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LATIN AMERICA ADVISOR

Are U.S. Fears Over Iran's Ties to Latin America Overblown?

Two entities the United States

considers  serious threats,

Hezbollah, a militant group and

political party based in Lebanon,
and the government of the Islamic
Republic of Iran, have been making head-
lines related to Latin America lately. A
recent article by ProPublica outlines ties
between Mexican crime cartels and
Hezbollah, alleging a network of cocaine
smuggling that finances the organization's
activities. Meanwhile, U.S. lawmakers
have decried Iran's presence in Latin
America, both its diplomatic relationships
(particularly ties to Venezuela) as well as
Iran's alleged ties to money laundering
and drug trafficking in the region. Does
Iran or Hezhollah have a significant pres-
ence in illicit activities in Latin America or
are such fears overblown? Do those activ-
ities threaten the United States and what
steps will U.S. officials likely take?

Ray Walser, senior policy analyst

at the Heritage Foundation: "The

question is well-timed. On

Sunday, Iranian  President
Ahmadinejad was scheduled to arrive in
Caracas. He hopes to cement ties with the
ALBA anti-American bloc led by Chévez
and the Castros. What does Iran seek in the
Americas? It wants support against the
United States and Western Europe as they
impose tougher sanctions aimed at stop-
ping its nuclear weapon drive. It wants out-
lets for its exports and sources of secure
supply for its domestic market. Iran desires

Inside This Issue

friends willing to buck the United States
and lessen the bite of sanctions by hiding
banking transactions, purchases and tech-
nology transfers. In geo-strategic terms,
Iran likely sees the Americas as a potential
platform for waging asymmetric warfare or
disruptive terror in the event of a direct
conflict with Israel or the United States.
Iran also colludes with Hezbollah, which
aims to capitalize on South America's
cocaine trade to fund its activities. Finally,
Venezuela and others like Bolivia are posi-
tioned to provide Iran with long-term

Continued on page 3

y
Post-Surgery Tests Reveal No
Cancer for Argentine President

After undergoing surgery for thyroid can-
cer last week, Argentine President
Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner does not
have cancer after all, doctors revealed
Sunday, citing a "false positive" diagno-
sis. The president is expected to resume
her duties soon. See brief on page 2.

File Photo: Argentine Government.
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Post-Surgery Tests Reveal No
Cancer for Argentine President

Argentine President Cristina
Fernandez de Kirchner does not
have cancer after all, local daily
Clarin reported Sunday. Fernandez
was discharged from a Buenos Aires
hospital Saturday, three days after
being operated on for thyroid can-
cer. Presidential spokesman Alfredo
Scocimarro reported that the final
medical analysis reveals there was a
"false positive" diagnosis and that
the president is without the disease.

Chile's Government Blames
Indigenous Conflict over Fires

Chile's government said Friday that
many of the wildfires burning out of
control in Patagonia were set inten-
tionally by a Mapuche Indian group
that has long struggled to regain its
ancestral lands, the Associated Press
reported. The fires have killed seven
firefighters assigned to protect the
property of the Mininco Forestry
company. Interior Minister Rodrigo
Hinzpeter directly named the
"Coordinadora Arauco Malleco"
group, which has fought against the
forestry company in the past over
land rights, for setting the lethal
fires.

Perenco Selling 10 Percent Stake in
Brazil Blocks to China's Sinochem

French oil and gas company Perenco
said Friday that it would sell a 10
percent stake in five offshore blocks
in Brazil's Espirito Santo Basin to
China's state-run Sinochem Group,
Bloomberg News reported.
Sinochem will acquire the working
stake in the blocks in return for
funding exploration-commitment
wells, Perenco said. Perenco will
retain a 40 percent operator stake in
the blocks, with partner OGX hold-
ing the remaining 50 percent. The
deal is subject to approval.
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Political News

Venezuela-United States Relations
Strain Under Heightened Rhetoric

The United States on Sunday declared the
Venezuelan consul general in Miami per-
sona non grata and ordered her expulsion,
Agence France-Presse reported. The State
Department had said last month it was
looking into "very disturbing" allegations

: that Livia Acosta
Noguera was a partic-
ipant in an alleged
Iranian plot to launch
cyber-attacks on sen-
sitive  U.S. national
security facilities,
according to the AFP.
Noguera was given
until Jan. 10 to leave
the country, said
William Ostick, a State Department
spokesman, who did not comment on
specific details behind the decision. In a
letter to U.S. Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton last month, four congressional
representatives  asked  the  State
Department to require Acosta's "immedi-
ate departure” from the United States if
the allegations proved true, CNN report-
ed Sunday. Miami and South Florida has
a growing community of Venezuelan
expatriates, many of whom are at odds
with the government of Venezuelan
socialist President Hugo Chdvez. The
State Department's action Sunday fol-
lowed news last week that a Venezuelan
intelligence official who the United States
has accused of involvement in cocaine
smuggling would be the nation's new top
military leader. President Chédvez on
Friday named General Henry Rangel Silva
as his new defense minister, Reuters
reported. In September 2008, the U.S.
Treasury Department's Office of Foreign
Assets Control had designated Rangel,
along two other figures in Chdvez's
administration, for materially assisting in
the narcotics trafficking activities of the
Revolutionary =~ Armed  Forces of
Colombia, or FARC, which the U.S. con-
siders a mnarco-terrorist organization.
Under the so-called "Kingpin Act,”" the
designation freezes any assets the three

