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Introduction: 

How to Read This Work 
 

 
1. Justification of the choice and work plan  

 

Exploring Latin American regionalization is fascinating for several and profound reasons. 

The regional experience of this area of the world can contribute to make an interesting 

comparison with other similar experiments, such as for example with the most developed 

regional organization: the European Union. Moreover, the analysis of LA regional 

organization can lead to a stimulating investigation on the connection between democracy 

and regionalization. However, it is remarkable how differently Regionalism has been 

interpreted in South America: its scopes, aims, strategies and involved actors have changed 

several times in the last few decades. For these reasons, I have decided to focus my attention 

on the regional experiences, which  have characterized the region in the last two decades. 

Latin American regional integration has experienced singular styles and different orientations 

throughout its history and development.1 One of the most relevant regional experiences in 

this context is probably Mercosur, or Mercado Comun del Sur in Spanish, a market 

liberalisation initiative promoted by Brazil and Argentina in the early ‘90s to eliminate trade 

barriers and foster economic growth.2 With the Treaty of Asuncion (1991) and the Treaty of 

Outro Petro (1994) the organization defined its institutional and legal framework,3 but 

without attempting a process of supranationalization (like the EU did, on the opposite); its 

structures and procedures remain based on intergovernmentalism.4 

However, regionalization experiences in the region have been subjected to a process of 

change with the arrival of the Pink Tide in Latin America.5 In particular, the leadership of 

presidents Lula and Néstor Kirchner promoted a profound renovation of Mercosur, which 

since the early 2000s experienced an important shift in its agenda, one that tended to 
																																																								
1Riggirozzi, Pía, and Diana Tussie, eds. The rise of post-hegemonic regionalism: The case of Latin America. 
Vol. 4. Springer Science & Business Media, 2012. 
2Gardini, Gian Luca. "MERCOSUR: what you see is not (always) what you get." European Law Journal 17, no. 
5 (2011): 683-700. 
3ibidem 
4ibidem 
5Riggirozzi, Pía, and Diana Tussie, eds. The rise of post-hegemonic regionalism: The case of Latin America. 
Vol. 4. Springer Science & Business Media, 2012. 
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privilege social and political issues affecting the bloc.6 During the presidency of these two 

leaders Brazil and Argentina led the organization throughout the implementation of a series 

of initiatives and projects that aimed at reducing poverty, decreasing disparities and 

promoting social dialogue among Mercosur’s members.7 

This study essentially tries to explain the reasons behind the different paths experienced by 

Venezuela and Bolivia to obtain the full membership of Mercosur. First it examines the path 

that led to the applications of the two countries, respectively presented in 2006 and 2012.8 

The reasons behind these decisions are numerous: from the political affiliation charactering 

the governments responsible for the decisions to the economic gains that the members and 

the applicants could benefit from thanks to full membership status.9 

The first chapter of this work is devoted to the analysis of the presidential shift to the left in 

Latin America and its main effects on regional integration. After the arrival of the “Pink 

Tide” in Latin America, an increased concern on social and political dimensions of the 

integration process affected regional projects of the sub continent.10 During this period, the 

arrival in power of left-wing presidents created a certain level of consensus over a possible 

amendment to Mercosur’s structures and aims.11  In particular, the consensus created inside 

the organization due to the alignment between Nestor Kirchner and Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, 

which created a progressive axis favourable to change, will be largely discussed.12  As will be 

demonstrated, the two presidents created a progressive axis favourable to change that lead to 

consensus over a re-orientation of the goals to pursue through Mercosur generated a series of 

more socially oriented initiatives and projects. For instance, the creation of the Mercosur 

Fund of Structural Convergence (FOCEM) introduced a fundamental tool to reduce the 
																																																								
6Pucheta, Mauro, “The Social Dimension of MERCOSUR”, Centre for European Law and Legal Studies 
(CELLS) School of Law of the University of Leeds, Vol. 3, Issue 5, (2014) 
7Gardini, Gian Luca. "MERCOSUR: what you see is not (always) what you get." European Law Journal 17, no. 
5 (2011): 683-700. 
8Geneyro, Ruben, Vázquez, Mariana. "La ampliación de la agenda política y social para el Mercosuractual." 
AldeaMundo11, no. 20 (2006): 7-18; 
International Centre for Trade and Sustainable Developmen. “Bolivia Advances in Efforts to Become Full 
Member of Mercosur”, Bridges, Volume 16 - Number 43, 12nd Dec. 2012, (2012) Available at: 
http://www.ictsd.org/bridges-news/bridges/news/bolivia-advances-in-efforts-to-become-full-member-of-
mercosur 
9Carranza, Mario E. "MERCOSUR: The global, economic crisis and the new architecture of regionalism in the 
Americas." FLACSO/LATN Working Paper 125 (2010) and EIU ViewsWire. “Bolivia politics: Full Mercosur 
membership inches closer”, The Economist  
Intelligence Unit N.A., Incorporated, 23rd Jul. 2015, (2015) 
10 Pia Rigirozzi, Reconstructing Regionalism: What does Development have to do with It?, in Riggirozzi, Pía, 
and Diana Tussie, eds. The rise of post-hegemonic regionalism: The case of Latin America. Vol. 4. Springer 
Science & Business Media, 2012. 
11ibidem 
12Gardini, Gian Luca. "MERCOSUR: what you see is not (always) what you get." European Law Journal 17, 
no. 5 (2011): 683-700. 
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inequalities among the organization’s members, financing regional projects mainly on: 

infrastructure, market competition and social cohesion.13 Under the auspice of what has been 

called the Mercosur Social, the organization developed a large number of initiatives to 

strengthen regional integration, with the specific aim to incorporate a social and political 

dimension to the bloc.14 One of the most relevant initiatives in this framework concerned the 

creation of a parliamentary institution to reduce the democratic under-representation affecting 

Mercosur.15 After a long period of elaboration, the first session of Parlarsur inaugurated the 

creation of a new transnational institution, composed of directly voted representatives, 

proportionally distributed among Mercosur’s member states, after the approval of the 

national electoral laws to regulate their appointment.16 

Proving the existence of a shift in Mercosur is important to demonstrate how the organization 

members paved the path for the inclusion of Venezuela and Bolivia to the bloc.17 It is worth 

mentioning that Venezuelan leader, Hugo Chavez, asked for a renovation of the organization, 

to build a “New Mercosur” based on the reduction of both states’ disparities and socio-

economic inequalities.18 Additionally, he promoted a more inclusive regional integration with 

the elaboration of the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America  (ALBA) and other 

regional initiatives.19The shift to the left in Latin American did not only affect Mercosur, it 

also inspired the elaboration of other regional proposals such as ALBA, the Union of South 

American Nations (UNASUR) and the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States 

(CELAC).20 Even if these iniative are the result of a more social oriented regionalism, they 

have been inspired by different reasons and they are oriented by diverging interests. 

However, their common elements will be pointed out and largely discussed in the second and 

third chapters of this work.  

After dealing with the left shift in Latin America and more in particular Mercosur’s social 

focus, this work will analyse the adhesion procedures of Venezuela and Boliviai to obtain full 
																																																								
13"QuéEs FOCEM : FOCEM." QuéEs FOCEM : FOCEM. Accessed August 14, 2016. 
http://focem.mercosur.int/es/que-es/. 
14Rigirozzi, Pia. “Reconstructing Regionalism: What does Development have to do with It?, in Riggirozzi, Pía, 
and Diana Tussie, eds. The rise of post-hegemonic regionalism: The case of Latin America. Vol. 4. Springer 
Science & Business Media, 2012. 
15"ParlasurHistoria." Accessed August 14, 2016. 
https://www.parlamentomercosur.org/innovaportal/v/149/1/parlasur/historia.html. 
16ibidem 
17 see chapter 1  
18Carranza, Mario E. "MERCOSUR: The global, economic crisis and the new architecture of regionalism in the 
Americas." FLACSO/LATN Working Paper 125 (2010). 
19Corrales, Javier, and Michael Penfold. Dragon in the Tropics: Venezuela and the Legacy of Hugo Chavez. 
Brookings Institution Press, 2015. 
20Carranza, Mario E. "MERCOSUR: The global, economic crisis and the new architecture of regionalism in the 
Americas." FLACSO/LATN WorkingPaper 125 (2010). 
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Mercosur membership. In particular, Caracas waited from 2006 to 2012 before Mercosur 

members officially ratified its full inclusion, while the Bolivian process seems to be 

smoother.21 Even if Bolivia’s application was presented in 2012 and La Paz is still waiting 

for the protocol of ratification, its path was not opposed nor as troubled as the Venezuelan 

one.ii 

As is possible to notice, the use of the Bolivian example is necessary to identify the 

peculiarities of Chavez’s Venezuelan application to Mercosur. Consequently, the economic, 

political and ideological reasons behind the choices made by Hugo Chavez and Evo Morales 

to become full members will be largely explored. More in detail, the latter focused his 

attention on building economic bridges in the whole region mainly through the deployment of 

his “Oil Diplomacy”.22 Furthermore, he presented himself as the liberator of South America, 

proposing a new reinterpretation of Simon Bolivar’s ideology, which envisaged a united 

Latin American able to oppose the hegemony of the United States.23The Venezuelan leader’s 

ideology and rhetoric opposed “savage neoliberalism” and regional market liberalisation in 

general, which were historically behind the creation of Mercosur.24  Nevertheless, he strongly 

supported his county’s inclusion in the bloc and the axis composed by Lula and Kirchner 

further sustained Venezuelan application.25 For these reasons, it is intriguing to investigate 

the reasons behind this process and its consequences on the region.  

A large number of actions and initiatives developed under the Chavist regime were inspired 

by the Bolivarian alternative shaped by Chavez himself, such as ALBA and the open support 

of Bolivian gas naturalisation.26 These actions, as well as many others, testified Chavez’s 

revolutionary program, which entailed a strong opposition to the US and the creation of 

alternative structures for cooperation in LA.27 On the other hand, Evo Morales guided his 

diplomatic action to strengthen his county’s relationships with the sub-continent in different 

ways: privileging the alliance with Venezuela and other neighbouring nations, attempting to 

																																																								
21Martínez Castillo, Alberto. "Venezuela: política e integraciónregional." Cuadernos del CENDES 28, no. 78 
(2012): 95-114. 
22Kozloff, Nikolas. Hugo Chávez: Oil, politics, and the challenge to the US. St. Martin's Griffin, 2015 
23ibidem 
24Corrales, Javier, and Michael Penfold. Dragon in the Tropics: Venezuela and the Legacy of Hugo Chavez. 
Brookings Institution Press, 2015. 
25Bernal-Meza, Raúl. "Argentina Y BrasilEn La PolíticaInternacional: Regionalismo Y Mercosur (estrategias, 
Cooperación Y Factores De Tensión)." Revista Brasileira De PolíticaInternacional, Rev. Bras. Polít. Int. 51, no. 
2 (2008): 154-78. doi:10.1590/s0034-73292008000200010. 
26Corrales, Javier, and Michael Penfold. Dragon in the Tropics: Venezuela and the Legacy of Hugo Chavez. 
Brookings Institution Press, 2015. 
27Ibidem 
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collaborate with Chile to resolve their long-lasting border dispute and finally loosening 

contacts with the US.28 

However, the decision taken by Hugo Chavez to join Mercosur was part of a broader plan of 

regional transformation and part of the fight against US hegemony.29 As will be explained in 

depth in the final chapter, Hugo Chavez’s ideology challenged the pre-existing order and 

could have clashed with the Brazilian leadership of the region.30 On the other hand, Evo 

Morales’ Bolivia membership in the organization was led by both political and economic 

reasons that were perceived by the other members as a natural step for Mercosur’s process of 

integration, also thanks to the previous entrance of Venezuela.31 

For these reasons, it is important to remember that the strategic importance and economic 

meaning behind the inclusion of Venezuela into the bloc may have disrupeted its accession. 

My research question focuses on the different path experienced by Venezuela, and to do so 

the analysis use La Paz’s experience to highlight the more troubled adversities faced by 

Caracas. Therefore, the architecture of the second chapter structured to draw the attention on 

the Venezuelan case.  

After an in-depth analysis of the context and reasons behind the Venezuelan and Bolivian 

decisions to join Mercosur, this study will continue exploring the reasons behind the troubled 

ratification process experienced by Caracas. In this framework, the main differences and 

oppositions between the Brazilian and Venezuelan diplomatic styles and foreign policies will 

be discussed in the third chapter. The reasons why the case of Lula’s Brazil has been selected 

is linked to the fact that Brasilia historically had a fundamental role in Mercosur integration, 

as well as having close-knit links with Caracas.32 Moreover, Lula’s government strongly 

supported the Venezuelan application and strenghtened its country economic and political 

relations with its north neighbour.33 Moreover, Lula’s government strongly supported the 

Venezuelan application and strenghtened its country economic and political relations with its 

north neighbour.34 As a matter of fact, the strategic meaning of Venezuelan inclusion could 

																																																								
28Rolland, Denis, and JoëlleChassin. Pour comprendre la Bolivied'Evo Morales. Editions L'Harmattan, 2007. 
29Kozloff, Nikolas. Hugo Chávez: Oil, politics, and the challenge to the US. St. Martin's Griffin, 2015 
30Burges, Sean W. "Brazil as regional leader: meeting the Chávez challenge." Current History 109, no. 724 
(2010): 53. 
31MejidoCostoya, Manuel. "Politics of Trade in Post‐neoliberal Latin America: The Case of Bolivia." Bulletin 
of Latin American Research 30, no. 1 (2011): 80-95 and Rolland, Denis, and JoëlleChassin. Pour comprendre la 
Bolivied'Evo Morales. Editions L'Harmattan, 2007. 
32Burges, Sean W. "Building a global southern coalition: the competing approaches of Brazil's Lula and 
Venezuela's Chávez." Third World Quarterly28, no. 7 (2007): 1343-1358. 
33 ibidem 
34 ibidem 
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be perceived as a challenge for the Brazilian leadership due to the pivotal role played by 

Chavez in the region.35  

Therefore, chapter three will explore the consequences of the inclusion of Venezuela in the 

bloc with the concurrent political developments in the region. In particular, the bloc’s 

consequent polarization and politicization will be taken into consideration and the emergence 

of competitive forms of regionalism will be discussed.36 

What makes this work interesting is the fact that it explores a fundamental period of 

Mercosur history, one which saw a revolution in its agenda and aims: from market-oriented 

to social and distributive issues.37 Moreover, the inclusion of Chavez’s Venezuela in a 

neoliberal-inspired project requires in-depth examination, as it seemed to contrast with its 

leader’s strong ideological orientation. Therefore the last part of this work focuses on the 

challenging peculiarities of Chavez’s ideology and foreign policy, which will be confronted 

with Lula’s Brazil. Moreover, some of the most recent political deveopments and issues 

affecting the countries involved will be presented.  

However, my research’s focus is on South American regional experiences and in particular 

the ones concerning the left shift operated in the bloc as well as the ones affecting the 

Venezuelan process of inclusion into Mercosur. For these reasons, the analysis explores a 

series of selected issues, which are considering the most relevant to demonstrates the reasons 

behind the troubled path experienced by Caracas. In particular, it underlines the role of the 

Brazil and United States in shaping LA foreign policy and regional integration. Nevertheless, 

some relevant international actors, such as the European Union for instance, are not directly 

taken into consideration. In particular, the EU is taken into account only in the last chapter to 

envisage its relations with the more liberal states of Mercosur and to eveluate Venezuelan 

membership in terms of efficiency for the organization.  

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
35 ibidem 
36Cain, Eli; and Sato, Erika. “The Venezuela Problem: Hyper-Politicization and Fragmentation in Mercosur”, 
Council of Hemispheric Affairs 7th Jul. 2016, (2016) Available at: http://www.coha.org/the-venezuela-problem-
hyper-politicization-and-fragmentation-in-mercosur/ 
37 Pia Rigirozzi, Reconstructing Regionalism: What does Development have to do with It?, in Riggirozzi, Pía, 
and Diana Tussie, eds. The rise of post-hegemonic regionalism: The case of Latin America. Vol. 4. Springer 
Science & Business Media, 2012. 
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2. Theoretical approach  

 

The issues explored in this work refer to the theories of New Regionalism and Open 

Regionalism, which are particularly suitable to better interpret the integration process 

developed in Latin America in the last two decades. Before continuing with the elaboration of 

the theoretical framework necessary to understand the following chapter it is indispensable to 

explain these two concepts. Even if the two concepts have been seen in opposition, it is worth 

taking into consideration both perspectives to analysis regionalism in South America, since it 

has presented a fluid evolution and a variation of interests and purposes.  

“New Regionalism” refers to a new wave of regional integration, which started in the late 

1980s after the collapse of the USSR and the beginning of the declining US hegemony.38 

During this period, which corresponded to the end of the Cold War and the birth of a multi-

polar world, nation states were pushed by the exogenous forces of Globalization to react to 

the mutable context.39This saw the rise of new regional projects characterized by an 

emphasised flexibility in their purposes and arrangements, varying in the different areas of 

the world.40 To better understand the characteristics of this new model of regionalization it is 

worth mentioning three of the five features described by Fred Bergsten:  

1. open membership: entails the openness of the project to new members,  

2. promotion of global liberalisation,  

3. trade facilitation.41  

These three common features characterised the creation and evolution of most regional 

agreements born in the context of New Regionalism. 

New Regionalism is taken into consideration because it can better understand the raise of 

Mercosur, the main organization under scrunity in this work. As far as Fred Bergsten’s 

features are concern, Mercosur shared the three above mentioned characteristics (open 

membership, promotion of global liberalisation and trade facilitation) at its birth.   

On the other hand,  “Open Regionalism” refers to the idea that this new wave of regionalism 

was characterized by openness and it was more “extroverted rather than introverted”42 as the 

																																																								
38Mario Telò (ed.), European Union and New Regionalism: Competing Regionalism and Global Governance in 
a Post-Hegemonic Era, Ashgate, Third Ed. (2014) 
39ibidem 
40BjörnHettne (2005) Beyond the ‘new’ regionalism, New Political Economy, 10:4, 543-571, DOI: 
10.1080/13563460500344484 
41 Fred Bergsten, Open Regionalsim, Working paper 97-3, Washington, DC: Peterson Institute for International 
Economics, 1997 
42Hettne, Bjorn; Soderbaum, Fredrik, Theorising the rise of regionness, New Political Economy; Nov 2000; 5, 3; 
ProQuest Central pg. 457 
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“Old Regionalism” used to be, as Hettne and Soderbaum have pointed out.43 This model of 

regionalism, which prevailed in Latin America during the ‘90s, was inspired by market-led 

reforms promoted by the United States and it stimulated the creation of various forms and 

type of organizations.44Latin American renewed a process of market liberalisation started in 

the early ‘90s, during which a series of regional organizations were funded or converted, such 

as Mercosur, created in the 1991 with the Treaty of Asuncion, and the Andean Community, 

which changed aims and name in 1995 and set 2005 as deadline for the complete 

implementation of a common market.45 

However, New Regionalism and Open Regionalism are distinguished from Old Regionalism 

not just by their multidimensional purposes and openness, but also by their ability to promote 

trade liberalisation, attract foreign direct investment, boost intra-regional trade and increase 

the geopolitical power of members acting as a bloc in economic forums.46 However, it is 

possible to distinguish between three different types of regionalism in Latin America, as Pia 

Riggirozzi and Diane Tussie have proposed. Firstly projects strongly led by market 

liberalisation (like NAFTA and the Andean Community), secondly projects that aimed at 

increasing trade liberalisation among members to create an alternative trade hub (such as 

Mercosur, UNASUR, and CARICOM) and finally, projects that openly oppose neoliberalism 

and propose a socially oriented integration (ALBA is one remarkable example).47 

These new forms of Open Regionalism have been associated with the end of US guidance on 

the World Order and to the beginning of a multi-polar world, where the existence of a world 

hegemony became difficult to imagine thanks to the growing interdependence and the 

increased number of actors involved in the international arena.48 The rise of Post-hegemonic 

Regionalism was one response to the turbulent changes in the international system, as the 

nation States fund in regional cooperation a way to survive global crises, handle transnational 

issues and increase their international relevance.49 The regionalist theories proposed by Pia 

																																																								
43BjörnHettne (2005) Beyond the ‘new’ regionalism, New Political Economy, 10:4, 543-571, DOI: 
10.1080/13563460500344484 and Fredrik Söderbaum, Introduction: Theories of New Regionalism, in Theories 
of New Regionalism: A Palgrave Reader, by Fredrik Söderbaum and Timothy S. Shaw (ed.), Palgrave 
MacMillan International Political Economy Series, (2003) 
44PíaRiggirozzi and Diana Tussie (ed.), The Rise of Post-Hegemonic Regionalism - The Case of Latin America, 
Springer Science+Business Media B.V., 2012 
45 Victor Blumer-Thomas, Regional Integration in latin America and the Carribbean: the Political Economy of 
Open Regionalism, Institute of Latin American Studies (2001)  
46ibidem 
47PíaRiggirozzi and Diana Tussie (ed.), The Rise of Post-Hegemonic Regionalism - The Case of Latin America, 
Springer Science+Business Media B.V., 2012 
48Mario Telò (ed.), European Union and New Regionalism: Competing Regionalism and Global Governance in 
a Post-Hegemonic Era, Ashgate, Third Ed. (2014) 
49ibidem 
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Riggirozzi and Diane Tussie will be fully deployed to analyse the specific shift operated in 

Latin America regionalism.  

Moreover, the failure of multilateral governance pushed nation States to find more feasible 

alternatives to overcome the impasse in negotiations.50 In this context, some states have tried 

to play a role of paymaster in their region, promoting the integration process and managing 

its evolution. One example is Brazil, which has strived for the leadership of the South 

American sub-continent to strategically oppose the hegemonic power of the US.51 On the 

other hand, regionalism has been strategically used by smaller states as a first step to be 

included in the global arena. Consequently, small States or less powerful states are more 

interested in extending regional agreements to third parties or to other blocs; as for instance 

Argentina, Paraguay and Uruguay are more apt to negotiate with other states through 

Mercosur.52 Moreover, the two latter countries, which represent the smallest members of the 

organization, are particularly intrigued by the idea of building regional institutions to limit 

powerful states’ hegemony in the bloc.53 

In the same period, a long wave of consensus over the neoliberal ideals deeply influenced the 

formation and development of regional experiences. 54  The “Washington consensus” 

presented the implementation of neoliberal policies as the only effective alternative for 

governments to face globalized markets. 55  Therefore many Latin American regional 

experiences followed the same trend and adopted neo-liberalism as a dogma.56 For instance 

Mercosur’s initial configuration presented the exact same characteristics, promoting the 

creation of a common market between the participating countries. However, this trend has 

been challenged by the emergence of other types of experiences inspired by opposing 

purposes, such as ALBA and UNASUR.57 

This new trend of regional initiatives has contributed to the elaboration of new interpretations 

of this phenomenon that have introduced the emergence of Post-hegemonic regionalism and 
																																																								
50 Fredrik Söderbaum, Introduction: Theories of New Regionalism, in Theories of New Regionalism: A 
Palgrave Reader, by Fredrik Söderbaum and Timothy S. Shaw (ed.), Palgrave MacMillan International Political 
Economy Series, (2003) 
51Nicola Phillips (2003) The rise and fall of open regionalism? Comparative reflections on regional governance 
in the Southern Cone of Latin America, Third World Quarterly, 24:2, 217-234, DOI: 
10.1080/0143659032000074565 
52ibidem 
53ibidem 
54ibidem 
55PíaRiggirozzi and Diana Tussie (ed.), The Rise of Post-Hegemonic Regionalism - The Case of Latin America, 
Springer Science+Business Media B.V., 2012 
56GianlucaGardini, Towards modular regionalism: the proliferation of Latin American cooperation, 
RevistaBrasileira de PolíticaInternacional, n. 58 (1), 2015, pp. 210-229. 
57PíaRiggirozzi and Diana Tussie (ed.), The Rise of Post-Hegemonic Regionalism - The Case of Latin America, 
Springer Science+Business Media B.V., 2012  
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Competitive regionalism.  As far as the former interpretation is concerned, Pia Riggirozzi and 

Diane Tussie have elaborated the appearance of a Post-hegemonic Regionalism, which is 

characterised by the departure from US leadership and the elaboration of mixed structures of 

cooperation.58  

On the other hand, the emergence of opposing types and forms of organization in Latin 

America is clearly highlighted by Sebastian Santander, who has analysed the struggles and 

political constraints affecting the regional organizations in LA that have limited a deeper 

integration.59 In particular, he analysed the rise of Competitive Regionalism in two opposing 

contexts, one characterised by ideological convergence and the other by the ideological 

divergence, which has caused overlapping memberships and internal contradictions.60  

In this framework it is fundamental to take into consideration the Spaghetti-bowl effect61 

described by Bhagwati, which perfectly explains the negative effects of multi-memberships 

and overlapping topics in regional agreements, a phenomena that has also affected LA, as 

pointed out by GianlucaGardini.62 Therefore, Santander’s and Gardini’s findings will be 

useful to explain the recent political developments in the region analysed in the last chapter.  

Even if there has been some criticismof inter-governmentalismover the past few years, this 

approach will be preferred throughout the analysis. In particular, as will be pointed out in the 

various chapters of this work, Latin American regional integration has been driven in the last 

two decades mainly by charismatic national leaders.63   The presidentialist nature of foreign 

policy and the centrality of the state in regional experiences have driven and shaped 

cooperation structures in LA.64  

The framework used by Andrew Moravcsik in “The Choice for Europe”65 will be developed 

throughout the work, as the explanations concerning  regional integration will be examined 

through the analysis of the preferences of the actors involved, their bargaining power and 

																																																								
58ibidem 
59 Competing Latin American Regionalisms in a Changing World, in Mario Telò (ed.), European Union and 
New Regionalism: Competing Regionalism and Global Governance in a Post-Hegemonic Era, Ashgate, Third 
Ed. (2014) 
60ibidem 
61Bhagwati, J. US Trade Policy: The Infatuation with FTAs, Columbia University Discussion Paper Series No. 
726, 1995 
62 Gardini, Gianluca. “Towards modular regionalism: the proliferation of Latin American cooperation”, Revista 
Brasileira de Política Internacional, n. 58 (1), 2015, pp. 210-229. 
63 Competing Latin American Regionalisms in a Changing World, in Telò ,Mario (ed.). European Union and 
New Regionalism: Competing Regionalism and Global Governance in a Post-Hegemonic Era. Ashgate, Third 
Ed. (2014) 
64ibidem 
65Moravcsik, Andrew, The Choice for Europe: Social Purpose and State Power from Messina to Maastricht. 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998 
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their economic and geopolitical interests.66 Liberal-inter-governmentalism, as postulated by 

Moravcsik, will be useful to demonstrate how LA regionalism deepened thanks to the 

convergence of national interests and political ideologies. 

