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Abstract 
 
The European Union (EU) has adopted a very generous interregional approach towards Latin 
America over the past decades. In fact, EU foreign policy towards Latin America is almost 
exclusively focused on purely region-to-region interaction and active support to the various 
(sub-)regional integration efforts. Latin America is seen as the part of the world where the EU’s 
interregional agenda should bear the most fruit, since it shares the same values as the EU 
(democracy, human rights, nuclear non-proliferation and multilateralism) and has a strong 
willingness to counter-balance its close ties with the US. However, even though the EU 
adopted the same interregional strategy across different policy areas, the level of 
interregional interaction (and success) vary significantly. This paper argues that in the area of 
non-traditional security governance the EU’s interregional approach to Latin America has 
been successful in achieving its own-set goals, but that it has not had a considerable impact 
on the situation on the ground. 
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Introduction 
 
Interregionalism can be defined as a region-to-region conduct of foreign relations, which is 
different from the more classical diplomatic interstate relations and global governance. It is a 
foreign policy approach that the EU increasingly uses to interact with other regions around 
the world. It is often said that interregionalism serves three major (interlinked) goals. First of 
all, by pursuing interregional dialogues and interaction, the EU promotes and actively 
contributes to the development of other regional integration schemes in other continents. 
Secondly, in doing so it also contributes to the EU’s goal to become an internally as well as 
externally recognised international actor. By serving as a ‘blueprint’ for other regions, the EU 
can in this way legitimise itself and asserts its power on the international level, which also 
strengthens its identity as a meaningful political actor at home. Thirdly, interregionalism also 
serves as a method to promote and defend the EU’s interests abroad; interregionalism is 
particularly useful for “achieving gains the EU has been unable to reap through more 
traditional multilateral and bilateral channels”i.  
 
Since the very first interregional dialogues in the late 1960s and early 1970s the EU has 
directed its attention towards three continents: Africa, Asia and Latin America. However, as 
Söderbaum et al. correctly point out, “interregionalism is particularly strong in the EU’s 
external policies towards Latin America, where the EU has interregional partnerships with the 
most relevant sub-regions, such as the Andean Community, UNASUR, Central America and 
Mercosur”ii. From a European perspective, Latin America is seen as the part of the world 
where the EU’s interregional agenda should bear the most fruit, since it shares the same values 
as the EU (democracy, human rights, nuclear non-proliferation and multilateralism) and has a 
strong willingness to counter-balance its close ties with the US. For these reasons, the EU has 
adopted an expansive interregional approach towards Latin America. In fact, EU foreign policy 
towards Latin America is almost exclusively focused on region-to-region interaction and active 
support to the (sub-) regional integration systems of Central America (SICA), UNASUR, 
Mercosur and the Andean community (CAN)iii. Yet, even though the EU prefers to take an 
interregional approach to its relations with Latin America and its sub-regions across various 
policy areas, the success of such an approach varies significantly. By success, we mean the 
realisation of pre-set goals for a specific policy area (which in this case, are set to be achieved 
through an interregional approach). These goals can be found in various official documents, 
such as the regional strategy plans, but also their mid-term reviews and (joint) declarations.  
 
One of those pre-set goals was that the EU wanted to sign trade and association agreements 
with three Latin American sub-regional entities: CAN, Mercosur and SICAiv. However, it has 
only successfully concluded negotiations with one: SICA. By contrast, negotiations with the 
Andean region failed, causing the EU to resort to bilateral association agreements with several 
Andean states (notably Peru, Colombia and Ecuador), and the negotiations with Mercosur 
have just been re-launched after a deadlock of six years.  
 
Another interesting case of EU-driven interregionalism is EU-Latin America cooperation in the 
area of non-traditional security governance or, more specifically, interregional cooperation in 
the fight against illicit drug production, drug trafficking and related organised crimev. Since 
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the 1990s, cooperation between Europe and Latin America to combat illegal drugs and 
organised crime has been based on the principle of shared responsibility for the reduction of 
both supply and demand. In all their joint declarations on the issue (EU-CELACvi, EU-Mercosur, 
EU-CAN, EU-Central America), both regions have shown that they consider illegal drugs to 
be both a social and security problem that requires a comprehensive policy response. 
However, two decades of cooperation between the EU and the various Latin American sub-
regions have had only a limited impact in terms of reducing drug consumption and production 
and have not led to better control of the criminal networks involved in the trafficking. How 
can we explain these varying levels of success? What factors determine success and failure in 
the EU’s interregional approach towards other regions around the world in particular policy 
areas? Given this lack of decisive progress, fresh policy debate is emerging in both Latin 
America and Europe on possible alternatives to the traditional interregional models for 
tackling drugs, drug trafficking and related organised crime.  
 
However, this topic is often neglected in the academic literature on EU foreign policy 
(analysis), EU-driven interregionalism and EU-Latin America relationsvii. In fact, this particular 
case study of EU foreign policy has not been afforded sufficient attention by scholars or policy 
experts in the past, making a critical assessment of the EU’s success in this regard even more 
pressing. This paper aims to fill this substantial academic (and policy-making) gap by 
providing a thorough overview of (1) the EU’s drivers behind this particular foreign policy 
action (2) the applied policy instruments and (3) the impact of this specific case of EU-Latin 
American interregional relations. In order to do so, we will combine the analytical frameworks 
for studying EU foreign policy performance developed by Blavoukos and Keukeleireviii. By 
critically analysing and comparing the EU’s output, outcome and impact in this specific foreign 
policy area, thereby differentiating between the declaratory and operational aspects of EU 
foreign policy, we expect to determine whether or not the EU has been successful in realising 
its pre-set goals through the applied interregional approach. Firstix, the output perspective is 
related to the intra-EU process of policy-formation, focusing on the deliverables of internal 
political and institutional dynamics that delimit the EU’s international engagement (= 
declaratory policy). Second, the outcome perspective shifts attention to the implementation 
of the output and the deriving behavioural adjustment of the EU. It refers to the EU’s 
international activation along the output lines and captures how the EU takes this output to 
the international level (= operational policy). Third, the impact perspective assesses 
performance on the basis of the effect of the EU international outcomes, i.e. the result of the 
EU’s activities, both in terms of ‘goal attainment’ of the EU’s own pre-set goals, as well as the 
perceived impact of the EU interregional approach by the other partner in the cooperation 
scheme (in this case Latin America). Hence, if the analysis of the output, outcome and impact 
of the EU’s interregional action on combatting illicit drugs and transnational crime towards 
Latin America matches the described pre-set goals and objectives, and the other partner in 
the interregional dialogue believes the EU has had a significant impact on the ground, we can 
(fairly) state that the EU-driven interregional action in this particular case of EU foreign policy 
was successful (or not). 
 
In addition to the academic added value of this research for the study of interregionalism, this 
paper will also contribute to the study of EU foreign policy analysis and the study of 
regionalism and regional governance/cooperation in the area of non-traditional security 
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governance. It hopes also to provide useful insights for policy purposes in order to allow for 
a potential (re-)definition of effective EU external action in this (increasingly) troublesome area 
of (regional) governance in Latin America. The paper proceeds as follows. The first section 
provides a comprehensive account of EU-driven interregionalism. After outlining its main 
functions and drivers, a snapshot of EU-driven interregionalism towards Latin America is 
provided. The section closes with an overview of the analytical framework provided for the 
critical assessment of section two. The second section zooms in at the particular EU foreign 
policy area central to this work: combatting illicit drugs and transnational crime in Latin 
America. After providing a thorough overview of what the topic entails and how its different 
facets are interrelated, the section critically assesses the EU’s role and interest in supporting 
Latin America in facing this continental challenge. The section ends with a balanced 
conclusion on the EU’s impact and successfulness in this particular case of interregionalism.  
 
 
 
EU-driven Interregionalism: a comprehensive account 
 
Interregionalism as one of four foreign policy tools of the EUx 
 
 
In the early phases of the European integration process, the European Community was more 
concerned with its internal development and functioning than with its place on the 
international level. The European Commission, and more broadly the European Community 
(EC), was not much of an independent actor in international politics, as international relations 
and representation were very much dominated by the EC member states. The limited external 
relations it did have were restricted to former European colonies and almost exclusively 
oriented towards trade and developmentxi. Nevertheless, since the Copenhagen declaration 
in 1973 and the Maastricht Treaty in 1992, the EU has asserted itself more and more on the 
world stage as an independent regional, and indeed global, actor and has developed a 
plethora of external action initiatives, programmes and projects. Today, the EU even has its 
own High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and its own diplomatic service 
called the ‘European External Action Service’ (EEAS). The EU has established a worldwide 
network of 139 delegations/representationsxii and signed numerous cooperation and 
association agreements with different countries and regions in the worldxiii. As such, the EU is 
increasingly perceived as a global power, with a voice that can be heard on the international 
level, in line with demands from European citizens for a greater level of (pro-)activeness in 
global affairs.xiv But how was this made possible? And how is the EU going to assert itself even 
more on the global level? According to Hettne and Söderbaum, the EU has four different 
tools to pursuit its external relations; it can do so through 1. enlargement, which encompasses 
the candidate countries and potential candidates in the Balkans 2. Stabilisation (and 
“Europeanisation”) in the so-called European Neighbourhoodxv, encompassing post-soviet 
countries and northern Africa, 3. bilateralism with great powers such as the US and Russia, 
and 4. through interregionalism with other regional organisations or groups around the 
worldxvi. 
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Interregionalism is thus a foreign policy tool that the EU uses to build up its external relations 
with different regional organisations across the globexvii. This can be the case with other well-
defined and established regional organisations such as ASEAN and Mercosur, but in some 
cases the EU’s counterpart ‘region’ is ‘constructed’ (e.g. the ACP countries) in order to 
facilitate a wider dialogue with the EUxviii. Within International Relations theory, 
interregionalism is largely attributed to the EU, as it is this regional organisation that is the 
major driving force behind the region-to-region relations taking place in the worldxix. Aggarwal 
and Fogarty put it as follows: “interregionalism is primarily a strategy aimed at achieving gains 
the EU has been unable to reap through more traditional multilateral and bilateral channels”xx. 
 
