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Abstract
This working paper discusses the Central American regional Integration system (SICA) that tries to unite
all Central American states into one economic and political union. SICA is one of the more advanced
regional integration systems in world, and yet the academic literature on regional integration and
regionalism tends to ignore it The first attempts to integrate Central America date back to the immediate
aftermath of the independence from Spain in the beginning of the 19th century and they have been
evolving ever since. Arguments of a shared history, culture and language, combating shared problems as
well as the benefits of economies of scale and the added value of a single Central American voice in
international diplomatic forums pushed the governments of the more than 50 million Central Americans
citizens closer and closer together. But due to various limitations to the actual (institutional) framework,
we can still not speak of a true ‘regionalization’ of the Central American Isthmus. These issues and more
will be dealt with in this working paper.
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Introduction
Since the aftermath of the Second World War, most of the European countries have been cooperating
more and more intensely on a wide range of issues. Whereas it used to be only economic cooperation and
‘integration’ through the creation of the European Single Market, now the European Union deals with a
very wide range of policy matters such as education, employment, maritime and fishery issues, migration
policy and even a shared common foreign and defense policy. It is correct to say that on the European
Continent, 28 countries have given up parts of their sovereignty to form a (nearly) fully-fledged economic
as well as political regional integration systemi. But it is not only on the European continent that a
regional integration system has been (and still is being) set up. ASEAN (the Association of South East
Asian Nations) in South-East Asia, the African Union on the African continent and MERCOSUR (the
Common Market of the South) in South America are usually the three other regional integration systems
that are referred to when talking about ‘other’ regional integration systemsii. But there is another one that
is often neglected in the academic literature and which many scholars tend to ignore: the Central
American regional Integration system (SICA) that tries to unite all Central American states in one
economic and political union. The first attempts to integrate Central America date back to the immediate
aftermath of the independence from Spain in the beginning of the 19th century (Mahoney, 2001) and they
have been evolving ever since. Arguments of a shared history, culture and language, combating shared
problems as well as the benefits of economies of scale and the added value of a single Central American
voice in international diplomatic forums pushed the governments of the more than 50 million Central
Americans closer and closer togetheriii. However, it was not until 1991 that things seriously changed: in
that year the Central American Regional Integration System (SICA) was born. Within this framework, all
eight Central American countries iv are increasingly ‘integrated’ and represented via a shared parliament,
administration and political forums. Efforts have been made to set up a true Central American single
market; a shared customs union and some even want a single currency unionv.
But what does the Central American regional integration process really look like in practice? Does it meet
expectations? And what are its limitations? In order to find out, we have conducted over 40 expert
interviews in both Central America and Europe (especially Brussels) with diplomats of both groups of
countries, experts of the ministries of foreign affairs, EU administrators that work on a daily basis on
Central America and also administrators of Central American regional integration bodies and institutions
like the Central American Parliament (PARLACEN) and the general secretariat of the Central American
Regional Integration System (SICA) (See the annex for the list of interviewees). The interviews were
semi-structured and, although encompassing other issues as well (notably EU-CA interregional relations),
they lasted on average one hour. The questions that were posed regarding regional integration in Central
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America were on (1) the exact reasons for setting up their own regional integration system, (2) its current
state of play, (3) its positive and negative aspects, and (4) how they saw it evolving over time. The
acquired data was then analyzed by using an online qualitative data analysis software tool called
“Dedoose”vi and the results are shown below.
This working paper is divided into three parts. In the first part we will briefly look at some academic
insights regarding regionalism and regional integration in general. Especially the theory of ‘new
regionalism’ put forward by Warleigh-Lack and Rosamond (2011) and T. Shaw (2012) that seems to be
of particular use since it combines both economic and the political science schools of thought in order to
explain the phenomena of ‘regionalism’ and ‘regional integration’. The (limited) theoretical framework
that will be set out in the first part will be subsequently used in order to analyze the acquired
data/information on the Central American integration process in part two. This part focuses on the exact
reasons for creating an integration system on the Central American Isthmus and looks at how it was put
into practice. Part three will then critically assess the current framework and point out some of its
limitations. Finally, the conclusion will reflect on the added value of these new empirics for the study of
regionalism and regional integration.