Moreover, Jean-Frédéric Morin’s book “La Politique Étrangère” represents the general 

framework used to investigate on the reasons behind the most important foreign policy 

strategies and actions. In particular, the objectives pursued by a determined foreign policy are 

carefully analysed to identify the real aims behind them, as the author precisely described.67 

As Morin pointed out, it is hard to determined the real objectives of a state’s foreign policy, 

due the difficult identification of the national interests, which can be revealed only partially 

to leave some space of manouvre for a strategical use of the national authorities declared 

objectives.68  

																																																								
66ibidem 
67 Morin, Jean-Frédéric. La Politique Étrangère. U: Sciences Politiques, Armand Colin, 2013 
68 ivi, pp. 24-26 
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Chapter one 

Left shift in Mercosur 

 
“I firmly believe that we are designated […] to be the great motors pushing this process of 

integration forward, Argentina from Patagonia and Venezuela from the Caribbean” 

Hugo Chavez, (2009) 

 

 

The first chapter of this work will be devoted to the analysis of presidents Lula, Nestor and 

Cristina Kirchner’s alignment in regional integration policies. This convergence, also known 

as “Buenos Aires Consensus”69, has shaped Mercosur’s agenda contributing with more social 

rationale due to the political orientation of the two presidents.70 Therefore, it is possible to 

notice a social shift in Mercosur integration starting from the early years of this century, 

which have sparked a deeper focus of its activities on social issues such as reducing gender, 

race and economic inequalities, labour standards’ regulation, compensation strategies for less 

developed areas, human rights protection and establishment of social forums to cooperate 

with the civil society.71 However, this change has its roots not only in the Argentinian-

Brazilian axis, but also in the concurrence of two other events; namely the insufficient 

performances of neoliberal policies72 and the left wing governments leading Latin American 

countries, commonly known as the Pink Tide73.  

The first part of this chapter will be devoted to the analysis of the failure of neoliberal 

policies in South America and the insurgence of left-wing governments in the region. This 

will be useful to explain the special convergence developed between Lula and the Kirchner’s 

policies during their presidential terms. The second part of the chapter will mainly focus on 
																																																								
69Mercopress. “Buenos Aires consensus, a new agenda for Latinamerica”, mercopress.com, 24th Aug. 2005, 
(2005), Available at: http://en.mercopress.com/2005/08/24/buenos-aires-consensus-a-new-agenda-for-
latinamerica 
70 Rigirozzi, Pia. “Reconstructing Regionalism: What does Development have to do with It?”, in Riggirozzi, Pía, 
and Tussie, Diana, eds. The rise of post-hegemonic regionalism: The case of Latin America. Vol. 4. Springer 
Science & Business Media, 2012. 
71Geneyro, Ruben, and Mariana Vázquez. "La ampliación de la agenda política y social para elMercosuractual." 
AldeaMundo 11, no. 20 (2006): 7-18. 
72Mercopress, “Buenos Aires consensus, a new agenda for Latinamerica”, mercopress.com, 24th Aug. 2005, 
(2005), Available at: http://en.mercopress.com/2005/08/24/buenos-aires-consensus-a-new-agenda-for-
latinamerica 
73Spronk, Susan. 2008. Pink Tide? Neoliberalism and its Alternatives in Latin America. Canadian Journal of 
Latin American and Caribbean Studies 33 (65): 173-86. 
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the decisions taken after the Buenos Aires consensus on Mercosur’s integration. As a matter 

of fact a large number of actions were implemented in order to deepen cooperation over more 

social and political issues.74 This shift towards cooperative aims has paved the way for the 

inclusion of Venezuela and Bolivia, thanks to favourable conditions that increased the chance 

for these two countries to be included in the Mercado Común del Sur. Consequently, The 

analysis will lead to a periodization of Mercosur integration in the 2000s (in particular from 

2003 to 2011), in order to find the ideological reasons why Venezuela and Bolivia have 

joined the organization.  

 

 

	

1. MERCOSUR: between the neoliberal rationale and Open Regionalism 

 

The Mercado Común del Sur, commonly known as Mercosur, is a South American regional 

project founded by Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay in 1991 through the Asuncion 

Treaty.75 The four Latin American powers collectively decided to join the organization in 

order to cope with greater external market pressures following the end of the Cold War and 

of the Bretton Woods system.76 Early Mercosur goals and developments were inspired by the 

neoliberal movement and by European achievements in market liberalisation. 77 The 

organization’s purposes were all focused, and are still focused, on the expansion and 

development of a common and integrated market among its members.78The organization 

proved extremely successful, boosting internal markets and empowering the area’s 

international positions.79 Mercosur’s prosperity and magnitude increased the prospects of 

Latin America and enhanced hopes about the future deepening of regional integration.80 

																																																								
74Pucheta, Mauro, “The Social Dimension of MERCOSUR”, Centre for European Law and Legal Studies 
(CELLS) School of Law of the University of Leeds, Vol. 3, Issue 5, (2014) 
75http://www.mercosur.int/innovaportal/v/3862/2/innova.front/en-pocas-palabras 
76Gardini, Gian Luca. "MERCOSUR: what you see is not (always) what you get." European Law Journal 17, 
no. 5 (2011): 683-700. 
77Pucheta, Mauro, “The Social Dimension of MERCOSUR”, Centre for European Law and Legal Studies 
(CELLS) School of Law of the University of Leeds, Vol. 3, Issue 5, (2014) 
78CEPAL, “ElRegionalismAbierto en America Latina y Caribe”, (1994) 
79Phillips, Nicola. "The rise and fall of open regionalism? Comparative reflections on regional governance in the 
Southern Cone of Latin America." Third World Quarterly 24, no. 2 (2003): 217-234. 
80Pucheta, Mauro, “The Social Dimension of MERCOSUR”, Centre for European Law and Legal Studies 
(CELLS) School of Law of the University of Leeds, Vol. 3, Issue 5, (2014) 
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Mercosur regional experience was driven by Open Regionalism strategies that better fit its 

original scope and aims.81 As marked by the document issued by the Economic Commission 

for Latin America and Caribbean (CEPAL), “El Regionalism Abierto en America Latina y 

Caribe”, Latin American states have developed common solutions to cope with globalization 

pressures engaging in regional agreement based on neoliberal strategies.82 Therefore, Open 

Regionalism was chosen as the best option to handle growing interdependence, through the 

enhancement of international competitiveness.83 Its basic characteristics include: participants’ 

cultural and geographical closeness, trade liberalization among regional members, facilitation 

process to include new associates and reduction of discrimination and transaction costs.84 

Nonetheless, the Argentinean financial crisis and Brazilian economic issues menaced the 

future of the regional project in the early 2000s.85 Brazilian devaluation and the consequent 

Argentinean default of 2001 threatened the survival of Mercosur and aroused sceptical 

opinions on its worthiness and usefulness for the future economic development of South 

America.86 The difficult economic situation faced by South American states favoured a 

process of revaluation and rethinking about regional agreements.87 The contemporary left- 

shift in most of the region’s governments has positively contributed to the social redefinition 

of the Mercosur agenda.88The two following paragraphs will focus on how the Pink Tide has 

redefined the objectives of Mercosur and regionalism in Latin America.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
81Pucheta, Mauro, “The Social Dimension of MERCOSUR”, Centre for European Law and Legal Studies 
(CELLS) School of Law of the University of Leeds, Vol. 3, Issue 5, (2014) 
82CEPAL, “ElRegionalismAbierto en America Latina y Caribe”, (1994) 
83 ivi p. 12 
84 ivi 1994, p. 13 
85Phillips, Nicola. "The rise and fall of open regionalism? Comparative reflections on regional governance in the 
Southern Cone of Latin America." Third World Quarterly 24, no. 2 (2003): 217-234. 
86ibidem 
87Tockman, Jason. "Rise of the Pink Tide-Trade, Integration, and Economic Crisis in Latin America, The." Geo. 
J. Int'l Aff. 10 (2009): 31. 
88Geneyro, Ruben, and Mariana Vázquez. "La ampliación de la agenda política y social para elMercosuractual." 
AldeaMundo 11, no. 20 (2006): 7-18. 
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1.1 The Pink Tide redefines Latin American regional experience  

 

The term Pink Tide was coined to describe a specific political trend in South American 

governments, which shifted their orientation towards a more leftist direction. It is possible to 

distinguish between two types of left in Latin America: the “responsible left” represented by 

Luiz Imicio "Lula" da Silva (Brazil), Michele Bachelet (Chile), Nestor and Cristina Kirchner 

(Argentina), Tabaré Vázquez (Uruguay); and “the social left” that includes Hugo Chavez 

(Venezuela), Evo Morales (Bolivia) and Rafael Correa (Ecuador).89 The former group 

comprises a more moderate group of governments, which have pleased market-led reforms 

and trade liberalisation.90 The latter faction has made a strong commitment to opposing US 

hegemonic power and policies and has opted for more leftist revolutionary alternatives.91 

The alignment of these governments towards a more social alternative for Latin American 

integration has represented a new impulse for its regional development. 92  Therefore, 

alternative forms of regional integration have risen in the region and Mercosur strategies have 

shifted towards a more socially oriented agenda.93 

The failure of the Free Trade Agreement of the Americas (FTAA) in 2005 clearly showed the 

new South American opposition against neo-liberalism and the historical US hegemony over 

the region.94 During the World Social Forum of 2005, Hugo Chavez, who represented the 

fiercer caudillo of the leftist shift, firmly declared: “FTAA is dead”, as documented by 

Venezuelanalysis.com.95 In the same speech he introduced an alternative framework of 

regional integration for the South, announcing the creation of a new regional project: the 

Bolivarian Alternative for the Peoples of Our America (ALBA). 96 

ALBA is the most representative example of the Pink Tide in South America: a Chavez-led 

regional project born in 2006 that entails a strong political and ideological collaboration 

between Antigua and Barbuda, Bolivia, Cuba, Dominica, Ecuador, Grenada, Nicaragua, Saint 

																																																								
89Spronk, Susan. “Pink Tide? Neoliberalism and its Alternatives in Latin America”. Canadian Journal of Latin 
American and Caribbean Studies 33 (65): 173-86. (2008) 
90ibidem 
91ibidem 
92Geneyro, Ruben, and Mariana Vázquez. "La ampliación de la agenda política y social para elMercosuractual." 
AldeaMundo 11, no. 20 (2006): 7-18. 
93Tockman, Jason. "Rise of the Pink Tide-Trade, Integration, and Economic Crisis in Latin America, The." Geo. 
J. Int'l Aff. 10 (2009): 31. 
94Cameron, Maxwell A., and Eric Hershberg, eds. Latin America's left turns: Politics, policies, and trajectories 
of change. Boulder e Colorado: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2010. 
95Sojo, Cleto A. “Venezuela’s Chavez Closes World Social Forum with Call to Transcend Capitalism”, 
Venezuelanalysis.com, 31st Jan 2005, (2005), Availbable at: http://venezuelanalysis.com/news/907 
96ibidem 
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Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines and Venezuela.97 On the one 

hand, the organization opposes the trade liberalisation orientation of most regional 

experiences and, on the other, it supports the exchange of goods and resources among its 

members to facilitate the economic advancement of the less developed countries.98 

However, it is fundamental to mention also the Union of South American Nations 

(UNASUR) a regional project led by Brazilian president Lula da Silva.99 The organization, 

previously named the South American Community of Nations (CSN), was created in 2004 

during a presidential summit held in Cuzco with the purpose of increasing political relations 

and focusing on social and humanitarian issue in the region. 100  Although the two 

organizations, ALBA and UNASUR, were created for different specific purposes, it is 

possible to find certain common issues that could be explained through the arrival of the Pink 

Tide in South America.101 Finally, it is possible to envisage some important changes in the 

Mercosur trajectory during the same period of the shift in governments. The following 

paragraph will explain the genesis of this change of direction in the organization’s agenda 

while the second part of the chapter will illustrate the most important summits, conferences, 

treaties and institutional changes that are part of Mercosur’s shift.  

 

 

 

1.2 Lula and Kirchner alignment: a new impulse to Mercosur  

 

A renewed optimism in the project has widened the scopes of the organization and has 

deepened the regional integration mission.  Following the periodization illustrated by 

Gardini102, Mercosur history can be divided into four periods: the ‘genesis years’ (1984–

1990), the ‘neoliberal apogee’ (1990–1999), the ‘dark years’ (1999–2003) and the ‘search for 

a renewed identity’ (2003–present). The economic crisis in Brazil and Argentina represented 

a dark period, during which Mercosur’s provisions on trade liberalization have been 
																																																								
97"What Is the ALBA?" ALBA INFO. 2014. Accessed August 14, 2016. https://albainfo.org/what-is-the-alba/. 
98Tockman, Jason. "Rise of the Pink Tide-Trade, Integration, and Economic Crisis in Latin America, The." Geo. 
J. Int'l Aff. 10 (2009): 31. 
99Diamint, Rut. "Regionalismo y posicionamientosuramericano: UNASUR y ALBA/Regionalism and South 
American orientation: UNASUR and ALBA."Revista CIDOB d'afersinternacionals(2013): 55-79. 
100"unasur." UNASUR / TodosSomos UNASUR. Accessed August 14, 2016. http://www.unasursg.org/. 
101 Pia Rigirozzi, Reconstructing Regionalism: What does Development have to do with It?, in Riggirozzi, Pía, 
and Diana Tussie, eds. The rise of post-hegemonic regionalism: The case of Latin America. Vol. 4. Springer 
Science & Business Media, 2012. 
102Gardini, Gian Luca. "MERCOSUR: what you see is not (always) what you get." European Law Journal 17, 
no. 5 (2011): 683-700. 
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continuously breached.103 Nevertheless, the Mercosur social agenda began to be implemented 

even in this tumultuous period, as the second part of this chapter will show.  

However, the early 2000s represent a revolutionary moment for Mercosur integration, as well 

as an important period of convergence between the Argentinean and Brazilian governments. 

As a matter of fact, the alignment between the two regional leaders, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva 

and Néstor Kirchner, boosted the Mercosur project and revitalized its scopes and aims.104 

Moreover, the worsened social condition of South America pushed Mercosur leaders to take 

some serious actions concerning social and political issues, starting from the early 2000s.105 

Many examples of this socio-political reorientation of the regional project will be presented 

later on in this chapter in order to analyse its new ideological focus.  

In 2003 the Lula and Néstor Kirchner met in Brasilia to discuss he future evolution of 

regional organization and they agreed on the main objectives Mercosur would have pursued: 

economic growth, social justice and citizens’ dignity.106 Right after their meeting, president 

Lula declared to the press: “The Brazilian government and the President of the Republic of 

Brazil have the most perfect conviction that the good relationship between Argentina and 

Brazil is the first grounds for the success of Mercosur”iii as reported by Agência Brazil on 

June 2003.107 

Only a few months after their meeting in Brasilia, Mercosur leaders gathered in Asuncion to 

approve the 2006 Agenda, which entailed a platform divided in four areas: political, social 

and cultural cooperation, a program for the Andean Community (CAN), a basic program for 

the common market and a program for new integration.108 In October of the same year Brazil 

had already put forward its innovative program entitled “Objective 2006”, which included a 

goal-oriented strategy to strengthen social and political integration.109 

Starting from their famous meeting in Buenos Aires in 2003, which established the so-called 

Buenos Aires Consensus, the two leaders developed common strategies to cope with the 

																																																								
103ibidem 
104ibidem 
105 Pia Rigirozzi, Reconstructing Regionalism: What does Development have to do with It?, in Riggirozzi, Pía, 
and Diana Tussie, eds. The rise of post-hegemonic regionalism: The case of Latin America. Vol. 4. Springer 
Science & Business Media, 2012. 
106Vazquez, Mariana, and José Briceño Ruiz. "O Mercosulnaépoca de Lula e Kirchner: umbalanço, 
seisanosdepois." NuevaSociedad (2009): 33-48. 
107Agência Brazil, “Lula e Kirchnerfazemdiscursoafinadosobreprioridade do Mercosul”, 16th Mar, 2003, 
(2003), Availableat: http://memoria.ebc.com.br/agenciabrasil/noticia/2003-06-11/lula-e-kirchner-fazem-
discurso-afinado-sobre-prioridade-do-mercosul 
108Vazquez, Mariana, and José BriceñoRuiz. "O Mercosulnaépoca de Lula e Kirchner: umbalanço, 
seisanosdepois." Nueva Sociedad (2009): 33-48. 
109Vervaele, John Ae. "Mercosur And Regional Integration In South America." International and Comparative 
Law Quarterly ICLQ 54, no. 02 (2005): 387-410. doi:10.1093/iclq/lei007. 
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increased pressure on the economies of their countries.110 Thanks to this agreement the two 

nations seemed to move away from the “Washington Consensus” era and embrace a more 

social agenda.111 This fundamental document contained twenty-two strategic points that 

established the future development of bilateral relations between the two countries and 

regional integration projects.112 Some of the most meaningful points focused on the following 

areas: political consolidation of democracy, reduction of extreme poverty, civil society 

involvement in the project of regionalization, increasing employment rates, prioritization of 

education and social inclusion, extreme hunger eradication and deepening of Mercosur 

integration. 113After only one year the two presidents declared in the Copacabana Act (March 

16th, 2004) that they were willing to commit their countries to increased cooperation on these 

shared issues.114 

During their presidential terms both Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva and Néstor Kirchner privileged 

Mercosur integration in their foreign policy priorities for different reasons: on the one hand, 

Lula exploited Mercosur as an instrument of multilateral diplomacy to broaden Brazilian 

hegemony over the region; on the other hand, Kirchner focused his attention on the strategic 

importance of Argentina in Mercosur.115 Nevertheless, the two leaders saw in each other a 

strategic partner to fulfil their objectives through the strategic deepening of Mercosur 

integration.116 In the 2007 Mercosur presidential summit, held in Brazil, president Lula called 

for the establishment of an axis, formed by his country and Argentina, to reduce the bloc 

inequalities and he firmly pointed out: “Without integration, Latin America has no way 

forward”117. 118 
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2. A periodization of Mercosur integration in the 2000s 
 

This paragraph will be devoted to the analyses of some fundamental acts, protocols, decisions 

and meetings concerning Mercosur integration in the first decade of this century. In 

particular, attention will be focused on the political and social dimensions of the regional 

integration process and to those aspects that may have prepared Mercosur to welcome two 

new members: Venezuela and Bolivia.  

 

 

 

2.1 The early 2000s: some steps toward social integration  

 

Starting from the signature of the “Buenos Aires Charter on Social Compromise in 

Mercosur” in 2000, Mercosur leaders realized that the economic development experienced by 

the region was not associated to an increased level of wealth in the population, which was 

still seriously suffering from poverty.119 In the same year, the Council of Common Market 

created the Reunión de Ministros y Autoridades de Desarrollo Social del Mercosur 

(RMADS): a steering group of ministers of social development whose main aim was to fight 

against extreme poverty and child labour.120 In the decision of the CMC creating the RMADS 

there is a clear reference to the Buenos Aires Charter and it appointed the newly-established 

commission in order to facilitate social development policies.121 Thanks to the introduction of 

this new political forum focused on social issues, a new agenda for the organization was 

developed under an umbrella denominated Mercosur Social.122 In the first meeting of 

RMADS, which took place in March 2001, the first strategies and purposes of the new born 

social dimension of Mercosur were elaborated.123 

One year after the first steps taken to solve social issues, Mercosur broadened the focus of its 

work to include education: with the approval of the Gramado Compromise (Compromiso de 

Gramado): a five year action plan (2001-2005) to develop and enhance education in the 

																																																								
119Vazquez, Mariana, “Debatessobre la integracionregional en America del Sur a partir de un estudio de caso: la 
dimension social del Mercosur”, Archivos de la Jornadas de RelacionesInternacionalesVol. III (2012) 
120 ibidem 
121Mercosur, “Creacion de la Reunión de Ministros y Autoridades de Desarrollo Social del Mercosur”, 
CMC/Dec. n°61/00, (2000) 
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dimension social del Mercosur”, Archivos de la Jornadas de RelacionesInternacionalesVol. III (2012) 
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southern cone, raise citizens awareness on regional issues and promote educational 

exchange.124 

 In 2002 Mercosur full-members and associates, Bolivia and Chile, signed the Acuerdo de 

Residencia para Naciones: a fundamental document that affords participating countries’ 

citizens the right to stay and work in Mercosur. The agreement had both an economic and 

social dimension since it entailed an improvement of economic potentials and the expansion 

of citizens’ abilities to find a job and live abroad.125 

In the same year the Olivos Protocol established a new procedure and a permanent structure 

to deal with dispute settlements of Mercosur decisions.126 This protocol implemented the 

Permanent Tribunal of Revision (Tribunal Permanente de Revisión):  a tribunal composed of 

five judges to deal with internal disputes.127Olivos Protocol introduced important innovation 

such as for instance the presence of ad hoc tribunals to issue temporary decisions and the 

permanent nature of the appeal court.128 Even if this provision does not directly affect the 

social dimension of the regional organization under examination, it still is worth mentioning 

for its impact on the level of integration of Mercosur due to the permanent nature of the 

implemented disputes procedure and tribunal.  

At the beginning of 2003, the Common Market Group pointed out in its agenda the six most 

important pillars of Mercosur integration. As reported by MercoPress in 2003 these topics 

were: “macroeconomic co-ordination; common trade policy (external tariff); asymmetries; 

institutional strengthening; productive chain integration and border integration”.129 It is 

possible to identify the area concerning internal asymmetries as more interesting for the 

purpose of this research since just one year after the CMG meeting the Mercosur Fund of 

Structural Convergence was established. This initial focus on the question regarding the 

asymmetries in Mercosur can be recognised as an essential element to deal with regional 

inequalities affecting the region.iv 
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In the same year, the Representantes Permanentes del Mercosur (CRPM) was created and 

Carlo Alvarez, former vice president of Argentina, was appointed as its first president.130 

This organ was established to support the Common Market Council and to deepen Mercosur 

structural integration and reinforce internal cohesion.131 This body was inspired by the 

European COREPER to give political directions on regionalization process of the 

organization.132 

 

 

2.2 The years 2004 – 2006 and the active reform of political and social 

strategies of Mercosur 

 

Many of the most important events concerning the transformation of Mercosur’s political 

agenda and integration took place between 2004 and 2006. After the presidential meeting in 

Buenos Aires in 2003, the Brazilian and Argentinean governmental axis threw their 

combined weight behind the political and social dimension of Merocosur. 133Immediately 

after meeting in the Argentinean capital, Mercosur leaders elaborated a program, namely the 

“Programa de Trabajo 2004-2006”, which aimed at strengthening the process of 

integration.134 

Then, starting from the presidential meeting in Iguazu in 2004, Mercosur’s head of states 

focused their attention on a possible reform of the Protocol of Ouro Preto (POP)v. The 

following presidential meeting, taking place in the city of Ouro Preto in December 2004, 

introduced three important innovations: the introduction of the High Level Group (Grupo de 

Alto Nivel or GAN) to discuss the institutional framework and trade and economic issues, the 

creation of the Mercosur Fund of Structural Convergence (FOCEM) and entrusted the Joint 

Parliamentary Commission (Comisión Parlamentaria Conjunta) to develop the proposal for 

the creation of the Mercosur Parliament.135 
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Mercosur Fund of Structural Convergence (FOCEM) can be identified as one of the most 

important examples of this period of convergence and political alignment over social and 

developmental issues.136 This innovative fund was established to finance economic projects 

of structural convergence, competition development and social cohesion promotion in the 

less developed areas of the South American region.137 

 

Box. 1 

FOCEM: the economic engine of social and economic convergence in Latin America 

The Fondo para la Convergencia Estructural del Mercosur, was created in 2004 during the 

OuroPreto presidential summit with the aim of  reducing internal inequalities.138 FOCEM is a 

useful instrument that can serve as an economic engine to reduce disparities among Mercosur 

members and to develop South-South cooperation.139 It has approved and launched forty-four 

projects in twelve years covering different areas such as competition, tourism and social 

promotion. 140  This convergence fund has been generating remarkable profits for the 

enterprises operating in the region with a multiplying effect that suggested its renewal.141 In 

2015 Mercosur presidential summit held in Brasilia renewed FOCEM for the next ten years 

thanks to its significant results.142 

Brazil contributed 70% of the fund’s total budget of around one hundred millions US dollars 

per year.143 Uruguay and Paraguay were the most consistent beneficiaries of the fund, 

receiving respectively more than 24% and 64% of the budget.144 Most of the projects have 

focused on infrastructure, mainlyroads and logistic structures.145 

 

 

Additionally, in 2005 the Protocol of Asuncion on Human rights of Mercosur was signed. 