The phenomenon of interregionalism can be traced back to the 1960s and 1970s when the 
EU entered into so-called “hub-and-spokes” networksxxi or “bi-regional dialogues”, such as 
the EU-Arab dialogue in 1974, the cooperation with the Mediterranean region in 1977, and 
the Lomé convention, which was signed with the group of African, Caribbean and Pacific 
(ACP) countries in 1975xxii. But as the regional organisations participating in these cooperation 
schemes were not as ‘developed’ as the European Community at the time, relations were very 
limited in scope and asymmetric in nature. As these interregional organisations developed 
and became more integrated over time, the way was paved for a deeper and more 
symmetrical interregionalismxxiii. Especially since the 1990s, there has been a considerable 
proliferation of interregional relations, which has led Aggarwal and Fogarty to the conclusion 
that ‘‘understanding the driving forces behind interregionalism is likely to become a crucial 
theoretical and policy concern’’xxiv. Other scholars have noted that the 21st century would be 
the “century of the regions” and that the global order would become increasingly dominated 
by regions and as such “regionalised”xxv. How was this then translated into an academic 
research agenda? 
 

Academic research on interregionalism is still in its early stages 
 
As Gaens notes: “scholars are currently engaged in a heated debate on the definitions and 
theoretical implications of the interaction of regions, and on the actual importance and 
potential future impact of interregionalism within the international order”xxvi. In spite of the 
fact that recent studies have analysed interregionalism in its own right as a new phenomenon 
with the potential to add a new layer to global governance debate, academic perspectives 
on interregionalism show wide variationsxxvii. Even the concept of interregionalism itself is still 
unclear and shifting, since the research field is still at its early stages of its developmentxxviii. 
What follows are brief examples of scholarly attempts to define the complex concept of 
interregionalism. In an attempt to define interregionalism as ‘simply’ as possible, Roloff 
defines it as “a process of widening and deepening political, economic, and societal 
interactions between international regions”xxix. Hänggi goes a step further by differentiating 
three different forms of interregionalism: transregionalism, hybrid interregionalism and pure 
interregionalismxxx. The first encompasses a relationship between regional and state actors 
focusing on high-level strategic thinking (for example EU-USA). The second, and predominant 
type, refers to a relationship between two regional groups in two different world regions 
where only one partner is a regional integration system (e.g. a customs union) while in the 
third type, pure interregionalism, both regions are regional integration systems.  
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According to Hardacre, the reality of the EU’s interregional approach is much more 
complicated, which is why he advocates to the term “complex interregionalism” instead”xxxi. 
From his point of view, this notion could serve as a more complete framework to assess “the 
relationship between the pursuit of ‘pure interregionalism’ and the conduct of existing 
bilateral and multilateral relations”xxxii as it “proposes a multi-dimensional model of 
interregionalism, in which the coexistence of multi-level diplomacy and institutional structures 
with mixed motivations and strategies on the parts of the actors involved forms the key 
element”xxxiii. This type of interregionalism has lately also been dubbed as “overlapping” 
interregionalismxxxiv.  
 
In addition, Gardini and Malamud suggest that ‘’stealth interregionalism’’ might become the 
fourth type of interregionalism. The paramount case to argue for such a distinct form of 
interregionalism is currency integration between several African states and the Eurozone. As 
it happens, the West- and Central African CFA franc (the official currency in 14 countries), the 
Comorian franc, the Cape Verdean escudo and the São Tomé and Príncipe Dobra are all 
pegged to the Euro through bilateral agreements, making a total of seventeen independent 
African states whose monetary policy is fully dependent on the Eurozone’s. This constitutes 
one third of the African continent.  Similar movements are also increasingly taking place in 
other parts of the world, such as the Caribbeanxxxv. 
 
In sumxxxvi, interregionalism can be defined as the region-to-region conduct of foreign 
relations, which is different from the more classical diplomatic interstate relations and global 
governance. The EU has embraced interregional dialogue as a foreign policy tool in order to 
develop and deepen its external relations with other parts of the world and assert itself at the 
global level. However, the EU has three other foreign policy tools at its disposal to do so, so 
why exactly does it choose the interregional approach above the others to pursue its goals? 
 

EU’s choice for interregional relations: a natural answer to manage global interdependence 
 
Former European Commissioner for External Relations Patten argues that “as a regional 
organisation, it makes sense to deal with others on a regional basis. Interregionalism, 
therefore, is seen as providing a natural answer to managing global interdependence”xxxvii. 
Interregionalism has an important impact on regional integration and the worldwide 
development of regionalism. As interregional dialogue and cooperation requires both (or 
more) regions to have a coherent and well-functioning regional organisation/system, it may 
contribute to the development of the latter. This is exactly what the EU strives for, as it firmly 
believes (out of experience) that regional integration/regionalism can enhance peace, prevent 
conflict and promote cross-border problem solving and the better use and management of 
natural resources”xxxviii. Even though it is true that the European model of integration  cannot 
(always) serve as a ‘blueprint’ for other regional integration processes around the world, it is 
still the EU’s firm believe that the broader concept of regionalism/regional integration can 
lead to stability, peace and security in a regionxxxix. To put it simply: “the logic of interregional 
cooperation derives from the successful European model,” as Regelsberger and De Flers have 
pointed outxl.  
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However, like there are academic variations in defining interregionalism, and a variety of 
opinions regarding the driving forces that leads the EU to its usexli. In general, from a realist 
point of view, its balancing role is stressed as it is seen as a ‘’policy strategy that actors employ 
in their external relations as a pragmatic and flexible means to advance their position, either 
by countering the moves of other actors or by supplementing their capabilities by joining 
them”xlii. The institutionalist school of thought approaches interregionalism by looking at the 
issue of institution-building and its role in providing a stable framework for dialogue and 
cooperation on policy matters on a wide range of issuesxliii. The social constructivists 
emphasise the interaction between interregionalism and collective identity building in the 
expectation that it will contribute to the growth of regional (self) identities and thus foster 
deeper regional integrationxliv.  
 
In his book “The European Union and interregionalism: Patterns of engagement”, Doidge 
proposes an overall analytical framework that combines the insights of the three previously 
mentioned schools in order to understand the reasons why an interregional dialogue was 
called into life. By building further upon previously work done by Hänggi et al. and Rüland, 
he argues that interregional relations serve one or several of the following five functions: (1) 
balancing, (2) institution-building, (3) rationalising, (4) agenda-setting and (5) collective 
identity building. Regarding the first function (1), which is very much in line with the realist 
point of view, he argues that interregionalism can best be considered as a means of states to 
create and maintain an equilibrium amongst themselves by defending their own position in 
the international environment or by constraining the actions of others. The second and third 
functions are both extracted from the institutionalist school and stress the importance of 
institutions and agreements that can oversee the implementation of decisions or deal with a 
particular policy matter (2). The rationalising function (3) stresses the importance of rules, 
norms, and common decisions that facilitate communication and cooperation between states 
as they create fora for debate, they are able to alleviate difficulties of multilateral negotiations, 
and thereby could serve as a “clearing house” for multilateral debates by rationalising the 
global discoursexlv. In the same trend, Söderbaum and van Langenhove argue that it serves 
the promotion of Liberal Intergovernmentalismxlvi. According to these scholars, the promotion 
of liberal internationalism (1) is a fundamental reason why the EU pushes for more and deeper 
interregional relations. As the European Union promotes the ‘human aspects of international 
relations’, it believes (again, from its own experience) that through the promotion of 
regionalism and regional integration, and thus region-to-region dialogues, liberal 
internationalism can best be promoted. Issues that matter for the EU, for which it is labelled 
as a ‘liberal internationalist’xlvii, range from such themes as international solidarity, human 
rights, global poverty eradication, a sustainable and participatory development, and 
(inclusive) democracy, to the ‘human’ benefits of economic interdependencexlviii. This in the 
same trend as the so-called ‘civilian power’ argument that argues that the EU promotes 
‘universal values’ such as social pluralism, the rule of law, democracy, and the market 
economy, instead of conducting a militaristic foreign policyxlix. 

