presidents of Argentina, Ecuador, and Brazil and other countries to travel to Caracas than to travel to Washington to look out after their national interests.  With Chavez’s help, the new President of Bolivia may soon be Evo Morales, the most anti-American figure of all running for President in the upcoming elections.  The United States has been helping Bolivia with massive amounts of aid since the 1950’s.  No country in South America has received on a per capita basis a higher figure of U.S. assistance.  Yet, Bolivia is about to have as a President a man who has time and time again reiterated his hate for everything the United States stands for.  A good reason this will happen has to do with Chavez’s victory in 1998.  
With no Plan Colombia Two, it is also possible that the antagonistic and difficult relations between Colombia and Venezuela are about to change.  As Washington assistance to Colombia declines, and as Venezuela continues to strive for military superiority using its plentiful petrodollars, it will have no choice but to figure out a way to cohabit with Venezuela.  If one understands this, one can see how the antagonistic relations between both countries in the first Uribe administration will give in to increasingly cooperative relations in the second Uribe administration should he win next year’s elections as expected.  In such a scenario, Chavez will have succeeded in neutralizing Colombia and in modifying the current pro-American tilt of that country and its leadership.

We should not forget that in the nineties United States relations with Argentina were so close that Foreign Minister Guido di Tella labeled them “carnal relations” while the United States considered his country a major Non Nato Ally.  Those days are gone as everything that happened around and at Mar del Plata demonstrated.  Today the major ally of the President of Argentina is without doubt the President of Venezuela.  Not surprisingly, Kirchner has met more times with Chavez than with any other South American President. 

But the major beneficiary of 1998 is not in South America.  He is the guy that emerged victorious from the guerrilla war in 1959 in Cuba.  The real winner is Fidel Castro.   The Bolivarian subsidy has replaced the Soviet subsidy and Fidel and the Cuban Revolution have received a new infusion of aid whose magnitude was not imaginable prior to 1998 when everyone was waiting for the demise and downfall and eventual transition in Cuba.  
Regardless of his age, his ailments, his sicknesses, his falls and everything else that one can imagine is going on with him, Fidel has received an injection of aid that has given him new life and has given the Cuban Revolution a feeling that it can survive and reemerge as a regional actor, projecting its revolutionary power and influence once again into many of the countries of the Western Hemisphere.    In sum, Chavez has revived Cuba as a major regional actor to be taken into account seriously.  But perhpas the greatest importance and most significant impact from the very close links between Havana and Caracas is that should Fidel die, Chavez will be there to make sure there is now a succession and not a transition in Cuba as so many have hoped for and expected.  Chavez has everything at stake in the survival of the Cuban Revolution with Fidel and after Fidel.  Therefore, we should expect to see those ties strengthening even beyond the incredibly close relations we are already witnessing these days.  
Since 1959, Washington has been trying to figure out what to with Cuba.  No matter what policies it has tried, the regime has survived to this day.  In the meantime, Cuba managed throughout all of these years to undermine U.S. interests in the region without endangering its own survival.  After the loss of the Soviet subsidy with the end of the Soviet Union, most observers felt Castro’s end was surely at hand.  Yet, with the coming to power of Hugo Chavez and the Bolivarian largesse, the Cuban Revolution has taken on new life and instead of seeing its demise we are forced to witness its survival and continuity.  Succession now appears more likely in Cuba than transition thanks to Chavez.  

Since 1998, the United States has also been at a loss as to what to do about Chavez. At first, it falsely believed that his rhetoric was not a threat and that his actions would show it.  However, everything he has done since 1998 has had a major negative effect on U.S. regional interests and objectives.  No matter how many spin doctors work the issue, the fact remains that for international public opinion Mar del Plata is considered a major failure for the United States and a victory for Chavez.  One wishes it were not so, but perceptions are everything in national and international politics.  And the perception by most about Mar del Plata is that the United States lost and is continuing to lose ground and influence in the region.  

Today the United States is unrivaled in economic and military power.  There is no one country that comes close to having the power the United States has in economic and military terms.  Yet today the United States is at its lowest point of the past 100 years in being able to shape events and influence what goes in many of the nations of the Western Hemisphere.  Perhaps the answer to that lies in what happened in 1959 and 1998. 
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