This protocol emphasises the importance of Human Rights protection, promotion and 

guarantee and in the art. 1 it recognises: “the full observance of the democratic institutions 
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and the respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms are essential conditions for the 

observance and evolution of the process of integration among these parties”.146 The approval 

of this protocol marks a fundamental step in Mercosur level integration and it implements a 

procedure to deal with serious and systemic violations of Human Rights.147 

In 2005, during the Uruguayan presidency semester, Tabaré Vázquez, launched “Somos 

Mercosur”: a new platform of collaboration in the organization that focused on citizens’ 

inclusion and on the creation of a common democratic space. 148In the same year the 

Permanent Secretariat of Social Mercosur was created to deal with the organization social 

agenda and elaborate strategies and policies on youth, social economy, food health and social 

development.149 The secretariat’s main purpose is to oversee the activities undertaken by 

Social Mercosur, an umbrella policy focusing on social issues in South America.150 

In June 2006 the Democratic Observatory of Mercosur was launched: an organ in charge for 

the observation of electoral performances in the organization’s member states to pursue 

Mercosur’s objectives related to human, social and democratic development.151 In the same 

year, the CMC approved the proposal for Mercosur Strategy for Employment Growth 

(Estrategia Mercosur de Crecimiento de Empleo) proposed by the High Level group 

established in 2004 in OuroPreto. 152 

Finally, two other extremely important events happened in the same period, making 2006 an 

particularly important year: first, MERCOSUR Social Summits were implemented to give 

more space to social movements in regional integration;153 and secondly, in December 2006, 

Mercosur presidents agreed on the creation of Parlasur, the parliamentary assembly of the 

organization, which represents the people of the region and has advisory powers to 

implement democracy and political pluralism.154 
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2.3 The long journey towards Parlasur  

 

It is possible to identify, even before the 2000s, some fundamental steps that have paved the 

way towards the establishment of Parlasur. Firstly the treaty of Ouro Petro, which constitutes 

one of the founding documents of the organization, established the Joint Parliamentary 

Commission (Comisión Parlamentaria Conjunta or CPC) in 1994.155 The commission, 

composed of parliamentary representatives from the organization members, had a 

consultative role in Mercosur decision-making process.156Several years after its creation, the 

Joint Parliamentary Commission signed an inter-institutional agreement with the Council of 

Common Market to enhance the process of Mercosur’s laws and decisions ratification. 157 

The deepening of the level of integration of the organization pushed the Council of Common 

Market in 2004 to authorise the CPC to elaborate the structure, aims and scopes of the 

organization Parliament.158 

In 2006 the approval process of the Protocol Establishing Mercosur Parliament was initiated, 

followed on 7th May 2007 by the first session of the newly established Parliament in 

Montevideo. This protocol inaugurated a transition phase (2006-2010), during which 

eighteen representatives from each National Parliament composed Parlasur. After this first 

transition phase, the members of the organization’s Parliament would have been 

proportionally distributed among Mercosur countries. 159 Nevertheless, this proportional 

distribution will be completely effective only after the adoption in each member state of a 

direct election law for Parlasur members.160 Currently only Paraguay (in 2007) and Argentina  

(in 2015) have directly elected their Parlasur members. 161  In the meanwhile Parlasur 

composition has been set as the following table illustrates (see table 1).  However, the 

absence of a direct election law, in the majority of Mercosur member states, demonstrates a 

lack of interest in fully implementing Parlasur effectiveness.162 
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Table 1 

Member states  Number of Parlasur Members 

(second transition period) 

Number Parlasur Members 

(after the direct election)  

Argentina 26 43 (elected in 2015) 

Brazil  37 75 

Paraguay 18 18 (elected in 2007) 

Uruguay  18 18 

Venezuela  23 33 

Bolivia 18 18 
Data has been taken from: https://www.parlamentomercosur.org/innovaportal/v/149/1/parlasur/historia.html 

 

 

 

2.4 The Increase in Mercosur Social actions  (2006 – 2011) 

 

The actions and events included in the five years between 2006 and 2011 embodied a sort of 

institutionalization of social and political trend in Mercosur. Contemporarily to the entrance 

of Venezuela in Mercosur and Bolivian application, the organization members took some 

important provisions. As mentioned before, Social Summits started to take place from 2006: 

since then these annual meetings have provided an important forum for political participation 

and social inclusion. 163 Stakeholders representing political, social, civil and youth 

organizations and associations have been actively participating in these summits in order to 

influence Mercosur policy-making.164 For instance, Programa Mercosur Social y Solidario, 

launched in the 2007 Montevideo Social Summit, represents one of the most important social 

programs agreed during an edition of the Social Summits. The program consisted in a 

platform of action composed of NGOs coming from Argentina, Brasil, Chile, Paraguay and 

Uruguay and representing farmers, women and young people, with the aim of transforming 

political potential in regional integration.165 At the same time, the 2006 Mercosur presidential 

meeting in Cordoba (Argentina) testified the willingness of regional leaders to give a new 
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impulse to the organization: President Hugo Chavez called for a “New Mercosur”, which 

would have openly welcomed the Venezuelan membership.166 

The Reunión de Ministros y Autoridades de Desarrollo Social del Mercosur founded the 

Social Institute of Mercosur (Instituto Social del MERCOSUR) in 2007 to implement 

Mercosur’s Strategic Plan of Social Action (the first attempt to elaborate social policies and 

projects), to monitor and design regional social projects and evaluate the impact of national 

and regional social policies.167 In 2009 the Common Market Council established the Institute 

of Public Policies on Human Rights (Instituto de Políticas Públicas en Derechos Humanos or 

IPPDH): an organization to deal with institutional projects related to human rights issues in 

the areas of justice, equality, non-discrimination and heritage.168 Some of its projects and 

publications included an investigation169 on the status of the implementation of children and 

migrants rights, a study170 of the indicators about non-equalitarian access to social rights and 

a co-founded project171 with FOCEM about social participation and governmental capacity. 

Only one year after the Common Market Council agreed on the introduction of the High 

General Representative of Mercosur (Alto Representante-General del MERCOSUR) to 

support its work in the development of the integration process in some particular areas such 

as education, culture, employment, social security, urban development, poverty and 

inequalities.172 In the same year, the Unidad de Apoyo a la Participación Social (UPS) was 

created in order to increase the participation of social organizations and movements in the 

region; since then the UPS has constantly contributed to the organization and agenda setting 

of Mercosur Social Summits.173 

In 2010 the Common Market Council envisaged a period of eleven years towards the 

elaboration of a Mercosur citizenship (scheduled to be implemented before 2021).174 This 

decision is part of a broader program that includes some simplification on the free 
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movements of people and the recognition of some fundamental political, economic and social 

rights to the region citizens.175 

In December 2011, Mercosur member states (Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay) and its 

associated states (Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela) signed the 

Montevideo Protocol on Commitment to Democracy in Mercosur (Ushuaia II), which makes 

references to the famous Protocol of Ushuaia (1998), to implement some fundamental norms 

governing the democratic order in the region.176 This document marked an important step in 

the Mercosur democratization role, since it provided important measures in case of breach of 

the democratic order.177In the same year the Strategic Plan for Social Action (PEAS) was 

introduced to clarify the engagement of Mercosur on more socially sustainable action to limit 

inequalities among countries and among citizens.178 This strategic plan endorsed ten specific 

objectives concerning: poverty and hunger eradication, guarantee for Human rights (fighting 

in particular inequalities based on ethnicity, gender and race), public healthcare, education, 

cultural diversity, social rights, environmental sustainability, social dialogue and regional 

fund for social policies.179 
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3. Conclusions 
 

The left shift in national governments and the disenchantment with neoliberal policies after 

the yearly 2000s crisis has pushed South American countries to evaluate alternative forms of 

regional integration embracing social and political issues. 180  A wide spread of social 

governments, the so-called Pink Tide, has shaped South American regional experience.181 

This new political wave has determined the establishment of two new regional experiences, 

respectively ALBA and UNASUR, and it gave a renewed impulse to Mercosur.182 The 

Common Market of the South integration has been drawn by the Argentinian-Brazilian 

political alignment during the presidencies of Lula and Néstor and Cristina Kirchner.183 The 

Argentinean and Brazilian presidents agreed on common regional strategies based on a new 

social and political orientation of the organization.184 The development of a more social and 

political agenda has been presented in the last part of this chapter and includes many 

examples of social oriented programs to reduce inequalities between and within Mercosur 

members. The purpose of this chapter, as illustrated in its introduction, was to analyse the left 

shift in governmental leading in South America as a possible reason of Venezuelan and 

Bolivian inclusion in Mercosur. It is possible to envisage that this change in the region 

politics and international relations could have pushed the two countries to join the 

organization. Presidents Evo Morales and Hugo Chavez have historically shared common 

political grounds that have privileged ALBA as regional project.185 Nonetheless, they applied 

to and successfully joined Mercosur, a regional experience based on neoliberal strategies of 

market liberalization.186 The reasons of this decision can be led back to the Mercosur social 

focus explained before. However, the strategic, political and economic reasons that have 

backed this choice will be discussed in the following chapter. 
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Chapter two 

When and how Venezuela and Bolivia Became Full 

Member of Mercosur 

 
 

 

The second part of this study illustrates the integration path that lead to the inclusion of 

Venezuela and Bolivia in Mercosur. Therefore this chapter is divided into two different parts 

to underline the differences and similarities between the Venezuelan and Bolivian 

experiences and to clarify the reasons behind their decision to join the organization. A 

potentially long list of explanations detailing the reasons behind the two countries’ requests 

to be part of Mercosur has been whittled down to focus on the most significant reasons and 

events.  

The first section explores the path that led to the inclusion of Venezuela in Mercosur, 

underlining the most significant summits, events, documents and declarations linked to it. 

After having built a detailed timeline of the mentioned elements, the ideological, political and 

economic reasons behind the decision are illustrated. The first part of this chapter concludes 

with a short interpretation of the Venezuelan adhesion to Mercosur and an evaluation of the 

main provisions undertaken by Hugo Chavez with Mercosur countries after Venezuela’s 

membership application.  

The second and last section of this work is fully dedicated to the Bolivian integration process 

as a full member of Mercosur, and it mirrors the first: it starts with a full acknowledgement of 

the Bolivian participation in Latin American regional integration and then assesses the 

strategic relationship between the two countries’ leaders: Hugo Chavez and Evo Morales. 

This part ends with the integration phases of Bolivian question to gain the full membership of 

Mercosur and La Paz linkages with the bloc countries.  
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1. Venezuela joins Mercosur 
 

The convergence path that led to the inclusion of Venezuela into Mercosur started during the 

presidency of Rafael Caldera, who strengthened his country's collaboration first with Brazil, 

and then with the other members of both Mercosur and CAN through bilateral trade 

agreements.187 However, Hugo Chavez took the most significant steps towards Mercosur 

membership, emphasising the socio-political dimension of the regional integration.188 

After having analysed the main steps that led to the application as a full member of Mercosur, 

the study will focus on the ideological reasons behind Hugo Chavez’s choice to join the 

organization. The subsection dedicated to the Chavist ideological framework also highlights 

the differences and similarities, connections and oppositions between the Venezuelan leader 

and the bloc’s presidents. The last section will deal with the strategic, political and economic 

links built by Hugo Chavez with Mercosur members that have smoothed the way of 

Venezuela to becoming a full member of the bloc.  

 

 

1.1 The Venezuelan integration path to Mercosur  

 

Venezuela had already experienced regional integration and trade liberalisation before 

entering Mercosur: since 1973 it was actively part of CAN.189 Thanks to its membership of 

CAN its leaders were able to strengthen economic ties with Colombia, which soon became 

Venezuela’s second most important trade partner.190 However, Hugo Chavez decided to  

distance Venezuela from CAN in 2005 when Colombia signed a free trade agreement with 

the United States, the quintessential nemesis of the Caudillo.191 After having withdrawn from 

CAN, Venezuela applied for full membership of Mercosur during the presidential meeting in 

December 2005.192 

																																																								
187Castillo, Alberto Martínez. "De la Comunidad Andina de Naciones al MercadoComún del Sur: 
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189"Comunidad Andina Cronologia." Accessed August 14, 2016. 
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In the meanwhile the extraordinary convergence between President Lula and his Argentinean 

counterpart, Néstor Kirchner, shaped Mercosur aims to create the necessary space for the 

inclusion of more political and social goals in the organization.193 As mentioned in the 

previous chapter, this space may have increased the chance for Venezuela to join the bloc. 

Hugo Chavez had a particular ideological formulation of regional integration that entailed 

social and political collaboration in South America.194 The social shift operated by the Brazil-

Argentina axis in the early 2000s in Mercosur definitely created a more welcoming 

atmosphere for Venezuelan inclusion in the organization.195 

In 2000 Venezuela formally gained the status of associate member of Mercosur. 196 

Furthermore, Hugo Chavez approached Mercosur’s members in the yearly 2000s to smooth 

his country’s inclusion in the pact.197 The economic and political ties linking Venezuela and 

the other Mercosur members will be analysed more in detail in the third section of this 

chapter. However, the entrance of Venezuela was already envisaged by Chavez at the 

beginning of 2000 in the “Plan de DesarrolloEconomico y Social de la Nacion 2001-2007” a 

strategic plan for the implementation of the Bolivarian Revolution that engaged the 

population in the economic and social development program of the country.198 This document 

presented the operational strategies to develop the three main objectives of Venezuelan 

foreign policy: it made a direct reference to the future application of Venezuela as a full 

member of Mercosur.199 However, this process of preparation ended in June 2004 when Hugo 

Chavez officially launched Venezuelan membership application.200 

In 2005 Mercosur leaders agreed on the access of Venezuela in the organization and 

established an ad hoc committee to deal with the integration process.201 During the same 

presidential summit Mercosur leaders opted for a more critical interpretation of the regional 

																																																								
193Gardini, Gian Luca. "MERCOSUR: what you see is not (always) what you get." European Law Journal 17, 
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organization and called for an institutional reform that would have taken into consideration 

the ideological background of the new member.202 The official protocol of the adhesion of 

Venezuela in Mercosur was signed on 4th July 2006 during the presidential summit in 

Cordoba (Argentina).203 During the same summit Mercosur leaders stood up for a renovation 

of the organization’s agenda in order to include social and developmental issues.204 The 2006 

Cordoba meeting represents one of the most important meetings in the history of “Social 

Mercosur” since it established the beginning of what Chavez called a “New Mercosur”, 

which Venezuela was eager to join.205 

The process of ratification of this decision was unquestionably troubled due to the fierce 

opposition of the Brazilian and Paraguayan parliaments.206 Venezuela waited until 2012 to 

became officially a member of Mercosur, after a Brazilian parliament vote and the 

Paraguayan suspension from the organization.207 Although the Venezuelan inclusion into 

Mercosur was strongly supported by president Lula, the Brazilian Congress and Senate raised 

some concerns about it.208 In particular two episodes threatened the ratification by the 

parliament: Hugo Chavez’s decision not to renew Radio Caracas Televisión (RCTV) licence 

in 2007, and the 2009 revision of the Venezuelan constitution that limited democratic 

alternation of government.209 These events will be largely discussed in the third chapter of 

this work.  

Moreover, Paraguay raised the same democratic concerns, pointing out the clear violation of 

the provision contained in the Ushuaia Protocol.210 The Paraguayan Parliament rejected the 

																																																								
202Geneyro, Ruben, and Mariana Vázquez. "La ampliación de la agenda política y social para 
elMercosuractual." AldeaMundo11, no. 20 (2006): 7-18 
203Bernal-Meza, Raúl. "Argentina Y Brasil En La PolíticaInternacional: Regionalismo Y Mercosur (estrategias, 
Cooperación Y Factores De Tensión)." Revista Brasileira De PolíticaInternacional, Rev. Bras. Polít. Int. 51, no. 
2 (2008): 154-78. doi:10.1590/s0034-73292008000200010. 
204Valente, Marcela. “SOUTH AMERICA: Less Asymmetry, More Social Development in Mercosur, Inter 
Press Service”, 21st July 2006, (2006) Available at: http://www.ipsnews.net/2006/07/south-america-less-
asymmetry-more-social-development-in-mercosur/ 
205Carranza, Mario E. "MERCOSUR: The global, economic crisis and the new architecture of regionalism in the 
Americas." FLACSO/LATN Working Paper 125 (2010). 
206Gardini, Gian Luca. "MERCOSUR: what you see is not (always) what you get." European Law Journal 17, 
no. 5 (2011): 683-700. 
207Martínez Castillo, Alberto. "Venezuela: política e integraciónregional." Cuadernos del CENDES 28, no. 78 
(2012): 95-114. 
208Council of Hemispheric Affairs. “While Brazilian Senators Debate, Venezuela is on the Brink of Being 
Confirmed as Mercosur’s Fifth Member”, coha.org, 16th November 2009, (2009)  Available at: 
http://www.coha.org/venezuela-brink-of-mercosur/ 
209Goldzweig, Rafael Schmuziger. "A Entrada Da Venezuela No Mercosul: AnáliseDosAspectosPolíticos E 
Econômicos." Revista de IniciaçãoCientíficaemRelaçõesInternacionais 1, no. 1 (2013): 02-29. 
210Buenos Aires Herald. “Paraguayan Senate rejects Venezuela’s entry to Mercosur”, buenosairesherald.com, 
24th Aug. 2012, (2012) Available at: http://www.buenosairesherald.com/article/109662/paraguayan-senate-
rejects-venezuela%E2%80%99s-entry-to-mercosur 



Venezuela and Bolivia join Mercosur: The Pink Tide and South American Regional Integration 
	

	 	 	31	

ratification act on Venezuelan inclusion in Mercosur.211 However, the exclusion of Paraguay 

from Mercosur in June 2012 made this vote merely symbolic.212 President Franco strongly 

opposed the entrance of Venezuela in the bloc due to the contested legality of the strategic 

exclusion of Paraguay from the decision.213  These issues require further explanation, which 

will be given in the third chapter.  

However, the main reasons why Venezuela asked for full membership of Mercosur are 

various. In this study two kinds of reasons have been taken into account, recognising their 

relevance for the comparison between the Venezuelan and Bolivian paths to gain Mercosur 

membership. The following two paragraphs will analyse in depth Hugo Chavez’s ideological 

orientation in foreign policy and the political and economic ties of Venezuela with the 

Mercosur members: these two elements have been selected as the most fundamental reasons 

behind Venezuelan membership of Mercosur.  

 

 

 

1.2 Chavez and the ideological reasons behind Venezuelan foreign policy   

 

The presidency of Hugo Chavez in Venezuela represented a fundamental shift in the political, 

economic and social dimensions of the country. He proposed new strategies for economic 

and social development as well as a revolutionary plan for the political and ideological 

orientation of his country.214 Hugo Chavez was deeply fascinated by Karl Marx's ideas and 

anti-imperialistic movements since his youth.215 After having studied political science at the 

Simon Bolivar University in Caracas and having participated in left-wing activities his 

ideology was fully shaped by left-wing anti-imperialism.216 

Hugo Chavez’s ideological position was the main source of orientation for foreign policy 

decisions during his term, including the decision to join Mercosur. The new strategy 

proposed by him was based on three assumptions: first, the promotion of a multi-polar world; 
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second, the strengthening of South-South cooperation and, lastly, the promotion of Bolivarian 

integration.217 

The promotion of the multi-polar world was conceived to oppose the hegemony of the US, 

which had orchestrated coup d’état and supported dictatorships in Latin America in the 

opinion of the Venezuelan leader.vi This sparked his fierce opposition to neo-liberalism and 

more in particular against the United States interests and projects.218 For this reason, during 

his speech at the United Nations in 2006, President Chavez repeatedly referred to President 

George W. Bush as “the devil”.219 He strongly believed in the creation of an alternative 

coalition in Latina America to impede USA influence in the region.220 Chavez testified his 

aversion for US neoliberal strategy in more than one occasion, and in particular he was a 

committedopponent of the creation of the Free Trade Agreement of the Americas (FTAA) 

sponsored by the US.221 Among the initiatives taken by President Chavez to support the 

establishment of a multi-polar world were: PetroCaribe (a platform of almost 15 Caribbean 

countries for oil exchange), PetroSur (a multinational program for the distribution and 

refinement of oil) and ALBA.222 Furthermore, the inclusion of Venezuela in Mercosur would 

have created the space for a full implementation of an alternative to neo-liberalism.  

As far the South-South cooperation is concerned, Hugo Chavez promoted several initiatives 

to support a tight cooperation between the “South” countries, in particular he sponsored 

bilateral projects with Argentina, Ecuador, Bolivia Cuba and Nicaragua.223 However, one the 

most important proposals in this framework is the Bank of the South. The Venezuelan 

President created Banco del Sur or Bank of the South in 2007 to oppose the neoliberal trend 

he perceived in many international organizations (such as the International Monetary Fund, 

the World Bank and the WTO) at that time.224 His Latin American allies largely accepted this 

project, which consisted in a development bank to reduce dependency on the US and other 

																																																								
217Briceño-Ruiz, José. "O Mercosulnapolítica de integração de Venezuela." Civitas-Revista de CiênciasSociais 
10, no. 1 (2010): 77-96. p. 79 
218Kozloff, Nikolas. Hugo Chávez: Oil, politics, and the challenge to the US. St. Martin's Griffin, 2015. 
219Brown, Kristin L. "Venezuela joins Mercosur: the impact felt around the Americas." Law & Bus. Rev. Am. 
16 (2010): 85. 
220Briceño-Ruiz, José. "O Mercosulnapolítica de integração de Venezuela." Civitas-Revista de CiênciasSociais 
10, no. 1 (2010): 77-96. p. 79 
221Kozloff, Nikolas. Hugo Chávez: Oil, politics, and the challenge to the US. St. Martin's Griffin, 2015. 
222Corrales, Javier, and Michael Penfold. Dragon in the Tropics: Venezuela and the Legacy of Hugo Chavez. 
Brookings Institution Press, 2015. 
223ibidem 
224The Economist. “Hugo Chávez moves into banking - Venezuela and Brazil battle quietly over the shape of a 
planned regional development bank”, 10th May 2007, (2007) Available at: 
http://www.economist.com/node/9149736 
 



Venezuela and Bolivia join Mercosur: The Pink Tide and South American Regional Integration 
	

	 	 	33	

international organization sponsoring its hegemony.225 Besides the fact that Banco del Sur 

was mainly funded by Argentinean and Brazilian contribution, this projects shares the same 

developmental orientation of the Fondo para la Convergencia Estructural del Mercosur 

(FOCEM): one of the similarities between Mercosur projects and Venezuelan plan that may 

have smoothed the path to Venezuelan inclusion in the bloc.   

President Hugo Chavez is famous for having restored the cult of the historic and heroic figure 

of Simón Bolívar: the architect of Latin America independence.226Simón Bolívar was the 

major source of inspiration for Chavez’s presidency, and his ideological influence backed the 

privileged relationship between Venezuela and the Andean countries, as well the struggle 

against what has been identified as the new colonial power: the US.227 The Alternativa 

Bolivariana para la América (ALBA, whichmeans sunrise in Spanish) represented a 

fundamental element of Chavez’s regional policy: this organization reflects the idea of 

creating a political social-oriented alternative to the hegemony of neo-liberalism. 228 

Moreover, Chavez’s conception of regional integration was backed by a political and 

ideological rationale, ideally reflected by ALBA, which would have supported the expected 

economic reasons insufficient to support a meaningful regional project.229 Therefore, ALBA 

was also inspired by an innovative sense of regional integration that privileges less-developed 

countries in order to decrease disparities and asymmetries among members of the region.230 

In conclusion, the Venezuelan decision to take part in Mercosur was part of a broader plan 

that included South-South cooperation, the foundation of a multi-polar world regime and the 

promotion of a more socially-oriented regionalism. As clarified by the “Plan de 

DesarrolloEconomico y Social de la Nacion 2001-2007”, one of the main strategies to fulfil 

the objective of multi-polar world promotion was being a full member of Mercosur to 

develop a new model of economic regional integration.231 
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Mercosur members were not only fundamental South American bloc powers and regional 

leaders but also some of the most important political and economic partners of Venezuela, as 

will be later explained, and for this reason they represented an essential element for the 

completion of a common Latin American regional strategy. Before joining Mercosur and 

after its membership application, Venezuela strongly supported a renovation of Mercosur in a 

more social sense.232 As reported by the BBC in 2007, Chavez pointed out the necessity for 

Mercosur to be “de-contaminated from neo-liberalism”.233 As demonstrated in the previous 

chapter, the left shift in Mercosur governments affected its agenda, which started to include 

more social and political issues overcoming the original economic purposes of the 

organization.  

 

 

1.3 Economic and political ties with Mercosur members  

 

The reasons why Venezuela applied to acquire the status of full member in Mercosur not only 

entail the ideological orientation of Hugo Chavez but they also reflect the political and 

economic ties that existed between Mercosur members and Venezuela. Therefore, the 

economic and political relations between Venezuela and Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and 

Uruguay will be discussed in the following sub-section of this paragraph.    

 

 

1.3.1 Argentina  

The economic relations between Argentina and Venezuela consistently increased during the 

presidencies of Néstor Kirchner and Hugo Chavez.234 During his presidential term, Néstor 

Kirchner strengthened ties, not only with his Brazilian counterpart, but also with the 

Venezuelan President. The number of agreements signed between the two countries during 

the Kirchner term was higher than with any other commercial partner.235 During their 

presidencies, the two leaders periodically met to discuss economic issues: their ties 
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wereessential for the regional integration of Latin America.236 As President Chavez said: “I 

firmly believe that we are designated […] to be the great motors pushing this process of 

integration forward, Argentina from Patagonia and Venezuela from the Caribbean”237. In 

particular, the two presidents built their economic ties on two specific sectors: energy and 

financial assistance.238 

As far as the financial assistance is concerned, it is essential to discuss the importance of 

Venezuelan contribution as a financial lender for Argentina, especially in its critical 

downturn in 2001. In this case, Venezuela bought seven billion dollars of Argentine 

obligations between 2005 and 2008, which allowed the latter not to negotiate any debt 

restructuring with the IMF.239 Venezuela basically provided liquidity and financial support 

for Argentina for the whole period of the crisis.240 The decision to support Argentina could be 

interpreted as the strategic implementation of the South-South cooperation inaugurated by the 

Chavez presidency.  