Acosta Noguera

File Photo: AP.
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may have under U.S. jurisdiction and pro-
hibits U.S. persons from conducting
financial or commercial transactions
involving them. Chévez has defended
Rangel and denies the charges. "This good
soldier, this humble soldier ... this fighter
for the people," Chavez said of Rangel on
Friday, according to Reuters. "Today I
publicly designate him as the new defense
minister of the Republic."

Economic News

Weather Blamed for Damage to
600,000 Mexican Households in 2011

Mexico's government on Sunday said that
an estimated 600,000 households suffered
property damage or crop losses due to an
unusual combination of floods, drought
and freezing weather in 2011, the
Associated Press reported. Heriberto Felix
Guerra, the country's social development
minister, said the drought has been so bad
in northern Mexico that about 2.6 million
people in some 1,650 villages and towns
do not have drinking water, according to
the report. While some communities suf-
fer a lack of water, in other parts of the
country flooding was a major problem
last year. In a statement, Guerra blamed
climate change for the extreme weather
and predicted that such natural disasters
will become worse in coming years.
Scientists have known for decades that the

About 2.6 million people in some
1,650 villages and towns do not

have drinking water.

cyclical cooling of the Pacific Ocean
known as La Nifa is a big factor in the
region's weather, but the extremes of 2011
have heightened discussion of human
causes for the worsening trends. "It would
be very risky scientifically speaking to
attribute this historic record (drought) in
the case of Mexico to climate change,"
Rodney Martinez, scientific coordinator
of the International Research Center on
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El Nino in Ecuador, told the Associated
Press. Whether human beings are affect-
ing the La Nifia patterns themselves
remains up for debate, however. Michael
Mann, director of the Earth System
Science Center at Penn State University,
said a warming climate has set the stage
for an increased human role in natural
disasters. "The overall character of weath-
er events, with each passing year, is being
more and more influenced by human-
caused climate change," Mann told the
AP. Natural disasters are one of four des-
ignated themes at the 2012 Summit of the
Americas, scheduled to convene in
Colombia this April.

Inflation Rises in Ecuador
More than Expected in 2011

Ecuador's inflation rate rose 5.41 percent
in 2011, the most in three years,

Bloomberg News reported Friday. The
costs of imported food climbed, while
wage increases and job creation boosted
consumer demand, according to the
report. Prices rose 5.41 percent in 2011,
the most since an 8.83 percent increase in
2008 and compared with 3.33 percent in
2010, the National Statistics and Census
Institute reported Friday. Inflation eased
from 5.53 percent the month before, the
first decline in 11 months. The costs of
imported staple food such as corn rose,
while increased spending on public works
projects and government employment
boosted consumer demand. Ecuador's
consumer prices remain relatively in
check, however. Argentina ended the year
with inflation running more than 20 per-
cent, according to non-government esti-
mates, and Venezuela continued to strug-
gle with high inflation, running at 27.6
percent in 2011, one of the highest infla-
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access to strategic materials, particularly
uranium, needed for a nuclear weapons
program. The threats posed by Iran and
Hezbollah are genuine. They may not be
appear as imminent or as destructive as
drug and crime violence sweeping the
Americas or require immediate military
responses. The trajectory of the chal-
lenge, moreover, will be governed by
events in the Middle East and by Iran's
bid for nuclear power and the mantle of
radical Islamist leadership. The Obama
administration should make ties with
Iran a litmus test in its bilateral relations.
It should remove or withhold ambassa-
dors, scrutinize aid assistance and loan
requests and consider potential sanc-
tions for those who align with the great-
est threat to world peace."

Douglas Farah, senior fellow at
the International Assessment
and Strategy Center: "There is a
growing body of public evi-
dence that Hezbollah is active in the
Latin American cocaine trade, while
Iran, its primary state sponsor, has been
linked to attempted cyber attacks against
the United States and the establishment

of false front companies and banks in
order to blunt the impact of internation-
al sanctions. The growing Iranian diplo-
matic, intelligence and economic pres-
ence, particularly in the ALBA states
(Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia and
Nicaragua), is a significant danger
because the alliance is primarily based
on deep and public enmity toward the

€ The Obama adminis-
tration should make ties

with Iran a litmus test in

its bilateral relations.”?

