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When Luiz Inicio Lula da Silva first assumed Brazil’s presidency in 2003,
Brazilian diplomacy returned to the pattern observed between 1930 and 1980, which
emphasized social development and prioritized relations with non-traditional partners,
such as the developing countries from the global south. This decision was opposite to
what was observed during Fernando Henrique Cardoso’s presidency.! Cardoso redefined
the priorities of the country by establishing economic relationships and proposing
economic integration through foreign policy practices that would align the country with
developed nations of the Northern Hemisphere. As a result, the emphasis was on
economic relations, guided by a neoliberal agenda. Several other Latin American
countries, such as Argentina and Venezuela, also pursued this agenda. However, just as
in Brazil, “free market” economics only served to deepen the historical socioeconomic
gap in those societies and increase their dependence on international lenders, such as
the IMF, whose financial aid is linked to structural adjustment policies that disregard

the recipient’s national interests.2
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Today, the same regressive policies have emerged once again, under the
interim administration of Michel Temer. Having assumed office after Rousseff’s
suspension pending the outcome of a flawed impeachment process, Temer’s foreign
policy goals have been viewed as a threat to the contributions made by Presidents Lula
and Rousseff to the Latin American process of integration and to international
multilateral groups. Instead of strenghtening regional institutions, Temer’s policy
promotes free trade, seeks to privatize state owned companies, and prioritizes economic
relations with the United States and European nations. These policies are also aimed at
distracting from growing international agreement that what is taking place in Brazil is,
in fact, a political coup against President Dilma Rousseff. Thus, the neoliberal agenda
that was pushed by Cardoso is now being repeated by Temer. This foreshadows damage
to the social achievements made in Brazil over the past decade and to Brazil’s role in
promoting Latin American independence and integration.

New Independent Foreign Policy

One of the main economic goals under Lula’s government was to broaden and
sustain Brazil’s role in the region. Brazil’s relationships with its neighboring countries
were never a priority, but, for the first time in its history, the country started to act as a
partner in the development of a South American identity. This included the
strengthening of regional partnerships, consolidation of collective spaces for political
discussion, and cooperation in building a shared agenda for the region.3

Both the Union of South American Nations (UNASUR) and the South American

Defense Council (CDS), organizations whose creations were strongly supported by
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Brazil, aim to create an integration process in Latin America that goes beyond economic
cooperation. UNASUR was formally created in 2008 and is composed of all 12 South
American countries, with Mexico and Panama acting as observers. It is one of the most
important forums for political discussion in Latin America today. Although the creation
of UNASUR is the result of the concerted efforts of many countries, Brazil plays an
important role in consolidating the actual effectiveness of the organization.4

Strengthening and deepening the Southern Common Market (MERCOSUR)
beyond its original economic focus was also one of President Lula’s economic priorities
as well as the creation of MERCOSUR Social, a program which seeks to promote
integral human development. The social dimension of regional integration is configured
as an inclusive space which strengthens democracy and the rights of citizens.5

Lula oversaw the creation of two important mechanisms of inter-regional
integration, which contributed to the strengthening of South-South cooperation and the
deepening of social development as a paradigm for foreign relations. The Summit of
South American-Arab Countries (ASPA) is a policy coordination forum which aims to
create close relationships between leadership in both regions. ASPA was proposed by
Lula in 2003 and was formally established in 2005. Additionally, in 2006, the first
Summit of South America-Africa (ASA) was held in Abuja, Nigeria. As stated by Raquel
Mendes, an analyst of the Marra Blog, “the creation of the ASA represented a historic
opportunity for the two regions to constitute the foundations of a new paradigm of

South-South cooperation.” ¢
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Although the underlying values that guided Lula’s actions in the region remained
the same during Dilma Rousseff’s presidency, increased attention toward internal
matters and the facilitation of multilateral agreements led to a more limited presence in
the regional integration process.” While this did not threaten the process, it did take
away some of its momentum. However, regional consultation forums continued to play
an important role in the Brazilian policy-making process.® In 2011, another important
initiative was launched: The Community of Latin American and Caribbean Countries
(CELAC). According to its international website, CELAC “is an intergovernmental
mechanism for dialogue and political agreement” and “includes permanently thirty-
three countries in Latin America and the Caribbean.” 9 According to Brazilian
Ambassador Antonio José Ferreira Simoes, “in addition to trade, which we understand
is very important, we believe that CELAC has to do with the inclusion of all Latin
American and Caribbean countries in a common project. It is especially interesting to
note that Central America and the Caribbean are now closely connected with South
America, founded on a logic that all the countries are working to improve their own
development. This is extremely important. And Brazil plays an important role as a
catalyst of this process.”©
The Threat to the Regional Integration Process