Starting from 2004, the Banco de Desarrollo Social de la RepúblicaBolivariana de Venezuela 

(BANDES) and the Banco de Inversión y Comercio Exterior de la República de Argentina 

(BICE) collaborated to develop the bilateral exchange of energy between the two 

countries.241 Thanks to the agreement over the Convenio Integral de Cooperación y Anexos 

Argentina and Venezuela established an important channel of energy and economic 

cooperation that solved Argentinean energy issues and the Venezuelan lack of food and 

agricultural technologies.242 This agreement produced positive results for both partners; in 

particular, Argentina was able to increase its agrifood tech export. 243  Moreover, the 

strengthening of the two countries’ relations on energy supplies was instrumental for the 

realization of the Gasoducto del Sur, a gas distribution system that would have connected 

Latin America, making Argentina less vulnerable.244 
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However, the collaboration between Argentina and Venezuela did not only include two 

specific issues buteven entailed multilateral partnerships with other Latin American 

countries. For instance, in December 2003 the two countries participated, with Ecuador and 

Colombia, in the Free Trade Agreement, with the aim to liberalise bilateral commerce among 

these regions in 15 years. 245 This agreement was part of the broader collaboration between 

CAN and Mercosur and it established the Acuerdo de ComplementaciónEconómica number 

59 (ACE 59) that provided an immediate tariff reduction for several strategic products.246 

Furthermore, the two countries enthusiastically and financially contributed to the Banco del 

Sur initiative together with Brazil, Ecuador, Bolivia, Paraguay, and Uruguay.  

 

 

1.3.2 Brazil  

Despite the large number of disputes and issues that characterized the relations between 

Venezuela and Brazil, their economic collaboration and political affiliation continued to 

positively shape the inclusion of the former into Mercosur.247 The two leaders, Lula and 

Chavez, had divergent ideas over Latin American international projection and conflicting 

opinions about collaborating with the US: these divergences will be largely discussed in the 

last chapter of this work. However, the two countries had an economic and political 

affiliation during the two presidents’ terms. 

Hugo Chavez is famous for having used oil production as a negotiating instrument to fulfil 

his political and ideological goals.248 Consequently, he sought in the fusion of PetroBras 

(Brazilian petroleum semi-public company) and Petróleos de Venezuela, S.A. (the state 

owned oil company of Venezuela) a chance to fund an “OPEC” of the American countries 

and contrast US hegemony on energy supply.249 Chavez repeatedly pushed his Brazilian 

counterparts to collaborate on the foundation of PetroAmérica: a project that would have 

strengthened the energetic independence of the region through the collaboration of the state-

owned oil companies of South America.250 
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However, President Cardoso had seemed to be more enthusiastic on this project than Lula, 

who opted for a more fluctuating relationship with Venezuela.251 Nevertheless, Lula decided 

to assist the Venezuelan oil industry on more than one occasion: for instance, he offered 

Brazilian oil specialists to help PdVSA during the 2003 Venezuelan oil lockout.252 In the 

same year, Lula seemed more prone to accept Venezuelan proposals as reported by the BBC: 

“Brazilians have moved in President Chavez's direction”.253 The collaboration on oil industry 

development between Brazil and Venezuela lately concluded in a broader agreement, which 

entailed the involvement of Uruguay and Argentina, establishing PetroSur: a cooperative 

project between the oil state companies of the participating countries.254 

As far the political affiliation between the two leaders was concerned, Lula and Chavez had 

always maintained a relationship of mutual support and respect. More in particular, Hugo 

Chavez had a personal and political admiration for the Brazilian President, as he declared in 

the World Social Summit in Porto Alegre: “I love Lula. I appreciate him. Lula is a good man 

with a great heart. He is a brother and compañero and I leave him my embrace and my 

appreciation”255. 256 Even if the two presidents supported two different interpretations of 

Latin American social democracy, as highlighted by Castañedavii in 2006, their political 

convergence was instrumental for their foreign policy objectives: on the one hand, Lula used 

the special friendship with Chavez to gain more leverage on his confrontation with the US; 

on the other hand, Hugo Chavez saw in Lula the perfect partner to develop his regional 

project and to fight against US hegemony and neo-liberalism in Latin America.257 

In conclusion, the economic and energetic interests of the two countries as well as the two 

leaders’ political affiliation represented two fundamental elements for the inclusion of 

Venezuela in Mercosur. As Lula realized, the strategic economic and energetic importance of 

Venezuela would have brought important benefit to the regional organization.258 
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1.3.3 Paraguay and Uruguay  

Paraguay and Uruguay are the smallest states in Mercosur and they suffer from huge 

disparities with their bigger counterparts: Brazil and Argentina. The entrance of Venezuela in 

the block was felt in different way by the two countries. However, both countries blamed the 

two bloc leaders, Argentina and Brazil, for having underestimated their requests and 

interests: in particular, Tabaré Vázquez, former Uruguayan president from 2005 to 2010 and 

currently holding his term since 2015, accused Argentina of unreasonably threatening 

Uruguayan economic interests with the Pulp Mill Disputeviii.259 Therefore, the entrance of a 

new country in Mercosur would have created the premise for a different distribution of 

power, which would have lowered Brazilian and Argentinean supremacy.260 

It is worth  mentioning the enthusiastic commitment and activism of president Vázquez for 

the development of a social agenda in Mercosur, particularly thanks to his program “Somos 

Mercosur” launched in 2005. Moreover, the economic and political relationship between 

Venezuela and Uruguay became even deeper during the presidential terms of Hugo Chavez 

and José Mujica, Uruguayan president from 2010 to 2015. The special relationship between 

the two was motivated by their shared values and opinions: Chavez used to call Mujica a 

mentor due to his participation in guerrilla fighters.261 The two leaders signed numerous 

economic and political agreements in various areas in 2011, to promote agricultural and 

industrial cooperation. 262  In the lead up to Venezuelan inclusion into Mercosur, the 

Uruguayan president forecast that Caracas would have soon become his country’s third most 

important trade partner, following an exponential growth in trade volume.263 “Pepe” Mujica 

expressed the importance of the event affirming: “It is not that Venezuela is joining 

Mercosur: it’s Mercosur that is joining Venezuela, or don’t we realize that Venezuela is a 

strategic country for Latin America?” 264, despite the political leadership, Venezuela’s 

importance for the region cannot be denied.265 
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As already mentioned, oil trade has driven a big part of Venezuelan diplomatic action: since 

2005 Uruguay and Venezuela have exchanged agriculture for oil, consistently contributing to 

the development of the former. After the renewal of this agreement in 2010, president Mujica 

commented the Venezuelan oil supply as follow: “no government, no world power, has 

offered the solidarity and acceptance that we have received from this country”266, expressing 

the great contribution of this trade deal.267 

As far as the relationship between Paraguay and Venezuela is concerned, it is fundamental to 

mention the “pendular policy”268 held by Paraguayan presidents oscillating between Latin 

America integration and US hegemony.269 Both Paraguayan presidents, Nicanor Duarte 

Frutos and Fernando Lugo, have developed initiatives with Latin American countries while 

continuing to support security operations with the US.270 For instance, President Duarte 

approved the presence of several US military missions on Paraguayan territory during his 

term, while President Lugo fully cooperated with the US on the Drug Enforcement 

Administration (DEA)ix.271 

However, the political orientation of Fernando Lugo and the strategic economic importance 

of Venezuela pushed the Paraguayan president to sign several agreements on energetic and 

food security with Hugo Chavez in 2008.272 In the same year the Asunciòn government 

agreed on Venezuelan inclusion in Mercosur, probably acknowledging the strategic 

importance of the country to counterbalance Brazilian hegemony. 273  Nevertheless, the 

ideological proximity of the two presidents and the strategic importance of Venezuela were 

not enough to contain the opposition of the Paraguayan Senate to the inclusion of Caracas 

into Mercosur due to the low democratic performance of president Chavez: this issue will be 

largely discussed in the third chapter. 
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1.4 Venezuela leading projects with Mercosur countries 

 

As it has been described in the previous sections, the reasons behind the inclusion of 

Venezuela in Mercosur were various. On the one hand, as far Argentinean and Brazilian 

points of view are concerned, there were ideological, economical and energy reasons that 

pushed Néstor Kirchner and Lula da Silva to strengthen links with Chavez and Venezuela.274 

On the other hand the two smallest states of the alliance, Paraguay and Uruguay, had 

different opinions on Caracas: the former oscillated between Latin American regionalism and 

US hegemony, while the latter was more politically affiliated to the Venezuelan caudillo. 

Nonetheless, the two small nations shared a common interest in having a new member of 

Mercosur: the full membership of Venezuela would have been fundamental to contrast the 

Argentina-Brazil axis of power and to rebalance the bloc.275 

However, there are two different interpretations on Venezuela’s membership of Mercosur as 

reported by Professor Carranza in “Mercosur, the Global Economic Crisis, And the New 

Architecture of Regionalism in the Americas”: Venezuela was included in the organization to 

limit the spread of the Chavist revolution and continue the promotion of trade liberalization 

in Latin America; or on the opposite, the left and centre-left governments of Latin America 

have seen in the Bolivarian alternative proposed by Chavez a way to solve the bloc’s 

inequalities, poverty and economic issues.276 The former interpretation is backed by the fact 

that Mercosur’s main aim is to promote trade liberalization and to safeguard their members’ 

national interests.277 Moreover, even if the majority of the Mercosur leaders sympathised 

with Chavez, their actual political agendas sometimes diverged.278 

Nevertheless, what has been pointed in this work is that, even if with some remarkable 

differences, Mercosur’s leaders, in particular Lula and Néstor Kirchner, saw in the inclusion 

of Venezuela in the organization a big opportunity to expand not only economic ties but also 
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implement a new model development.279 Moreover, the strategic inclusion of Venezuela in 

Mercosur can be seen as a way to secure its challenging behaviour and maintain the Brazilian 

historical regional leadership in LA, as it will be largely analysed in the following chapter.280 

The model of regional development was partially inspired by the Bolivarian Alternative 

promoted by Hugo Chavez and backed by Social Mercosur’s provisions analysed in the 

previous chapters. 281  However, the revolutionary regional initiatives presented by the 

Venezuelan pivotal leadership could represent a threat to the historical hegemony of Brazil in 

the region, as the last chapter will further discuss.282 

Nevertheless, three fundamental initiatives led by Venezuelan leadership confirmed the shift 

operated in Mercosur towards a more social agenda. These three initiatives, namely PetroSur, 

Tele Sur and Banco del Sur, were based on the same developmental and social grounds that 

characterized Chavez’ strategy. They both provided a South American alternative to the US-

led international projects and organizations to respectively oppose or complement: OPEC, 

international press agencies such as the BBC or the CNN, and the World Bank.  

First, Petrosur entailed the participation of the petroleum public or semi-public agencies of 

Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay and Venezuela, respectively: PetróleosBrasileiros (Petrobras), 

Energía Argentina S.A. (Enarsa); Administración Nacional de Combustibles, Alcohol y 

Portland (ANCAP) y Petróleos de Venezuela S.A. (Pdvsa).283 This collaboration platform has 

the aims to ensure the availability of energy for the participating members and safeguard the 

bloc’s energetic independence.284 The next initiative was Tele Sur, a project launched in 2005 

by Venezuela, Cuba, Argentina, Brazil and Uruguay with the slogan “Nuestro Notre es el 

Sur” to oppose the western hegemony over the sources of information.285 

Even more important than Petrosur is the approval of Banco del Sur: a development bank 

envisaged in 2007 to make Latin America more independent from a financial, state debt and 

development issues point of view and contrast the hegemony of the “Washington 
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Consensus”.286 The bank has a fund of twenty billion dollars available to sponsor loans to 

develop integration among the member states.287 As the Ecuadorian chancellor, Ricardo 

Patiño, commented to Tele SUR in 2015 on the establishment of Banco del Sur: “the idea is 

that credits encourage integration, for example, through the connectivity between countries, 

establishing joint ventures and promoting social and economic development of the region”x. 
288 

In conclusion, Venezuela’s membership of Mercosur was driven by economic and 

ideological reasons that deepened political relations between the organization’s members and 

Caracas. The two leading countries of the bloc, Argentina and Brazil, enthusiastically 

supported the Venezuelan entrance in the Mercado Comun de Sur, while; Uruguay and 

Paraguay saw a new equilibrium in the organizationwith Venezuela’s membership.  
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2. Bolivia joins Mercosur  
 

An “anti-imperialism, anti-colonialism and anti-capitalist”289 ideology characterizes Evo 

Morales’ government, which represents a consistent change in Bolivian domestic and foreign 

policy.290 President Morales privileged relationships with Latin American countries, in 

particular Venezuela, Cuba, Chile and Brazil, and frozen the interactions with the US, seeing 

in it a natural and dangerous foe of the Bolivian identity.291 Therefore, the Bolivian leader 

focused its foreign policy on strengthening ties with political and ideological allies, namely 

Venezuela and Cuba, and on deepening cooperation with strategic economic partners, such as 

Chile, Brazil and Argentina.292 

 

 

2.1 Bolivia in Latin American and the departure from US  

 

Bolivia had actively participated in Latin American regional projects, even before applying 

for full Mercosur membership. The following section analyses Bolivian participation and 

involvement in Latin America’s regional agreements, underlining the most important twists 

and highlights of the transition of the country from neoliberal orientation to its commitment 

to the Bolivian revolution after the presidential appointment of Evo Morales. Before Morales’ 

election Bolivian foreign policy was characterized by strong relations with the United States 

and some attempts of cooperation on gas pipelines with border nations.293 The two presidents 

Sanchez de Lozada (in office from 1993 to 1997 and from 2002 to 2003) and Carlos Mesa 

(2003-2007) developed close relations with the US and sought to reach an agreement on gas 

pipelines with Chile and Mexico during their terms.294The Bolivian people fiercely opposed 

both strategies, sceptical that any advantages were to be gained.295 
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From its foundation La Paz participated in the Andean Pact, now known as the Andean 

Community (CAN).296 This organization was founded in 1969 with the Cartagena Agreement 

and it currently consists of four states: Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador and Peru.297 Chile was 

part of its original composition but then withdrew in 1976, while Venezuela joined CAN in 

1973 and then abandoned it in 2006. The main objective of the pact entailed economic 

cooperation; spread of balanced growth and development, and finally the creation of a 

common market among its members.298 However, thanks to the Quito Agreement (1987) the 

organization changed its setting towards more adaptable and market-oriented scopes than 

would be lately envisaged as “Open Regionalism”. 299 Since 1996 the organization changed 

its name to Andean Community through the Trujillo Protocol, which marked the official start 

of the implementation of neoliberal policies in the region.300 

However, the organization started suffering from internal dissent based on the feasibility of 

the neoliberal approach for the Community challenged after the election of Hugo Chavez in 

Venezuela, and then to the appointment of Evo Morales as Bolivian president.301 The apex of 

this division was reached in 2006 when Peru and Colombia pushed for a free trade agreement 

with the US and Venezuela withdrew from the organization. 302 In the same year Morales 

decided to join the Venezuelan-led regional project ALBA: Bolivia had the highest gains in 

taking part in the initiative due to its development-oriented nature.303 

In December 2004, the South American countries gathered in Cuzco to approve the 

Community of South American Nations’ founding declaration: this project, led by Brazil, 

was based on the idea of creating a multi-dimension regional forum, inspired by the European 

Union, which included all the nations of the areas to overlook the US and Mexican 

influence.304 The organization changed its name to UNASUR (Union of South American 

Nations) and broadened its scope in 2008 with the Brasilia agreement.305 The Union saw the 

reunion of twelve countries belonging to the three different blocs (Mercosur, CAN and 
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ALBA) with the aim of developing commons strategies on several areas of cooperation, such 

as security, industrialization, physical integration, communication and energy. 306  The 

ideological framework established by UNASUR perfectly matched the Bolivian vision: it 

refused the classic neoliberal arrangement based only on trade liberalisation, on the contrary, 

it embraced South American multilateralism and independence and it promoted the idea of a 

shared socio-historical path that shaped the common identity of the region.307 Moreover, the 

Union of South American Nations firmly and unconditionally supported Morales against the 

separatist forces and stressed the indivisibility of the Bolivian nation during the 2008 crisis of 

Pandoxi.308 

However, the gradual departure from US interference was a common denominator for a lot of 

Latin American countries and it corresponded to the strengthening of political and economic 

relations that resulted from the amplification regional agreements.309 Bolivia experienced the 

same path as the other South American nations and the ideological orientation of president 

Morales intensified the mentioned phenomenon.310 The intense ideological divergence with 

president Bush urged Bolivia to abandon the Andean Trade Promotion and Drug Eradication 

(ATPDEA) and Andean Trade Preference Act (ATPA).311 The Bolivian president openly 

accused the agent of the US Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) of collaborating with the 

separatist provinces of the “Half-moon” and lately dismissed the US operations.312 

The presidential election of Evo Morales not only confirmed the sceptical orientation towards 

the US but also renewed Bolivian commitment to South American countries.313 In his foreign 

policy, the Bolivian president focused on both multilateral and bilateral relations with South 

America’s political allies and strategic partners.314 In particular, it is worth mentioning the 
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historical reconciliation with Chilean president Michelle Bachelet and Morales continuous 

attempt to reach an agreement on a Bolivian corridor to the sea in the Chilean territory. 315 

In conclusion, the historical and contemporary involvement of Bolivia to Latin America 

regional integration has positively contributed to deepening the country’s relationship with 

the region. Furthermore, the political ideology of president Morales twisted Bolivian aims in 

this context. In particular, Bolivian foreign policy was transformed to shift from the 

predominance of US relations to the commitment to an alternative form of regionalism. The 

Bolivian president was more affiliated with its countries’ border nations due to a shared 

political vision on regional integration as the following section will show.  

 

 

2.2 Evo Morales and Hugo Chavez: the “axis of good”  

 

As mentioned before, the election of Evo Morales as president led to a consistent change in 

Bolivian foreign policy’s objectives and strategies.316 In particular, Morales promoted closer 

relations with Venezuela, due to the political affinity with its president and to the common 

strategic orientation of the two countries policies.317 Acknowledging the historical and 

cultural affinity between Bolivia and Venezuela, as well as their renewed proximity, Hugo 

Chavez described the alliance with Morales and Fidel Castro, as “the axis of good”xii.318 This 

term could be seen in opposition to the “axis of evil” (which comprehended the most 

dangerous US enemies of that time: Iraq, Iran and North Korea) presented by US president 

George W. Bush in his 2002 State of the Union, in this case Hugo Chavez highlighted both 

the opposition to the US hegemony and pointed out his opposition to US interpretation of the 

World Politics.  

The creation of the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America (ALBA), in total 

opposition to the Área de LibreComercio de las Américasor ALCA (the Spanish translation 

of the FTAA), marked the strategic and political union of Hugo Chavez and Fidel Castro to 

oppose the Washington consensus driven projects and actions, to which Evo Morales 
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subscribed as soon he came into power.319 The Bolivian decision to join the Venezuelan-led 

regional projects was backed not only by ideological and political reasons but, most 

importantly, Morales found in the agreement a fundamental way to secure the agricultural 

production of Bolivia.320 

Besides the Bolivian inclusion in ALBA, the unconditional reciprocal support of Hugo 

Chavez to Morales’ decisions and policies was seen in many other occasions and situations. 

In particular three cases can be underlined in this contest: the opposition to any trade 

agreement between CAN and the US, the Bolivian natural gas nationalization and Bolivian 

coca production. First, the two leaders opposed and blamed the Peruvian and Colombian 

tentatives to set a trade agreement between CAN and the US during the summit of 

Organization of American States (OAS).321 The strong opposition of the leader resulted in the 

later failure of the Free Trade Agreement of America and in the Venezuelan withdrawal from 

CAN. 322  Second, Venezuelan leader openly supported the Bolivian natural gas 

nationalization of 2006 to maintain the energetic supply from La Paz.323 Even if it caused  

dangerous opposition from the Brazilian leadership, which was against the nationalization, 

the Venezuelan president stood up to defend the nationalization plan of his Bolivian 

counterpart.324 Finally, Evo Morales’ battle for the revaluation of the traditional use of coca’s 

leaves was entirely backed by the Venezuelan president.325 In this framework, after the 

expulsion of DEA agents and the Washington ambassador from the Bolivian territory, Hugo 

Chavez expelled the US ambassador in Caracas to show his total solidarity to Morales.326 

The close relationship between Morales and Chavez demonstrated their commitment to the 

same political scopes and aims on Latin American regional integration. It is not a pure 

coincidence that Morales applied for Mercosur full membership few months after Venezuelan 

full adhesion to the bloc. The two leaders joined Mercosur for economic and ideological 

reasons that are strongly linked to their political affiliation.  
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2.3 Bolivian trade with Mercosur: from associate member to full member  

 

The history of trade relationship between Bolivia and Mercosur’s nations finds its grassroots 

even before the election of Morales. As a matter of fact, the inclusion of Bolivia in CAN has 

fostered the relationship between La Paz and Mercosur thanks to trade relations established 

between the two blocks: as a result Bolivia singed a trade agreement (Acuerdo de Comple- 

mentaciónEconómica No 36 or ACE 36) with Mercosur in 1996.327 This agreement provided 

the instruments for the realization of a free trade area before 2014.328Furthermore, being part 

of the Latin American Integration Association (LAIA) Bolivia was able to become associate 

member of Mercosur in 1997 together with Chile, which has continued to be just an associate 

to the group to the present day.329 Being part of Mercosur as an associate member reflected 

the decision of Bolivia to take part in the new trend of trade liberalisation started in Latin 

America as well as the economic affinity and geographical proximity with the organization 

members.330 Moreover, the elevated percentage of trade exchange with Mercosur countries, 

which counted for 33,3% of Bolivian exports in 1990, would have contributed to increasing 

the trade impetus generated by the associated membership.331 

Moreover, Argentina and Brazil, the biggest Mercosur members, represent the two most 

important trade partners of Bolivia.332 In particular, Argentina-Bolivian trade has consistently 

increased from 2005 to 2013 and Bolivian trade deficit with Buenos Aires has reduced since 

2005, as a study of the Instituto Boliviano de Comercio Exterior (IBCE) showed in 2015.333 

Besides, Bolivian exports to Brazil and Brazilian imports to Bolivia have augmented from 

2010 to 2013, positively contributing to the Bolivian trade balance.334 Additionally, Brazilian 

and Argentinian trade with Bolivia is mainly based on natural gas: in 2015 60% of Bolivian 
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natural gas was exported to Brasilia and Buenos Aires, and the remaining production was 

sent to Peru, Paraguay and Uruguay.335 

Brazil-Bolivia relations have focused on the following main areas: trade, border security, 

fight against transnational crime and energy.336 For these reasons, the Bolivian gas plants 

nationalization, fully implemented in May 2006, seriously threatened the relationships with 

Brazil.337 Even if the revenues from gas industry nationalisation increased the level of growth 

of Bolivian GDP and permitted Morales to implement fundamental social and developmental 

policies, they seriously threatened the relationship with Brazil.338 Brasilia’s answer was firm 

when in 2007 the two countries concluded an agreement that secured Brazil’s gas import at a 

favourable price for Bolivia.339 Since then, the two countries have pragmatically grounded 

their collaboration on the economic interest of Bolivia and on the Brazilian need for natural 

gas.340 

After becoming associated member under the Treaty of Asuncion, Bolivia and Mercosur 

countries signed a partial free trade agreement in 2011, to which followed its application to 

obtain Mercosur full membership.341 On November of the same year, the high representative 

of Mercosur sent the official invitation to the Bolivian government to join the organization, 

and he commented on this special occasion affirming that “[Bolivia] is the most suitable 

country to pursue regional integration” xiii . 342  Bolivian Foreign Minister, David 

Choquehuanca, took the initiative and scheduled the presentation of the official application 

for the following Mercosur summit.343 

The process of integration started in December 2012, a few months after the official inclusion 

of Venezuela in the bloc, when Evo Morales presented the Bolivian application during the 
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Mercosur meeting held in Brasilia. 344  Mercosur leaders enthusiastically welcomed the 

Bolivian application, in particular Brazilian president Dilma Roussef commented: “Evo, you 

are most welcome” during the summit. 345 Unfortunately, the Bolivian application was 

delayed due to the suspension of the state of Paraguay.346 Moreover, the double membership 

of Bolivia raised some reasonable concerns.347 However, Roberto Conte, Uruguayan vice 

president, affirmed on this point: “Bolivia does not have to pay prices or lose achievements 

that it has obtained in international trade negotiations to enter in Mercosur. It will receive the 

full support of Uruguay in the negotiation process of admission”xiv.348 In January 2013 an ad 

hoc commission elaborated the protocol of admission and from that moment the process of 

ratification started.  

The ratification process consisted in the approval of the adhesion of Bolivia from each state 

of the bloc. This stage is considered extremely important since it has previously slowed the 

inclusion of Venezuela, which waited for 6 years before officially gaining the full 

membership. The first approval arrived from Caracas: Venezuelan Parliament voted and 

agreed on the Bolivian adhesion to Mercosur on June 17th 2013.349 Argentinian Senate 

actively approved the protocol of accession in November 2013, several months after the 

redaction of the admission protocol.350 The Uruguayan Parliamentfollowed Argentina who 

endorsed the Bolivian membership in May 2014.351 The Paraguayan opposition, showed 
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during its suspension from the Treaty of Asuncion due to the democratic instability of the 

country, threatened the full inclusion of Bolivia in the bloc.352 Nevertheless, in June 2016 the 

Paraguayan Parliament approved the protocol for the inclusion of Venezuela, after having 

officially re-joined the organization.353 The Brazilian endorsement of Bolivian accession has 

not been discussed yet.  