 
Next to this, Doidge argues that interregionalism can also serve as a mechanism to first create 
consensus on a lower level of the global governance structure before introducing these 
common positions to the agendas of multilateral fora in a concerted manner (4). Finally, 
interregionalism can serve the process of identity formation: as ‘a self’ engages with an 



 
 

10 

identifiable ‘other’, it allows the regional identity to be formed through differentiation from 
the other and/or through the interaction and the mutual exchange with the partner(s). 
Allahverdiyev adds in this respect that “by promoting interregionalism, the EU enhances its 
own international recognition and acceptance”l and that “interregionalism thus serves as a 
powerful tool to frame the European identity at the international level”li. 
 
A snapshot of EU-driven interregionalism towards Latin America 
 
Latin Americalii is seen as the part of the world where the EU’s interregional agenda should 
bear the most fruit, since it shares the same values as the EU (democracy, human rightsliii, 
nuclear non-proliferation and multilateralism) and has a strong willingness to counter-balance 
its close ties with the US. For these reasons, the EU adopted a very extensive interregional 
approach towards Latin America. In fact, EU foreign policy towards Latin America is almost 
exclusively focused on purely region-to-region interaction and active support to the (sub-
)regional integration systems of Central America (SICA), South America (Mercosur) and the 
Andean countries (CAN). The first important EU policy document outlining the interest and 
strategy to develop a sustainable relationship with Latin America already dates back to 1963 
when the European Economic Community (EEC) published its “Memo of Intent towards Latin 
America”liv. In this document, the EEC stated that its objective was to reach a close 
relationship and cooperation with Latin America and dispel the fears regarding the negative 
impact of the creation of the EEC internal market on Latin America. In fact, the EU-Latin 
American interregional relationship was until the beginning of the 1990s dominated by 
economics and trade. With the process of democratic transition in the region during the 1980s 
and 1990s and the EU’s rapidly emerging common foreign and security policy, the partnership 
broadened to also include political, social and developmental cooperation. Simultaneously, 
various Latin American regional integration projects (Rio Group, Andean Community, CACM 
in Central America, Mercosur etc.) were (re-)launched and led to a process of sub-
regionalisation of the EU-Latin America relationship. This started with the creation of the San 
José dialogue between the European Community (EC) and Central America in 1984, in 
support of the Regional Peace Process, and was intensified from 1987 onwards with an 
institutionalised dialogue between the EC and the Rio Group. In the subsequent decade the 
first agreements between the EC and these Latin American (sub-)regional integration systems 
were formalised, first with the Andean Group in 1993 and then with the CACM in 1995lv. These 
are first examples of traditional “pure” interregionalist approaches from the EU (or EC at the 
time). 
 
With the second regionalist wave and the “open regionalism” initiatives in Latin America at 
the beginning of the new millennium, the EU’s support for regional integration processes 
became one of the most important pillars of the bi-regional relationship. This included a 
preference for bargaining collectively with existing bodies and the development of far-
reaching sub-regional cooperation strategies with those blocs. In this way, various regional 
strategy papers (EU-Mercosur, EU-CAN, EU-Central America etc.) were created, and 
development cooperation funding became structured in a purely bi-regional manner. Yet, 
seeing the plethora of regional integration strategies on the Latin American side, such ‘sub-
regionalisation’ of the partnership became increasingly complex: next to Mercosur, CAN and 
Central America, other regional groupings popped up such groups as UNASUR, USAN, 
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ALADI, ALBA, CELAC etc.lvi. In addition, various Latin American countries became members 
of different groupings at the same time (see figure two), further complicating the situation for 
the EU. As such, the EU started to create various, institutionalised sub-regional political 
dialogue mechanisms but also created looser, overarching  EU-Latin America summits at 
heads of state/government level, to which all 33 Latin American countries are invited. 
Adopting such an approach, the EU opted for both pure interregionalism (relations between 
two established regional integration systems) as well as transregionalism: bringing together a 
formal regional integration system (the EU) and a quite loose group of states from one region. 

 
Figure one: Regional Integration efforts in Latin America 

 
In 1999, the first EU-Latin America presidential interregional summit was organised and ended 
in an ambitious declaration consisting of not less than 69 points for further collaboration and 
55 points for further action in a wide variety of political, economic, financial, scientific, social 
and cultural areaslvii. Ever since that date, such high-level interregional summits have been 
held every two years, becoming the backbone of contemporary EU-Latin American relations. 
In the last two summits (2013, Santiago de Chile and 2015, Brussels) academic summits, 
judicial summits, business summits and civil society summits were also organised, bringing 
together different segments of both regions’ polities. In addition to presidential summitry, 
various ministerial meetings are also held on a wide variety of sub-topics, including security 
and drugs trafficking, social inequality, multilateralism (e.g. versus the US-led invasion of Iraq), 
the fight against poverty, climate change, etc. The above led to increased EU-interregional 
foreign policy action by means of both declaratory as well as operational policy, as the 
following three tables summarise. 
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Table one: EU interregional declaratory policy towards Latin America – an overview. Author’s own creation based on EU official documents 

 
Table two: EU interregional operational policy towards Latin America – an overview. Author’s own creation based on EU official 
documents and Rodriguez (2015)lviii 

 
Table three: EU interregional operational policy towards Latin America – an overview of the most funds and programmes. Author’s own 
creation based on EU official documents and Rodriguez (2015) 

 
On 19 November 2013, the 2014-2020 Multi-annual indicative programme for regional 
cooperation between the European Union and Latin America under the EU Development 
Cooperation Instrument was presented to the Ambassadors of the Latin American countries 
in Brussels. The programme focuses on a series of priority areas for cooperation between both 
regions: the security-development nexus (including combatting the illicit production and 
trafficking of drugs and related organised crime); good governance; accountability and social 
equity; inclusive and sustainable growth for human development; environmental sustainability 
and climate change; and higher educationlix. The EU has allocated € 925 million to 
interregional cooperation with Latin America for the period 2014-2020, and has adopted a 
pragmatic approach as regards the specific regional groupings to which it reaches out for 
cooperation. Whereas in the past, “pure” interregional cooperation dominated the EU’s 
approach towards Latin America (e.g. EU-SICA, EU-MERCOSUR, EU-CAN, etc.), the EU now 
sets the policy areas central in its interregional cooperation and pursues different programmes 
with different regional groupings (e.g. now also increasingly UNASUR) and at different ‘levels’ 
(e.g. CELAC as the overarching framework for all Latin American and Caribbean countries, 
CARICOM to deal with Caribbean countries, and SICA to deal with Central American countries 
only).  
 



 
 

13 

From the above brief overview, it can thus be concluded that the EU has adopted a very 
extensive interregional approach towards Latin America, but that it is changing from a “pure” 
interregional to a more “hybrid” interregional approach in which it is pursuing relations and 
activities with an increasingly diverse set of regional groupings at various levels (hemispheric 
or sub-regional). Before critically analysing the specific case of EU-driven interregionalism in 
the area of non-traditional security governance, the following chapter first outlines how one 
can define ‘successfulness’ in EU international action as precisely as possible.  
 
Measuring the EU’s interregional impact through the lenses of Foreign Policy Performance 
Analysis 
 
In order to account for the differentiated level of success of EU-driven interregionalism in Latin 
America in the field of non-traditional security governance, a combination of the analytical 
frameworks of Foreign Policy Analysis as suggested by Blavoukos and Keukeleire is proposed 
herelx. In order to have a solid understanding of the EU’s foreign policy performance, 
Blavoukos suggests differentiating three distinct performance perspectives: output, outcome, 
and impact. This is in line with Keukeleire’s approach of contrasting the EU’s declaratory (= 
output) and operational (= outcome) foreign policy actions (see Table four). Analytically, they 
constitute three distinctive steps in a causal chain of events, yet are closely interlinked with 
each otherlxi. 
 

THREE LEVELS OF PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS 
OUTPUT:  

DECLARATORY POLICY 
OUTCOME:  

OPERATIONAL POLICY 
IMPACT: 

PERCEIVED IMPACT 
VARIABLES 

Deliverables of internal 
policy-making, including 
common declarations, 
statements, decisions on 
political and economic 
actions, etc.  
 
 

1. International engagement by 
means of diplomatic, economic, 
developmental and/or military 
action  
2. Contribution to the building 
up or reforming of international 
organisations/policy orders 

Results achieved as a 
consequence of the 
EU’s international 
activation  

QUALITY INDICATORS 
 Inclusiveness 

 Meaningfulness 

 Relevance to the EU 

stakeholders 

 Clarity 

 Coherence 

 Use of available instruments 

 Supply of international 

leadership 

 Effectiveness 

 Efficiency 

Table four: three levels of EU Foreign Policy performance analysis: author’s own creation based on Keukeleire and Blavoukos  

 
The output perspective, or EU declaratory policy, is basically related to the intra-EU process 
of policy-formation, focusing on the deliverables of internal political and institutional dynamics 
that inform and shape the EU’s international engagement. This output may range from mere 
discourse, like common declarations and rhetorical statements, to decisions on political and 
economic actions. It could be a formal comprehensive policy document outlining EU positions 
in a specific field or in international affairs more broadly, like for example the European 
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Security Strategy. Or it could be narrower, like a statement or a Council decision on an 
intended course of action in a regional crisis. In any case, it constitutes the starting point of 
the outcome and impact analysis and offers a benchmark for their assessmentlxii. In order to 
measure the quality of the outputs generated through internal policy-making processes, 
Blavoukos suggests looking carefully at the declaratory policies’ inclusiveness; 
meaningfulness; relevance to the EU stakeholders; and clarity of the produced outputs.  
 
