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The Many Dangers of Secretary Tillerson

By Brandon Capece,
Research Associate at the Council on Hemispheric Affairs

With the confirmation of former CEO of ExxonMobil Rex Tillerson to the office of
Secretary of State, the Trump Administration is poised to relive the mistakes of the
Reagan era foreign policy towards Latin America in a way that may fundamentally
destabilize the region for decades to come. From the earliest days on the campaign trail,
there has been one clear message espoused by Trump that defined how the United
States would begin to approach international affairs: “America First.” Now, formalized
in his first address as President of the United States, “America First” is set to define a
new global order that will challenge pre-existing alliances and long-held norms. Far
from reassuring, the confirmation hearing of Rex Tillerson as Secretary of State has
finally brought into public discourse the Trump Administration’s full intention to strong
arm the region into getting what it wants, a strategy that has failed U.S. presidents for
decades.

In his opening statement to the Senate Committee on Foreign Affairs, Secretary
Tillerson spoke to the new role of the United States as it departs from the Obama
Administration’s foreign policy of promoting cooperation through bilateral and
transnational institutions and organizations. In brief, this position can be summarized
by the following declaration that, “To achieve the stability that is fundamental to peace
and security in the 21st century, Washington’s leadership must not only be renewed, it
must be asserted.” From this, Tillerson has effectively espoused a new doctrine of
foreign policy that resumes the Reagan Doctrine’s acceptance of active interference in
the domestic affairs of nations reconstituted under the banner of self-interest, rather
than a genuine desire to promote a liberal democratic world order. To demonstrate this,
one only needs to look at the remarks that Tillerson has made with respect to Cuba and
Venezuela, and how closely he tows the rhetorical line between regime change and
promoting democratization.

Cuba

In the waning days of his second term, President Barack Obama made
substantive efforts to redefine the US-Cuba paradigm through the renormalization of
diplomatic ties in hopes that gradual exposure to the population of the United States
would bring about a measured transition to a truly democratic civic society. To
accomplish this goal, the Obama Administration undertook three forceful actions: the
opening of travel to Cuba; the reopening of embassies between the nations; and the
ending of the Clinton-era “Wet Foot, Dry Foot” policy towards Cuban refugees. With
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respect to the opening of diplomatic ties, the resumption of embassy functions in
Havana and Washington marked the first formal diplomatic links between the two
nations since 1961 when President Eisenhower ended formal connections between the
two nations during the heightened tensions of the Cold War.ii Although heavily criticized
by some Republicans and Miami-based Cuban-Americans as well as several prominent
Democrats, his actions have been widely welcomed by almost all of Latin America, who
stood in solidarity with Havana at the 2012 Summit of the Americas which called for an
end to this outdated U.S. foreign policy.iii The ending of the “Wet Foot, Dry Foot” policy
also marked a substantive shift towards opening. With this executive action, Obama
removed a special exemption to U.S. immigration policy that allowed any Cuban
national who made it to the United States to obtain legal permanent resident status
along with all its perks."V This long-standing policy has been widely criticized by those in
the U.S. for its lack of application to migrants from other Latin American nations who
flee from their country due to lack of economic opportunity, large-scale violence, and its
status in for the political status quo in the region.”

To date, Secretary Tillerson has offered only pallid generalities when speaking
about how he would advise President Trump in order to deal with fast-moving events in
Cuba. With a clear vision that he does not support the liberalization of the normalization
process begun by President Obama, instead preferring a resumption of the traditional
heavy-handed approach. More than just reversing many of the executive orders issued
by Obama in his opening statement, Tillerson remarked that he believes the actions of
Obama “[served] neither the interest of Cubans or Americans.” He has also remarked
that he “will press Cuba to meet its pledge to become more democratic and consider the
resumption of more generous trade conditions on trade and travel policies to motivate
the release of political prisoners.” This method of attempting to force policy reforms,
as emblemized by the long-standing U.S. trade and travel embargo against Cuba, has
been largely ineffective and has been repeatedly condemned by most nations.ii That is
not to say Tillerson is wrong to suggest that the United States needs to continue to work
towards the active promotion of human rights and democracy in Cuba, but his rhetoric
suggests an active process that would radically interfere without clear limits as to what
would be appropriate conduct in dealing with equally sovereign nations.

Venezuela

With respect to Venezuela, Tillerson has been far more explicit in his
denouncement of the Maduro Administration and his desire for the United States to
play a much more active role in litigating the domestic affairs of the nation. In response
to a series of questions posed by Latin America Goes Global, Tillerson wavered between
wavered between the role foreign actors should play in resolving the ongoing dispute
between President Maduro and the National Assembly. At one point, Tillerson
remarked, “The U.S. should continue to support legitimate dialogue to resolve the
political crisis between the Maduro government and the opposition that now controls
the National Assembly.”* At another point he asserted, “We will continue to strongly
support the efforts of OAS Secretary General Almagro in invoking the Inter-American
Democratic Charter to promote the normalization of the situation in Venezuela and
restore democratic institutions.”s The Inter-American Democratic Charter (IADC) has
long been controversial within Latin America since its establishment on September 11,
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2001, as seen through the ongoing debate about whether or not the IADC is tantamount
to interventionism and a violation of the Organization of American States’ (OAS)
principle of national sovereignty.x The IADC authorizes the suspension of membership
of the Organization of American States (OAS) as well as the implementation of sanctions
against countries whose democracies have been compromised, for which there is no
agreed upon definition.

Additionally, as former CEO of ExxonMobil, Tillerson has a storied history with
Venezuela, which may impact how he approaches diplomatic relations with the Maduro
Administration. When Maduro’s predecessor, President Hugo Chavez, elected to
renationalize the oil industry in 2007, it was Tillerson who led ExxonMobil through the
ongoing legal battle over fair compensation for the loss of its assets.xii Needless to say, in
attempting to address ongoing issues within Venezuela such as human rights abuses, the
promotion of democracy, an economic crisis, and a migrant crisis, Secretary Tillerson
uniquely challenged in his attempt to play an active role in these conversations. That is
not to say he does not recognize where problems exist or he lacks serviceable solutions
to some of them, but watchdogs should be actively monitoring his Department of State
and how his refusal to completely abstain from decisions concerning ExxonMobil after
statutory obligations expire should impact his foreign policy priorities.xi

Conclusion

The Council on Hemispheric Affairs has a longstanding commitment to advocate
for the respect of human rights, the promotion of democratic governments, and the
promotion of rational U.S. foreign policy initiatives towards Latin America. Despite his
rhetoric, it is clear that it is the intention of Rex Tillerson as Secretary of State to put
these values in jeopardy through an active intervention in the domestic affairs of a
nation when it is in the best interest of the United States. The regression back to this
historically present conservative foreign policy towards Latin America that views
nations not as partners in regional affairs but as liabilities for the United States has
every potential to destabilize the region as it did time and time again from President
Ronald Reagan to President George W. Bush. It is imperative to recall that President
Trump remarked to CIA officers the day following his inauguration, “I am so behind
you. I know maybe sometimes you haven’t gotten the backing that you’ve wanted and
you're going to get so much backing.”v As such, although Tillerson’s policy
prescriptions have not been blatantly aggressive to date, taken in this context, the liberal
democratic order should be constantly concerned about being undermined by both the
overt and subversive actions of the current administration with the active consent of
Tillerson as the new Secretary of State.
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