While the Worker’s Party (PT) and Brazilian Democratic Movement (PMDB)
have been political allies during the administrations of President Rousseff and President
Lula (in order to reach a fair consensus on legislation in the senate), there is little doubt

that the coup that removed President Rousseff from power is part of a broader strategy
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of the PMDB. This strategy aims to regain political dominance, and to move Brazil from
being a cooperative economic partner in regional integration to returning to the
previous close alignment with the interests of European and American capital. As
Michel Temer’s plans as President continue to unfold, it becomes increasingly clear that
his rise to power through illegitimate and undemocratic means will change Brazil’s
economic policies for the country and the southern region—putting at risk the stable ties
with the country that had been developed during the Lula and Rousseff eras.

An impact of the impeachment process was the immediate labeling of the process
as a coup and a breach of democracy by important partners to Brazil, such as Venezuela,
Bolivia, and Uruguay.* Countries like Ecuador and El Salvador even recalled their
ambassadors. Only Argentina, now under a conservative government, has voiced
approval of Brazil’s “developing institutional process”.*2 In response to the countries
that questioned the new administration’s legitimacy, the Minister of Foreign Affairs Jose
Serra strongly criticized Venezuela, Cuba, Bolivia, and the Organization of American
States (OAS), and made it clear that he was committed to changing Brazil’s position in
the international arena by reviewing the important focal points of Brazil’s foreign policy
and focusing on improving relations between the United States and the European Union
while shifting away from cooperating with developing nations’ growing economies.!3

On May 23, 2016, the Brazilian Foreign Minister met with both Argentinian
President Mauricio Macri and Argentinian Foreign Minister Susanna Malcorra to
discuss the goals of Mercosur.4 Serra argued that while Mercosur had not lived up to its

original expectations, Brazil and its other four members need to rebound from their
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economic recession by not creating trade barriers to protect their own economies during
times of crisis, but to create “a boundless market.” Serra also proposes to continue
working with Argentina due to their similar “references to the re-organization of politics
and the economy.”’5 While this may seem like a first step towards gaining attention from
developed nations in the Northern Hemisphere, it hinders the diplomatic efforts made
by Lula and Rousseff in the region.

Another issue that has been constantly addressed by Serra is Venezuela’s status
as a member of MERCOSUR. Placing sanctions on Venezuela, a country which has also
played a key role in enhancing the regional integration of South America, would
represent a huge setback from recent achievements in integration. Additionally, Brazil is
trying to prevent Venezuela from assuming the pro-tempore presidency of MERCOSUR.
Venezuela, with the largest proven oil reserves in the world, entered Mercosur as a
strategic move to guarantee energy security for the common market, as well as to open a
door to the Caribbean market, where Venezuela has developed mutually beneficial trade
relationships. Serra’s politicized approach towards Venezuela and recent attempts by
like-minded conservative governments such as that of Paraguay to isolate Venezuela,
jeopardizes some of the notable strengths of Mercosur and threatens to roll back
integration efforts built over more than two decades.®
Conclusions

Brazil’s foreign relations and diplomacy under the administrations of Lula da
Silva and Rousseff was successful at promoting the interests of Brazil while at the same

time, working in conjunction with other Latin American nations to achieve broader
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South American objectives. Lula promoted Brazilian foreign relations by prioritizing
regional integration with Brazil’s neighbors while engaging in diplomatic talks with
countries in the Middle East and Africa. President Dilma Rousseff continued, to an
extent, to sustain ties with the Latin American countries crucial to the development of
the region along with growing markets. However, with the suspension of Rousseff from
office, Brazil’s foreign, and especially regional, policies may gradually change. The new
Brazilian policies proposed by Foreign Relations Minister José Serra raise many
concerns as they could jeopardize the achievements in regional integration made by
Lula and Rousseff.
By Raiesa Frazer, Research Associate, and Aline Piva, Research Fellow, at

the Council on Hemispheric Affairs
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