The Mercosur full membership will give important advantages to Bolivia and to the 

organization’s members due to the fact that Bolivian exportsin the bloc count for 55,1% of 

the total exports.354 Then, Bolivia will be able to finance developmental projects, in the areas 

of disparities reduction, social cohesion and market competition thanks to the FOCEM 

fund.355 Moreover, Bolivia and Mercosur members will benefit from the reciprocal trade 

liberalisation, especially in the area of natural gas and energy.356 However, Bolivia has a 

maximum of four years, starting from 2015, to integrate Mercosur normative acquis, as well 

as the Common External Tariff (CET) and other common standards set by the 

organization.357 
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3. Final remarks  
 

As was shown in this chapter, the reasons behind the adhesion of Venezuela and Bolivia to 

Mercosur were mainly based on economic, strategic and ideological factors. In particular, the 

biggest countries of the bloc, Argentina and Brazil, favoured the inclusion of Venezuela into 

Mercosur to insure trade ties and oil supply.358 Moreover, their ideological orientation further 

strengthened strategic connections with their Venezuelan counterpart and consequently 

supported Hugo Chavez demand to join the organization.359 

On the other hand, Evo Morales’ presidency marked an important change in Bolivian foreign 

policy, as he privileged relations with the South American countries and refused to 

collaborate with the US.360 His political affinity with Hugo Chavez and his strategic use of 

the Bolivian huge natural gas resources further pushed the inclusion of La Paz in 

Mercosur.361 

In conclusion, the two countries experienced similar reasons and strategies in order to 

become full members of Mercosur. Nonetheless, their ratification processes were differently 

led by the bloc’s members: even if Bolivian inclusion is still waiting for the Brazilian 

confirmation, the Venezuelan path to Mercosur was far more troubled due to the fierce 

opposition of both Paraguayan and Brazilian parliaments. The third chapter will be 

completely devoted to investigating the reasons behind this remarkable difference. In 

particular it will take into consideration the different political orientation of Lula’s Brazil and 

Chavez’s Venezuela, pointing out the visible challenge posed by Caracas to the historical 

leadership of Brazil.362 
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Chapter three 

Venezuela troubled path to Mercosur 
 

 

“Lo Politico Supera Ampliamente a lo Juridico”363 
José Mujica (2014) 

 
 

As has been showed in the previous chapter Venezuela and Bolivia experienced a different 

path towards their inclusion as full members of Mercosur. The reasons behind this difference 

will be deeply analysed in this chapter, underlining the main factors of the tensions between 

Hugo Chavez and Mercosur leaders.  

In particular, the first part of the following chapter is dedicated to the analysis of the main 

divergences between Chavism and South American moderate leftists. The two models 

present some common goals but also several contrasting strategies and aims that could affect 

the entrance of Venezuela. In the second section of this chapter, there is a full presentation of 

the negative reactions to Venezuelan application. More precisely the Paraguayan parliament 

and Brazilian senate’s replies to the ratification protocol of Venezuelan membership are 

exposed. The third and last sub section is dedicated to the analysis of the process of 

politicization and polarization of Mercosur and it includes some reflections on the latest 

political and regional development in the region. In particular, the last part of this section will 

be dedicated to the analysis of the consequences of the inclusion of Venezuela in the bloc and 

to the contemporary political crisis experienced by the leftist governments who supported the 

initiative.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
363Gouvea, Raul, and Manuel Montoya. "Mercosur After Chavez." Thunderbird International Business 
Review 56, no. 6 (2014): 563-575. 



Venezuela and Bolivia join Mercosur: The Pink Tide and South American Regional Integration 
	

	 	 	54	

1. Analysing the two different paths: Venezuela and Bolivia in Mercosur  

	
Before going on with the analysis of the afore-mentioned issues, it is important to provide a 

small summary of the two ratification processes of the Venezuelan and Bolivian membership 

application to Mercosur.  

After having withdrawn from CAN in 2005, Venezuela applied for full membership in 

Mercosur during the 4th July 2006 Mercosur Presidential Summit held in Cordoba 

(Argentina).364 As already mentioned in the second chapter, the Cordoba Summit marks an 

important step for Mercosur integration, not only because of the Venezuelan application, but 

also for the emphasis put on the social agenda of the bloc.365 After the official presentation of 

the application, the members of the organization adopt the decision through their internal 

ratification process, since the approval of the application needs the unanimity of the member 

states to become effective, as the Treaty of Asuncion states in article 20.366 However, there 

was no reason for the Venezuelan leader to worry about fierce opposition. As a matter of fact, 

both Nestor and Cristina Kirchner developed a strong political and economic relationship 

with Caracas based principally on financial support of the country’s deficit, political 

affiliation and energy trade. 367 Then, Uruguayan president Mujica strongly supported the 

inclusion of Venezuela in the bloc due to the economic relevance of Venezuelan trade with 

his country. 368  President Lula first, and Dilma Rousseff after, openly sponsored the 

Venezuelan candidacy.369 The strategic importance of having Venezuela in the bloc pushed 

Paraguayan president Fernando Lugo to sustain Caracas’ application.370 Nonetheless, the 

Paraguayan parliament and the dissent in the Brazilian Senate came as a bolt from the blue.  
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Before the impeachment of the Paraguayan president, the opposing party member, Senator 

Silvio Ovelar, declared his deep disagreement of the inclusion of Venezuela in the bloc due 

to the country’s low democratic performances. 371  Then, the Paraguayan Parliament’s 

opposition to the decision consistently grew and it refused to vote on the protocol of 

accession of Venezuela.372 After the impeachment of president Fernando Lugo, voted on 25 

June 2012, Mercosur countries decided to suspend Paraguay from the organization due to the 

critical internal situation.373 During the Mendoza summit the three remaining members voted 

in favour of the official accession of Venezuela as a full member of Mercosur. On the other 

hand, the Brazilian Senate opposed the entrance of Venezuela in the regional bloc for two 

kinds of reasons: the refusal from Hugo Chavez to renew the concession for Radio Caracas 

Televisión (RCTV) and the scarce democratic performance of the Chavist regime. 374 

However, these issues will be further explained in the second paragraph of this chapter.  

Bolivian involvement in Latin American regional integration started with its participation in 

the foundation of CAN in 1969, and then continued with the contribution of other regional 

agreements oriented by the neoliberal rationale.375 However, the presidency of Evo Morales 

constituted a fundamental shift in the Bolivian foreign policy orientation: his sceptical 

position over the United States and his restored alignment with the leftist countries of the 

regions are the most important elements of Morales era.376 The decision to join Mercosur 

came after a period of convergence between Morales and the Venezuelan president Hugo 

Chavez. After having shared other regional experiences in ALBA and in CASA (the 

Community of South American Nations), Morales applied for the full membership of 

Mercosur.377 Bolivia had already been part of the organization as an associate member since 
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1997 when Morales asked for the full membership in December 2012.378 The approval from 

the Venezuelan, Argentinian and Uruguayan parliaments came before the end of 2014, while 

the Paraguayan government voted and agreed on the Bolivian adhesion protocol only this 

year. Even if the Brazilian parliament has not voted the protocol yet, the process of Bolivian 

adhesion in the regional bloc was smoother than Venezuela’s, which lasted six years and 

faced a large opposition from the organization’s members. The following paragraphs will 

investigate the reasons for this delay, evaluating: the confrontational level between 

Venezuelan Bolivarian projects and Brazilian leadership, the reaction of Paraguayan and 

Brazilian parliament to the democratic performance of Chavez’s regime and finally the 

resulting politicization of Mercosur due to the inclusion of Venezuela in the bloc.  

 

 

 

2. Differences between the regional strategies of Lula and Hugo Chavez 

 

This first section is devoted to the analysis of the differences and contrast between the 

strategic goals and policies proposed by Brasilia and Caracas. The choice of analysing 

Brazilian policies and scopes is due to the fact that this country is the main leader of the 

South American regional experience and its president, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, has 

supported Venezuelan candidacy since the first steps of its inclusion. Nevertheless, Brazilian 

support to Caracas membership is not easy to understand. Therefore, the aim of this section is 

to show the reasons why the two countries’ styles and objectives in foreign policy could be 

understood in opposition. In particular, the pivotal role of Chavez’s Bolivarian alternative in 

Latin American regional integration could have opposed the historical Brazilian desire of 

headship in the region.379 This section is drawn to discuss the second interpretation of 

Venezuelan inclusion into Mercosur, which entails the subjugation of Venezuelan alternative 

regionalism inside the Treaty of Asuncion’s framework.380 The analysis of the differences 

characterizing the two countries will be drawn to analyse their consequences on the process 

of ratification of Venezuelan full membership.  
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2.1 The bad and the good left in Latin America 

 

Before focusing on the opposition between Caracas and Brasilia it is worth building up a 

wider framework to evaluate the differences in Latin American left. In his famous article, 

“Latin America's Left Turn”, Jorge Castañeda analysed the rise of the Pink Tide in Latin 

America, pointing out the existing differences between right left and wrong left.381 The 

former refers to the open-minded, market-friendly and moderate left, to whom Ricardo 

Lagos, Michelle Bachelet, Luiz Inàcio Lula da Silva and TabaréVázquez belong.382 On the 

other hand, the latter refers to the nationalist, populist and radical left represented by Hugo 

Chavez, Evo Morales and Néstor Kirchner (to a certain extent).383 

Nevertheless, the famous dichotomy between right and wrong, radical and moderatexv or 

even carnivores and vegetarianxvi , presented by Castañeda and other authors, fails to 

understand the meaningful diversities and dimensions of the Pink Tide’s raise. 384  As 

StavenLevitsky and Kenneth Roberts have underlined, it is better to categorise the different 

experiences considering two following dimensions: “the level of institutionalization” (that 

can vary from well established to new formation) and “the locus of political authority” (that 

can be dispersed or concentrated).385 The crisscrossing of the two dimensions results in four 

categories: institutional partisan left, the movement left, the populist machine and the 

populist left.386 The institutional partisan left, which is characterized by dispersed authority 

and party institutionalisation, shares common elements with the European social democracy 

such as in the cases of Brazil, Chile and Uruguay.387 A new political movement that promotes 

non-centralised authority like the MAS in Bolivia can be defined the movement left.388 On the 

other side, the populist machine, experienced in Argentina with Kirchner’s Peronism and in 

Nicaragua, is carried by a well-established party, which promotes centralization of  authority 

and personalism and it can also pragmatically adapt its policies.389 Finally, the populist left, to 

which Chavism belongs, is led by the opponents of the traditionally established order, who 

decided to centralize the authority in a charismatic leader in order to promote social 
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mobilization and internal transformation.390 The precise images portrayed by Levitsky and 

Roberts help to define the different experiences of Latin American Left and increase the 

number of characterising elements that should be taken into consideration in the analysis.  

The differences in the different types of left previously described enjoyed different levels of 

antagonism with neoliberal orthodoxy, which could have produced some opposition over the 

best cooperation strategies to use in regional agreements.391 What Castañeda has fully 

highlighted is the growing dichotomy caused by Hugo Chavez’s foreign policy, which has 

divided South America in two factions: “one pro-Chávez, one pro-American”392.393 Even if 

the categories defined by Levitsky and Roberts are based on the domestic features of the 

phenomenon, they can better define the domestic reasons behind the foreign policy choices to 

complete the framework of discussion. Therefore, the highly ideological regional policies that 

have characterized the Venezuelan populist left could have hampered the country’s process of 

integration into Mercosur, producing low enforcement of democratic rights and promoting a 

too broad alternative project for regional integration.  

The alternative regional projects and initiatives promoted by Venezuela, such as for example 

PetroCaribe, ALBA and its social power diplomacy, can be understood as a way to gain 

regional leadership to the detriment of Brazilian control of the region.394 The Venezuelan 

president proposed a revolutionary model of integration for the South that entailed: a clear 

cut with the United States, the development of independent and common structures for 

energy supply and financial stability (e.g. PetroAmerica, Banco del Sur,…), as well as all 

South American countries’ participation in a common regional project inspired by Simon 

Bolivar’s ideology. 395  The low democratic performance of the Chavist regime raised 

concerns in the Brazilian Senate as well as in the Paraguayan parliament, while the 

alternative regional project could have contrasted Brazilian hegemonic aims. In the following 

sections, Hugo Chavez’s ideological orientation of the Latin American regional policy will be 

largely discussed. Then, the Brazilian pragmatic response to the Chavism regional objective 
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will be exposed and further commented on, to evaluate its effects on the ratification process. 

Finally, the Brazilian and Paraguayan concerns over the low democratic performance of 

Venezuela will be presented in the second paragraph.  

 

 

2.2 The Bolivarian alternative for Latin America  

 

In “Latin American Foreign Policies: Between Ideology and Pragmatism” Gardini and 

Lambert have collected a series of interesting articles on the propensity of Latin American 

foreign policies to oscillate between ideological and pragmatic choices, as the title shows.396 

In particular, Diana Raby analyses Hugo Chavez’s foreign policy through the lenses of this 

dualism: Chavist’s approach to foreign policy probably represents the most ideological 

example of Latin America, nevertheless, it contained some elements of pragmatism.397 The 

two foreign policy’s dimensions will be taken into consideration in the following analysis 

even if the strong ideological framework behind Venezuelan external action has already been 

described in the second chapter. However, it is worth analysing its alternative and 

revolutionary elements concerning Latin American regional integration. More specifically, 

the leadership and pivotal dimensions of the regional initiatives promoted by Hugo Chavez 

are going to be highlighted.  

Brazilian and Venezuelan ideas of regional integration are competing in Latin America, and 

Caracas has challenged the historical hegemonic role of Brazil in the region in various 

occasions and contexts.398 However, some initiatives seemed to compete more directly than 

others in this framework of analysis, even if the common denominator of the Bolivarian 

ideology is still linked to the proposal of an alternative scheme for the relationship among the 

countries of the region that see Venezuela as the main character of the play.399 

However, Hugo Chavez focused his attention on fighting against the hegemonic role of the 

United States of America in world order and its continuous interference in  Latin America, as 

Simon Bolivar’s famous motto recited: “[The United States] appears destined by Providence 
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to plague America with miseries in the name of Freedom”400.401 Therefore, Hugo Chavez 

showed a particularly fierce opposition to the implementation of the Washington consensus, 

and more precisely he committedly opposed the creation of the Free Trade Area of America 

as proposed by president Bush in the 1994 OAS Summit in Miami.402 Chavez saw the use of 

Simon Bolivar’s words to back the FTAA project by US president Bill Clinton as an insult to 

his political hero.403 During the OAS historical meeting in Mar de la Plata in 2005, the 

Venezuelan president buried the FTAA and contemporarily promoted his brand new regional 

initiative, ALBA, defining the growing and unstoppable Venezuelan prominence in Latin 

America.404 

Nevertheless, the radical dimensions of Chavism domestic and foreign policies, which 

proposed alternative regional initiatives and projects that could have replaced the hegemonic 

control of Brazil over Latin America, clashed with the far more moderate orientation of the 

Brazilian president Lula. 405  In particular, some examples of the rising of challenging 

initiatives were: the development of alternative oil collaboration structures (e.g. Petrosur, 

PetroCaribe and others), the establishment of ALBA, the financial support for Argentina and 

Paraguay, the encouragement dispensed to Bolivian gas nationalization and the social power-

diplomacy operated in the region.406 

Even if the main objective of ALBA was to contrast the neoliberal spread and US 

imperialism in the region, the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America actually 

challenged the status quo of Latin America, proposing a solidarity and cooperative project to 

enhance the level of development of its members.407 The inclusion of the small states of 

Bolivia, Nicaragua, Ecuador, Honduras and Dominica gave to the Venezuela-Cuban 

leadership the occasion to develop their ideological objectives in the area: it promoted 

energetic integration and financial support to the smaller counterparts to decrease their 

external dependence.408 The initiative had all the necessary requirements to contrast not only 
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CAN, but also to challenge Mercosur leadership in the region further emphasising the “one 

pro-Chávez, one pro-American” dichotomy in the region. 

As far the financial support for the neighbouring countries is concerned, it is fundamental to 

mention the far-reaching agreement between Caracas and Buenos Aires on Argentinian bond 

purchase. As already mentioned in the previous chapter, between 2005 and 2008 Venezuela 

purchased seven billion dollars of Argentine obligations.409 Moreover, in 2006 the Chavist 

government decided to purchase $100 million in Paraguayan bonds to fund the infrastructural 

sector of the country.410 The two operations enhanced the bilateral relations of Venezuela 

with the two Mercosur members and showed Chavez’s willingness to make the region 

independent from the financial stability solutions imposed by the International Monetary 

Fund.411 Furthermore, the purchase of bonds portrayed Venezuela as the Latin American 

official financial lender.412 

The financial support of Argentina and Paraguay is part of a more comprehensive strategy of 

Venezuelan foreign policy, namely its social-power diplomacy.413 Hugo Chavez strategically 

used foreign aid and oil based programs to promote and implement his personal vision of 

Latin American and social progress.414 He was able to implement social projects in different 

countries of Latin America and the Caribbean to indirectly influence their development 

process using the vast oil resources of his country.415  For instance, in 2005 the Venezuelan 

president inaugurated PetroCaribe, an oil-based alliance between Caracas and the 

Caribbean.416 Venezuela distributed US$17 billion of oil subsidies to 12 Caricom countries, 

Dominican Republic and Cuba through this program. 417  Thanks to PetroCaribe the 

participating countries were able to purchase Venezuelan oil at convenient prices and they 

would have had 25 years to repay the purchase at low interest rates.418 Chavez rhetorically 

justified these programs under the aims of Latin American solidarity, multipolarism and the 

fight against inequalities, but behind the rhetoric he built bridges with politically affiliated 
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countries to implement his vision of the world. 419  Following Chavez’s logic, the oil 

represented “a powerful lever to drive development, integration, cooperation, solidarity, and 

the economic complementarity of our countries”420 as Caracas’ Ambassador to the OAS 

pointed out.421 

The support and encouragement demonstrated during the Bolivarian gas nationalization 

represented the political will of Venezuela to directly challenge the Brazilian leadership on 

the region.422 As a matter of fact, the Brazilian oil company Petrosur was the most affected 

by Evo Morales’ decision to nationalize the natural gas industry.423 Lula’s response to the 

crisis was highly pragmatic and an appropriate deal was reached after a short period of 

negotiations.424 Nonetheless, the role of Chavez in supporting the operation was clearly in 

opposition to the interests of Brasilia and the inclusion of La Paz in ALBA represented the 

best way to commit his strategic partner, Evo Morales, to the realisation of the Bolivarian 

Alternative.425 

Finally, even the application to become full member of Mercosur can be seen as a strategic 

option to mobilize Latin America towards the implementation of the Bolivarian 

Alternative.426 As was largely demonstrated in the previous chapter, Mercosur leaders and 

Hugo Chavez shared similar political orientations and a certain amount of aversion towards 

US domination of the region.427 Nonetheless, the original neoliberal orientation of the 

organization clashed with the regional objectives of Chavez. He openly called for a 

renovation of the bloc, emphasising the importance of adding a social dimension to the 

organization and calling for a “New Mercosur”.428 As Robert Kehoane pointed out, in his 

famous book After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy: 

“the hegemon seeks to persuade others to conform to its vision of the world and to defer to its 
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leadership”429, and that perfectly matched with the critical persuasive discourse of Chavez on 

Mercosur. The Venezuelan president not only wanted to use the full membership in the 

organization to implement his ideas on regional integration but also blamed the Brazilian 

leadership for having failed to listen to the smaller members of Mercosur.430 

In conclusion, some of the most important foreign policy decisions made under the 

presidency of Hugo Chavez contrasted the Brazilian leadership in the region in favour of an 

alternative distribution of power.431 However, president Lula first and Dilma Rousseff 

afterwards, did not remain silent and confronted the Venezuelan challenges with pragmatism 

and decisiveness, as the next section will illustrate. 

 

 

 

  2.3 Latin American hegemony and Brazilian challenges  

 

Brazilian foreign policy has experienced an incredible continuity and coherence through the 

years as well as it has been always driven by high rate of pragmatism thanks to the 

centralization of foreign policy decision-making in both the Brazilian president and the 

foreign ministry Itamaraty.432 Furthermore, two tendencies have characterised Brazilian 

foreign policy, namely autonomy and universalism: the former refers to the propensity of 

Brasilia to avoid restrictive international arrangements, while the latter is the willingness to 

extend international relations to a large number of interlocutors, geographically spread all 

over the globe, to remain independent from global powers.433 Besides these two tendencies, 

Brasilia’s foreign policy has always been influenced by the belief in a special Brazilian 

destiny, due to its history, culture and geopolitical position, which would have reserved 

Brazil a special place in the global order.434 However, the Bolivarian project elaborated by 

Hugo Chavez could have challenged these returning elements of Brazilian foreign policy, in 
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particular it could have questioned Brazilian leadership in the region affecting Venezuelan 

entry into Mercosur.435 

As was said before, Brazilian presidents did not overlook the challenges placed by Hugo 

Chavez and pragmatically responded to the confrontation.436 This paragraph will illustrate the 

direct responses to the challenging Bolivarian Alternative as well as the way through which 

Brazil actually pursued its quest for leadership, globally and regionally. Therefore, the first of 

the two following sub sections will be devoted to the analysis of the different strategies 

undertaken by the Brazilian government to obtain the similar scopes of the Bolivarian 

alternative and maintain Brazilian leadership over the region. On the other hand, the second 

sub section will present some of the projects and activities undertaken by Lula and Dilma 

Rousseff openly directed to contrast Chavez’s rise in Latin America.  

 

 

2.3.1 Brazilian similarities and differences with Venezuela: 

expanded leadership and multilateralism  

As was mentioned at the beginning of this section, Brazilian foreign policy shared some 

important aims with the Bolivarian alternative proposed by Chavez, namely: Mercosur social 

dimension, multilateralism and the resulting departure from US influence, priority assigned to 

South-South cooperation and to developmental projects. Nevertheless, the two countries 

pursued different strategies to achieve similar goals.  

As far as the social dimension of the Mercado Comun del Sur is concerned, the first Chapter 

has already explained the left shift in Mercosur led by the Brazilian-Argentinian axis and its 

consequences on the Venezuelan inclusion in the bloc, while the second chapter has pointed 

out the Venezuela call for renovation of the organization.  However, Venezuela and Brazil’s 

calls for change were not on the same level: the Venezuelan leader called for a revolution in 

the organization, which would have privileged social issues, while Lula’s moderation pushed 

for an institutional renovation of the organization focused on social and political issues, 

which would not have hampered Brazilian business and would have ensured Brazilian 

leadership in the region.437 
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Secondly, Brazilian foreign policy privileged various forms of multilateralism during Lula’s 

administration that ranged from economic and trade forum promotion to the elaboration of 

developmental initiatives. 438 As explained before, the ideological framework of Venezuelan 

foreign policy was in favour of multilateralism in order to fight the hegemonic global order 

built by the United States.439 However, Lula da Silva did not share the same level of ferocity 

and hostility showed by Chavez against the United States.440 The tone used by the Brazilian 

president was characterized by a subtler and more refined strategy to negotiate with 

Washington, contrary to the biting style adopted by Chavez, who referred to the American 

president as “the devil”.xvii In fact, the promotion of multilateralism in Brazilian foreign 

policy is based on its great participation in global forums, in particular in multilateral trade 

forums such as the World Trade Organization.441 Therefore, president Lula was particularly 

engaged in the global talks that led to the creation of two multilateral forums: the G20 and the 

India-Brazil-South Africa Dialogue Forum (IBSA).442 

The G20, a group of twenty developing countries, established in 2003 during the WTO’s 

Doha Round, pursued the promotion of a trade liberalisation, which would have favoured 

participants’ interests in opposition to the concerns historically risen by the US and European 

countries.443 Thanks to the privileged position gained in the G20 group, the international 

community recognized Brazil as leader of the South.444 On the other hand, IBSA Dialogue 

Forum gathered the interests of the four economic tigers (India, Brazil and South Africa) in 

particular concerning: the future reforms of UN Security Council, the spread of globalisation 

and social and sustainable development.445 

The priority given to multilateralism clashed with the US desperate pursuit of leadership in 

Latin America as testified by the Brazilian refusal to participate to the FTAA proposal. 446 

Moreover, Brazil has had an oscillating relationship with the United States due to the 

contrasting interests of the two countries at global and regional level.447 Furthermore, Brazil 
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further privileged the South–South cooperation as well as foreign social development 

programs in various developing countries, contrasting the historical US hegemony. Even if 

Venezuela promoted the same type of agreements through its extensive social power 

diplomacy, Brazil-led projects were more based on cooperation and cultural diplomacy rather 

than on oil-centred initiatives or on the implementation of the Socialism of the XXI 

Century.448 

In conclusion, this section has analysed the different approaches and strategies undertaken by 

Brazil and Venezuela to pursue similar, often contrasting, goals. As  has been already pointed 

out, the Bolivarian Alternative proposed by Hugo Chavez pursued some objectives of 

leadership in Latin American that entailed a clash with the same aims chased by Lula’s 

Brazil. The competing influence of the two countries resulted in the creation of two separate 

regional organizations: UNASUR for Brazil and ALBA for Venezuela. However, the 

contrasting strategies and the opposing purposes of the two countries’ foreign policies did not 

represent an insurmountable obstacle for regional integration. Therefore, the historical pivotal 

role of Brazil ensured its leadership, through which Lula was able to include Venezuela in 

both Mercosur and UNASUR. 