The outcome perspective or operational policy, shifts attention to the implementation of the 
output and the resulting behaviour or action of the EU. It refers to the EU’s international 
activation along the output lines and captures how the EU takes this output to the 
international levellxiii. It may take the form of active international engagement (diplomatic, 
economic, developmental, military, etc.) in pursuit of a given objective, by means of CFSP 
actions (e.g. electoral missions abroad), or development cooperation projects and funds. 
Additionally, it may comprise initiatives of creating new or adjusting existing international 
policy orders, in congruence with the EU norms, principles and interests, by contributing to 
the building up or reforming of international or regional (integration) organisationslxiv. The 
emphasis of the outcome perspective is thus on the EU’s deployed operational efforts and 
actions and whether they carry out the agreed outputs (but it does not consider their 
impact)lxv. 
 
In order to assess the quality of the proposed operational policy, Blavoukos suggests to look 
at the following three indicators: coherence, proper use of available instruments, and supply 
of international leadership. Coherence can be understood as coherence between EU and 
national policies (vertical dimension); coherence between different policy domains and areas 
(horizontal dimension); and coherence among EU institutions (institutional dimension)lxvi. The 
other two criteria mostly refer to how the EU seeks to realise the output, whether it makes full 
use of the available resources and instruments and adopts a leadership profile. Foreign policy 
instruments range from legal provisions and economic tools that derive from the Treaties to 
political dialogues, sophisticated schemes of political engagement, and traditional diplomatic 
practiceslxvii.  
 
Finally, the perceived impact perspective assesses performance on the basis of the effect of 
the EU’s international outcomes, i.e. the result of EU activities either in attaining the EU’s pre-
set goals and/or achieving an impact on the ground for the recipient of the EU’s approach. 
The impact perspective focuses analysis on the real change enacted for the recipient of the 
EU’s external action, and is in line with Keukeleire’s ‘’Outside-in’’ approachlxviii. 
Methodologically speaking, the challenge in this perspective is to establish causality between 
the EU’s actions and the changed environment in order to credit the EU with developments 
and establish conclusively any claims about the EU performance record, away from a mere 
goal attainment perspectivelxix. Blavoukos suggests effectiveness and efficiency as the two 
main quality indicators to evaluate the impact perspective of the EU’s international 
performance. Effectiveness captures primarily the degree of goal attainment for the EU, 
whoever defines the goal, and whatever its content might belxx. Efficiency captures the ratio 
of used resources to their actual impact, implying that given the scarcity of EU resources, their 
marginal utility should also be taken into consideration when evaluating the impact 
performance of the EUlxxi. Before embarking on the case study regarding EU-Latin America 
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interregional cooperation in the field of combatting illicit drugs production, drugs trafficking 
and organised crime, it is important to restate the significance of the temporal focus of any 
EU foreign policy performance analysis. In addition, practice teaches that all three levels of 
analysis identified are more often than not integral parts of continuous international 
interactions that evolve in stages and thus are inexorably linked and often mutually re-
enforcinglxxii.  
 
EU-Latin American interregional cooperation in the field of non-traditional 
Security Governance 
 
Illicit drugs, drugs trafficking and organised crime in Latin America 
 
‘This is not a small enemy against which we struggle. It is a monster. (...) We know that there 
are few dimensions of human security that are not affected in some way by the illicit drug 
market. Let us continue then, armed with new knowledge and light, to fight, in both word and 
deed, for those whose very existence is threatened by this trade’.  
 
Antonio Maria Costalxxiii 
 
Illicit drugs production and drugs trafficking is one of the main factors behind high levels of 
criminal violence and organised crime in Latin America. It is a particular problem in Central 
America, Mexico, Venezuela, Colombia and Brazil. Latin America is the second most violent 
region in the world, with an average homicide rate of 25 per 100 000 people (a rate four times 
higher than in Europe)lxxiv. In Central America, the death toll from escalating violence caused 
by drug trafficking has now even exceeded that of the civil wars. With a homicide rate of more 
than 60 murders per 100 000 people, El Salvador and Honduras, followed by Guatemala, 
were the countries most affected by drugs related criminal violence in 2015. In Venezuela, 
high impunity rates, corruption, and a politicised, inefficient, and uncoordinated police force 
led in 2015 to a regional record of almost 18 000 homicides (58 per 100 000), related to drug 
trafficking, kidnapping and other related crimeslxxv. In the drugs war in Mexico, rival cartels 
challenge the police forces and the state, undermining democracy, human rights, justice, and 
development. There are currently seven main Mexican cartels (the Sinaloa, Gulf, Los Zetas, 
Tijuana, Juárez, South Pacific, ex Beltrán Leyva, and the Michoacán Family cartels) and a 
number of smaller ones fighting for control of a market whose net revenue was USD 137 
billion in 2009lxxvi. Fighting between the main cartels and the widespread deployment of 
security forces under the government of President Felipe Calderón have led to a dramatic 
escalation of violence in some Mexican states, which, according to the Mexican attorney 
general's office, cost 47 515 lives between December 2006 and September 2011lxxvii. The 
Sinaloa cartel, which is thought to control 45 % of Mexican drug trafficking, is currently the 
largest group, followed by Los Zetas. Using violence on an unprecedented scale, both cartels 
battle for control of the drugs market and other criminal activities (people and organ 
trafficking, etc.). Brazil and Colombia have high crime rates related to drugs and, in the 
Colombian case, to the armed conflict with the guerrilla (notably FARC).  
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Organised crime groups, and drug cartels in particular, base themselves in areas and countries 
where there is less of a state presence and where institutions are less stable and/or 
democratic. Drug traffickers have the capacity to infiltrate all state institutions, including the 
police, judiciary, and prison system, particularly in countries where the transition to democracy 
is incomplete and which are vulnerable to corruption and intimidationlxxviii. This means that 
criminal networks operate primarily in countries that have weak state institutions with a long-
held authoritarian and clientelistic tradition, and therefore pose a serious threat to democracy, 
public security, and development. In fact, various studies have shown that it has hampered or 
even sabotaged the political, economic and social progress of Latin American countries over 
the last 10 yearslxxix. Next to weak state institutions, deep-rooted inequalities in some Latin 
American countries, low levels of education, and a large black economy are other factors 
which encourage the establishment of criminal drug-trafficking networkslxxx.  
 
In terms of drug production, Mexico, Bolivia, Colombia, and Peru account for almost all 
cocaine production in the world, with up to 1 000 tons produced every yearlxxxi. In 2010, the 
three countries together made up the world's main coca leaf growing area. Most of the coca 
leaf was grown in Peru and Colombia. Peru also saw the amount of its land used for drug 
cultivation practically double over the last 10 years, as did Bolivia. In this Andean country, the 
increase is partly due to the different policy approach of Evo Morales' government, which 
believes coca to be a sacred plant for the country's indigenous people and which has put an 
end to the 'prohibitionist model' and cooperation with the US that dominated the anti-drugs 
strategies (and funding) of previous governmentslxxxii. The Uruguayan government has even 
gone as far as to decriminalise cannabis, regulating its production and commercialisation. 
 
Since the 1990s, Latin America and the EU have sought to tackle the drugs problem on the 
basis of the principle of shared responsibility for reducing both supply and demand. Yet, the 
nature of the debate on drug trafficking and the role of both regions has changed. The 
distinction between producer, consumer, and transit countries is less marked than before. 
Nowadays, both Latin America and Europe are regions where illegal drugs are consumed, 
produced, and transited, and organised crime is present in both, albeit on different scales. 
Although the Andean region is still the main cocaine-producing region, many synthetic drugs 
and even some cocaine is increasingly produced in Europe. A higher level of development in 
South America has also led to a rise in the number of users of cocaine and its derivatives - 
there are estimated to be approximately 900 000 users in Brazil and 600 000 in Argentinalxxxiii. 
Across Europe as a whole, there has been a significant increase in the production and 
consumption of synthetic drugs, to the extent that more than 100 newly produced 
psychoactive substances were recorded in Europe over the last decade. Illegal drug 
production in Europe is focussed on cannabis and 'new drugs', such as amphetamines and 
ecstasy, which are mainly produced in the Netherlands and Belgiumlxxxiv.  
 