Regionalism around the world: an alternative to globalization and responsespecific regional demands
Regional integration is “a concept used by policymakers and social scientists to refer to the strengthening
of interconnections between neighboring states”vii. It is not an entirely new concept as the first forms of
regional integration date back as early as the 19th centuryviii. Since then, regional organizations have been
created all over the world. Scholars such as Dicken (2007) have closely studied the genesis and evolution
of regional cooperation/integration systems and describe four different “waves of regionalism” each with
its own characteristicsix. The first “wave” goes back to the 19th century and lasted until the First World
War. The second wave of regionalism lasted until World War II and the third wave until the 1970s. Since
the 1980s, we are experiencing the fourth (and so far the last) wave of regionalism, which is also dubbed
“New Regionalism”. However, as Van Langenhove (2011) correctly argues the third and fourth waves of
regionalism are particularly important as they were studied properly having attracted much attention by
truly challenging the actual Westphalian world order which is (still) dominated by statesx. Right now, the
world (map) is characterized by a “complex landscape of hundreds of regional groupings”xi and “contrary
to the world of states, that world of supra national regions does not resemble a jig-saw-puzzle, but looks
more like a ‘spaghetti bowl’ as the regional groupings are overlapping and sometimes nested” xii. In Latin
America too, there are various (overlapping) regional integration systems actually active, which lead
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Mark Keller to come up with the “ alphabetic soup of regional integrations” in order not to “confuse the
jumble of acronyms and abbreviations of the region’s multilateral organizations” xiii. So how should we
best define this regional integration process (trend) then?
As various scholars have pointed out, it is quite difficult to come up with one clear definition of
regionalism, as the phenomenon under study is a moving target itself. Furthermore, as regional
cooperative mechanisms have become more diverse over time (cfr infra), it is almost unavoidable to come
up with a loose definition, as it requires a certain degree of flexibility in order to cover all varieties of
regionalisms. Nevertheless, and based on definitions of P. De Lombaerde and L. Van Langenhove (2007)
and P. De Lombaerde et al (2008), we can put the following possible definition forward: “a regional
integration process is a multi-dimensional process of social transformation whereby actors, associated
with sub national governance levels and belonging to a limited number of different states, intensify their
interactions through the reduction of obstacles, the implementation of coordinated or common actions and
policies, and or the creation of regional institutions, thereby creating a new relevant regional space for
many aspects of human behavior and activities”xiv. As stated before, the last two waves of regionalism
have been studied extensively.xv

