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Out of the Shadow? :

The Maturing of Latin America in the 21t Century

Victor Bulmer-Thomas (Emeritus Professor, London University)
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(Outline of conference)

The first decade of the new century has now ended and Latin America has started to emerge
from the shadow. A new, more equal, relationship has been formed with the United States and the
European Union. This has been made possible not only by the focus of the United States on
counter—terrorist activities, but also by the diversification of the region’ s international
relations. Asia, especially China, has become a much important partner as Latin America takes
advantage of the growing Asian demand for the commodities in which the region is specialized.

The increase in demand for the region’ s commodities has helped to strengthen the fiscal
position of many countries and render them less vulnerable to downturns in the world economy.
This was put to the test in 2008/9 when regional GDP fell far less than in the United States or
the European Union despite the fall in world trade - the reverse of the historical pattern. The
region’ s economies, with the exception of Mexico, are now much more resilient than in the past.

The strengthening of the fiscal position since the beginning of the new century has made
possible a serious effort to reduce poverty not only in relative but also in absolute terms.
Although poverty rose in 2008/9, not all the gains of the last few years have been wiped out.
Thanks to imaginative and innovative social programs, Latin America is now much closer to its
dream of reducing poverty significantly and even meeting the Millennium Development Goals

Economic growth and poverty reduction have also helped to consolidate democracy in the
region. Institutions have been tested and new constitutions have multiplied, but the region is
slowly developing democratic systems that correspond more closely to the underlying social
realities. The pessimism expressed by many outside commentators on the progress of democratization
in the region is not justified.

Part of the reason for optimism in this regard is the emergence of a much stronger
indigenous movement and its incorporation into the democratic process. This long overdue process
is bound to be seen as threatening by many established interests, but it has proceeded relatively
smoothly in those countries where the indigenous population is a large part of the total. The
indigenous movements are here to stay and their willingness to work within the democratic process
is very encouraging.

The demographic transition, bringing a welcome fall in the rate of growth of population,
has also reduced the pressures on Latin American societies. Indeed, the region is starting to
reap a demographic dividend as a result of its large population of working age and the reduced
number of dependents. This window of opportunity will not last for ever, but it will help the
region in the next generation. And out-migration from some of the smaller countries has provided
a safety valve as well as an important flow of remittances back to their home countries

There are downsides and no objective account of the region in the last decade can avoid
addressing them. Human insecurity is a serious problem and becoming worse in some cities. The
environment continues to deteriorate as a result of deforestation, urban pollution and water
contamination. Many institutions, including judicial ones, are very fragile and corruption has
not declined with the rise of market-friendly policies. Yet the balance is strongly in favour
of the positive and Latin America has every reason to be cautiously optimistic as it enters the
second decade of the 21t century.
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