According to the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA), 
Spain is the main entry point of cocaine and cannabis into Europe. Yet, whereas improved 
border controls in Latin America and better police cooperation between both regions led to 
a 50 % drop in the number of drug seizures in Spain and Europe between 2006-2012, today’s 
illicit trafficking is becoming more ‘fluid’, ‘complex’, and increasingly makes use of new entry 
points via western Africa and Morocco, leading to a new rise in the amount of drugs entering 
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Europe from Latin Americalxxxv. Drugs are big business, estimated to make up about one-fifth 
of global crime proceeds. In Europe, the cocaine business has been estimated to have a total 
value of not less than € 5.7 billion in 2015lxxxvi. The ramifications of the illicit drug market on 
the EU are wide-ranging and go beyond the harms caused by drug use. They include 
involvement in other types of criminal activities and in terrorism, impacts on legitimate 
businesses and the wider economy, strain on and corruption of government institutions, and 
impacts on wider societylxxxvii. The following graph provides an overview of the different ways 
in which the EU is affected by Latin America’s illicit drugs (trafficking) market.  

 
Figure two: ramifications of the Latin American illicit drugs market on the EUlxxxviii 

 

In fact, every facet of the drug problem – production, trafficking and consumption – influences 
development prospects for all countries in Latin America and the Caribbean. Drugs negatively 
impact on key societal issues such as health, life expectancy, education, employment, human 
rights, and poverty reduction.lxxxix Beyond the toll on health and family structures, the drug 
problem also brings high social and economic costs that affect the economy, the environment, 
political processes, and even the social fabric that is essential for well-functioning 
democracies.xc 
 
It is clear from the above brief description that the EU and Latin America share a major concern 
in the form of illicit drugs production, drugs trafficking and related organised crime. How then, 
has this influenced the EU-Latin America interregional relationship?  
 
 
The EU’s role in Latin America’s fragile Security-Development nexus  
 
In order to critically analyse the EU’s interregional approach in cooperating with and 
supporting Latin America in its drug trafficking challenge, we differentiate between the EU’s 
declaratory policy (output), operational policy (outcome), and impact.  
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Declaratory policy and drivers for an EU interregional approach 
 
The EU’s declaratory policy, or policy output, can be further demarcated as declaratory policy 
related to the external aspects of the EU’s European Area of Freedom, Justice and Security 
(JHA external relations) on the one hand, and declaratory policy specifically targeted at Latin 
America’s struggle related to drugs, drugs trafficking and related organised crime, on the 
other. In fact, the EU sees combatting illicit drugs, drugs trafficking and related organised 
crime very much as a multi-faceted challenge, with both internal and external dimensions. In 
the initial phase of building a European Area of Freedom, Justice and Security, the European 
Council stated explicitly that it is ‘deeply committed’ to reinforcing and developing European 
efforts against organised crime related to drug trafficking, including in the external dimension. 
According to the European Commission “illicit drugs are a major threat to the health and 
safety of individuals and societies in the EU”.xci In order to face this threat, the European 
Council has specified two general aims: 1) complementing national EU Member States’ 
actions in preventing and reducing drug use to contribute to attaining high levels of health 
protection and well-being; and 2) taking action against drug production, cross-border 
trafficking, and the diversion of precursors.xcii The Hague Programme (2004) and the 
Stockholm Programme (2010), the two related multiannual work programmes, confirmed this 
commitmentxciii. Characteristic for the EU’s approach is the adoption of “harm reduction” as a 
common principle for drafting EU drugs programmes and cooperation. With the harm 
reduction approach, the EU aims to take a balanced, integrated approach to the drug 
problem combining demand reduction and supply reduction measures. As such, by also 
focusing on the demand side and root causes of illicit drugs production and drugs trafficking 
(i.e. often socio-economic issues in developing countries), it goes beyond the traditional “War 
on drugs” approach, which focuses exclusively on halting the supply of illicit drugs. 
    
These overall policy frameworks also identified thematic and geographic priorities for the 
external dimension of internal security, which the EU has deemed “crucial’’. In 2005, the EU 
issued a Strategy for the External Dimension of Justice and Home Affairs, in which it 
recognised that it “cannot deal with these issues in the EU alone” and that it should therefore 
make Justice and Home Affairs a “central priority” of its external relationsxciv. Internationally, 
the EU promotes a multi-layered approach against organised crime and is very committed to 
working through multilateral, regional and bilateral channels in achieving its pre-set goals of 
reducing both international supply and demand of (illicit) drugs and a “reduction of the health 
and social risks and harms caused by drugs”xcv. This is reflected in various EU documents, such 
as the 2005 Strategy for the External Dimension of Justice and Home Affairs, the 2005 
Communication from the Commission on Developing a Strategic Concept on Tackling 
Organised Crime, and the 2010 Stockholm Programmexcvi. As mentioned on various occasions 
in official meeting minutes and declarations of the EU’s JHA ministers, interregional 
cooperation with other regions around the world is at the core of the EU’s external action 
strategic approach to fighting illicit drugsxcvii. In these documents, two interregional 
partnerships are particularly referred to: the EU-Africa partnership and the EU-Latin America 
partnership. The importance of the dialogue with Latin American and Caribbean countries 
(EU-LAC) is also emphasised in various other general external action policy documents and 
strategies, such as the 2010 European Pact to Combat International Drug Trafficking – 
Disrupting Cocaine and Heroin Routexcviii. There are several relevant EU documents that focus 
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on specific dimensions of the EU’s external action related to combatting drugs, illicit drugs 
trafficking and organised crime. These include, for instance, the EU Drugs Strategy (2013–20), 
the 2012 EU Strategy towards the Eradication of Trafficking in Human Beings (2012–16); and 
the EU Action Plan to Combat IPR infringements (2009–12) amongst others. Key principles 
that are referred to in most documents are shared responsibility, alternative development, 
emphasis on multilateralism, balanced approach, respect for human rights, concern for the 
diversion of precursors, and a strong focus on ‘non-traditional’ supply reduction measuresxcix. 
All this shows that the EU is well aware of the socio-economic and politically destabilising 
effects that this challenge can have on its partnering region. In addition to these general 
‘external action’ strategies in which Latin America is mentioned as a key external partner, 
international cooperation policy priorities are also identified by the Council of the EU through 
its so-called “policy cycle for organised and serious international crime”, which draws partly 
on these sub-strategies, as well as by Europol’s threat assessmentsc. Priorities for 2014–17 
include disrupting the facilitation of illegal immigration; disrupting human trafficking; halting 
counterfeit goods; combating drug production and trafficking; and fighting cyber-crimesci. 
Also here, Latin America, its various sub-regions (notably Central America and the Andean 
Community), and sometimes even countries (e.g. Mexico, Colombia) are mentioned on 
numerous occasions as key international partners to collaborate withcii. 
 
Next to these general strategies and policy documents in which Latin America features as a 
key partner in the EU’s international fight against illicit drugs trafficking and organised crime, 
the EU has also developed various declaratory policies solely focused on Latin America. In 
fact, combatting illicit drugs (trafficking) and organised crime has been an important 
component of EU-Latin America interregional relations since the very beginning of the 
partnership, and has formed the basis of a comprehensive set of anti-drugs political, 
operational, and technical exchanges and cooperation mechanisms(fully detailed in the next 
section). Looking at the EU-Latin America policy documents, the EU often stresses the 
importance of its ‘harm reduction’ or ‘alternative development’ approach (where the EU has 
been a pioneer), law enforcement, public health, and the link with other regions and need to 
cooperate with them as well (e.g. the Cocaine Route Programme actively seeks for triangular 
cooperation between the EU, Africa and Latin America)ciii. The following table provides a 
comprehensive overview of the most important EU declaratory policy in the area of EU-Latin 
America interregional cooperation on combatting illicit drugs and organised crime: 
 

 
Table five: EU declaratory policy in combatting drugs and organised crime in Latin America – an overview. Author’s own creation based on 
EU official documents 
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From the table it is clear that the EU has adopted a wide variety of declaratory policy acts in 
the area of EU-Latin American cooperation to combat drugs, drugs trafficking and organised 
crime. Yet, what exactly does the EU declares to focus in this regard? The Panama Action Plan 
(1999) and the Port of Spain Declaration (2007) provide good accounts of the EU’s chosen 
priority areas. The Panama Action Plan and the accompanying Lisbon Priorities, adopted in 
1999 and 2000 under the framework of the Coordination and Cooperation Mechanism on 
Drugs, established five priority areas for cooperation: demand reduction, judicial, police and 
customs cooperation, maritime cooperation, measures to tackle money laundering, and more 
robust legislation and institutional capacity-buildingciv. In the Port of Spain Declaration, 
adopted in May 2007, both regions set out a series of specific measures aimed specifically at 
capacity-building and the exchange of information on drugs policiescv. They agreed, inter alia, 
to create a mutual technical assistance programme on capacity-building (police, customs, 
judicial action, prevention and treatment activities), called for the establishment of drug 
observatories and strengthened maritime cooperation and the control of precursor chemicals 
and money laundering. The Cooperation Programme between Latin America and the 
European Union on Drugs Policies (COPOLAD) emerged as a result of the declaration. At the 
EU-CELAC summit in Quito, 2013, both regions agreed that “fighting drug trafficking and 
consumption re- quires international cooperation and an integrated, multidisciplinary and 
balanced approach combining drug demand reduction and drug supply reduction 
measures”.cvi To summarise, both regions stress the emphasis to both work on: 
 

 Demand reduction: exchange of information on drug policies, prevention and 
treatment activities;   

 supply reduction: joint actions to identify and dismantle (transnational) organised 
crimecvii.  