From Old to New regionalism: less Eurocentric, broader and driven from below
In “Old Regionalism” studies, scholars looked at the regional blocs that began to emerge during the 1950s
and 1960s: most notably the European Economic Community (EEC), but also the Latin American Free
Trade Area (LAFTA), the Central American Common Market (CACM), and the Andean Group (AG)
were looked at (to limited extent)xvi. In the field of economics, the study of these regional (trade)
agreements focused mostly on the welfare effects of the RTAs and their impact on multilateral trade
liberalizationxvii. Within the political science research agenda, these regionalist tendencies became labeled
as regional integration systems and mainly focused attention on the regional integration process that was
taking place on the European continentxviii. However, with the break up of the Berlin Wall and the end of
the bi-polar world order at the end of the 1980s, newly independent states were left in “political
uncertainty and instability”xix. Furthermore, as (economic) globalization accelerated at a fast pace, more
and more countries began to look for regional cooperation schemes in order to counterbalance the wideranging effects of worldwide economic interdependencexx (Söderbaum & Van Langenhove, 2005, p. 256).
This led to the creation (or evolution of pre-existing ones) of so-called “New regionalist”
cooperation/integration schemes such as the EU and MERCOSUR. Following Hettne and Inotai (1994, 78) and de Melo et al (1993), this new regionalism can be defined by contrasting it with the old
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regionalism: (1) the current new regionalism is a truly worldwide phenomenon and not so (2) Eurocentric
anymore, (3) it has broader and more comprehensive aims than the rather narrowly defined defensive and
economic oriented aims of old regionalism and encompasses political, cultural and social aspects too, and
finally (4) the process of integration can be driven or initiated “from below” instead of “from above”.
But should new regionalism only be seen as an all-encompassing state strategy in order to deal with
economic globalization? There are other motivesxxi that could lead to regional integration. Farrell (2005)
tried to single out a shared rationale of the various motivations by stating that the premise of regional
integration is that they are exactly formed to meet the specific challenges/demands of their particular
member countries as well as their regions. This is linked to the idea that the new regionalist schemes are
formed “from below” and “from within” a particular region. In that sense, MERCOSUR was designed to
bring Brazil and Argentina closer together, as was the case of France and West Germany at the beginning
of the European reconstructionxxii.
Finally, regional cooperation and integration systems can vary in depth and in type. As L. Kritzinger and
Van Niekerk (X) noted, we can distinguish three levels of regional integration depending on the scope of
activities and loss of sovereignty: regional cooperation, regional harmonization and true regional
Integrationxxiii. Whereas regional cooperation is a rather “issue-focused arrangement” and related to
knowledge and best practice sharing etc., regional harmonization goes a little further as it is more
intended to address inconsistency in policy contentxxiv. Integration proper implies a loss of sovereignty
and also tends to apply to a broader scope of issues and subjectsxxv. Similarly, there are four different
types of regional (economic) integration, which can be distinguished according to H. Heinonen (2006)xxvi.
The first type of regional integration is a free trade zone, which takes place when trade restrictions
between the party member states are removed. Secondly, when member states also have a common
external trade policy towards third parties/countries, then we can speak of a customs union. Thirdly, when
there is also free movement of services, capital and labor that is permitted between the member states as
well as common trade barriers, the phase of a “common market” is achieved. Finally, when economic and
monetary policies are also decided on by a supranational institution, we can speak of a true economic
union. Most of the regional integration systems are in the first stage of integration such as is NAFTA and
ASEAN, and arguably only one is in the final phase as described: the European Union. Let us now have a
look at how the two last waves of regionalism have been translated into concrete regional
integration/cooperation mechanisms in Central America.
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Regional integration in CA: how concrete projects match the demand
First of all, is there a need for regional integration in Central Americaxxvii? According to all our
interlocutors, this was surely the case because of six main reasons. Arguments of “economies of scale”,
“combatting transnational challenges” together with “responding towards globalization” are the top three
main rationales behind the Central American regional integration system as the following figure shows.
In what follows, we will discuss them in depth.

Reasons for CA regional integration
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Figure 1 : Reasons for CA regional integration

Economies of scale and responding to globalization: a survival technique in the 21st century
It appears that above all, economic reasoning is behind the creation of the Central American Regional
Integration System. As the Central American countries all have more or less the same economic DNA,
they are also exposed to more or less the same economic challengesxxviii. So in order to compete in a
globalized world and to still attract foreign direct investment, it is of great interest for Central America to
pool resources and strengths together and to create a shared free trade zone, common market or even
economic union. Doing so would make their industries more efficient, as infrastructure could be shared,
customs duties and taxes limited or eliminated, and the effects of bigger production schemes for a bigger
(now Central American) market felt. But also to be able to cope with the ever-increasing competition,
fierce prices and other aspects of doing business and trade in a more and more globalized world, the
Central American countries would have no choice but to adopt a regional integration model in order to
“survive the challenges of the 21st century”.
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Combat transnational challenges including natural disasters and climate change
However, the negative effects of globalization on Central America are not only economic in nature. As
national borders become less and less rigid and international communication and cooperation less and less
difficult, organized crime groups and drug gangs also benefit from globalization. Their ‘business as usual’
is indeed facilitated by globalization, and they are able to expand their networks and intensify their
activities as well. In order to combat these groups (in particular, international illegal drug trafficking), the
Central American governments are almost forced to cooperate more intensely together. Regional
integration through intensified police/judicial cooperation and shared action programs and policies to
combat the roots of the issues at hand appear to be seen as the most proper solution to these (now)
regional problems. Linked to this challenge is the serious state of human security and the arms race in the
Central American countries. It seems that in order to find appropriate solutions to this problem, the
Central Americans look as much as possible over their frontiers in order to combat it more effectively
togetherxxix. Other transnational challenges that the region faces include migration issues, poverty
eradication, lack of transparency in public sector management, functioning of the electoral systems and
political party structures, lack of protection of fundamental freedoms, impunity, vulnerability to natural
disastersxxx and the consequences of climate change are all mentioned as (possible) topics that should also
better be dealt with at the regional level.