— Ray Walser

United States and it allies, including a
common doctrine of asymmetrical war-
fare that explicitly embraces the use of
weapons of mass destruction as a legiti-
mate tool to defeat the 'Empire,' as the
United States is usually called. While
some attention has focused on red her-
rings such as uranium mining, Iran has
been quietly increasing its intelligence

Continued on page 4
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tion rates in the world, according to
MercoPress.

Company News

Six New Executives Named to
Canada-Brazil CEO Forum

Canada's trade ministry announced
Friday that six new Canadian business
leaders will take part in the Canada-Brazil
CEO Forum, an effort launched last
August after a meeting between Prime
Minister Stephen Harper and Brazilian
President Dilma Rousseft, in order to fos-
ter trade ties. Co-chaired by Scotiabank's
Rick Waugh and Murilo Ferreira, the
head of Brazilian iron ore company Vale,
the CEO Forum will include James
Balsillie of Research In Motion, Pierre
Beaudoin of Bombardier, Tye Burt of
Kinross Gold, Charles Cartmill of LED
Roadway Lighting, Ray Castelli of
Weatherhaven and J. Bruce Flatt of
Brookfield Asset Management. The
Brazilian participants in the Forum will
be announced "shortly," according to
Canadian officials.

Venezuela Rejects ExxonMobil Case
in ICSID, May Pull Out of Treaty

Venezuelan President Hugo Chdvez said
Sunday that his country will not pay any
settlement that could be awarded to U.S.-
based oil major ExxonMobil in a pending
$12 billion arbitration case at the
International Center for the Settlement of
Investment Disputes (ICSID), El
Universal reported. "I tell you now: we
will not recognize any decision by
ICSID," Chavez said during a televised
speech. ExxonMobil is among more than
a dozen companies that have sued
Venezuela at ICSID, an arbitration body
housed within the World Bank in
Washington, for tens of billions of dollars
over the nationalization of assets carried
out under Chavez. The socialist president
went further, adding that Venezuela could
pull out of ICSID altogether, as the left-
leaning governments of Ecuador and
Bolivia had done several years ago.
[Editor's note: See related Q&A in the
Sept. 29, 2011 issue of the Advisor.]
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ties around the region, recruiting and
training students in Iran, exchanging mil-
itary attachés, building financial institu-
tions through which to move money and
working to extract other vital rare earth
minerals for its missile and weapons pro-
grams. Hezbollah, with increasing ties to
transnational criminal organizations in
the region, is profiting, aiding Iran's ties
to non-state armed actors and expanding
the reach of Mexican and Colombian
drug trafficking organizations. President
Ahmadinejad's trip will focus on showing
Iran is not an international pariah. But he
will also be focusing on strengthening
relationships that will blunt sanctions
and expand Iran's ability to operate in
close proximity to the United States."

Michael Shifter, president,

Inter-American Dialogue: "The

concerns about the activities of

Hezbollah and Iran in Latin
America are certainly legitimate and
should be monitored closely. It is reason-
able to presume that the Obama adminis-
tration is doing precisely that. But there is
a great deal of speculation and conjecture
about this question, for the most part in
the absence of hard evidence, which
should meet a high standard before pur-
suing any policy course. Not much is
actually known about the extent of their
presence in the region and the nature of
any ties to money laundering and drug
trafficking. As Iranian president
Ahmadinejad begins his five-day Latin
American tour, it is highly unlikely that
he will find a very hospitable environ-
ment, beyond the four countries he is vis-
iting, all affiliated with a considerably

weakened Venezuela-led coalition. It is
worth stressing that Brazil, the region's
economic and political powerhouse, is
not part of Ahmadinejad's itinerary this
time, as it was in 2009. That is a setback
for Iran, which would clearly like to
develop stronger geopolitical ties with
Brazil beyond the existing economic rela-
tionship. If Hezbollah and Iran are heav-
ily engaged in illicit activities in the
region, that would pose a threat to the
major countries, which have made eco-
nomic and political progress that they
will want to avoid putting at risk. Both

¢t is worth stressing that
Brazil, the region's economic and
political powerhouse, is not part

of Ahmadinejad's itinerary this
time, as it was in 2009.%’

— Michael Shifter

Iran and Venezuela, Iran's advocate in
region, are today considerably weakened
in their respective regions. That does, of
course, pose some danger of reckless
behavior, about which the United States
should remain vigilant, but it also means
they will have a harder time mobilizing
wider support for their agendas."

The Advisor welcomes reactions to the
Q&A above. Readers can write editor
Gene Kuleta at gkuleta@thedialogue.org
with comments.

See farther.

Email freetrial@thedialogue.org for complimentary preview access.
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