
Latin America 
Francesco Davide Ragno 

 

 

 

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue II 85 

It is not the first time that there is a clear intention to introduce new payment systems 

for international exchanges. At the end of the First World War, the decline of British power 

and the complicated economic transition from a warfare to an economy of peace time 

gradually limited the use of GBP currency in international trade. And until the advent of the 

Bretton Woods system, economic uncertainty was one of the factors that inhibited 

international economic connections. From that moment until the present day, the US dollar 

has become the currency of exchange par excellence in the international transactions of 

the West, first, and, with the end of the Cold War, of the whole world. In this sense, the 

extension of the dollar as a currency used for international exchanges revealed the 

perception that the United States was the only super-power left standing from the ashes of 

the fall of the Berlin Wall. In this perspective, the intention that China, Russia, India, Iran 

and Turkey are demonstrating in order to identify alternative forms of payment to the US 

dollar must be read. The possible scenarios that open up for Latin America today intersect 

two different contexts: the economic context and the political-strategic one. 

As regards the first context, the dollar, in the collective imagination of Latin American 

countries, represents an important reference currency. Except for Brazil, which has 

achieved a certain monetary stability since 1998, a large part of Latin America has become 

anchored to the dollar: from the experiences of fixed and free exchange with the dollar like 

those of menemist Argentina or Correa's Ecuador , to the interventions of the International 

Monetary Fund in the region (the intervention in Ecuador last spring is only one of the 

last1), the US currency has been (and continues to be) the great protagonist of the 

economic realities of the area. The dollar, in fact, is often perceived by Latin American 

citizens as a safe currency to save their savings from the plague that historically crosses 

national economies, inflation. Precisely for this reason, the management of dollar reserves 

in (public and private) banks is one of the most sensitive issues for the Latin American 

ruling classes. In this sense, all those economies that are achieving negative 

performances (such as that of Venezuela or Argentina) could benefit from the emergence 

of new payment systems alternative to the dollar for international trade because they 

would limit their dependence on the dollar, a scarce or very good difficult to obtain.        

And this is precisely the meaning of the proposal launched by the Venezuelan president, 

Nicolás Maduro who is trying to spread, in recent months, a new virtual currency, a crypto-

currency called Petro. 

As for the second context, the political-strategic situation seems to be more viscous. 

On one side, China and Russia have long approached the international anti-American axis 

that brings together Maduro's Venezuela, Daniel Ortega's Nicaragua, post-castrist Cuba 

and Evo Morales's Bolivia. An approach that was initially based on an economic arena: 

China, in particular, has shown itself to be very inclined to shift its investments towards 

these Latin American Countries2. In addition to the economic aspect, Russia and China 
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have also shown themselves to be in favour of strategic-military approximations: both 

powers, in fact, have engaged in arms trade in the countries of the anti-Yankee axis.        

Then there was the political support (promoted, above all, by Russia3) towards the 

madurist Venezuela, strongly criticized by a good part of the inter-American and, more 

generally, international community. 

The political-strategic context, however, is enriched by a further nuance. Since 2011, 

Chile, Colombia, Mexico and Peru have gathered in the Pacific Alliance, a form of regional 

economic integration that openly seeks to promote the expansion of Latin American trade 

towards the Asian pivot. It was a novelty for the Latin American scenario. It is a novelty 

partly because these Countries has historically been more commercially connected with 

the United States or Europe. It is a novelty partly because the four member countries of 

the Alliance were the ones that showed the greatest economic dynamism in the area. 

The scenarios that emerge from the dialogical connection of these two analytic 

contexts are multiple and, so far, imponderable. The intentions of China, Russia, India, 

Iran and Turkey can create new development opportunities for Latin American countries if 

and only if the latter will be able to start virtuous economic cycles. But the challenge today 

still seems to be at the beginning. 
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