Other reasons including shared history and values, to speak with one voice, alternative
growth model and key for a new social order
Many other reasons have also led the Central Americans towards regional integration. The first one,
which is surprisingly more stressed by EU diplomats than by people of the Central American ministries of
Foreign Affairs, relates to a shared “Central American” common identity. It was argued that as the
Central Americans all speak the same language, have (at least partially) a shared history, similar political
presidential political systems but also the same cultural habits, folkloristic (and sports) preferences and
even similar food habits, it does not make any sense not to integrate or at least work closely together.
Furthermore, as was argued, whereas Central America has already been one big Republic beforexxxi, it
should strive to become one again. Next to this, and linked to the first set of arguments, Central America
would benefit from a unified and single voicexxxii within international organizations and negotiations. Not
only economically, but also politically and (geo-) strategically it is of interest, as with a unified position,
Central America would have more leverage and negotiating power within the UN, OAS or towards
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important partners such as the USA, EU, Japan, Korea and China. In the same sense, it would have a
bigger presence in world politics too. Another reason that was (only) sporadically mentioned is that
regional integration could provide an alternative growth model and serve as a game changer for a new
social orderxxxiii. It could do so by reducing income differences, assuring better social services, impose a
more equal wealth distribution system and standardize (and upgrade) minimum living conditions.
Whether this is realistic remains to be seen.
Finally, it was also mentioned that regional integration could counterbalance the vast consequences of the
global economic crisis in Central America. Now that the EU and the USA are in crisis, economic
opportunities for Central America are limited. Through deeper integration, other economic opportunities
within Central America itself could open up as an alternative to limited international opportunities.

Institutional set up of the Central American Regional Integration System
Figure 2 visualizes the four most important CA Regional Integration bodies as created by the Tegucigalpa
Protocol of December 1993: the Summits of Central American Presidents, the Central American Court of
Justice, the Central American Parliament (PARLACEN) and SICA. The meeting of Presidents is for the
Central American Regional Integration System the supreme organ where all presidents of the member
states meet every six months or extraordinarily if requested. It defines the overall integration strategy and
process and is the highest organ in which disputes from other ministerial councils are settled. Finally, the
meetings of Vice-Presidents, who meet biannually as well, also advise it. Figure 3 visualizes this too.

Figure 2 : Four essential CA
regional integration bodies

Figure 3 : Executive organs of the
integration system
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The Central American Parliament (PARLACEN) is constituted of 20 representatives from each of the
member states. They are directly elected for 5 years. It does not have any legislative powers (yet), and
serves mainly as a consultative and advisory body. The judicial arm of the system is represented by the
CA court of justice, which is composed of two regular judges for each of the states that signed its statute
and “guarantees respect for the law in the interpretation and execution of the Protocol of Tegucigalpa with
amendments to the Charter of the ODECA and its supplementary instruments or acts pursuant to it” xxxiv.
Finally, the fourth important body of the Central American Regional Integration System is the SICA
administration. This entity can be regarded as the focal point for deeper regional integration and has the
constitutive role to ensure the efficient execution of the decisions adopted in the Meetings of Presidents.
Next to the General Secretariat (SG SICA), it consists of an executive committee (CE-SICA), a
consultative committee (CC-SICA), the Central American Secretariat for Economic Integration (SIECA)
and other secretariats and specialized institutions such as SECMCA, SCAC, SISCA, SITCA etc. that
serve the same goals but in different policy fields. Figure 4 is a visualization of this arrangementxxxv.
Now, while looking at this institutional set up, it is clear that an important number of institutions and
cooperation schemes have been set up on the Central American Isthmus. How do they deliver? Are they
working accordingly? Are they truly providing the hoped for solutions as described above?

Figure 4 : SICA and other advisory councils and expert institutions
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Current framework and limitations
In order to analyze the state of play of the actual Central American Regional Integration System, we
asked all our interviewees about the “good” and “bad” things about the system. What follows is an
overview of the findings. The system’s positive aspects are its role in making economic integration unfold
(and the positive benefits that come out of that) but it also relates to enhancing peace and stability in the
region after the troubled 1980s. The system also has various flaws: not least on an institutional level.
However, there is also a lack of high-level political will for further (political) integration as there are still
various inter-state conflicts that block or at least hamper deeper integration. Let us first discuss the
aspects of the system that were (very well) regarded positively.