 
What follows is a critical assessment whether or not the EU has translated this into a coherent 
set of operational policy and acts upon its promises and statements.  
 
Beyond the rhetoric: the EU’s toolbox for interregional cooperation in combatting illicit drugs 
production, trafficking and consumption 
 
The abovementioned shared principles, strategies and action plans have been translated into 
a series of specific projects and legal instruments. Whereas by far most EU drugs foreign 
policy action is situated within the area of development cooperation and financed through 
specific funds and programmes created and managed by DG DEVCOcviii, the EU has also 
created fora for political dialogue and exchange of information and best practices in order to 
face the considerable challenges posed by illicit drugs trafficking and organised crime. The 
following section first provides an overview these political dialogues and exchange of 
information first.  
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Foreign policy engagement: high level dialogue and (sensitive) information exchanges 

As early as 1995, the EU launched a specialised high-level political dialogue on drugs with 
the countries of the Andean Community of Nations (CAN). Then, in 1998, the Coordination 
and Cooperation Mechanism on Drugs was established between the EU, Latin America and 
the Caribbean, and meetings have been held annually on 17 subsequent occasionscix. This 
annual High Level Meeting (HLM) has been preceded and followed by technical committee 
meetings as well as biregional dialogues with the Andean community and Central America. 
Currently under review, the dialogue has helped to ensure greater consistency between the 
positions adopted by EU-Latin American countries to combat drugs, to set priorities in this 
area, and to launch cooperation programmes and bilateral agreements on the control of 
precursor chemicals and money launderingcx. Furthermore, drug-related cooperation has 
been an important part of the work of the Euro-Latin American Parliamentary Assembly 
(EUROLAT) and, previously, of the joint conferences of the European and Latin American 
Parliamentscxi. The issue has also been discussed by other interregional (sub-) bodies, such as 
the Rio Group and at EU-LAC Summits, the EU-Mexico sectorial dialogue on public security 
and law enforcement, and the EU-Brazil newly (2013) established dialogue on drugs. 
 
In addition to these high-level political dialogues, the EU’s various institutions and agencies 
operate as important hubs of (sensitive) information and analysis to combat international 
drugs trafficking and organised crime, and in that capacity also increasingly cooperate with 
their Latin American peers to exchange relevant information and share best practices.  
 
Europol, the European police agency, plays an important role in this respect, notably by 
producing the annual Serious and Organised Crime Threat Assessment (SOCTA), on the basis 
of information gathered and transmitted by (European) law enforcement agencies. This report 
informs European policy-makers and serves as analytical background for the EU’s Internal 
Policy Cycle on Organised Crimecxii. As this report is also shared with Latin American law 
enforcement agencies, they can pro-actively make use of intelligence and information 
gathered by their European peers in order to counter Latin American illicit drugs (trafficking) 
and related organised crime. However, as Brady points out, Europol and other EU agencies 
“have won the acceptance of the European law enforcement community, not its universal 
admiration”cxiii. Europol has yet to become indispensable in cross-border investigations, as 
today’s interregional cooperation between Europol and its Latin American peers does not go 
beyond the mere exchange of information. Eurojust is also increasingly active in international 
organised crime investigations, as is the European Anti-Fraud Office (OLAF), Frontex, the 
European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA), and the Commission’s 
Anti-Trafficking Coordinatorcxiv. However, the challenge with such a proliferation of actors is 
to ensure coordination and cooperation both internally as well as externally. For instance, the 
scope of activities of OLAF and Eurojust largely overlap, but there is little cooperation – and 
sometimes even competitioncxv. A concrete example of cooperation between these EU 
agencies and their Latin American peers is creation of the bi-regional MAOC, or Maritime 
Analysis and Operations Centre, which is an EU-funded agency in charge of monitoring and 
coordinating anti-drug trafficking operations in the Atlantic Oceancxvi. In addition, the so-
called Threat Notice on Mexican Organised Crime Groups, is another best practice in which 
Europol exchanges information with agencies from Mexico and Brazilcxvii.  
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(Development) cooperation engagement 

In addition to the EU’s operational action by means of high-level political dialogue and 
exchange of sensitive information, the EU has adopted a wide variety of development 
cooperation projects and programmes in order to financially support Latin America in 
combatting Illicit drugs, drugs trafficking and organised crime. The Cooperation Programme 
on Drugs Policies (COPOLAD) has dominated the EU’s developmental cooperation in this 
area of the bi-regional partnership with Latin America. COPOLAD’s main aim is to “improve 
the coherence, balance and impact of drugs policies, through the exchange of mutual 
experiences, bi-regional coordination and the promotion of multisectoral, comprehensive and 
coordinated responses”cxviii. COPOLAD was established in 2009 and is structured around four 
components, namely capacity-building to reduce both (1) supply and (2) demand, (3) the 
consolidation of national drugs observatories, and (4) the bi-regional dialogue mechanism. It 
had an initial budget of around €6 million, which was increased to almost €10 million following 
agreement at the 6th EU-LAC Summit, held in Madrid on 18 May 2010cxix. 
 
Scholars tend to agree that COPOLAD has borne concrete results and promoted a real impact 
in terms of inclusive socio-economic development and the security-development nexuscxx. 
According to Latin American national drugs agencies, COPOLAD has helped to change the 
way drugs policies are perceived, shift paradigms, and emphasise the need for a balanced 
approach between drug demand and supply reduction. Yet, if we look at the other 
development projects that the EU adopted in this regard, we observe that most of the projects 
are designed to reduce the drugs supply (102 of a total of 135, compared with only 22 projects 
focussed on reducing demand)cxxi. In addition, the resources allocated by the EU to tackling 
drug trafficking in Latin America are also relatively limited - approximately EUR 276 million for 
projects of varying lengths: 
 

 



 
 

23 

Table six: EU operational policy in combatting drugs and organised crime in Latin America – an overview. Author’s own creation based on 
EU official documents, Gratius 2012 and Chanona (2015)cxxii 

 
Another important project, under the framework of the Instrument for Stability, is the 
programme on the prevention of the diversion of drug precursors in the Latin American and 
Caribbean region (PRELAC), which is implemented by the United Nations Office on Drugs 
and Crime (UNODC)cxxiii. The EU has also committed EUR 20 million under the Instrument for 
Stability to a project which sought to boost judicial cooperation in tackling the criminal 
networks operating along the cocaine route (2009-2012). Another initiative, PREDEM 
(Programme for combating illegal drugs in the Andean Community), is designed to strengthen 
the anti-drugs policies of the Andean countries.  
 
Of the in total 102 EU-Latin America interregional development projects in the area of 
combatting illicit drugs and organised crime, 30 are focussed on alternative development (the 
area where most resources are used, with all the projects located in Peru, Colombia and 
Bolivia), 4 concern the diversion of precursors, and 68 focus on other supply reduction 
measures. This short overview shows how much focus the EU puts on supply reduction 
measures, instead of the root causes that lead many Latin American farmers to start producing 
cocaine crops for a living (e.g. considerable levels of socio-economic inequality, etc.).  
 
Since the 1990s, another important method supported by the EU for reducing the drugs 
supply in Latin America has been granting special trade preferences to a wide variety of 
agricultural products coming from Andean and Central American countries under the scheme 
known as the Drugs GSP (Generalised System of Preferences), or 'GSP+' since 2005. As such, 
the EU tries to convince farmers to replace coca crops with other agricultural productscxxiv. 
These preferences have considerably boosted exports as recent studies have shown: barring 
some exceptions, 90 % of agricultural products from the countries in question have had access 
to the European market under preferential conditions, thanks to the Drugs GSP. However, 
now that the EU has signed free trade agreements with Colombia, Peru, and Central America, 
the economic incentives for replacing coca crops with other agricultural products might 
disappear againcxxv.  
 
Support for new international order and Latin American regional integration systems  
 

Another important feature of the EU’s operational policy in the fight against Latin America’s 
illicit drugs and organised crime is its support for a (new) international order based on its “soft-
policy” and alternative development adagio. By shaping global politics and setting the 
agenda of important international organisations in a way that is in line with the EU’s approach 
on the issue, Brussels hopes to enable change and improve the global drugs situation as well. 
The UN is central to the EU’s global action against organised crime and the EU has been a 
fierce advocate for a strong UN Convention against Transnational Organised Crime 
(UNCTOC) and its three subsequent protocolscxxvi. Another telling case of the EU’s activeness 
on the international stage is its quest to include clauses on alternative development in the 
UNGASS special session on the World Drugs Problem in 2016cxxvii. Beyond the UN, the EU 
also cooperates with various international organisations on fighting illicit drugs and organised 
crime, notably UNODC, by partnering in projects all around the world and financing its 
budget (the EU is the fifth-largest contributor to the UNODC budget)cxxviii.  