 

 

2.3.2 Brazilian leadership includes Venezuela in the South 

American game  

After having discussed the similarities of aims and the differences in policy strategies, it is 

possible to conclude that the revolutionary foreign policy agenda elaborated by Hugo Chavez 

challenged the Brazilian leadership in the region, but Lula’s pragmatic response to it tended 

to include Venezuela in his regional projects, as it also included possible rivalries in the 

global context in multilateral forums, avoiding useless confrontations. However, this section 

will analyse the actions that were put in place to directly react to the rise of the Bolivarian 

alternative, in particular, the investigation will take into consideration: the creation of 

UNASUR, the pragmatic response to the Bolivian gas nationalization and the strategic 

inclusion of Venezuela in Mercosur.449 Starting with the creation of UNASUR, it is possible 

to underline the perfect timing of its establishment: the creation of the organization perfectly 
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fit with the establishment of ALBA in 2004 and its enlargement in 2006.450 The Community 

of South American Nations (CASA in Spanish) was created in 2004 during the Cuzco 

meeting and it comprised twelve South American countries in a forum to develop common 

infrastructures, it renewed its scopes and changed its name toThe Union of South American 

Nations in 2008.451 This change in name and scopes gave the organization a legal personality 

and UNASUR put the whole subcontinent, with the strategic exclusion of Mexico, under the 

same umbrella organization, giving Brazilthe possibility, its leading country, to supervise and 

rule over the members of three different organizations: ALBA, CAN and Mercosur.452  In 

particular, the organization was the result of the pressure coming from Venezuela to include 

more political issues into the regional experiences of the area.453 Even if the organization did 

not have as powerful an ideological framework as ALBA, it included important incentives to 

cooperate on the infrastructure sector giving Brazil the essential tools to lead the regional 

integration.454 

On the other hand, the military occupation of PetroBras’ facilities in Bolivia represented a 

serious menace to the economic interests of Brazil.455 Behind the decision of Evo Morales 

there was the encouragement and the material support of Hugo Chavez to nationalize the 

natural gas resources of Bolivia.456 It is worth mentioning that during his presidency Hugo 

Chavez implemented the nationalization of (or strongly limited the foreign companies’ 

presence in) a big number of profitable sectors in his country,457 consequently his support for 

Bolivian nationalization was backed with ideological reasoning that placed Chavez and Lula 

on two opposite positions.458 However, president Lula pragmatically resolved the situation 

cutting the availability of fuel in Bolivia and threatening to diminish the dependency on 

Bolivian gas: the two countries quickly  reached a deal on the issue.459 
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Finally, the Venezuelan process of integration in Mercosur can be seen as a strategic way to 

include one of the richest countries (in term of resources), as well as one of the most 

powerful, and consequently dangerous, leaders of the of the sub-continent in a regional 

organization that promotes trade liberalisation and economic growth.460 As was already 

mentioned in chapter two, the inclusion of Venezuela as a full member of the bloc could 

represent an attempt to limit the revolutionary and anti-neoliberal dimensions of Caracas 

foreign policy.461 The enthusiasm showed during the accession by Mercosur leaders, the 

ideological proximity, the strategic and economic value of Venezuela and the political shift in 

the Mercosur agenda partially challenged the mentioned interpretation, as is explained in the 

previous chapter. Nonetheless, Brazilian non-official commentators raised some concerns on 

the inclusion of Venezuela and the cited interpretation represents a valid alternative to the 

interpretation privileged in this work.  

To wrap up, the contrasting strategies and, to a certain extent, opposing objectives of the two 

countries cannot justify alone the troubled ratification process faced by Venezuela. As has 

been shown, the strategy undertaken by Brazil to overcome the challenges posed by the 

Chavist regime was to include the challenger in the regional experiences and projects led by 

Brasilia, avoiding inadequate and counterproductive hostilities. Therefore, the bloc’s leader 

did not create any strategic opposition during the prolonged ratification process. 

Consequently, the following paragraph will deal with the long journey that led to the 

inclusion of Venezuela into Mercosur, underlining the concerns raised by the Brazilian senate 

and the Paraguayan parliament on the scarce democratic performance of Chavez in 

Venezuela: the main reasons that extended the ratification.  
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3. Contesting Venezuelan application: democratic and legal concerns  

 

As has already been mentioned, the Brazilian senate and the Paraguayan parliament, which 

opposed the inclusion of Caracas due to the low democratic performances of Hugo Chavez as 

president, were the core opponents to the inclusion and they represented the main reasons 

behind the troubled Venezuelan path to Mercosur. The two chambers’ opposition to the 

ratification protocol of Venezuela’s membership in the regional organization was backed by 

different reasons and arrived in different moments of the ratification process. This section 

will firstly deal with the democratic concerns raised by the two parliamentary branches and it 

will later discuss the legality of the inclusion of Venezuela during the suspension of 

Paraguay.  

 

 

3.1 Brazilian and Paraguayan parliaments oppose Venezuela Membership 

 

The Treaty of Asuncion (1991) defined the procedure of accession of new members in 

Mercosur and it involved the participation of the organization’s institutions and the final 

approval of the member countries: as the image shows, being part of the ALADI is a 

necessary requirement to become a member, then the official membership application has to 

be presented during a CMC meeting.462 In case of unanimity of approval, the GMC is in 

charge of negotiating membership’s terms and conditions through an ad hoc committee.463 

The adhesion protocol is lastly discussed according to the internal legislative procedure of the 

member parties.464 

In the Venezuelan case, Caracas presented its official membership candidature in 2006 and 

then waited until 2012 to become a full member of the organization.465 The Brazilian and 

Paraguayan concerns stopped the process of integration and threatened the full membership 

of Caracas. Moreover, the internal political crisis in Asuncion, which led to the removal of 

president Fernando Lugo from his office, further slowed down the ratification procedure.466 
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On the other hand, the other legislative branches of the two remaining members of the 

organization, Argentina and Uruguay, rapidly approved the inclusion of the new country in 

the bloc.467 

 

 

 

Besides having discussed the democratic low performances of the Chavist regime in 

Venezuela, the Brazilian senate raised concerns on another violation of democratic values of 

which Caracas was responsible, specifically, the decision of Hugo Chavez not to renew the 

legal authorisation for emission of Radio Caracas Televisión (RCTV) in May 2007.468 The 

alignment of the emission with the regime’s opposition made clearer that the decision made 

by the Venezuelan president could be interpreted as a limitation of the freedom of speech and 

the freedom of information.469 Therefore, the senators raised further concerns on the violation 

of the minimum democratic requirements necessary to be part of the organization, as well as 

on the consequent instability that the inclusion of Venezuela would have brought to the 

bloc.470 
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The image shows the legislative iter to include new members in Mercosur: from the unanimous decision of the CMC to the 

ratification process its member States. (Source: "Pases Del MERCOSUR." MERCOSUR -. Accessed August 14, 2016. 
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The nationalist and anti-imperialist dimension of the Chavist ideology perplexed the 

Brazilian commentators.471 The Venezuelan president aggressively responded to the claims 

raised by the Brazilian senate, which Chavez accused to	 “repeat as a parrot what the U.S. 

Congress says about Venezuela”472. 473Heraclito Fortes, head of the Foreign Relations 

Committee of the Brazilian senate, considered Chavez’s insinuation as “unacceptable”.474 

The subsequent declaration by Chavez threatening to withdraw the membership further 

provoked the opposition in the Brazilian upper chamber.475 

In the meanwhile, the vote on the protocol of accession was postponed to wait for more 

favourable conditions.476 Finally, in December 2008 the House of Representatives approved 

the Venezuela membership protocol and, less than a year later, the Foreign Relations 

Committee of the senate agreed on the same topic in Brasilia.477 In December 2009 the 

Brazilian senate finally voted and approved the protocol of accession with 35 votes in favour 

and 27 against.478 At this point there was just one last obstacle to overcome for the inclusion 

of Venezuela: the final approval from the Paraguayan parliament.479 

As mentioned before, the long journey that led to the full incorporation of Venezuela as a full 

member of Mercosur depended on the decision of the smallest state of the bloc: Paraguay. 

Therefore, Brazilian and Argentinian diplomats powerfully put the Paraguayan president 

under pressure for the approval of the adhesion protocol.480 Fernando Lugo openly sustained 

Venezuelan membership but, right after his election as president of Paraguay he lost his 

party’s support and he was accused by the political opposition and the media, in particular by 
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the newspaper ABC Colour, to have introduced 21st Century Socialism in his country.481 The 

accusation coming from the legislative branch forced the Paraguayan president to postpone 

the parliamentary vote on the protocol of accession of Venezuela.482 Paraguayan vice-

president, Federico Franco, strongly opposed the decision to include Venezuela in Mercosur 

and during an interview with ABC Colour he commented: “it seems ironic but the good 

health of Mercosur depends on the Paraguayan Senate. The tiniest and smallest country of 

Mercosur has the responsibility of saving Mercosur, or eventually signing its death 

certificate”483.484 Hector Lacognata, Paraguayan Foreign Minister, stood on the same side of 

the vice-president and proposed other forms of collaboration with Venezuela, which would 

not entail a risk for his country.485 

The fierce opposition to Fernando Lugo coming from the Parliament, and even from the 

executive branch, was just the symptom of the loose control of the president over the 

situation that eventually led to his impeachment on 21st June 2010. 486  Even if the 

impeachment was part of the political system of Paraguay its interpretation raised some 

perplexities, which gave the possibility to Mercosur leaders to temporarily suspend Asuncion 

from the organization.487 Cristina Kirchner announced the official suspension during her 

closing speech at the Mercosur presidential Summit held in Mendoza.488 The Paraguayan 

suspension, based on the interruption of the democratic order in the country as mentioned by 

the Argentinian president, gave the green light for the full accession of Venezuela in the bloc 

on 31st July 2012.489 
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3.2 Low democratic performances of Chavist regime 

 

The low democratic performances of the Venezuelan regime have been clearly exposed by 

the NGO Human Rights Watch in a report realized in 2013 to evaluate the Chavez presidency 

from 1999 to 2013.490 In this report the organization pointed out the most important steps that 

led the regime to the final concentration of power and lack of human rights safeguards, from 

the 1999 Constitution, through the survival to the 2002 semi-coup, to the 2009 new 

constitution.491 The analysis focuses on two of the most important events concerning the 

accumulation of power: first, the 2004 election of twelve additional judges in the Supreme 

Court to limit judicial independence and ensure the support for the Chavist regime, and 

second, the expansion of government power to control the media that led to the non-renewal 

of RCTV’s licence in 2007.492 

The democratic concerns raised by the Brazilians and Paraguayans were reasonably based on 

a clear lack of economic and political rights protection that could have endangered the bloc 

and caused a loss in legitimacy of the organization.493 Even after the clear possibility of not 

being incorporated in the bloc, Venezuelan democratic performances did not seem to 

improve. As a matter of fact, Hugo Chavez announced a popular referendum to approve the 

amendment of the 1999 Venezuelan Constitution right after his re-election in 2007.494 The 

referendum was held in February 2009 and it entailed the “indefinite re-election” of all 

elected officers, president included.495 The political relevance of this act represented one of 

the most important steps in the regime transformation operated by Chavez: the indefinite re-

election not only opened space for the re-emergence of the authoritarian past of Latin 

America but also consistently limited the political alternation and the check and balances, 

already controlled by PSUV, unquestionably threatening the democratic life of the country.496 

Additionally, President Obama raised some concerns a few days before the official inclusion 

of Venezuela in the bloc, regarding the low democratic performances of the Venezuelan 
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regime, during an interview with the opposition journal El Universo.497 In particular, the US 

president pointed out his worries about Caracas’ provisions “that have restricted the universal 

rights of the Venezuelan people, threatened basic democratic values, and failed to contribute 

to the security of the region”498: Obama was hoping to change, with such words, the decision 

of the other members of Mercosur to revise their decision over Venezuelan membership.499 

 

 

3.3 Venezuelan membership raises some legal concerns  

 

The continuous procrastination of the vote due to the instable situation of Asuncion generated 

some concerns over the ratification process of Mercosur new memberships and put on the 

Mercosur agenda a revision of the legal criteria for the admission.500 The high complexity of 

this amendment clearly pushed the favourable members to find a different solution to the 

problem. The temporarily suspension of Paraguay created a strategic window for the final 

ratification of the Venezuelan inclusion in Mercosur. Cristina Kirchner, as well as the other 

Mercosur leaders, reasoned the Paraguayan suspension declaring in the Mendoza summit that 

the internal political and institutional crisis represented a “democratic breach of the 

democratic constitutional order in violation of the constitutional democratic clause of 

Mercosur”xviii during the Mendoza Summit.501 

Nevertheless, the Paraguayan supporters of Lugo’s impeachment have repeatedly questioned 

the legality of the decision taken by Mercosur members, which clearly excluded Asuncion 

from the table of talks. The symbolic vote against the inclusion of Venezuela arrived in 

August 2012, right after the suspension from the organization.502 Miguel Carrizosa, president 

of the Foreign Relations Commission of the Paraguayan parliament, declared that the 

admission of Caracas clearly “violated article 20 of the Treaty of Asunción which determined 
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the creation of Mercosur”503 right after the infamous Mendoza meeting.504 Article 20 of the 

Treaty of Asuncion clearly stated that the unanimous vote of the four members of the 

organization, namely Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay, is needed to approve new 

memberships.505 So, following the literal interpretation, the inclusion of Venezuela should be 

considered illegal or at least debatable, as other commentators have pointed out. For instance, 

Danilo Astori, Montevideo’s vice-president, sided the Paraguayan questioning and defined 

the inclusion of Venezuela in the bloc as “the worst institutional wound” 506  for the 

organization.507 Some serious concerns arrived also from some members of the Brazilian 

senate, which not only had opposed the inclusion in the first place but have also interpreted 

the inclusion of Venezuela as a dark and elaborated intrigue orchestrated by president Dilma 

Rousseff.508 

Paraguayan opposition against Caracas’ full membership became even fiercer to the point 

that Federico Franco, appointed president a few hours after Lugo’s impeachment, menaced to 

hold a referendum to decide whether to maintain the membership in Mercosur.509 President 

Franco also questioned the legality of Paraguayan suspension, which did not respect the 

Ushuaia protocol’s provision that requires a consultation with the charged country.510 

However, Ferdinando Lugo continued to defend his position in favour of the annexation and 

accused the newly established regime to have breached the democratic and constitutional 

order of the country during his two-hour impeachment.511 

However, the aim of this work is not to analyse the legitimacy of Venezuelan inclusion in the 

bloc, but to investigate the reasons why the inclusion of Caracas in Mercosur was so troubled 

and tortuous. As it has been explained in the previous sections, the decision of including 

Chavez in the bloc was supported mainly by Lula’s Brazil and to a certain extent by the 

Kirchners’ Argentina. The ideological and strategic differences, as well as the incompatibility 

of the aims of Brasilia and Caracas were not the cause of the delay in the approval. On the 
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contrary, both president Lula and Dilma Rousseff maintained the same strategy towards 

Venezuela to include it and his charismatic leader in the bloc instead of opposing his foreign 

policy success. Therefore the delay in the ratification process of Venezuelan membership was 

entirely due to the opposition of the Brazilian senate and the Paraguayan parliament. The two 

parliamentary assemblies raised consistent concerns over the low democratic performances of 

Chavismo and opposed the inclusion of Caracas in the bloc. On the one hand, Lula and 

Ferdinando Lugo put extraordinary efforts into reaching the consent of their national 

parliamentary chambers, postponing the vote to wait for a more favourable moment. On the 

other hand, the fierce opposition manifested by the Paraguayan parliament was linked to the 

controversial relations between the legislative branch and the executive one, with  President 

Lugo, who was after impeached and removed from his office.  

 

 

 

 

4. Polarization and recent political developments of Mercosur 

 

Before the conclusion of this work, it is fundamental to take into consideration the 

consequent politicization and polarization of Mercosur after the inclusion of Venezuela into 

the bloc, as well as the most important recent political developments of the region that 

entailed the political outbreak of the Chavist regime in Venezuela and the end of the left shift 

in Latin America. Along with the evaluation of the mentioned issues, this section will deal 

with the consequences of two phenomena: Hugo Chavez regional strategies and Venezuelan 

inclusion in Mercosur in the South American region and the raising of competitive regional 

initiatives. Moreover, the negative effects of Mercosur politicization will be analysed in 

relation with the EU talks.  
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4.1 Mercosur politicization and polarization Latin America  

 

The decision to include Venezuela in Mercosur was highly political and legally debatable, as 

the Uruguayan president Pepe Mujica commented “Lo Politico SuperaAmpliamente a lo 

Juridico”512, after the rapid ratification during the Paraguayan suspension. 513 The inclusion 

of Caracas in the bloc raised numerous concerns about the Venezuelan violation of 

democratic basic requirements recognized by the organization.514 XXI Century Socialism, 

inaugurated by Hugo Chavez, had, and still has, huge repercussions on the South American 

countries and generated a diffused polarization in the region.515 As already introduced, the 

Chavist ideology set a profound dichotomy between two factions: pro-Chavez and pro-United 

States.516 On the one hand, Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia and Ecuador have implemented 

Chavism oriented policies and they stood on the side of the compañero; on the other hand, 

the pacific countries, mainly Chile and Colombia, have preferred market liberalisation 

policies and strengthened their political and economic ties with the United States.517 

After the inclusion of Venezuela in Mercosur, this growing polarization affected internal 

functioning and mission of the organization.518 The neoliberal purposes had already started to 

vanish after the arrival of leftist governments in Argentina and Brazil, which supported the 

entrance of Venezuela and misled the trade talks with the EU (stagnating since 1999).519 The 

chronic inertia of the bloc, which is currently more focused on resolving internal issues and 

disagreements, has been caused by the leftist alignment between Argentina, Brazil and 

Venezuela, who have failed to further implement their social agenda.520 The successors of the 

charismatic leaders: Lula, Néstor Kirchner and Hugo Chavez, who led the renovation of 

Mercosur, have demonstrated to be unable to continue the organization’s transformation, 

mainly due to the domestic issues they had to face.521  However, the alignment of the three 
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biggest countries of the bloc aggravated the already existing separation of Mercosur in two 

opposing coalitions: on one side, pro-trade liberalisation small states of Uruguay and 

Paraguay; on the other side, the protectionist nations composed by Buenos Aires, Brasilia and 

Caracas.522 

Moreover, the consistent limits of the internal structure of the organization have further 

worsened the situation.523 Article 16 of the Treaty of Asuncion requires the unanimity of 

votes for the decision taken by the Council of the Common Market and the Common Market 

Group.524 Therefore, the polarised composition of the organization would not allow taking 

any meaningful decisions due to the veto power of each member.525 Furthermore, Mercosur 

members can ratify Free Trade Agreements (FTA) only as a bloc after the decision 32/2000, 

so the protectionist attitude of certain members can jeopardise the economic interests of the 

others.526 Finally, the use of the democracy clause has become a political tool to block 

troublesome decisions as in the case of the Paraguayan suspension.527 Nevertheless, the 

clause has not been used yet against Maduro’s actions and breaches of democratic rights.528 

Between 2013 and 2016 the Latin American leadership shifted towards the right: after the 

election of Horacio Cartes in Paraguay, Mauricio Macri’s election followed as Argentina’s 

president and the temporary appointment of Michel Temer in Brazil (nominated to replace 

Dilma Rousseff after the impeachment).529 A deeper analysis of these events will be 

presented in the following section. Nonetheless this shift in political leadership showed the 

further bloc’s fragmentation. In particular, the reluctance shown by Uruguay to give 

Mercosur presidency to Venezuela in 2016 represents a remarkable example of this 

polarization. At the end of its mandate, which coincided with a crucial moment of the EU-

Mercosur negotiations, the Uruguayan government was reluctant to cede the Mercosur 

leadership to Venezuela.530 Paraguay openly blamed Venezuela for not having complied with 
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Mercosur’s democratic requirements and opposed Caracas chairing. 531  The Brazilian 

government served Venezuelan cause during Dilma Rousseff’s presidency, proposing a 

compromised solution that entailed the Venezuelan compliance with the democracy clause 

and chairing before August.532 However, after the appointment of Michel Temer, Brasilia was 

more prone to find a different solution not to block negotiations with the European Union.533 

A compromised solution was found after long discussions, Venezuela took the presidency on 

July 12, while Uruguay will continue to lead EU talks.534 

 

 

 

4.2 Current political developments in Latin America  

 

After the death of president Hugo Chavez, the 2013 Venezuelan election saw the predictable 

victory of Nicola Maduro,caudillo’s pupil.535 The death of president Chavez left a huge 

political lapse in Venezuela, which was difficult to fill. Since 2008 a constant erosion of 

foreign currency affected the country, as well as a rampant inflation due to the fixed prices 

regime and redistributive policies imposed by Chavez.536 A further devaluation of the 

national currency, caused by the Maduro’s excessively expansionary monetary policy, is 

devouring salaries.537 Furthermore, the declining oil prices which started in 2014 seriously hit 

Venezuelan economy, which is highly dependent on the energy export.538 To have an idea of 

the impact of the oil price decline on Caracas it is possible to think that “each $1 drop in oil 

prices results in more than $685m in lost yearly oil income for PDVSA, the state-owned oil 
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company”539, as reported by the Guardian in 2015.540 The crisis is deeply intense: it has 

caused continuous popular protests, which have been violently stopped by the police in more 

than one occasion, and it has already undermined the country’s food supply.541 The general 

crisis has seriously threatened Maduro’s presidency and his attention to foreign policy issues 

may be diminished to pay more attention to the domestic problems.  

As has been already mentioned, the Pink Tide’s rise has halted with a series of elections that 

have seen right-wing partiesvictorious. The election of Macri in Argentina not only 

represented the conclusion of 12 years of “Kirchnerismo”, but it is also the most remarkable 

example of the end of an era led by left-wing governments.542 After his election, on 

November 23th 2015, he promised to introduce more business-friendly policies, to depart 

from the historical alliance with Venezuela in order to privilege more economically feasible 

alternatives, among others, strengthening relations with the EU and the United States.543 

After only 100 days of office the newly elected president has already implemented some 

important economic policies that would end the isolation of Argentina and open it to the 

foreign markets.544  He has hosted several western leaders to seal his commitment to 

Argentina’s internationalization and debt normalization: Obama, Matteo Renzi and François 

Hollande enthusiastically met Macri.545 

If Argentina is facing a period of enthusiasm and stability thanks to its new president, who 

normalised relations with the West and promised to boost the economy, it is not possible to 

say the same for Brazil. From January 2016 president Dilma Rousseff faced several 

accusations , from stealing billions of dollars from Petrobras to corruption and creative public 

accounting that enabled the president, and her executive, to spend more public money 

without accounting for it on the national budget.546 On May 12th 2016 the Brazilian senate 

impeached President Rousseff and the political crisis faced by the country raised concerns on 
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a possible military coup due to the involvement of the whole executive in the scandal.547 

After the suspension of Dilma Rousseff, Michel Temer has taken the Brazil’s presidency: he 

has promised to fight against the political corruption in the country and implement new 

economic policies favourable to local business and foreign investors.548 The various scandals 

and internal crises faced by the Brazilian, Venezuelan and Argentinianxix  governments 

threatened the survival of the “Pink Tide” and reduced their willingness and trustfulness to 

lead the social revolution in Mercosur.  

 

 

 

 

4.3 Competing regionalism in Latin America and the re-emergence of 

neoliberalism 

 

Starting from the late 2000s the success of regional cooperation in Latin America and the 

different interpretation of its scopes and purposes pushed the countries of the region to 

envisage new forms of cooperation based on various principles and composition.549 The most 

relevant regional agreements experimented by South American countries, such as ALBA and 

UNASUR, have already been discussed in the previous chapters. Besides the two 

experiences, respectively led by Venezuela and Brazil, it is worth mentioninganother two 

alliances in the region: CELAC and the Pacific Alliance.  

As has been already discussed, the creation of ALBA, under the leadership of Hugo Chavez 

and Fidel Castro, is mainly due to its members’ opposition to the post-Cold War regional 

projects based on neoliberalism and it consequently promoted a different type of regional 

experience founded on: mutual assistance, energy programs and social development.550 

Therefore, the rise of this Bolivarian alternative or socialism of the XXI century raised some 

concerns in the Brazilian leadership, which reacted with the promotion of another regional 
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project to include Venezuela under its control: UNASUR, that encourages political and social 

cooperation among its members.551 Behind the decision of including Venezuela in Mercosur 

there is probably  main strategic thinking.552 

However, with the creation of CELAC, Community of Latin American and Caribbean States, 

in 2011, the whole region has gathered in a common regional project that has the aim to 

develop political cooperation among its 31 members.553 The organization is openly inspired 

by the lessons drawn by Hugo Chavez and Fidel Castro of promoting social justice and 

equality in the region.554 As the two aforementioned experiences, CELAC represents the rise 

of post-neoliberalism or counter-liberalism strategies in the region.555 The “Pink Tide” 

governments, in particular Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez and Brazil’s Lula, envisaged a new 

type of regional integration in the region based on a social and political platform to contrast 

the previous neoliberal experiences in the region.556 

However, the proliferation of regional organizations faced by South America can be 

understood as a negative phenomenon that shows the lack of political willingness in creating 

common and comprehensive regional projects.557  Therefore, the political convergence of the 

Latin American Pink Tide, largely explained in the first chapter, was not sufficient to 

overcome the nationalist aspirations of the countries in the region.558 

As a matter of fact, the arrival of a revolutionary and alternative ideology on regional 

integration had a second negative effect: it exacerbated the already existing opposition 

between Caribbean and continental nations and Pacific countries.559 In 2011 Colombia, Peru, 

Chile and Mexico created a brand new regional project: the Pacific Alliance (PA).560 An 

injection of neoliberal purposes and strategies to foster economic growth as well as the 

promotion of free trade and development of economic integration inspired this project.561 

PA’s aims are clearly in contrast with those ideological purposes proposed by ALBA, as well 
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as the political goals promoted by CELAC and UNASUR.562 On the contrary it shares some 

common characteristics with the original arrangement of Mercosur. 563  Therefore, the 

Mercosur countries that are more in favourof a return to its original scopes have seen in PA a 

strategic partner to bond with: the manifestation of this increased interest is the observatory 

membership of Argentina, Paraguay and Uruguay to this new neoliberal project.  In 

conclusion, the rise of this new project, that gathers a large number of observers from Europe 

to East Asia, could testify the resurgence of neoliberalism in South America.564 

 

 

 

 

  4.4 Inter-regionalism: the EU-Mercosur talks  

 

In previous chapters the US influence on Latin America has been taken into account in order 

to evaluate LA foreign policy choices. However, EU and US are both exercising a strong 

influence on the region for different reasons and with different strategies.565 In particular, the 

US has opposed the development of regionalism and inter-regionalism in order to promote its 

national interest based on New American Imperialism, especially during Bush 

administration.566 However, even if several commenters have seen a demise of US hegemony 

during Obama administration, the democratic president has preserved some element of 

unilateralism in his foreign policy, which has developed new forms of collaboration through 

Free Trade Agreements (like the TTP and the TTIP).567 On the other hand, the European 

Union is promoting a divergent model, which has privileged inter-regional relations over 

bilateral talks. 568  The organization has exercised its soft power and presence trough 
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multilateral dialogue with other regional bodies, such as ASEAN or Mercosur.569 For these 

reasons, the EU has been considered a “civilian power”.570 The US and EU interests in 

developing the above mentioned strategies were opposing: the US has been trying to weaken 

LA regionalism while the European Union has proposed a bloc-to-bloc dialogue, which have 

forced the South American countries to speak with one voice.571  

The inter-regional relations between the EU and Mercosur members have not yet been 

discussed, and they have been partially put aside in this work, in order to concentrate the 

attention on the evolution of Latin America regionalism. Nonetheless, the importance of EU-

Mercosur relations cannot be undervalued. For these reasons, it is fundamental to underline 

the extreme importance of this agreement, since it would create the biggest free trade area in 

the world and it would represent the first trade deal between two customs unions.572  

Behind the current talks there is a long journey of negotiations, which started in 1995 when 

the EU and Mercosur signed the Inter-regional Framework Cooperation Agreement 

(IFCA). 573  IFCA confirmed the supportive attitude of the EU in Mercosur regional 

integration, creating a fundamental framework for future discussion on a huge variety of 

issues.574 After the conclusion of this first agreement in 1999, the two regional entities started 

to broadly cooperate after the first EU-Mercosur Bi-Regional Summit, which was organized 

in Rio in the same year.575 This comprehensive agreement has been associated with the “Rio 

Process”, which envisaged the creation of a strategic bi-regional deal between the EU and 

Mercosur.576  The inter-regional talks continued with different rounds in Madrid (2002), 

Guadalajara (2004) and Vienna (2006), where the two parties extended their collaboration on 

social issues.577 EU-Mercosur relations saw acceleration in the 2000s for two reasons: first, 

the EU feared that the conclusion of FTAA would have excluded a future cooperation with 
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Mercosur countries and secondly the failure of WTO talks pushed for an alternative strategy 

to multilateralism.578  

However, the different interpretations and interests of the EU members have slowed 

Mercosur negotiations, which have been re-launched only in 2010 with the Madrid 

Summit.579 The comprehensive inter-regional agreement is still under discussion and, as has 

been explained before, the inclusion of Venezuela in the bloc has threatened its success. 