Good aspects about CA regional
integration
11%
6%

20%
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49%
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Figure 5 : Good aspects about CA regional integration

Brought peace and stability and continues to do so
First of all, regional integration contributed (considerably) to the promotion of peace and stability in the
region as it brought the different Central American governments together and forced them towards
dialogue and cooperation. It was also key for keeping the region stable, much like in the role regional
integration played in the European Continent in the aftermath of the Second World War. Although this is
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quite often neglected or even forgotten in times of peace and stability (and prosperity), it remains a
considerable function of regional integration (all across the world).

Economic regional integration: seen as a success story
However, it is in the economic sphere that the Central American regional integration is mostly
appreciated, as figure 5 shows. Central American intra-regional trade is bigger than trade with the EU and
only surpassed by trade with the US. Especially in areas such as telecommunications, agriculture,
construction and banking, various Central American countries were able to truly conquer the entire
Central American marketxxxvi. Now with the accession of Panama and the Dominican Republic (as a
steppingstone to the CARICOM region) to the economic integration system, new opportunities lie ahead.
The regional body that drives the economic integration is SIECAxxxvii and works on (amongst other things)
the functioning of the Free Trade Zone and customs union, harmonization of the industrial policies,
standardization of technical norms and standards, common regulation of sanitary and phytosanitary
measures etc. Without entering into too much (technical) detail on this issue, we can state that the Central
American region is almost a fully-fledged customs union but not (yet) a common market. Goods
originating in CA enjoy free trade, except for a limited number of products for which customs duties are
still due. This is mainly because of technical objectionsxxxviii and the “suspicion“

xxxix

that one country

would unequally benefit.

Sectorial cooperation, the functioning of the Court of Justice and its role as a diplomatic
forum
Finally, various other aspects of the system were (sporadically) mentioned. First of all, its function as
diplomatic/international forum as it allows all Central Americans to easily find each other in order to
discuss various issues and find ways of cooperation. Secondly, the more enhanced sectorial cooperation in
the fields of tourism, renewable energy and rural development were stressed too. Finally, for some
(especially Central American academics), the Central American court of Justice is delivering good work
and introducing the concept of Rule of Law to the region at large.
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Limitations to the current framework
Let us now turn to the flaws and limitations of the current Central American Integration process. As was
stated above, various interviewees (and especially EU diplomats and administrators) were not tempted to
confirm a trend towards more interregionalism between the two blocs of countries. As it takes two to
tango, they believed that there were some considerable drawbacks in the Central American regional
system, which hamper further region-to-region dialogue at the expense of the EU-to-CA countries
dialogue. During the interviews, it became clear that there are some (serious) limitations/flaws in the
actual CA integration system and processes. The following figure provides an overview of the most stated
types of limitations, which we will briefly discuss now.

Limitations to the current framework
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Figure 6: Limitations to the current Integration framework

Institutional faillure: the greatest obstacle for further regional integration is the integration
system itself
When asked about the major drawbacks of the Central American integration system, all interviewees
agreed that the institutional set up creates many problems. As we have briefly discussed in chapter II.b,
there exist a wide variety of institutional bodies and organizations. This is seen as a sign of bureaucratic
perversity: the more institutions and bodies you create, the more integration there would be. Today,
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institutions and regional bodies are spread all over Central America in order to officially promote regional
integration but unofficially just to please all national governments so that they all have their own
institution or body that might generate some jobs back home. Now, looking at the SICA administration,
which is believed to be at the center (or close to it) of the integration system, a lot of criticisms were also
formulated regarding its composition and inefficient functioning. In fact, no one really knows exactly how
many people work there. What is more, the ones that do work there are quite often politically appointed
rather than appointed on the basis of merits. Some states tend to be poorly represented including Costa
Rica and Panama.
Most of the criticisms were directed at the Central American Parliament: PARLACEN. In fact, it was
quite fiercely rejected/disapproved as interviewees referred to it as “a joke”, “corrupt”, “waste of money”
and some even went further by stating that “they steal our money”, “it has no right to exist” and “it is an
expensive place for pensioned politicians that we don’t want to have anymore at home”. This is due to its
composition, which appears to be all but democratic, and its very limited role due to the fact that it has
only consultative powers. Next to this, the non-binding nature of the regulations and resolutions of the
regional organizations was also seen as a serious limitation towards further integration, as was the still too
intergovernmental decision making process.