 
 

24 

 
In addition, the EU arguably also supports the various Latin American regional integration 
systems and cooperation schemes to forge true Latin American cross-border/regional 
solutions to the shared problem of illicit drugs and organised crimecxxix. The EU does this by 
means of funding and technical assistance to most of Latin America’s (sub-)regional 
integration systems, including SICA (Central America), CAN (Andean Community), Mercosur, 
and UNASUR (South America). However, whereas funding towards the secretariats of CAN 
and Mercosur has not been renewed for the period 2014-2020, and as various Latin American 
regional integration civil servants/experts (notably from UNASUR) indicated that they have 
little to no support or relationship with the EU in this regard, this declaratory policy can be 
seriously questionedcxxx. From an EU perspective, the issue of weak institutionalisation and the 
limited power/competences of the EU’s sub-regional counterpart is the main reason why there 
is less and less appetite for so-called “pure-interregionalism” and support to the various Latin 
American regional integration systems active in the field of non-traditional security 
governancecxxxi. 
 
 

Measuring the EU’s interregional performance: is the glass half full or half 
empty? 
 
As a major market for the consumption of cocaine, Europe shares responsibility for the current 
situation in Latin America, where the illicit drug trade undermines the rule of law and threatens 
to hollow out democracy in a number of countries. In order to face this challenge, the EU has 
created and managed development projects and organised joint initiatives, high level 
dialogues and information/best practices exchange mechanisms for drugs-related 
information. In this section, the real impact that the EU’s declaratory and operational foreign 
policy might have achieved is analysed, both for Latin America’s situation as well as in terms 
of EU own-set ‘goal achievement’. In order to do so, and in line with Blavoukos analytical 
framework, the EU’s (a) effectiveness and (b) efficiency in combatting Latin American illicit 
drugs and organised crime are considered in turn. 
 

 Effectiveness 
 

After careful review of the available (individual project-based) impact assessments of the EU’s 
interregional approach, the overall assessment looks rather bleachcxxxii. Increases in casualties, 
reported violence linked to drugs trafficking and organised crime, and consumption and drug 
trafficking in both regions show that, in general, cooperation between the two regions has 
not made lasting progress towards eradicating the problem. In addition, other (social/health 
related) indicators, which are central from a Latin American’s perspective,  have not shown 
significant improvement since the advent of EU-Latin American interregional cooperation. It 
seems that the EU and Latin America (still) have different perceptions of the drugs problem 
and how to deal with it; this was clearly visible in the run-up to the UNGASS 2016 session, 
where the EU and Latin America’s initial position papers/strategies were notably differentcxxxiii. 
While in an important number of Latin American countries drug trafficking is a national security 
concern, for EU members the drug problem is more seen as linked to public health and public 
security requiring a different approach to the traditional ‘global war on drugs’. In addition, 
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the absence of a “single” Latin American voice and a common strategy also further 
complicates an effective EU interregional approach, as does the pre-eminent the focus on 
combatting the supply of cocaine production in the Andean countriescxxxiv.  
 
According to the Global Commission on Drug Policy, an international body comprised of 
individuals who have held important posts in national governments and international 
organisations and reputed intellectuals, 'the war on drugs has failed' and enforcement policies 
have had a balloon effect by diverting the problem, from one country (Colombia) to another 
(Mexico)cxxxv. Although there has been some harm reduction, the Commission takes the view 
that the EU's coordinated policies and its alternative approach have failed to alter the patterns 
of drugs supply and demand. Furthermore, criminal networks have begun operating and 
extending their influence in areas beyond Latin America, especially within Western Africa. 
 
Various impact assessments on a project level have also shown mixed results for the EU’s 
interregional developmental approach, given that coca and cocaine production in Bolivia and 
Peru has only increased over the last five yearscxxxvi. Some critical reports therefore conclude 
that the European projects  have not had a notable impact in terms of crop eradication or the 
development of the affected areascxxxvii. One of the problems that has prevented the 
alternative development policy from having a more profound impact is the lack of 
infrastructure and marketing channels for traditional products (in comparison with coca and 
cocaine)cxxxviii. In addition, local Latin American actors such as the Friedrich Ebert Foundation 
argue that the development projects still tend to prefer EU short-term economic benefits over 
(long term) sustainable development in Latin America, reducing again the incentives to 
replace coca crops with traditional agricultural productscxxxix.  
 
The lack of a clear positive impact of the EU-Latin American interregional cooperation in the 
area of illicit drugs, drugs production and related organised crime have led various policy 
makers and scholars (both European and Latin American) to the conclusion that it is time to 
experiment with alternative strategies for dealing with drugs and organised crime. Experience 
in the EU has shown that its ‘harm reduction’ policy approach provides an alternative to the 
punitive hard-line model which has not only dominated until now in the US, but which has 
also been reflected in various Latin American governmental approaches (most notably Mexico 
and Colombia). This conclusion can be found, for instance, in the Joint Declaration from the 
XIII Meeting (25-28 November 2011) of the EU-Mexico Joint Parliamentary Committee, which 
states that 'traditional drug enforcement policies have not achieved notable success, and that 
thoroughgoing assessment therefore needs to be brought to bear on those models'cxl. The 
'European model' of harm reduction, which is based on prevention, the strengthening of 
institutions and alternative development as well as decriminalisation of drug consumption and 
regulation of certain drugs might be the right alternative policy response for Latin America’s 
fight against illicit drugs and organised crime. Given that the EU offers an alternative to the 
prohibitionist model and that Latin America is one of the regions of the world most affected 
by drug-related violence, both regions should be able to lead the way in a new debate and 
use their political dialogue on drugs to adopt joint positions at an interregional, as well as 
international level. 
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Nevertheless, not all scholars/policy makers are negative about the plethora of EU-Latin 
America initiatives and projects developed over the last 20 years to counter illicit drugs, drugs 
trafficking and organised crime. Instead, it is often stressed that, from a goal attainment 
perspective, the EU has been rather successful as it achieved the aims it formulated when 
designing the specific projectscxli. Yet, the crafted objectives are often criticised for being 
formulated in such an abstract or narrow manner that it would be very difficult not to achieve 
them.cxlii COPOLAD’s main objective is for example to “contribute to improving the 
coherence, balance and impact of policies related to drugs in Latin America, while the specific 
objectives are to strengthen capacities and encourage the different stages of the process of 
elaborating these policies in Latin American countries by improving the dialogue and 
reinforcing the cooperation of the national agencies and other actors responsible for global 
and sector drugs policies in Latin American and EU countries.” Despite the internal EU 
guidelines to write objectives in a SMART way, this overall objective is not Specific, 
Measurable or Time-related. What is meant with “contribute to improve coherence”? What 
does the EU mean with intervening at “different stages of the process of elaborating these 
policies”? When is “improving the dialogue” successfully achieved? 
 
Various (mid-term) individual project assessments have shown that the EU-has consistently 
achieved its pre-set goals. An independent Mid-Term Evaluation of COPOLAD I, 
commissioned by the European Commission in 2013 concluded that the programme has been 
highly valued by all the beneficiaries and stakeholders, which confirms the relevance of the 
chosen intervention areas and the smooth implementation. In addition, “it is of considerable 
importance at bi-regional, regional and sub-regional level and its continuation in the near 
future should be guaranteed in order to ensure the consolidation of achievements. The 
programme has contributed to significantly improving and activating the biregional 
Coordination and Cooperation Mechanism on Drugs. It has established new procedures for a 
more practical and operative drugs policy dialogue at bi-regional, regional and sub- regional 
level.”cxliii  
 
 Other project impact assessments argue that mutual trust has been established during almost 
two decades of dialogue and thanks to a better flow of information between EU-Latin 
American police forces, Latin America has managed to intercept much more cocaine before 
it reaches the European marketcxliv. There is also coordinated police and judicial action against 
drug trafficking in the EU and intensive dialogue about the issue has helped to increase 
information and governmental cooperation in the field toocxlv. The EU has thus had some 
positive impact in ameliorating the precarious drugs situation of Latin America and (at least) 
from a goal attainment perspective, the EU’s interregional approach has proved to be rather 
successful. However, what can we say about the level of efficiency of the EU’s interregional 
approach? 
 
Efficiency 
 

Turning our attention to efficiency in order to assess the EU’s successfulness in its interregional 
Latin American approach in combatting illicit drugs trafficking and organised crime, the 
picture is likewise mixed. In fact, the EU is confronted with a series of internal coordination 
challenges. First, there is a great number of agencies and institutions dealing with this policy 
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area that do not necessarily always work in synergy. Second, these agencies and institutions 
must prove the added-value of EU coordination in an area largely dominated by EU member 
states (and more specifically national law enforcement agencies). Finally, EU policies against 
organised crime must be coordinated at the global level, which implies not only cooperation 
with key strategic partners such as Latin America, but also adjusting the external dimension 
of internal policies with other foreign policy tools and agendas. In this regard, the 
development-trade nexus has been complex and at times even troublesomecxlvi. 
 