Therefore, the high politicization of Mercosur, due to the entrance of Venezuela, is 

hampering its future ability to conclude fruitful trade deal.  

 

 

 

  

 

5. Conclusion 

 
The first part of this chapter has deeply analysed the two different paths of ratification that 

could lead to the inclusion of Venezuela and Bolivia in Mercosur. Bolivian adhesion is still 

under discussion because it still needs the ratification of the Brazilian parliament to become 

fully effective. However, the two countries’ experiences presented a clear difference: the 

Venezuelan ratification process was prolonged by a series of concerns regarding its 

democratic performances and the legality of its inclusion.  

The main purpose of this chapter was to demonstrate whether the different strategic positions 

of Venezuela have had an impact on its ratification procedure. Therefore, the second part of 

this chapter was devoted to the analysis of the main challenges proposed by Chavez’s 

diplomatic style and by Caracas’ foreign policy, which could have negatively affected 

Caracas’ inclusion in the bloc. In particular, the contrasting aims, purposes and strategies of 

Brazil and Venezuela have been put under deep scrutiny to envisage any point of conflict that 

could be seen as a reasonable cause of the late ratification. However, the strategic 

pragmatism of Brazilian leadership did not oppose either the challenging decisions taken by 
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Hugo Chavez, nor on the occasion of the Bolivian gas nationalization.580 Therefore, the 

hypothesis based on the strategic economic and political relevance of Venezuela is partially 

invalidated.  

Nevertheless, the low democratic performances of the Chavist regime and the political 

pressure on the Paraguayan ratification have seriously slowed the process of inclusion of 

Chavez’s Venezuela. Both Brazilian senate and Paraguayan parliamentary and executive 

branches were concerned about the low level of political and economic freedom in 

Venezuela, which contrasted with the democratic clause of the Treaty of Asuncion.581 

Therefore, Brasilia’s senate repeatedly opposed the ratification protocol, whose vote was 

postponed in various occasions. 582  Nevertheless, the Brazilian parliamentary branch 

eventually ratified the Venezuelan full membership, while the Paraguayan government was 

threatened by the impeachment procedure against its president, Fernando Lugo.583 The 

strategic exclusion of Paraguay from the bloc gave the opportunity to the three other 

members to complete the ratification process and officially include Venezuela in the 

bloc.584Since then, Paraguay has been continuing to raise concerns on the legality of the 

adhesion of Caracas, agreed in its absence, and has asked for its expulsion from the bloc until 

it reaches the basic democratic requirements.585 

The third paragraph of this section was devoted to the consequent polarization and 

fragmentation caused by the inclusion of Venezuela in the bloc. As has already been 

mentioned, the inclusion of Venezuela produced a raising polarization in the bloc: on one 

side its supporters, namely Brazil and Argentina, on the other side Uruguay and Paraguay, 

which both try to secure from the bigger members hegemony in the bloc.586 However, the 

South American political scenario has profoundly changed after the election of Macri in 
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Argentina and the appointment of Temer in Brazil, after the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff. 

The two presidents share a series of common mind-sets such as: a renewed interest for more 

business friendly policies, a tendency to privilege market liberalization and a positive attitude 

towards the reconnection with the US and the European Union.587 Therefore, Mercosur 

setting and distribution of preferences has seen the isolation of Venezuela and a consequent 

instability in the bloc.588 

The last paragraph underlined the strategic importance of EU-Mercosur relations. In 

particular, the polarization of Mercosur has produced a negative effect on the future 

establishment of a comprehensive inter-regional trade deal.   
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Conclusion 

 
 

The main aim of this study was to demonstrate that the obstacles Venezuela faced in its bid to 

join Mercosur were posed by the economic and political ramifications implicit in its 

membership, making the whole process more complex in comparison to Bolivia’s relatively 

smooth path. Before explaining how Venezuela and Bolivia actually joined the organization, 

it was necessary to clarify that a fundamental shift in the aims and the types of projects 

proposed by Mercado Comun del Sur paved the way for their adhesion to the bloc. Indeed it 

is difficult to see why two countries like Venezuela and Bolivia, led by the leftist 

governments of Hugo Chavez and Evo Morales respectively, applied for full membership of 

Mercosur, a historically neoliberal organization aimed at establishing a common market 

among its members. Therefore, there were two hypotheses to demonstrate: the first one 

regarding the afore-mentioned shift in the organization necessary for the inclusion of Caracas 

and La Paz, while the second one concerned the economic, political and ideological meanings 

behind the inclusion of Venezuela.  

The first chapter aimed at testing the first hypothesis: it evaluated the rise of the so-called 

Pink Tide in Latin America, which refers to centre-left and left governments taking power in 

the region. 589  The chapter also explored the Pink Tide’s effects on Latin American 

regionalism and in particular on Mercosur integration.590 The social focus implemented by 

Pink Tide governments was reflected in South American regional experiences, as the 

emergence of alternative regional agreements like ALBA and UNASUR has demonstrated.591 

Venezuelan and Brazilian leaderships played a key role in the realization of a new kind of 

regional organization, aimed at resolving the economic disparities existing between the 

countries involved and the internal economic inequalities affecting the region, together with 

other developmental and social issues.592 On the one hand, the Bolivarian Alliance for the 

Peoples of Our America, led by Venezuela, established compensation mechanisms and 
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projects directed at reducing the internal disparities among its members, privileging less 

developed countries.593 While on the other hand, the Union of South American Nations (or 

UNASUR), promoted by Brazil, privileged physical integration among its members through 

the implementation of common strategies and projects in different areas, such as security, 

infrastructures, communication and energy.594 

The rise of left and centre-left governments in the region stimulated the creation of a 

generalised consensus over more socially oriented regional solutions. Brazilian and 

Argentinian leadership led this consensus in Mercosur, which underwent a consistent change 

in its aims and purposes. The presidencies of Lula in Brazil and the Kirchners in Argentina 

brought a considerable shift in the Mercosur agenda, which was re-oriented to cover more 

social and political issues. The two presidents converged over common regional strategies 

based on a new orientation for Mercosur, more sensitive to issues such as the reduction of 

inequalities, the compensation of disparities, democratic representation in the organization 

and social development.595  In particular, they promoted a large number of initiatives, among 

them the implementation of FOCEM (Fondo para la ConvergenciaEstructural del Mercosur) 

a convergence fund to finance social and economical projects with a multiplying effect on the 

economy of the participants, and the institution of Parlasur, the parliamentary institution of 

the organization.596 

The implementation of a Social Mercosur had the effect of attracting the attention of 

Venezuela first and Bolivia a few years later. The two countries’ leaders, who represented 

two of the main supporters of another type of regional experience (namely ALBA), were 

more favourable to the enforcement of a socially oriented regional agenda rather than to the 

implementation of neoliberal policies.597 Therefore, the original neoliberal orientation of 

Mercosur could have been perceived as being in contrast with their political and ideological 

positions. On more than one occasion Hugo Chavez asked for a renovation of Mercosur, 
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citing a hypothetical “New Mercosur”.598 This new orientation of the organization, operated 

mainly by Argentina and Brazil, facilitated the entrance of the two new countries into the 

bloc.599 

The analysis conducted in this chapter has made references mainly to the official documents, 

declarations, decisions and reports contained in the Archives of Mercosur and other 

institutions (such as regional and international organizations, national governments and 

transnational networks), available online. The analysis of the documents and the decisions 

taken during the chosen period (2000-2011) by Mercosur’s members led to the identification 

of the most important initiatives and projects linked to the social shift operated in the 

organization. Various authors had already identified a social shift in Mercosur, as presented 

in this work. In particular,the analysis referenced the work of GianlucaGardini, who 

identified a new era in the organization, during which Mercosur was in “search of a renewed 

identity”, as he described in 2011.600 Pia Rigorozzi and Diana Tussie recognised this 

fundamental shift more clearly, seeing it not only in Mercosur but also in other regional 

experiences in Latin American.601 Their book “The Rise of Post-Hegemonic Regionalism – 

The Case of Latin America” is one of the main sources used in this work to analyse this 

social and Post-hegemonic shift in the regional experiences of the Southern cone.602  On the 

other hand, Mariana Vazquez and José Briceno Ruiz in 2009603 and Raúl Bernal-Meza in 

2008604 both acknowledged the common interests and the political convergence of Argentina 

and Brazil during Lula and Nestor Kirchner’s presidencies, which represented an important 

academic source to show the two presidents’ regional commitment in Mercosur.605 In 

particular, Mariana Vazquez and José Briceno Ruiz analysed the social dimension of the 

organization and enlisted some fundamental examples of socially oriented initiatives, to 
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which this study has made reference.606 Finally, a number of newspaper articles have been 

referenced to complete the description of the initiatives promoted and to illustrate the 

opinions of the main actors involved.   

However, it is not possible to attribute Bolivia and Venezuela’s application for membership  

purely to Mercosur’s social shift. Consequently, the second chapter of this work focuses on 

the economic, political and strategic reasons behind the choice of Hugo Chavez and Evo 

Morales to apply to join. This section can be read in parallel to identify the differences and 

similarities between the two paths of ratification and the reasons behind the choice of 

becoming part of Mercosur. Two detailed timelines, containing the most relevant events, 

conferences and decisions, have been built to demonstrate the more troubled path 

experienced by Venezuela. As the chapter shows, the opposition raised by the Brazilian 

senate and the Paraguayan parliament troubled  the Venezuelan ratification process.607 

However, the two countries experienced not only different paths of inclusion but they also 

justified their choices with distinctive reasons and developed their own strategy to promote 

their application to Mercosur. The revolutionary ideological orientation of Hugo Chavez 

justified the inclusion of Caracas in the bloc as a part of a bigger regional project, which 

would have included the whole of Latin America in the same organization to fight the 

hegemonic interference of the United States. 608  Moreover, the inclusion in Mercosur 

represented a consistent source of revenues. thanks to the fact that the Venezuela Oil industry 

privileged trade ties with its Brazilian and Argentinian counterparts.609 On the other hand, 

Evo Morales’ foreign policy represented a fundamental shift for La Paz, as he privileged 

relations with South American countries and refused to collaborate with the US.610 His 

political affinity with Hugo Chavez and his strategic use of the huge Bolivian natural gas 

resources further pushed La Paz towards Mercosur.611 

The decision to join Mercosur was already pointed out by Chavez in his Plan de Desarrollo 

Economico y Social de la Nacion 2001-2007, which reoriented Venezuelan foreign policy to 

promote the Bolivarian ideology of the caudillo.612 However, the official presentation of the 
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Venezuelan candidacy for full membership of Mercosur arrived in 2006, after an 

intensification of relations with the organization’s members.xx As has been presented in the 

second chapter, Hugo Chavez started a process of approaching Mercosur’s members before 

the application, as well as during the ratification process. He decided to purchase Argentinian 

and Paraguayan bonds, presenting himself as the financial saviour of Latin America.613 

Moreover, he used the flourishing oil resources of his country to develop his personal “Oil 

diplomacy” policy, establishing broad-ranging economic cooperation with the state-led oil 

companies of Brazil and Argentina.614 Finally, José Mujica presidency in Uruguay fostered 

the already strong ties between Montevideo and Caracas.615 

However, Hugo Chavez’s revolutionary political style and foreign policy reflected his strong 

ideological orientation.616 He fiercely opposed the neoliberal projects promoted by the US, 

for instance he strongly opposed the FTAA, which eventually led to the failure of the free 

trade agreement.617  He presented several regional initiatives to promote his vision of 

regionalization, which entailed the reduction of social inequalities, the development of 

common infrastructures to foster economic and social growth and the exchange of oil to 

promote higher levels of development.618 Some of these initiatives, such as PetroCaribe, 

PetroSur and ALBA promoted his pivotal role in the region and strengthened his country’s 

ties with Latin America.619 Mercosur countries’ generalised support for some of these 

initiatives and their similarities with those implemented under Mercosur Social further 

showed the political and ideological proximity experienced during the rise of the Pink Tide in 

LA. However, the pivotal role of Hugo Chavez in Latin American regionalization challenged 

the historical hegemonic position of Brazil and presented some remarkable differences with 

the more moderate political style of the bloc, as has been presented in the last chapter.620 

On the other hand, the temporal sequence that led to the inclusion of Bolivia cannot ignore 

the fact that Venezuelan membership was officially ratified in the same year that La Paz put 
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forward its candidacy. Generally speaking, Morales’ foreign policy was oriented to 

strengthen ties with Latin American countries and his special relationship with the 

Venezuelan president further improved Bolivian relations with the rest of the region.621 The 

ideological and political orientation shared by the two presidents was visible during the 

inclusion of Bolivia in ALBA and after Chavez’ strong  support for the Bolivian 

nationalization of natural gas.622Evo Morales saw in Hugo Chavez and in his country’s full 

membership of Mercosur two ways to strengthen economic ties with the region and to 

distance his country from the hegemonic control of  the US, which, on the contrary, 

characterised his predecessors’ foreign policy.623 

On one hand, press articles were mainly used to analyse the strengthening of economic ties 

between the two applicants and the other members of Mercosur and the process of ratification 

experienced by Venezuela and Bolivia. On the other hand, regional, international and 

national institutions’ web site represented another fundamental source of information to 

retrieve official reports and declarations to support the assessment of the reasons that led La 

Paz and Caracas applying for full membership.  

The large literature on the Chavez regime was useful to identify the most important decisions 

and strategies undertaken by the Venezuelan president as well as to better acknowledge his 

political and ideological orientation on regional issues. For these reasons, the main sources 

used in this chapter on Venezuela were Marco di Ruzza’s book624 on the Latin American 

international position, Peter Lambert’s chapter625 on Venezuelan foreign policy contained in 

paper collection edited by the Gian Luca Gardini and Peter Lambert in 2011626, Nikolas 

Kozloff’s book on Chavez’s Oil Diplomacy627 and some chapters of a book by Javier 

Corrales and Michael Penfold 628  on the main characteristics of Chavez’s ideological 

orientation.  
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Bolivian foreign policy was analysed through the seminal work629edited by Denis Rolland, 

Joelle Chassin and others on Morales’ presidency; the historical excursus contained in the 

chapter elaborated by Larry Birns and Alex Sanchez from the collection edited by Gian Luca 

Gardini and Peter Lambert in 2011 and finally Manuel MejidoCostoya’s paper630 on the 

effect of post-neoliberal market orientation in Bolivia. In particular, the collection of papers 

edited by Gian Luca Gardini and Peter Lambert, titled “Latin America Foreign Policies: 

Between Ideology and Pragmatism”, has been used in the second and the third chapter to 

highlight the ideological and pragmatic reasons orienting LA foreign policy. 631 

The final findings of the second chapter highlight the different ratification paths experienced 

by the two countries on their bids to be included in Mercosur. Moreover, it points out the 

economic and strategic reasons behind the decision taken by La Paz and Caracas, showing a 

foreign policy more oriented toward pragmatism; it also explained the ideological orientation 

and political similarities between the two applicants and the social shift operated in Mercosur 

to show the strong ideological component of LA foreign policy as illustrated in Luca Gardini 

and Peter Lambert’s book.632 

In conclusion, the two countries had similar reasons and adopted similar strategies to become 

full members of Mercosur, involving the strategic use of their natural energy resources.633 

Nonetheless, their ratification processes were dealt differently with by the bloc’s members, 

even though Bolivian inclusion is still waiting for Brazilian confirmation, the Venezuelan 

path to Mercosur was far more troubled, due to the fierce opposition of both the Paraguayan 

and Brazilian parliaments. 

The third and last chapter is completely devoted to investigating the reasons behind this 

remarkable difference in the processes of inclusion of Venezuela and Bolivia, the former 

being, as  has already been mentioned, more troubled and contested than the latter. The main 

aim of this work was to explain why this difference occurred and the hypothesis proposed is 

that the strategic economic and political meaning of the inclusion of Venezuela slowed its 

ratification process, which means that the huge Venezuelan oil reserves and the strong 
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ideological orientation of Hugo Chavez was the cause of greater reluctance on the part of  the 

Mercosur members. Therefore, after comparing the two ratification procedures, the chapter 

analyses the differences between the political orientation and style of Hugo Chavez and 

President Lula.  

The decision to take into consideration Lula’s Brazil is justified by the fact that the Brazilian 

president was hugely important in the regional integration of Latin American.634 He was one 

of the biggest supporters of Venezuelan inclusion; he led the regional integration of LA 

during his presidency through the strengthening of Mercosur and the creation of new regional 

initiatives (for instance UNASUR) and his foreign policy and regional strategies shared some 

characteristics with Chavez’s Bolivarian alternative.635 Nevertheless, the two presidents’ 

styles and political orientations clashed as the Bolivarian alternative shaped by Hugo Chavez 

openly challenged Brazilian leadership in the region.636 In particular, the pivotal role of 

Chavez’s ideology in Latin American regional integration could have opposed Brazil’s 

historical claim to leadership in the region.637 

The main sources used to analyse the contraposition between Brazil and Venezuela were the 

famous article by Jorge G. Castañeda638, Steven Levitsky and Kenneth M. Roberts’ book639 

“Latin America’s Left Turn” together with a paper by Sean W Burges640 on the competing 

approaches of the two countries. Jorge G. Castañeda’s historical dichotomy between bad and 

good left in Latin America has been presented and integrated with the more exhaustive 

interpretation proposed by Steven Levitsky and Kenneth M. Roberts, which classify the left 

movements of LA in four different categories. These four categories provided a 

comprehensive classification of the phenomenon that allowed a deeper examination of the 

political variations present in the Pink Tide, highlighting the internal differences that could 

have caused diverging ideologies in the bloc.641 
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As has been described, the firm ideological orientation of Hugo Chavez included a marked 

dichotomy between two opposing factions: “one pro-Chávez, one pro-American”642. This 

strong opposition could have raised some concern and opposition from the Mercosur 

countries and caused a delay in the ratification process.643 Sean Burges’ paper analysed the 

strong competition between Brazil and Venezuela to gain the leadership of the Southern cone 

as well as the political strategies employed by the countries’ leaders to obtain those aims.644 

The comprehensive contributions of Steve Ellener645, Nikolas Kozloff646 and Diana Raby647 

have been taken into account to describe regional competition between Caracas and Brasilia. 

A series of decisions and initiatives undertaken by the Venezuelan president have been 

presented in the section dedicated to the demonstration of the previously mentioned 

contraposition, among others PetroCaribe, the indiscriminate support of Bolivian gas 

nationalization and the Chavez’s social-power diplomacy (a concept elaborated by Javier 

Corrales and Michael Penfold in their book “Dragon in the Tropic: Venezuela and the Legacy 

of Hugo Chavez”).648 

The main results from this section of the third chapter were linked to the Brazilian reaction 

against the challenging foreign policy of Caracas. In particular, Lula’s Brazil did not opt for a 

direct confrontation with Venezuela, instead the Brazilian leader chose to include the 

challenger in the regional experiments proposed, reaching broader arrangements where there 

was disagreement and underwriting the initiatives proposed by Chavez that met the Brazilian 

interests.649 Sean Bruges proposed this interesting interpretation of Brazilian strategic foreign 

policy in his paper “Brazil as Regional Leader: Meeting the Chávez Challenge”.650 Moreover, 

Lula’s Brazil aspired to conquer a prestigious role in  world politics so his foreign policy 

went beyond the leadership of Latin America as some of his international initiatives have 
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demonstrated (such as the establishment of the G20, the implementation of cooperation 

forums with the other emerging powers and the request to obtain a permanent seat at the UN 

Security Council).651 Therefore, the inclusion of Venezuela in Mercosur was part of a broader 

strategic decision that entailed the inclusion of Hugo Chavez in the regional integration of the 

Southern Cone.652  Consequently, the hypothesis that was proposed is partially invalidated, as 

it is not possible to attribute the delay of the Venezuelan application to Chavez’s 

revolutionary role in the region or to the oil-based economy of Caracas.  

The alternative interpretation of the research question presented in this work included the 

democratic low performances of the Chavist regime and the Paraguayan domestic crisis. As 

has been presented in the third section of the last chapter, the Brazilian senate and the 

Paraguayan parliament raised intense opposition to the ratification of full Venezuelan 

membership of Mercosur. The Brazilian senate and Paraguayan parliament focused on the 

low democratic performance of the regime of Chavez that breached the democratic 

provisions laid by the Ushuaia Protocol (1996).653 Consequently, the vote concerning the 

ratification protocol on Caracas’ inclusion was postponed to wait for a more favourable 

context.654 In Brazil the protocol was adopted in December 2009, while the political situation 

of Paraguay collapsed after the process of impeachment against president Lugo. 655 

Paraguayan opposition was overcome after its suspension from the organization, which has 

raised concerns over the legality of the inclusion of Venezuela that were lately officialised in 

2012.656 In conclusion, it has been demonstrated that the delay in the ratification process was 

caused by the internal crisis faced by Paraguay and the democratic low performances of 

Hugo Chavez’s regime. 

The last paragraph of the third chapter pointed out that the inclusion of Venezuela increased 

polarization in the bloc: on one side its supporters, namely Brazil and Argentina, on the other 

side Uruguay and Paraguay, which both tried to secure from the larger members hegemony in 
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the bloc.657 In particular the Paraguayan government has continued to question the legality of 

the inclusion of Venezuela and asked to revise its application and status.658 Moreover, the 

Mercosur nations have asked Venezuela to comply with the fundamental rights protection 

laid down in the Ushuaia declaration.659 

However, the South American political scenario has profoundly changed after the 

appointment of right and centre-oriented governments. In particular, Mercosur decision-

making has been profoundly affected since the election of Macri in Argentina and the 

appointment of Temer in Brazil, after the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff.660 The Brazilian 

and Argentinean presidents share a common vision over the future developments of 

Mercosur, one which entails business friendly policies, further market liberalization and a 

positive attitude towards reconnection with the US and the European Union.661 Therefore, 

Mercosur setting and distribution of preferences has seen the isolation of Venezuela and a 

consequent instability in the bloc.662 

The organization is affected by an internal polarization caused by the opposing ideologies of 

its members. In particular, Mercosur is facing an internal struggle to isolate Venezuela from 

the organization’s decision-making due to the domestic unstable situation of the country.663 

Moreover, the anti-liberalisation ideological orientation shared by Nicolas Maduro, who 

naturally succeeded to Chavez after his death, has threatened the organization’s negotiation 

with the EU.664 In fact, each country of Mercosur has the power to veto the decisions 

proposed during the CMC meetings and consequently annul the efforts employed to reach an 
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agreement.665 Moreover, even the approval of the organization is affected by a lack of 

enforcement of its decisions, as demonstrated by the continuous Venezuelan breach of the 

democratic clause.666 Furthermore, the strategic exclusion of Paraguay during the delicate last 

phases of Venezuelan inclusion led to a loss of credibility and it has further increased the 

level of hostility between the countries of the Mercosur bloc.667 Finally, the continuous 

violations of democratic order faced by Mercosur’s countries, as for instance in Venezuela, 

are seriously jeopardizing the survival of the organization and are also challenging the 

effective functioning of the bloc.  

In conclusion, the arrival of the Pink Tide in America Latina have partially deepened the 

regional experience of the area, multiplying the number of regional organization and 

widening the aims of the existing one. Moreover, the inclusion of two new members in 

Mercosur, namely Venezuela and Bolivia, represents a fundamental step in its history. 

However, the spread of an alternative type of regional organization has increase hostility and 

competition in the bloc, accentuating the existing gap between Pacific and Atlantic countries. 