Lack of high level political will and various inter-state conflicts
The second and third biggest challenges towards further regional integration are related to (international)
politics and strategies of the CA member states themselves. One question kept on repeating itself during
the various interviews: “do the Central American Presidents really want to integrate?” First of all, it is
important to stress –once again- that it appears that the Central American presidents are the ones that
actually could make things happen. That is, it is neither the administration, nor the common parliament or
court of justice that is perceived to have the leverage to make integration really happen.
Secondly, the word really is of interest too as it hints at a hidden agenda or something similar that would
stand in the way of further regional integration. Indeed, many interviewees have stated that there is a
discrepancy in what the high-level politicians (presidents, but also minsters) say, communicate and
promise on the one hand, and how these statements are translated into actual policy. A European diplomat
talked about “cognitive dissonance” when referring to this issue: it appears that they are extremely well
trained and experienced in making nice statements and speeches about their willingness for deeper
regional integration, but in the end, when the actual programs and budgets need to be approved and
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political decisions (which could sometimes be unpleasant to take considering specific national politics)
need to be taken, the high level politicians all of a sudden have quite a different (and often even opposite)
point of view. How can this be explained? The answer is two-fold.
First of all, Central American presidents still have a more national than regional agenda. And they are not
to blame: in the end, it is exactly the national citizen that (re) elects them to become president (or
minister...). When in regional meetings, the various high level politicians still think nationally and try to
find the best solutions for his/her country. It goes without saying that when negotiating and debating with
a national point of view and interest, it might well conflict with regional interests and thus hamper more
regional integration.
Secondly, the various Central American countries still face several inter-state –border-conflicts that make
them look at each other suspiciously, further limiting regional integration (and even cooperation).
Especially the border disputes between Belize and Guatemala, but also even more fundamentally
regarding the statute of Belize itself, the dispute between Costa Rica and Nicaragua on the San Juan river
and the dispute between Honduras, El Salvador and Nicaragua on the Gulf of Fonseca pose great
challenges towards greater regional integration. Next to border disputes, other issues play an adverse role.
For example, the issue of the treatment of Nicaraguan migrants in Costa Rica which has been a topic of
heated (inter-state) debate.
Finally, the various countries, governments and presidents have (very) diverse concepts and ideas on
Central American regional integration. Whereas the ‘northern triangle’ of Guatemala, El Salvador and
Honduras generally wants to pursue further integration, Costa Rica and Panama have a more pragmatic
approach and want to first integrate economically, and then see if the time is right for political integration
too. But also the divide between more leftwing (such as Nicaragua) and more rightwing countries (such as
Honduras or Guatemala) poses challenges to find agreement on the exact path to take.

Democratic deficit and too elitist
Closely linked to the question of institutional failure and especially the malfunctioning of PARLACEN
and the vast numbers of political appointments, is the argument that the CA integration process is “too
elitist” and characterized by a democratic deficit. It lacks social ownership, as large sections of the
Central American (civil) society are isolated from the integration process: be it because of the lack of
effective participative mechanisms or because of the (lack of) benefits from the process for allxl. The
following figures show that it is particularly the academics from both Europe and CA that put this
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argument forward, even though it was sometimes also mentioned in interviews with Central American
policy makers/diplomats.

Too elitist and democratic deficit
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Figure 7: Limitation to the CA integration system: its undemocratic and elitist character

As it is too bureaucratic, poorly communicated to the citizens and not working on the challenges the vast
majority on the population truly facesxli, the Central American integration system has a serious credibility
problem. Finally, as a Central American professor himself acknowledged: “ the CA regional integration
system might also just be a scholarly exercise and interest but not more than that”.