Various practical difficulties related to one of the most important interregional instruments, 
the high level political dialogues or summitry, are also limiting the EU’s effectiveness. The first 
problem affecting interregionalism in its summit form is the clarity of their aims and purposes. 
This refers to the expectations and the benefits it generates. What concrete outcomes are 
legitimate and realistic to expect from a political dialogue at the highest possible level? 
Whose expectations count most? Can we speak of one voice from Latin America and the EU 
and can they converge on a shared vision and action plan? It seems that significant doubts 
and uncertainties about the process existcxlvii. This is valid both for the direct participants and 
the stakeholders more broadly understoodcxlviii. Yet, interregional summits are more than 
anything else about dialogue and creating the right atmosphere and podium for interregional 
interaction to happen, be it on the side of the official debate and possibly even on themes 
that depart from the official agenda. Therefore, it would be more useful to widen our 
understanding of “successfulness” and “efficiency’’ by not only looking at the plenary sessions 
and what is stated on the official agenda and declaration, but also at other activities, events 
and informal meetings held on the side-line. 
 
Another efficiency problem that affects interregional summits is time. The organisation of such 
high-profile events requires a large amount of time and dedicated teams. This is particularly 
true for the host country, of which a massive logistic and organisational effort is required. It is 
also true for participant countries, which have to contribute to the drafting of the final 
declaration, and discuss and agree on the agenda of the summit itself and that of their 
delegations. Interregional summits are also expensive exercises. The organisation, logistics, 
communication, transportation, and accommodation involved are a burden for taxpayers and 
state finance. Indeed the high cost of interregional summits is particularly evident when 
measured against the uncertainty or even the paucity of the results and benefits producedcxlix. 
If one considers that most costs are borne by the host country, and that for the duty of 
reciprocity these kind of events also take place in the less developed Latin American countries, 
one may wonder if that money could not be better spent otherwise. It is estimated for example 
that the 2012 Summit of the Americas held in Cartagena, Colombia, cost about 30 million 
USD, and that the 2008 EU-Latin America and the Caribbean Summit in Lima, Peru, cost 
around 35 million USDcl. In times of crisis and media scrutiny of public expenditure, these type 
of expenses may require rethinking.  
 
Finally, swollen and diluted agendas also constitute a limitation to the efficiency of EU-Latin 
American interregional summits. A telling example is the Gudalajara Declaration of 2004 in 
which not less than 104 action points were listed. Yet, in the final declaration of the EU-Latin 
America and the Caribbean Summit of 2013 in Chile, 48 points were also included, of which 
more than 5 were related to the drugs problem.cli This leads to serious doubts and hesitations 
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about the true significance of these action plans as  “interregional summit declarations and 
action plans can at best be regarded as optimistic assumptions’’clii.  
 
In spite of these criticisms and apparent lack of efficiency, interregional high-level political 
dialogues or summits are inescapable – and successful - instruments of the EU’s interregional 
approach towards Latin America. A number of theoretical and empirical reasons have been 
proposed to support this claim. From a theoretical perspective, a first explanation is offered 
by the very processes of regionalisation and globalisation, which by limiting the control of 
nation states on their own policy choices in fact encourage states to engage in regional and 
interregional cooperationcliii. Furthermore, rhetorical action theory suggests that rhetorical 
commitments produce actual effectscliv. That is to say that when a rhetorical and narrative 
exercise is repeated through time and widely accepted it shapes political interests, values, 
and legitimacy, and therefore determines policy actions and choices too. As such, the more 
that reference is made to the EU’s ‘soft’ approach of harm reduction policy and alternative 
development, the more likely it will be that Latin America will seriously consider and 
potentially adopt such as strategy. Another explanation is provided by the multi-bilateralism 
approachclv. Participants have the opportunity to meet the partners in which they are 
interested, and conduct bilateral talks and form ad hoc alliances on topics not necessarily 
related to those under official discussion. In fact, these interregional summits provide a forum 
for discussion and political direction for the EU-Latin America bi-regional partnership. In 
addition, most of the practical shortcomings and inefficiencies identified by the literature and 
the policy-makers can be addressed rather easilyclvi. For instance, time and money, as well as 
human resources, can be saved by the use of “virtual summits”, and the civil society demand 
for more weight in international decision-making often materialises in the quest for more 
summits, with more space for social actors and NGOs within them (e.g. see the example of 
the recently added academic, business and civil society EU-Latin America summits). For all 
these reasons, summitry is a resilient - and fairly successful - aspect of the EU’s interregional 
approach towards Latin America.  
 
In terms of the effectiveness of the implemented development cooperation projects, both 
sides of the Atlantic tend to agree that, despite the limited amount of funds available, the 
activities are run in a cost-effective manner. In particular, the level of flexibility and possibility 
to adapt the methodology to the realities and conditions of the participating Latin American 
countries have been acknowledged by Latin American scholars and policy makers.clvii The 
(mid-term) impact assessments have had an important role in this regard, as most of the 
implementation difficulties and inefficiencies as indicated during the assessment exercise can 
be ironed out for the project’s remaining term or its successor. The redefinition of COPOLAD 
II, on the basis of the impact assessment exercise of COPOLAD I, is a telling example in this 
regard. 
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Inefficiencies identified in COPOLAD I (2010-
2014) 

Changes adopted for COPOLAD II (2015 - 
2019) 

Large differences in terms of institutional 
capacity of participating countries leading to 
large differences in terms of reached impact 
and ownership 

Programme activities are more tailored to 
groups of countries with similar institutional 
background and interests 

Some approaches are too "European" and 
not necessarily suitable for Latin America 

Greater emphasis is put on adaptability of EU 
approaches in a Latin American context. 

Various EU Member States have not been 
very active, demonstrating an unequal 
interest in EU-Latin America interregional 
cooperation on drugs 

Specific measures taken to stimulate full EU 
Member States' participation across all 
activities 

Volatility of trained staff due to high rate of 
mobility in Latin American drugs agencies, 
national agencies and governments, etc. 

Maximising flows of information and extra 
sustainability measures taken to boost 
ownership by all beneficiaries' (organisations) 

Table seven: Redefining COPOLAD on the basis of inefficiencies identified in the impact assessment (based on 

European Commission 2014 and Chimano 2015clviii) 

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
Nowadays many countries from Latin America are at a turning point in their approach to 
drugs-related problems. Some of them are questioning the impact of the drug control policies 
pursued over the past decades, which were mainly focused on law enforcement and reduction 
of drug supply. As a consequence of these policies, many lives were lost, and social problems 
proliferated, linked to the fight between cartels for the control of production areas as well as 
to smuggling. Rather than favouring the so-called “war against drugs”, many Latin Americans 
now call for a new approach, focusing more on drug demand reduction (i.e. prevention, 
treatment, risk and harm reduction, social reintegration and rehabilitation – increasingly 
necessary in the region due to rising drug consumption). This has increased the interest of 
Latin American countries in new, holistic perspectives and strategies such as the EU Drugs 
Strategy and the EU’s COPOLAD programme. It can furthermore provide a good opportunity 
for the EU to reassert itself in the region and try collaboration and cooperation in a 
geographical region and thematic area traditionally led by the United States. Nonetheless, if 
the EU really wants to achieve a considerable impact in supporting Latin America in facing the 
drug problem and go beyond merely achieving own pre-set goals, it should considerably re-
focus most of its programmes and projects so that it matches this ambition. As detailed in 
chapter two, the EU’s declaratory and operational approach seem to be biased towards 
combatting the production and trafficking of (illicit) drugs (i.e. ‘supply side’), instead of 
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tackling the issue at its roots in a holistic approach. A critical impact assessment has also 
shown that the EU has achieved little real impact on the ground and that it uses different 
indicators than its Latin American counterparts to measure success. The EU’s own emphasis 
on having achieved its own pre-set goals is naïve at best, troublesome at worst. By tying in 
more closely to what the different Latin American counterparts exactly would like to achieve 
through EU cooperation mechanisms, as well as making social and health indicators more 
central, the EU’s interregional approach could be considerably strengthened in the area of 
non-traditional security governance.  
 
By providing a critical assessment of EU-Latin America interregional cooperation in the field 
of non-traditional security governance and more specifically the EU’s interregional approach 
in supporting Latin America in its fight against illicit drugs, drugs trafficking and organised 
crime, this paper has aimed to fill a notable academic (and policy-making) gap in the field of 
EU-driven interregionalism, EU Foreign Policy (analysis) and regionalism/regional security 
governance studies. The most recently executed renowned Atlantic Future project has 
produced seven papers dealing with different interregional relations in the Atlantic areaclix. 
Even though several such papers did not solely look at EU-Latin America, but also include 
studies on EU-North America, North-America–Latin America and Latin America–Africa, most 
of these studies reached a similar conclusion concerning the successfulness of 
interregionalism: “serious limitations of actorness” on the part of the engaging regions 
(Mattheis), large asymmetries or “imbalance in the degree of 
regionalisation”/institutionalisation (Alcaro and Reilly; Pirozzi and Godsäter), and low priority 
conferred to interregional relations (Ayuso, Villar, Pastor and Fuentes; Kotsopoulos and 
Goerg)clx. Yet these studies did not zoom in on particular policy areas and as such were not 
able to assess whether or not the EU’s interregional strategy in a particular policy area has 
been successful or not. Instead, this paper has provided a critical assessment of an important 
theme of cooperation between Latin America and the EU: the fight against illicit drugs and 
organised crime. 
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