Furthermore, the political instability and low democratic performances of Mercosur, 

embodied by Paraguay domestic crisis and Chavez’s regime in Venezuela, have negatively 

affected the organization’s credibility and effectiveness.  Finally, even if the election of 

Macri in Argentina and the appointment of Temer in Brazil could revitalize the original aims 

of the organization, the internal polarization is hampering its correct functioning. The future 

of Mercosur has not been decided yet. Nonetheless, the organization will face a tumultuous 

period after the downfall of the Pink Tide and its short regional success.  
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Notes 

 
i Bolivian full membership is still under ratification  
iiSeechapter 2 
iiiFrom original statement in Portuguese:  “O governo brasileiro e o presidente da República do Brasiltêm a mais 
perfeitaconvicção de que a boa relaçãoentre a Argentina e o Brasilérazãoprimeira para o sucesso do Mercosul” 
from Agência Brazil, Lula e Kirchnerfazemdiscursoafinadosobreprioridade do Mercosul, 11/06/2003, 
availableat: http://memoria.ebc.com.br/agenciabrasil/noticia/2003-06-11/lula-e-kirchner-fazem-discurso-
afinado-sobre-prioridade-do-mercosul 
iv Mercosur is composed by countries that are characterized by profound differences at the geo-political and 
economic level. 
vProtocol of OuroPreto (Protocolo de OuroPreto) is one of the founding treaties of Mercosur. It was signed in 
1994 in the city of OuroPreto (Brazil) to complete the institutional framework of the organization created with 
the Treaty of Asuncion (1991) 
vi Hugo Chavez openly stated this position during his interview at CNN with Larry King in 2009, available at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hGtzb-PunXI 
vii In 2006 Castañeda realized an article for Foreign Affairs, titled “Latina America’s Left Turn” that marked an 
important interpretation on the left shift in Latin American politics. The Mexican former foreign minister 
analysed this phenomenon distinguishing the “bad left” from the new “social democratic left”, which he 
described as the “right left”. 
viii The Pulp Mill Dispute started in 2006 when Argentina formally presented the case to the International Court 
of Justice. The case was based on the establishment of two pulp mills, one Spanish and the other Finnish, on the 
river Uruguay in 2003: Argentinian environmental activist organizations denounced the environmental risk of 
the two industrial plants. This case raised diplomatic tensions between the two countries that last until 
nowadays. 
ix Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) is a US sponsored agreement on security and drug contraband in 
Latin America.  
xOriginal in Spanish: “la idea es queseancréditosquefomenten la integración, por ejemplo, en la 
conectividadentrepaíses, hacerempresasconjuntas e impulsar eldesarrollo social y económico de la region” 
xi In September 2008 Venezuela was affected by an internal crisis caused by the separatist movement from the 
province of the “Media Luna”, which sought to be independent from the motherland  
xii Denis Rolland, Joelle Chassin and others mentioned this term (the original versioni in French is “axe du 
bien”) in their book “Pour comprendre le Bolivied’Evo Morales” published by L’Harmattan in 2007 
xiii from the original in Spanish: “es elpaísmásapto para continuar con la integraciónregional”  
xiv from the original in Spanish: “Se trata de que Bolivia no tenga que pagar precios ni perder 
conquistasquehayaobtenido en susnegociacionescomercialesinternacionales para poderingresar al Mercosur. 
Contará en esto con todoelapoyo de Uruguay en elproceso de negociación de su ingreso” 
xv Kurt Weyland and others described the Left turn in Latin America in their book “Leftist governments in Latin 
America: successes and shortcomings” distinguishing the LA political experiences in moderate and radical 
governments  
xvilvaro Vargas Llosa in his article for The Washington Post, “Beware the Carnivores”, made a clear distinction 
between two types of Latin American governments: the carnivores and the vegetarians (available at: 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/08/04/AR2006080401760.html)  
xvii Hugo Chavez openly stated this position during his interview at CNN with Larry King in 2009, available at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hGtzb-PunXI 
xviii  From the original in Spanish: “una interrupción del ordenconstitucionaldemocrático y violatorio de la 
cláusulademocráticaconstitutiva del Mercosur” - El Universo, Mercosursuspende a Paraguay 
hastanuevaselecciones e incorpora a Venezuela, eluniverso.com, 29 June 2012, availableat: 
http://www.eluniverso.com/2012/06/29/1/1361/mercosur-suspende-paraguay-hasta-nuevas-elecciones-
incorpora-venezuela.html 
xix the Argentinian government under Cristina Kirchner faced several scandals such as: the misterious death of 
Alberto Nisman, former prosecutor of the president, and corruption and money laundering. 
xxseechapter 3  
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ANNEX:  

ABSTRACT 

VENEZUELA AND BOLIVIA JOIN MERCOSUR: 

The Pink Tide and South American Regional Integration 
 

 

This study summaries a fundamental series of relevant issues regarding Latin American 

regional integration, focusing on the last two decades. In particular, its main aim is to 

investigate on the troubled ratification path followed by Venezuela to be included as full 

member in Mercosur. The strategic political and economic meaning of the inclusion of 

Caracas in the organization is considered as the major contributing factor to the significant 

delay that Venezuela faced.1 The Bolivian process of inclusion in Mercosur is taken into 

consideration to build up a comparative framework, and better analyse the Venezuelan case. 

This work tries to demonstrate two distinctive research questions. First, it analyses the actions 

and reforms promoted in Mercosur during Kirchner and Lula’ presidencies. Second, it 

discusses the different adhesion paths followed by Venezuela and Bolivia to obtain the full 

Mercosur membership.   

The first chapter is dedicated to the analysis of the Pink Tide political innovations in LA 

regionalism, which particularly affected the scoped and aims of the organizations born and 

reformed in this period of political change. In particular, Mercosur’s agenda composition, 

aims and provisions are largely discussed and meticulously described. These fundamental 

reforms are taken into account, because they can be understood as one of the most attractive 

factors that pushed Venezuela and Bolivia to apply for the full membership of the 

organization, paving the way for they inclusion.  

The second and third chapter are devoted to the discussion of the second research questions of 

this dissertation. The elaborated hypothesis demonstrates that the different treatment reserved 

respectively to the Venezuelan and the Bolivian requests to be part of Mercosur is caused by 

the higher economic, political and ideological meanings behind the inclusion of Venezuela. In 

particular, the second chapter focuses on the path followed by Caracas and La Paz to be 

included in Mercosur, underlining the interests of the two countries in becoming full member 

of the organization. However, before going on it is worth mentioning that there are two 
																																																								
1 Pia Rigirozzi, Reconstructing Regionalism: What does Development have to do with It?, in Riggirozzi, Pía, and 
Diana Tussie, eds. The rise of post-hegemonic regionalism: The case of Latin America. Vol. 4. Springer Science 
& Business Media, 2012. 
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different interpretations on Venezuela annexation in Mercosur, as reported by Professor 

Carranza in “Mercosur, the Global Economic Crisis, And the New Architecture of 

Regionalism in the Americas”. The first interpretation saw Venezuelan inclusion as a way to 

limit the spread of the Chavist revolution and continue the promotion of trade liberalization in 

Latin America. On the contrary, the second explanation is the following: left and centre-left 

governments of Latin America have seen in the Bolivarian alternative proposed by Chavez a 

way to solve the bloc’s inequalities, poverty and economic issues.2 Both justifications are 

taken into account, in particular during the analysis of Chavez and Lula foreign policies.   

Lula’s Brazil is used as the main source of interpretation due to its strategic importance in LA 

regional integration. The analysis of the political strategies of Lula and Chavez is central in 

the third and last chapter, which highlight Venezuelan threats to the historical Brazilian 

leadership. In particular, the pivotal role of Chavez’s Bolivarian alternative in Latin American 

regional integration could be opposed to the historical Brazilian desire of headship in the 

region.3 Therefore, Brazilian support to Caracas membership is not easy to understand. This 

dissertation reflects on the reasons why the two leaders’ styles and objectives in foreign 

policy could be understood in opposition.  

 

After having explained the main structure of this work, it is fundamental to highlight its major 

findings and explain its original conclusions. In particular, the answers to the two above 

mentioned research questions will be largely presented and discussed.  

 

Starting from the first part, the proposed analysis has conducted to the reasoning and 

deductions explained in the conclusion. Consequently, some fundamental explanations need 

to be clarified before examining the two countries application to Mercosur. An important 

political shift in the organization, and more generally in Latin American politics, has paved 

the way for the inclusion of Venezuela and Bolivia in Mercado Comun del Sur.4 A short 

analysis of the effects of the Pink Tide in Latin America is deployed to demonstrate the 

existence of a meaningful alignment between Argentinian and Brazilian governments. As a 

matter of fact, it is difficult to imagine that two countries like Venezuela and Bolivia, led by 

leftist governments (guided respectively by Hugo Chavez and Evo Morales), have presented a 

																																																								
2 Carranza, Mario E. "MERCOSUR: The global, economic crisis and the new architecture of regionalism in the 
Americas." FLACSO/LATN Working Paper 125 (2010). 
3 Burges, Sean W. "Brazil as regional leader: meeting the Chávez challenge." Current History 109, no. 724 
(2010): 53. 
4 Ibidem  
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full-membership application to Mercosur, an historically neoliberal organization aimed at 

establishing a common market between its members. Consequently, the alignment between 

Nestor Kirchner and Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, over a more socially oriented regional agenda, 

is considered one of the principal motivations for the inclusion of Caracas and La Paz.5  

As it has been already pointed out, the first chapter focuses on the arrival of the Pink Tied in 

Latin America, which refers to the arrival to power of centre-left and left governments in the 

region. This political shift contributed to the re-shape of regionalist experiences and 

structure.6  The social focus implemented by the Pink Tide’s governments was reflected in the 

South American regional experiences, as the emergence of alternative regional agreements 

like ALBA and UNASUR has demonstrated.7 Venezuelan and Brazilian leaderships were 

fundamental in the realization of a new kind of regional organization, aimed at resolving the 

economic disparities existing between its countries, the internal economic inequalities 

affecting the region as well as other developmental and social issues.8 On the one hand, the 

Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America (ALBA), led by Venezuela, established 

compensation mechanisms and projects directed at reducing the internal disparities among its 

members, privileging less developed countries.9 On the other hand, the Union of South 

American Nations (or UNASUR), promoted by Brazil, privileged the physical integration 

among its members through the implementation of common strategies and projects in 

different areas, such as: security, infrastructures, communication and energy.10  

Even if the principles and aims inspiring ALBA and UNASUR were different, it is interesting 

to notice some common features in the regional experiences developed in LA during the 

arrival of the Pink Tide. In particular, this shift operated in Latin America political orientation 

stimulated the creation of a generalised consensus over the need of regional solutions for 

social and political issues.11  Even Mercosur, a regional organization openly inspired to 

neoliberal policies, was affected by this shift.  

The presidencies of Lula in Brazil and the Kirchners (Néstor and Cristina) in Argentina 

brought a considerable shift in Mercosur’s agenda, which was re-oriented to cover more 

																																																								
5 Ibidem  
6 ibidem 
7 ibidem 
8 Diamint, Rut. "Regionalismo y posicionamiento suramericano: UNASUR y ALBA/Regionalism and South 
American orientation: UNASUR and ALBA." Revista CIDOB d'afers internacionals (2013): 55-79. 
9 Corrales, Javier, and Michael Penfold. Dragon in the Tropics: Venezuela and the Legacy of Hugo Chavez. 
Brookings Institution Press, 2015. 
10 Di Ruzza, Marco.  L’America Latina sulla scena globale: nuovi lineamenti geopolitici di un continente in 
crescita, Rubbettino Editore, 2011 
11 Diamint, Rut. "Regionalismo y posicionamiento suramericano: UNASUR y ALBA/Regionalism and South 
American orientation: UNASUR and ALBA." Revista CIDOB d'afers internacionals (2013): 55-79. 
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social and political issues. For these reasons, it is important to underline the emergence of 

what has been called Social Mercosur, under which the organization developed a big number 

of initiatives with the specific aim to incorporate a social and political dimension to the 

bloc.12 The two presidents, Lula and Néstor, have converged over common regional strategies 

based on a new orientation of the organization, more sensitive to issues such as:  

reduction of inequalities, compensation of disparities, democratic representation in the 

organization and social development.13  

The major findings of the first chapter demonstrate that the implementation of a Social 

Mercosur had the effect of attracting the attention of Venezuela first, and Bolivia several 

years after. The socio-political orientation of Mercosur, inaugurated by Lula and Kirchner, 

facilitated the entrance of the two new countries into the bloc.14  In particular, Hugo Chavez, 

who asked for a renovation of Mercosur in more than one occasion, found interesting this 

shift in the regional organization’s aims and programs.15  

Thanks to the Archives of Mercosur and some journalistic sources, available in various 

languages, it was possible to frame the organization developments and its major re-

orientations. However, the social dimension of the organization was understood through the 

analysis developed by Mariana Vazquez, José Briceno Ruiz16 and Raúl Bernal-Meza17, who 

underlined this fundamental shift in the organization’s agenda. Moreover, Pia Rigorozzi and 

Diana Tussie’s book, “The Rise of Post-Hegemonic Regionalism – The Case of Latin 

America”, more generally highlighted the social shift and Post-hegemonic shift in the regional 

experiences of the Southern cone, pointing out its main causes and effects.18 The original 

elaboration of academic sources and Mercosur archives, built in this dissertation, made 

possible the construction of a complete description of the promoted initiatives and the 

opinions of the main actors involved.   
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However, it is not possible to attribute the inclusion of Bolivia and Venezuela just to the 

social shift operated in Mercosur. Consequently, the second chapter of this work is focused on 

the economic, political and strategic reasons behind the choice of Hugo Chavez and Evo 

Morales to apply for the full membership. The case of Bolivian membership is presented to 

highlight the major difficulties that Venezuela met in joining Mercosur, which represents the 

central issue of this work. Therefore, the second section can be read in parallel to identify the 

differences and similarities between the two paths of ratification and the reasons behind the 

choice of becoming part of Mercosur. Two detailed timelines, containing the most relevant 

events, conferences and decisions, have been built to demonstrate the more troubled path 

experienced by Venezuela instead of proposing a classic comparative analysis.  

The analysis of the two countries’ experiences showed that Bolivia and Venezuela faced 

different paths of inclusion, with distinctive choices, reasons and strategies to promote their 

application in Mercosur. The revolutionary ideological orientation of Hugo Chavez reasoned 

the inclusion of Caracas in the bloc as a part of a bigger regional project, which would have 

included the whole Latin America in the same organization to fight the hegemonic 

interference of the United States.19 Moreover, the inclusion in Mercosur represented a 

consistent source of revenues for the bloc members since Venezuela Oil industry would have 

privileged trade ties with its Brazilian and Argentinian counterparts.20  

On the other hand, Evo Morales’ foreign policy represented a fundamental shift for La Paz, as 

he privileged relations with the South American countries and refused to collaborate with the 

US.21 His political affinity with Hugo Chavez and his strategic use of the Bolivian huge 

natural gas resources further pushed the inclusion of La Paz in Mercosur.22  

The collection of papers edited by Gian Luca Gardini and Peter Lambert, titled “Latin 

America Foreign Policies: Between Ideology and Pragmatism”, is used to highlight the 

ideological and pragmatic reasons orienting LA foreign policy. 23 Journalistic sources and 

official documents are taken into account to point out the different orientation of Morales and 

Chavez, to demonstrate the highly strategic decision of Venezuela in joining Mercosur. 

Moreover, Marco di Ruzza’s book24 on Latin American is fundamental to explain the region’s 

international position and the relations between its countries and Venezuela. Nikolas 
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20 Ibidem  
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22 ibidem 
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Kozloff’s book on Chavez’s Oil Diplomacy25 and some chapters of the book realised by 

Javier Corrales and Michael Penfold26 are fundamental to understand the main characteristics 

of Chavez’s ideological orientation. On the other hand, Bolivian foreign policy is analysed 

through the fundamental book27 edited by Denis Rolland, Joelle Chassin and others on 

Morales’ presidency; while the historical excursus contained in the chapter elaborated by 

Larry Birns and Alex Sanchez from the collection edited by Gian Luca Gardini and Peter 

Lambert in 2011 is fundamental to understand Bolivian application to Mercosur. Finally, 

Manuel Mejido Costoya’s paper28 was used to evaluate the effect of the post-neoliberal 

market orientation in Bolivia.  

These academic and journalistic sources demonstrate that even if the majority of the Mercosur 

leaders sympathised for Chavez, their actual political agendas sometimes diverged. 29 

Nevertheless, what has been pointed in this work is that, even if with some remarkable 

differences, Mercosur’s leaders, in particular Lula and Néstor Kirchner, have seen in the 

inclusion of Venezuela in the organization a big opportunity to expand not only economic ties 

but also implement a new model development.30 

However, what resulted from LA foreign policy analysis is the fact that Hugo Chavez’s 

revolutionary political style and foreign policy fiercely opposed the neoliberal projects 

promoted by the US.31  Therefore, the Venezuelan leader presented several regional initiatives 

to promote his alternative vision of the regionalization, which entailed: the reduction of social 

inequalities, the elaboration of common infrastructures to improve economic and social 

development, the exchange of oil to promote higher levels of development.32 Some of these 

initiatives, such as PetroCaribe, PetroSur and ALBA, promoted his pivotal role in the region 

and strengthen his country’s ties with the Latin America.33 The interesting conclusion that is 

drown from this data is that the generalised participation of Mercosur countries to some of 

these initiatives, and their similarities with those implemented under Mercosur Social, further 
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showed the political and ideological proximity experienced during the raise of the Pink Tide 

in LA in regional experiments.  

However, the temporal sequence that led to the inclusion of Bolivia is highly important due to 

the fact that La Paz application arrived in the same year of the official ratification of 

Venezuelan membership. The ideological and political orientation shared by the two 

presidents, Morales and Chavez, was visible during the inclusion of Bolivia in ALBA and 

after the convicted support of Venezuelan caudillo to the Bolivian nationalization of natural 

gas against Brazilian opposition.34 Evo Morales has seen in Hugo Chavez and in the full 

membership of Mercosur two ways to strengthen his countries’ economic ties with the region 

and to take distance from the US hegemonic control of his nation, which on the contrary had 

characterised his predecessors’ foreign policy.35  

The final findings of the second chapter are essential to draw the following conclusions: the 

two countries experienced similar reasons and developed analogous strategies to become full 

member of Mercosur, which involved the strategic use of their natural energy resources.36 

Nonetheless, the bloc’s members differently reacted to their ratification processes: even if 

Bolivian inclusion is still waiting for the Brazilian confirmation, the Venezuelan path to 

Mercosur was far more troubled due to the fierce opposition of both Paraguayan and Brazilian 

parliament. The third chapter is completely devoted to investigate the reasons behind this 

remarkable difference.  

 

The third and last chapter of this work compares the processes of inclusion of Venezuela and 

Bolivia showing am essential difference between the two: the former was, as it has been 

already mentioned, more troubled and contested rather than the latter. The main aim of this 

dissertation is to explain why this difference occurred and the proposed hypothesis entails the 

strategic economic and political meaning behind the inclusion of Venezuela. The huge 

Venezuelan oil reserves and the strong ideological orientation of Hugo Chavez caused a 

higher reluctance on the Mercosur members slowing the ratification process. In order to 

demonstrate this hypothesis the study was structured on the analysis of Chavez and Lula 

foreign policy strategies and orientations. (*)  
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The decision to take into consideration Lula’s Brazil is justified by the fact that the Brazilian 

president had a huge importance in the regional integration of Latin American.37 He led the 

regional integration of LA during his presidency through the strengthening of Mercosur and 

the creation of new regional initiatives (for instance UNASUR). 38   Moreover, Lula’s foreign 

policy and regional strategies shared some characteristics with the Chavez’s Bolivarian 

alternative.39 For these reasons, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva was one of the biggest supporters of 

Chavez’s Venezuelan inclusion and so his political contribution needs to be taken into 

consideration. Nevertheless, the two president’s styles and political orientations clashed as the 

Bolivarian alternative shaped by Hugo Chavez openly challenged the Brazilian leadership in 

the region.40 In particular, the pivotal role of Chavez’s ideology in Latina American regional 

integration could have opposed to the historical Brazilian desire of leadership in the region.41  

The major findings of this last chapter are focused on the evaluation of three fundamental 

initiatives led by Venezuelan leadership, which confirmed the political and regional 

orientation of Mercosur’s countries towards a more social agenda. These three initiatives, 

namely PetroSur, Tele Sur and Banco del Sur, were based on the same developmental and 

social grounds that characterized Chavez’ strategy. They all provided a South American 

alternative to the US-led international projects and organizations and they can be understood 

as a way for Venezuela to gain a leading role in region.  

The comprehensive academic contributions of Steve Ellener42, Nikolas Kozloff43 and Diana 

Raby44 have been taken into account to describe the regional competition between Caracas 

and Brasilia. A series of decisions and initiative undertaken by Venezuelan president have 

been presented in chapter three, to demonstrate the Chavez challenging. Among others there 

were: PetroCaribe, the indiscriminate support to Bolivian gas nationalization and the 
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Chavez’s social-power diplomacy (a concept elaborated by Javier Corrales and Michael 

Penfold in their book “Dragon in the Tropic: Venezuela and the Legacy of Hugo Chavez”).45  

The Venezuelan threat to the Brazilian hegemonic role in South America is further analysed 

through the historic contraposition between Brazil and Venezuela built by the famous Jorge 

G. Castañeda’s article. 46 The original framework realised in this chapter takes into account 

the analysis of Professor Castañeda’s historical dichotomy between bad and good left in Latin 

America, which is presented and integrated with the more exhaustive interpretation proposed 

by Steven Levitsky and Kenneth M. Roberts.47 However, Burges article “"Building a global 

southern coalition: the competing approaches of Brazil's Lula and Venezuela's Chávez" is 

fundamental to compare Lula and Chavez styles and objectives.48 As it has been described, 

the firm ideological orientation of Hugo Chavez determined a strong dichotomy embodied by 

two opposing factions: “one pro-Chávez, one pro-American”49. This strong opposition could 

have raised some concerns and hostility from the Mercosur countries and caused a delay in 

the ratification process.50  

The main results accomplished in chapter three are linked to the Brazilian reaction against the 

challenging foreign policy of Caracas. In particular, Lula’s Brazil did not opt for a direct 

confrontation of Venezuela, instead the Brazilian leader chose for: including the challenging 

country in the regional experiments proposed, reaching broader arrangements in case of 

disagreement and joining to the initiatives proposed by Chavez that met the Brazilian 

interests.51 Therefore, the inclusion of Venezuela in Mercosur can be understood as part of a 

broader strategic decision that entailed the inclusion of Hugo Chavez in the regional 

integration of the Southern Cone.52  Consequently, the hypothesis that was proposed is 

partially invalidated, as it is not possible to attribute the delay of Venezuelan application to 

the Chavez’s revolutionary role in the region or to the oil based economy of Caracas.  
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Consequently, an alternative interpretation of the research question is presented in this work, 

which includes the democratic low performances of Chavist regime and the Paraguayan 

domestic crisis. The Brazilian senate and the Paraguayan parliament raised intense opposition 

to the ratification of Venezuela full membership in Mercosur. Brazilian senate and 

Paraguayan parliament focused on the low democratic performance of the regime of Chavez 

that breached the democratic provisions laid by the Ushuaia Protocol (1996).53 Consequently, 

the vote concerning the ratification protocol on Caracas’ inclusion was postponed in order to 

wait for a more favourable context.54 In Brazil the protocol was adopted in December 2009, 

while the political situation of Paraguay collapsed after the process of impeachment raised 

against president Lugo. 55  Due to the unstable political situation generated after the 

impeachment, Paraguay was suspended from Mercosur.  The Paraguayan fierce opposition 

was overcome and Venezuela eventually obtained the full membership status. The 

controversial suspension raised concerns over the legality of the inclusion of Venezuela that 

was lately officialised in 2012.56 Therefore, Paraguayan government has been questioning the 

legality of the inclusion of Venezuela since then and asked to revise its application and 

status.57 Later on, the other Mercosur members have asked to Venezuela to comply with the 

fundamental rights protection laid down in the Ushuaia declaration.58  

In conclusion, the domestic crisis affecting Paraguay and the democratic low performances of 

Hugo Chavez’s regime caused the delay in the ratification process. As a matter of fact, the 

original hypothesis presented in this work is consequentially rejected. However, the 

interpretation elaborated to answer to the second research question also contributes to 

highlight the major political developments of Mercosur after the inclusion of Venezuela.  

Therefore, the last paragraph of chapter three is devoted to the analysis of the raised 

polarization produced by the inclusion of Venezuela. Mercosur has showed some elements of 
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fragmentation due to the fact that Caracas’ supporters (Brazil and Argentina) and the bloc 

small states (Uruguay and Paraguay) have differently perceived the inclusion of a new state. 

The small states tried to secure from the bigger members hegemony in the bloc, while the 

most powerful states saw only the positive economic gain from Caracas’ inclusion.59  

However, South American political developments have profoundly changed the governmental 

orientation of the bloc after the appointment of right and centre oriented presidents. In 

particular, Mercosur decision-making has been profoundly affected since the election of 

Macri in Argentina and the appointment of Temer in Brazil, after the impeachment of Dilma 

Rousseff.60 The Brazilian and Argentinian presidents shared a common vision over the future 

developments of Mercosur, which entail: business friendly policies, further market 

liberalization and a positive attitude towards the reconnection with the US and the European 

Union.61 Therefore, Mercosur setting and distribution of preferences has seen the isolation of 

Venezuela and a consequent instability in the bloc.62 

In conclusion, this dissertation demonstrates that the political orientation of Latin American 

governments have profoundly influenced and shaped its regional experience. As the first part 

demonstrates, the political alignment resulted by the arrival of the Pink Tide has generated a 

re-orientation of regional aims and strategies towards a more socially concerned agenda. 

Moreover, the inclusion of Venezuela in Mercosur can be seen both as a strategic way to limit 

the expansion of the Bolivarian Alternative, as well as a convergence over Chavez’s 

ideological framework and a departure from the US hegemony in the region.  

However, Mercosur is currently affected by an internal polarization caused by the opposing 

ideologies of its members. The strategic exclusion of Paraguay during the delicate last phases 

of Venezuelan membership ratification has decrease the credibility of Mercosur and it has 

further increased the level of hostility among the countries of the bloc.63 Mercado Comun del 

Sur is currently facing an internal struggle to isolate Venezuela from the organization’s 
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decision-making due to the domestic unstable situation of the country.64 This fragmentation 

shows that LA regional experience was negatively affected by its politicization, which is 

affecting it structure and functioning.  For instance, the anti-liberalisation ideological 

orientation shared by Nicolas Maduro has been threatening the organization’s negotiation 

with the EU, which has pushed Mercosur members to oppose Venezuela presidency of the 

organization.65 Moreover, even the provision set by the organization’s treaties are affected by 

a lack of enforcement, as demonstrated by the Venezuelan continuous breach of the 

democratic clause, which is seriously jeopardizing the effective functioning of the bloc and 

challenging the future survival of the organization.  
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