Poor financing mechanisms
The lack of commitment and the economic constraints of the region do not help to create a proper
financing mechanism of the integration process. The actual financial mechanism foresees that all the
member states contribute an equal amount on an annual basis, but seeing the big differences amongst the
member states themselves (Costa Rica against Nicaragua for example), many criticize this method that it
is not the right way to do itxlii. Furthermore, as these contributions are (very) limited, the integration
system is very much dependent on external (financial) cooperation. This has led a Central American highlevel administrator to the conclusion that the system “basically lives and dies with EU funding”. It is also
interesting to see who exactly believes that the financial means are too limited. As the following figure
shows, all Central Americans (with the possible exception of the CA honorary consuls) believed this and
expressed their concern on the issue. The EU administrators mentioned this issue as well, but more in the
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context of its large and unhealthy dependence on external financial contributions than that the budget
would be too small.
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Figure 8: Limitation to the CA integration system: poor financing mechanisms

Four other obstacles for further integration
Finally, four other obstacles towards further regional integration were mentioned: the large intra-regional
(economic) disparities; its inability to truly address regional challenges; its “à la carte” format; and the
role of international politics. Even though the Central American republics are often, at least from an
outside position, viewed as rather “similar” in terms of economics, politics and culture, if one has a closer
look various intra-regional differences appearxliii, especially with regard to the level of income and
economic weight (and growth) of the various countries. This poses great difficulties regarding the exact
direction and form regional integration should take.
Secondly, and linked to the first as well as the other flaws as stated above, according to various
interlocutors, the Central American regional integration system has not been able to meet expectations. As
described in II.b, there are various transnational issues that should be dealt with on a regional level:
Maras, health care, environmental challenges, money laundering, organized crime, trafficking in drugs,
illegal sales of arms etc. So far, the integration system has not delivered accordingly as the level of
violence keeps growing and the spread of organized crime, trafficking in drugs and arms sales have not
halted (sustainably) yet.
Thirdly, and perhaps surprisingly, some aspects of international politics also (and continue to) limited the
integration process. Whereas all the Central American countries except Costa Rica have recognized
Taiwan and established diplomatic as well as politico-economic relations with it instead of with
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(mainland) China, this poses (serious) difficulties to forge a shared common foreign (and security) policy.
Next to this, it was also stressed that other integration schemes such as ALBA and CELAC might pose
some delay in the Central American integration process. Finally, as the different countries decide whether
or not they form part of one or the other integration scheme/body, it looks as if it is “integration à la
carte”. This of course has a very negative impact on the coherence and depth of the integration process.

Conclusion
In part one, we outlined the growing trend towards a “regionalization of the world order” (Van
Langenhove, 2011). As states encounter various problems regarding their size, different levels of
wealth/poverty and numerous inter-state conflicts, and as they are continuously challenged because of
globalization, emerging policy networks and an inefficient multilateral governance system, we are
moving away from a state-centered world order. There were three possible ways of addressing these
difficulties, and it is ‘regionalism’, through cross-border cooperation, devolution and regional integration,
that seems to be preferred. When looking deeper into the issue of regional integration and regionalism, we
have seen that there can be various types and forms of it, and clearly defining the process/concept
appeared a rather difficult (scholarly) attempt. Nevertheless, Van Langenhove (2011) (as well as others)
believe that these regions will be at the center of a new world order and the influence of states will be
limited accordingly.
When looking at the empirical evidence on Central America, can we confirm this trend/theory? Partly. As
part two showed, regional integration in Central America mostly takes place because of the (negative)
economic impacts of globalization. Furthermore, it was argued that current Central American states are
challenged by various (serious) transnational problems such as illegal arms/drug trafficking, which can
only be solved through enhanced regional cooperation/integration. But challenges such as combatting
climate change and jointly facing natural disasters together also lead the Central American states towards
the need for greater regional integration. So too do various other reasons: a shared history and values in
order to speak with one voice, or the quest for an alternative growth model and/or new social order.
However, part three made it clear that there are various (and considerable) limitations to the actual
framework of the CA regional integration set up. The most important one seemed to be that CA
governments and more particularly the presidential offices still dominate the whole process completely
and tend to follow their national interests instead of pursuing a regional agenda. The same conclusions
could be drawn when looking at the difficulties PARLACEN encounters, as well as the limited financing
mechanisms of the system and the inter-state conflicts that still very much hamper the integration process.
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This leads us to conclude that for the Central American sub-continent, true regionalization is not (yet) the
case. However, as part two also showed, the seeds/ideas/needs for a true regional governance structure are
there. Perhaps what is needed is greater zeal to implement existing disciplines. This will require time.
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VI. Annex: List of interviewees*
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